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An Essay on Death and Life Studies Part1

Susumu Shimazono

The Japanese term “shisei-gaku” (thanatology, or death and life studies, in
English) has been used for the last twenty years, but as yet its content has
not been made very clear. Although there are several academic works
which profess to be manifestations of the “shisei-gaku”, they have not
developed into a coherent system of knowledge that can be counted as an
academic discipline. “Shisei-gaku” thus may not be regarded as a pre-
existing field. Rather at present it is now in the process of being conceived.

This essay examines previous attempts of conceiving “shisei-gaku”
critically and delineates a broader conception of “shisei-gaku.” Those who
have adopted the term “shisei-gaku” have taken it for granted that the term
is a counterpart of the English word “thanatology.” The present author will
assume that the English term “death and life studies” is more appropriate.
“Death and life studies” is used here to designate a broader conception of
“shisei-gaku” than the one adopted by previous academics and writers.

While thanatology is essentially a practical endeavor to recover the
existential views of those facing death, here “death and life studies”
emphasizes the following aspects: (1)“Death and life studies” is not only
concerned with the practical requirements and responses to the urgent
situations of death and life in contemporary society, it also aims at expanding
basic knowledge to support the practical endeavors of thinking, care and
education on death and life in contemporary society. (2) “Death and life
studies” is not mainly concerned with facing death but with facing broadly
the critical problems of life and death. This will make it important to
cooperate with neighboring academic areas such as applied ethics. (3)It will
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examine reflexively the situations where the need for thanatology and “death
and life studies” is rising, and be critically aware of its own position within
the history of sciences and ideas.
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