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The Meaning of Illness for A Person Mentally Disabled in Japan
— The Interpretation of Mr. S’s Life History : The Recapturing
of the Self from the Stigma and the Narrative —

Mieko Tanaka
(Tokyo Women’s Medical University,School of Nursing)

The purpose of this study is to understand the meaning of illness through the life experiences of a person
mentally disabled in Japan.

The study takes the philosophical stance of M. Heidegger’s ontology, in whose work the individual is regarded
as “being-in-the world, self-interpreting, self-constitutive, and at the same time making sense of the things and other
individuals, while being linked with the temporality”.

The methodological stance taken in this study is hermeneutics based on M. Heidegger’s ontology. The life
history approach was used for data collection.

The co-researcher of this study is Mr. S using mental health care services and living in a community setting in
Japan. The data was obtained by interviewing the subject about his life experiences. The data transcribed were
reorganized according to life history using the life history method. This life history was interpreted as “text” for the
purpose of understanding the meaning of illness for the subject.

As a result of the interpretation, the central meaning of illness for Mr. S was determined as “the recapturing
of the self from the stigma”.

We also found that there were several meanings of illness which formed the central meaning of Mr. §’s life
experiences, as demonstrated in the following;

1. “Being borned as a son of mentally disabled mother”
. “Suffering experienced as a mental illness”
. “Mother’s admission to a mental hospital as a traumatic experience”
. “Experiencing difficulty derived from the stigma of mental disability and escaping the stigmatic environment”
. “Efforts for the self-changing”
. “Meeting a fellow and the change in interpretation of the world and the self”,

~N O U1 &~ W BN

. “Narrative as an act of sharing the interpretation”.

key words
meaning of illness, mentally disabled, life history, stigma, narrative



