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History of News Reports on Lonely Death

KOTSUJI Hisanori, KOBAYASHI Muneyuki

Abstract:

The term “lonely death” (kodokushi) refers to the death of a person who had lived alone, had died without
anybody noticing and was discovered only after his or her death. When the term was first used, around 1970,
lonely death was considered a problem of the elderly. Recently, lonely death has received sudden attention and
has begun to be considered a general social problem. It is highly possible, however, that lonely death is not a
new phenomenon, that there have always been some people who have died in a state of social isolation, and that
it is not only the elderly who have died in this way. Based on a search of Asahi Shimbun and Yomiuri Shimbun
articles, this paper examines news reports, from the 1880s to the present, of people dying alone. It finds that,
although the term “lonely death” did not exist before the 1970s, cases that can be called lonely death according
to the current definition are found in newspapers from the 1880s. The number of reported cases was smaller
than today but the phenomenon of lonely death existed. Moreover, the research shows that it has not only been

old people who have died lonely deaths but young people as well.

Keywords: lonely death, social isolation, unrelated society
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