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Medicalization of a Social Problem:
Administration Policy for Preventing of Suicide Due to Overwork

TANAKA Keiko

Abstract:

This article examines the administration’s policy for preventing suicide due to overwork to clarify how the
social problem of suicide has been medicalized. In Japan, over 30,000 people have committed suicide annually
since 1998, and this trend has come to be considered as a social problem. The government has pointed to an
increase in the number of the suicide cases among middle aged and elderly working people as the main cause of
the trend. Meanwhile, there has been an increase in the number of lawsuits and applications related to
industrial accidents, which are another cause of suicides, but the administration’s suicide prevention policy has
been mainly promoting mental health measures for the prevention of depression, because suicide due to
overwork has come to be seen as a social problem. The perspective that ascribes suicide to depression has come
to be applied not only to suicide due to overwork but also to suicide in general; thus, anti-depression and mental
health measures have converged with suicide measures. The social problem around suicide has concealed the
social factors, which have come to be individualized, as the prevention of suicide becomes constructed

(medicalized) as an issue for applied science like psychiatry.

Keywords: medicalization, individualization, suicide due to overwork, depression and mental health measures,

social problem
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