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The term kokoro (‘heart’ or ‘soul’) is now widely used to express mental health or psychiatry. Despite
its positive effects, kokoro plays only a limited (if any) role in destigmatising mental illness or improving
public mental health literacy in Japan. To navigate the conundrum, I have conducted an immersive
ethnographic study of a variety of self-help groups (SHGs) that address problems or concerns including drug
addiction, hikikomori, hattatsu shogai, eating disorders, OCD, emotions and suicide grief.

In this talk, I will first explain my previous book project on gendered precarious work, Temporary and
Gig Economy Workers in China and Japan (Oxford University Press 2023), before focusing on key themes
arising from tgjisha’s narratives across different SHGs based in the Tokyo metropolitan area. Special
emphasis is placed on the role of gender (and its intersections with other inequality variables) in grasping

complex social suffering, with a view to exploring mental health challenges confronting contemporary Japan.
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