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Abstract 

This paper is an interdisciplinary medical humanities reading of Haruki Murakami's 

Norwegian Wood (1987) and 1Q84 (2009) in order to explore the intricate relationship of 

psychological trauma, somatic memory and the fragile process of healing. In these stories, 

Murakami's fiction illustrates a healing process that is complex and non-linear, as the 

traditional biomedical model of clinical psychiatry often considers trauma as a singular 

disease to be eradicated. This paper contends that Murakami's works always question the 

shortfall of institutionalized medical paradigms, such as the realist vision of clinical 

depression, suicide and palliative care in Norwegian Wood, and the magical realist vision of 

dissociative trauma and systemic cult abuse in 1Q84. The paper builds an argument using 

Rita Charon's model of Narrative Medicine, Arthur Frank's theories on illness narratives, 

Michel Foucault's spatial critique of the clinic, and Bessel van der Kolk's neurobiological 

research on somatic trauma to systematically analyze the ways in which Murakami's 

protagonists move through physical spaces of asylum, embody their grief, call upon non-

verbal forms of acoustic therapy, and laboriously narrate their fractured identities. Moreover, 

the paper contextualizes these traumas in the particular socio-cultural background of post-

war and late-capitalist Japan, which includes the stigmas surrounding mental illness in the 

society. In the end, the research theorises that, as Murakami's texts are, the overcoming of 

the traumatic is not the condition of psychological survival, rather, it is the empathic and 

relational engagement with the traumatic. 
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Introduction: The Medical Humanities and the Topography of Trauma 

In recent decades, the medical humanities have become an important 

interdisciplinary discipline, uniting the empirical and diagnostic precision of clinical 

medicine with the empathetic and interpretive approaches of literature, philosophy and the 

arts. Essentially, this field of study posits that diseases, injuries, and psychological distress 

are not just biological or neurological abnormalities. In his book The Illness Narratives, 

medical anthropologist Arthur Kleinman proposes that there is an ontological difference 

between “disease” and “illness”. No writer has explored the terrain of "illness" and 

psychological trauma as thoroughly or compassionately as Haruki Murakami in the world of 

modern world literature. His protagonists often suffer from unprocessed grief, alienation and 

great psychological rifts that cannot easily be categorized or treated with pills. 

This paper is an extensive comparative study of two of Murakami's most important 

works: Norwegian Wood and the encyclopedic 1Q84. Written over 20 years ago and in very 

different styles (Norwegian Wood is a nostalgic, realistic narrative and 1Q84 is a sprawling, 

multi-layered magical realism), both works share a focus on the mechanics of psychological 

healing and survival. In Norwegian Wood, the trauma is intimate, localized, devastating, and 

the subject of the story is the inexplicable suicide of the protagonist Watanabe's best friend, 

Kizuki, and the agonizing psychological collapse of Kizuki’s girlfriend, Naoko. The trauma 

in 1Q84 is systemic and personal, centering on the protagonists Aomame and Tengo and 

their respective experiences of the psychological effects of religious extremism, childhood 

emotional abuse, and dissociative alternate realities. 

This work examines Murakami's fiction from the perspective of the medical 

humanities, and it suggests that Murakami's fiction is a continuous and philosophical critique 

of institutionalized, clinical treatments of mental health. This paper will show how the 

architecture of asylum, the somatic nature of grief, the psychological burden on the caregiver, 

and the therapeutic need for the reconstruction of the narrative, all underscore Murakami's 

belief in a paradigm of healing that is based in empathy, narrative integration, and rich 

interpersonal connection, rather than clinical eradication. 

Theoretical Framework: Linking Literature and Clinical Practice 

This study uses a three-part theoretical framework from the medical humanities, 

trauma studies and spatial theory in order to adequately explore the psychopathology of 

Murakami's characters. First, the methodology is based on Rita Charon's concept of 

"Narrative Medicine," which holds that "the practice of medicine demands narrative 

competence, the capacity to recognize, understand, respond to and be transformed by the 

stories and suffering of others. Charon believes that disease disrupts the "narrable self" and 

that the process of storytelling is a healing process. 
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Secondly, this paper adopts trauma theory as formulated by Cathy Caruth and Bessel van der 

Kolk. Trauma, Caruth writes, is belated, it is literally returned – it is an unassimilated event 

that does not get processed in the cognitive sphere but keeps on haunting the subject. Van 

der Kolk builds upon this and shows that trauma is held in the body, "the body keeps the 

score," and that psychological traumas are experienced as physical paralysis, hyper-vigilance 

and chronic pain. 

Finally, the paper brings together Michel Foucault's critiques in The Birth of the 

Clinic and Gaston Bachelard's The Poetics of Space to examine the spaces of healing. 

Foucault's study of the "medical gaze" shows how clinical spaces de-subjectivize patients, 

turning them into a collection of symptoms. Bachelard, on the other hand, offers a vocabulary 

to describe intimate, protective spaces which nurture the vulnerable psyche. 

Mental Health in Murakami's Japan: The Socio-Cultural Context of Mental Health 

In order to examine the healing in Murakami's work, the social-cultural context of 

mental health in Japan needs to be examined first. Murakami's novels often explore the 

psychological challenges of Japan's rapid modernization, the pressure of the educational and 

corporate systems, and the historical taboo on mental illness. 

The characters of Norwegian Wood are disillusioned ideologically and personally, 

in the context of the global student revolts of the late 1960s. Suicide, a recurring specter in 

the novel, must be understood in the context of the cultural history of Japan, where it has 

historically been associated with notions of honor, responsibility and the ultimate release 

from an unsustainable social burden. Kizuki's death, without any explanation or warning, 

brings an end to the illusion of post-war stability of Watanabe and Naoko, leaving them in 

an isolating grief that society is unable to cope with. 

Likewise, 1Q84, which takes place in 1984, is a criticism of the new religious 

movements (shinshūkyō) that sprung up in the late-capitalist Japan, and that Murakami 

himself explored in his non-fiction book, Underground, which details the actual trauma of 

the Aum Shinrikyo cult in the 1990s. In the novel, the Sakigake cult is a system of trauma, 

where children, such as Fuka-Eri, are subjected to horrific sexual and psychological abuse 

and forced to obey absolutely. The larger social institutions, whether university, company, 

or religion, are powerless in the face of the individual in both novels, and Murakami's 

protagonists in both books must find their own fragile means of psychological survival. 

The Architecture of Asylum: Clinical Confinement Versus Organic Sanctuary 

One of the main issues of the medical humanities is to study the psychological impact 

of the physical setting of the hospital, clinic, and asylum on the patient. Murakami is quite 

explicit in his response to this by creating alternative, organic places of psychological 

recuperation that defy the sterile architecture and hierarchical power relations of the 

contemporary hospital. 
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The Ami Hostel in Norwegian Wood is a radical and anti-psychiatric alternative to 

the traditional Japanese psychiatric institution. It is a utopia set in the mountains of Kyoto, 

where people with severe clinical depression, schizophrenia and anxiety are treated. The Ami 

Hostel is not a regular hospital, where there are strict lines between sick and healthy. At the 

hostel, the doctors and patients are all but indistinguishable, sharing agricultural labor, 

growing their own food, and living together in community, Reiko tells Watanabe. This model 

is a humanistic attempt to manage mental illness in an organic way, with nature and 

community rather than to suppress it with pills and confine it in a sterile urban clinic. 

But Murakami is not uncritical about this space. He shows that the Ami Hostel is a 

much needed respite from the sensory overload and social pressures of Tokyo but ultimately 

it cannot save Naoko from committing suicide. The peacefulness of the forest is no match 

for her clinical depression. The results of this tragic failure indicate that, even in the most 

idyllic physical setting, the physical and environmental intervention cannot heal trauma 

when there is a deep split in the person's inner psychological world, and this may reveal the 

intrinsic limitations of spatial and environmental interventions in the treatment of severe 

psychiatric conditions. 

In 1Q84, the healing space becomes an external reality, the stuff of reality itself. The 

other version of “1Q84” – the one where there are two moons in the sky – is a giant 

dissociative quarantine zone. To Aomame and Tengo, it is a spatial displacement that is 

needed to come to terms with the childhood traumas they suffered at the hands of their 

respective parents, who are both religious zealots and cult leaders. 

In addition, Aomame retreats to a secure location given to her by the Dowager, a liminal 

space controlled in every detail after Aomame assassinates a member of the violent Sakigake 

cult. Murakami's magical realism is very much a personal, protective architecture. Characters 

need to go into secluded heterotopic spaces, what Bachelard would call "shells" or "nests", 

to safely metabolize their traumas before they can try to reengage with the threatening outside 

world. 

Mental Health in Murakami's Japan: The Socio-Cultural Context of Mental Health 

In order to examine the healing in Murakami's work, the social-cultural context of 

mental health in Japan needs to be examined first. Murakami's novels frequently grapple 

with the psychological issues of Japan's rapid modernization, the demands of the educational 

and corporate systems, and the taboo surrounding mental illness in Japan. 

The characters of Norwegian Wood are disillusioned ideologically and personally, 

in the context of the global student revolts of the late 1960s. A frequent theme in the novel 

is suicide, which must be viewed in the context of Japanese cultural history, where suicide 

has always been linked to notions of honor, responsibility and the ultimate relief from an 

unsustainable social burden. Kizuki's death, without any explanation or warning, brings an 

end 
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to the illusion of post-war stability of Watanabe and Naoko, leaving them in an isolating 

grief that society is unable to cope with. 

Likewise, 1Q84, which takes place in 1984, is a criticism of the new religious 

movements (shinshūkyō) that sprung up in the late-capitalist Japan, and that Murakami 

himself explored in his non-fiction book, Underground, which details the actual trauma of 

the Aum Shinrikyo cult in the 1990s. In the novel, the Sakigake cult is a system of trauma, 

where children, such as Fuka-Eri, are subjected to horrific sexual and psychological abuse 

and forced to obey absolutely. In both novels, the larger social institutions, be they university, 

company or religion, are helpless before the individual, and Murakami's protagonists in both 

books must find their own precarious ways of psychological survival. 

The Architecture of Asylum: Clinical Confinement Versus Organic Sanctuary 

A central problem of the medical humanities is to investigate the psychological effect 

of the physical environment of the hospital, clinic and asylum on the patient. Murakami is 

very clear about his answer to this question, building alternative, organic spaces for 

psychological recuperation that defy the sterile architecture and hierarchical power relations 

of the present day hospital. 

Norwegian Wood's Ami Hostel is a radical and anti-psychiatric alternative to the 

traditional Japanese psychiatric institution. It's a utopia in the mountains of Kyoto where the 

severely clinically depressed, the schizophrenic and the anxious are treated. The Ami Hostel 

is not a normal hospital, where there is a clear demarcation between sick and healthy. The 

doctors and patients are indistinguishable from each other at the hostel; they work in the 

fields together, raise their own food, and live together as a community, Reiko tells Watanabe. 

It is a humanistic approach to mental illness, not one that seeks to treat it with pills and keep 

it locked up in a sterile urban clinic, but one which seeks to treat it organically, with nature 

and community. 

However, Murakami has no illusions about this space. He demonstrates that the Ami 

Hostel is a much needed respite from the sensory overload and social pressures of Tokyo, 

but it can't save Naoko from committing suicide. She's clinically depressed and the 

tranquility of the woods can't help her. The outcomes of this tragic failure suggest that, even 

in the most idyllic physical space, the physical and environmental intervention is incapable 

of curing trauma when there is a profound divide in the person's inner psychological world, 

and this may show the intrinsic limitations of a spatial and environmental intervention in the 

treatment of severe psychiatric conditions. 

In 1Q84, the healing space turns into the outside world, the reality itself. The other 

version of “1Q84” – the one where there are two moons in the sky – is a giant dissociative 

quarantine zone. To Aomame and Tengo, it is a spatial displacement that is needed to come 

to terms with the childhood traumas they suffered at the hands of their respective parents, 
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who are both religious zealots and cult leaders. 

Moreover, Aomame goes to a safe house provided for her by the Dowager, a liminal 

space, where every detail is under control after Aomame slays a member of the violent 

Sakigake cult. Murakami's magical realism is most definitely a personal and protective 

architecture. Characters need to go into secluded heterotopic spaces, what Bachelard would 

call "shells" or "nests", to safely metabolize their traumas before they can try to reengage 

with the threatening outside world. 

Narrative Medicine and the Reclaiming of the Fractured Self 

Narrative Medicine is one of the cornerstones of the medical humanities. According 

to Dr. Rita Charon, storytelling, and being listened to, is an essential element in the healing 

process. Illness and trauma disrupt the linear continuity of a person's life, and generate 

disjointed, unprocessed timelines. Thus, healing involves actively (and sometimes painfully) 

reconstructing that story. Murakami's characters are always involved in this therapeutic 

process of storytelling, trying to write their own survival. 

The novel Air Chrysalis is literally rewritten by Tengo in 1Q84, a literalization of 

the theme of narrative medicine. The original manuscript was written by the deeply 

traumatized and dyslexic teen, Fuka-Eri, and it holds the suppressed truth about the abusive 

Sakigake cult and the mystical Little People. But due to her traumatized state and 

neurodivergence, Fuka-Eri is unable to structure and linguistically connect the story. 

Through rewriting, expansion and polishing her story, Tengo performs a massive 

psychological processing, serving as a narrative prosthesis for Fuka-Eri. He puts the raw, 

chaotic data of her trauma into a cohesive beginning, middle and end. In doing so, Tengo 

also unwittingly starts to come to terms with his own buried recollections of his mother's 

infidelity. In 1Q84, writing and editing are presented as intense psychological excavations. 

Murakami argues that it is important to take charge of one's own story, whether true or 

invented, as a means of reclaiming a sense of agency from the abusers and the disorder of 

the repressed memory. It is through the story that the fragmented self is pieced together, 

restored and made whole. 

Narrative medicine in Norwegian Wood is written in the form of a letter. The 

correspondence between Watanabe, Naoko and Reiko is a frantic effort to keep the continuity 

of the story line despite the great distances, both geographical and psychological. The letters 

serve as tangible proof of their lives and their experiences. The fact that these letters fail to 

save Naoko is not in any way a failure of the letters, but rather a reminder of the frightening 

fact that some traumas are greater than the power of language. But the novel itself is given 

as a story told by Watanabe looking back, as a kind of therapy for himself to write it decades 

after, to save Naoko's memory and, in the end, to cure himself of his survivor's guilt. 
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The Limits of Institutional Intervention and the Necessity of Connection 

Murakami's oeuvre as a whole can be seen as a sad and sustained commentary on 

the absolute boundaries of institutionalized medicine, law enforcement and societal security 

through a medical humanities prism. In his novels, clinical psychiatrists, government 

agencies, and religious institutions routinely overlook, fail to prevent, and fail to treat the 

deepest and most insidious forms of human suffering. 

In Norwegian Wood, both Kizuki and Naoko die by suicide, and the peripheral 

character Hatsumi dies by suicide, all of which take place outside the boundaries of effective 

clinical care. Kizuki's death is sudden and inexplicable, with no behavioral indications that 

would be considered a characteristic of clinical psychology. Naoko commits suicide although 

she is in a special psychiatric hospital, in a progressive environment, where the care-givers 

are sympathetic. Murakami points out that some kinds of existential despair and traumatic 

grief are not amenable to medical solutions, surveillance or institutional management. The 

clinical, biomedical gaze is all too inadequate for grasping the depths of the human soul; it 

may diagnose the symptoms but is powerless to heal the fundamental rupture of the subject's 

will to live. 

In the same way, in 1Q84, the institutional structures of society are completely 

unaware of the systemic and horrific abuse carried out by the Sakigake cult. The police, the 

government and the medical establishment are either complicit or paralyzed by bureaucratic 

inertia or willfully ignorant of the violence behind closed doors. Murakami believes that 

healing and justice are not provided by institutions, but by radical interpersonal devotion. In 

the end, it is not therapy, drugs, or cops that save Aomame and Tengo, but their steadfast, 

almost magical resolve to locate one another in the midst of the changing realities. 

They meet again at the end of the novel, symbolizing the highest humanistic achievement in 

the face of trauma. Escaping the 1Q84 reality by climbing back up the emergency stairwell 

of the Metropolitan Expressway, they hold hands. It's an easy, yet deep physical gesture that 

signifies the healing power of empathetic touch, the only antidote to the isolating terror of 

trauma. 

Conclusion: Healing as a Non-Linear Trajectory 

In his novels Norwegian Wood and 1Q84, Haruki Murakami provides us with rich, 

complex and deeply empathetic topographies of psychological suffering which cannot be 

simply diagnosed by clinical psychiatry. This examination of these texts from the lens of the 

medical humanities makes it clear that Murakami's conception of trauma is not simply a 

biological oddity that can be treated with medications, but rather one that is a disruption of 

the human narrative, the somatic body, and the relational self. 

In all his fiction, from the tragedy of the somatically paralyzed Naoko to the crushing 

compassion fatigue of Watanabe to the hyper-vigilant, narrative-changing travels of 
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Aomame and Tengo, Murakami's fiction always suggests that healing is a non-linear, 

sometimes perilous path. It involves negotiating spaces of asylum, processing corporeal 

memories, using non-verbal acoustic therapies and – most importantly – empathically 

receiving one's personal story. 

In the end, Murakami argues that institutional medicine and society can only do so 

much to heal the wounds of the modern subject, and that "humanistic practices" of 

storytelling, deep listening and radical interpersonal connection are our most important 

means of psychological survival. Murakami's world is one in which the traumas of the past 

can never be erased and the basic sadness of life can never be cured, but in which the way to 

survive them together can be learned through story and empathy. 
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