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Who Should Own a “Death?” :

Consideration of the Report of the Names of Victims in Incident and Disaster News

Takushi OTANI

Abstract

This article examines the social and cultural background of the customs of disclosing victims'
names in Japanese press reports of incidents and disasters for an ethical analysis of whether
press reports should be allowed to use the names and likenesses of the victims. In general, many
commentators require or recommend that the names and likenesses of incident and accident
victims must not be disclosed in press reports to protect them and their families and neighbors
from the destruction of the victims' social reputations and their families and neighbors’ tranquil
lives by the media’s exaggerated or false reporting and the social presumptuous attentions.
Although we agree with the argument for protecting their human rights, we aimed to explore
whether press reports that disclose the names and likenesses of victims have no positive
consequences and social functions before abandoning such customs. We found that honest and
empathic press reporting in which the disclosure of the victim's identity could have a sort of
grief care function for bereaved families, and that such reporting had also the features of a death
announcement in the traditional Japanese community, which collectively undertakes the funeral
ceremony and mourns the death. In addition, we found that disclosing the identities of victims
of large disasters is needed to execute appropriate remedial measures for the local communities
and bereaved families. Furthermore, we suggested that the public opinions that support victim
anonymization in press reports may correlate to the social phenomena called “privatization of
death,” observed in funeral ceremonies by cultural anthropologists who examined the changes
over the years in the proportion of family funerals to private funerals in obituary notices in a
national paper.
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