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The Rise of Antidepressants: Psychiatric Discourse in Japan
from the 1950s to the 1970s

MATSUEDA Akiko

Abstract:

This paper examines the changes in psychiatric discourse and practice that led to the spread of
antidepressants for the psychiatric treatment of depression.

The paper analyzes (1) the change in psychiatric theory towards a positive evaluation of antidepressants by
psychiatrists in medical textbooks in the 1960s and 1970s; (2) the change in psychiatric practice that occurred
with the rise of antidepressants, when psychotropic drugs began to be compared with electric shock treatment;
(3) the influence of Katei No Igaku (Family Medicine), a medical manual which introduced psychiatrists’ ideas
about the causes of and treatments for depression to laypeople.

In the 1950s, antidepressants were discovered by chance. In the 1960s, medication was not the dominant
psychiatric treatment choice, but, in the 1970s, antidepressants became the main choice for psychiatric
treatment. The idea that psychiatric disease originates in the organ of the brain emerged from 19th century
German psychiatry. When psychiatric pharmacology developed, however, there arose a new discourse that
psychiatric disease is caused, instead, by biochemical substances within the brain. This removed vague fears of
psychiatric disease, because psychiatric drug treatment worked on the substances within a brain disorder and

antidepressants treated depression based on biochemical evidence.

Keywords: psychotropic drugs, antidepressants, psychiatric discourse, discourse analysis
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