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How to Understand Visions of the Dead?
Spiritual Care and the Acceptance of Death by Terminal Stage
Patients

Tetsuo OHMURA

The phenomenon of terminal stage patients seeing dead people is medically diagnosed as
“delirium.” However, this phenomenon has great importance not only to the people in question,
but also to those who treat them, such as doctors and caretakers.

The apparition of dead people dear to the patient implies for them the existence of life after
death, the conservation of one’ s personality beyond life, free transit between this and the other
world and so on, and helps diminishing in great part the patient s anxiety towards death. It thus
enables the patient to confirm with his or her own eyes a realistic world of beyond, and to accept
such world intuitively, without suffering from the difficult task of facing death.

This phenomenon is also important for the grief care of those who, such as relatives, were by
the patient’ s side during their final days. It gives them the understanding that their loved one
did not disappear with death, but was guided to the other world by dead familiar individuals. By
witnessing a peaceful death, those close to the patient are also able to build a comfortable image
of their own future death.

As for those who, such as medical and care staff, deal professionally with near-death patients,
through the acceptance that the patient departed welcomed by dead familiar individuals, they are
able to overcome the feeling of powerlessness and distress of loss as a problem distinct from that
of the limitations of their healthcare techniques.

When we analyze such terminal stage visions from the viewpoint of analytical psychology,
we can say that that which serves as the base for the image of death shared by the whole of
humankind belongs to the domain of the collective unconscious, while images of the dead and so
on based on experiences specific to the person belong to the realm of the individual unconscious.
With the debilitation of one’ s body, as the oppression of the unconscious by the conscious
decreases, these images of death are activated and, given religious or habitual meaning, are
reflected in gods, Buddhas and dead familiar individuals, thus emerging as visions. The above is
supported by the fact that examples of such visions of the dead occur not only throughout Japan,

but all over the world.
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