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Genealogy of Disaster Recovery from the
Viewpoint of Changing Principles:

A Structural Analysis of “Individualism”
versus “Collectivism” in Reconstruction

Shigeki Yamanaka

Abstract:

Ever since GOTO Shinpei (1857—-1929), Home Minister at the time of the
Great Kanto Earthquake of 1923, adopted the term fukké to describe recovery
and reconstruction from a disaster, victims of disasters have been left behind in
the process of reconstruction and their needs forced into the framework of “poor
relief.” Reconstruction as envisioned by the government, whether it is “spatial
reconstruction” (kukan fukko; reconstruction of urban space) or “creative
reconstruction” (sozoteki fukko; reconstruction taking into account structural
reforms of society, culture, and industry), has been seen as national and urban
“renaissance” (rebirth), not “restart” for disaster victims. Governance-based
reconstruction places the priority of recovery policy upon maximization of
social values transcending individuals’ values. It all too often treats the
number of victims simply as indicating the scale of a disaster and submerges
individual sufferers’ grief and sadness under the vague term of “feelings of
recovery.” Following the 1923 earthquake, economist FUKUDA Tokuzo (1874—
1930) advocated the idea of “human recovery” (ningen fukko) in an attempt to
shift the emphasis of reconstruction away from the rulers and closer to
individual victims. That can be seen as a value shift to individualism in
recovery as later found in the slogan “recovery to the very last sufferer” upheld
by the volunteers who helped at the time of the 1995 Kobe earthquake. The
present article starts by discussing recovery efforts depicted in the Nihon shoki
(The Chronicles of Japan); it looks at GOTO Shinpei’s program of reconstruction
for 1920s Tokyo and traces the trajectory of spatial reconstruction from the
recovery from World War II up to the Great Sakata Fire of 1976; it follows the
process by which the principle of “human recovery” matured through the
individual-based disaster relief bill and the Natural Disaster Victims Relief
Law. Finally, it analyzes the relationship between “creative reconstruction,”
born out of the deflation-led recession, and neo-liberalism. The article lays out
ways for building feasible policies and institutions so that “human
reconstruction” does not end up being merely an idea.
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