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The first seismic wave hit eastern Japan at two minutes to 
noon on Saturday, September 1, 1923. It toppled structures, 
crushed people, and unsettled everyone who survived. 

Within minutes, a second intense wave battered the already suffering 
region. This tremor killed scores more and triggered panic not seen be-
fore in Japan’s imperial capital. Over the next seventy-two hours, roughly 
two hundred major aftershocks and a series of diabolical conflagrations 
unleashed pandemonium, killed tens of thousands, and incinerated large 
swaths of Tokyo and Yokohama. Both cities had been transformed into 
scorched, broken, and almost unrecognizable wrecks. The smell of death 
and the groans of the seriously wounded, half-dead survivors amid the 
vanquished landscape led one anonymous chronicler to ask, “If this were 
not Hell, where would Hell be?”1

When the fires extinguished themselves and people surveyed the land-
scape, even the earth looked wounded. The earthquake had ripped open 
great fissures in the land. At many points where seismic waves met human 
constructs, nature showed no mercy. Apart from destroying buildings, 
the earthquake buckled roads, collapsed bridges, twisted train tracks and 

Introduction

We do not have to become pessimistic or disappointed. In a sense, what 
struck us was a baptism by fire. If the whole nation sees it this way and 
moves forward, there is no doubt that a new life will be born. 
—Abe Isoo, 1923

Prior to the earthquake . . . people expected nothing from the nation and 
the mutual help across generations and the truest in local communities 
was beginning to crumble. But maybe the Japanese people could use the 
experience of this catastrophe to rebuild a society bound together by 
renewed trust.
—Azuma Hiroki, 2011
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tramlines, snapped water and sewer pipes, and severed telegraph lines. 
Hidden beneath the waters of Sagami Bay, 60 kilometers south-southwest 
of Tokyo and at the earthquake’s epicenter, the sea floor fell by over 
400 meters and triggered a series of tsunamis that inundated low-lying 
seaside communities. “Nature,” Buddhist lay spokesman Takashima Beihō 
wrote, “raged all at once, collapsing the pillars of the sky and snapping 
the axis of the earth.”2 “The big city of Tokyo,” he lamented, “the larg-
est in the Orient, at the zenith of its prosperity burned down and melted 
away over two days and three nights.”3 To those who had experienced 
Japan’s earthquake calamity, this was perhaps only a slight exaggeration.

The human tragedy was every bit as horrific to survivors as the deso-
late sights of the devastated capital. In less than three days, more than 
100,000 people perished, often in violent, tragic ways. Almost immedi-
ately after the quake hit, thousands were crushed by falling objects or 
died in collapsed buildings. People were also trampled to death by the 
scores of panicked residents who clogged Tokyo’s streets attempting to 
flee. Individuals who escaped the initial chaos found themselves con-
fronted—often trapped mercilessly—by encroaching fires that turned 
Tokyo into an inferno. Some victims suffocated as fires consumed vast 
quantities of oxygen from the air. More succumbed to burns produced by 
the intense heat and flames. Others drowned in rivers or were boiled alive 
in small ponds and canals that provided virtually no protection from the 
approach of Hell. However their lives were extinguished, all who died ex-
perienced a terror that was almost unimaginable just hours before.

Referred to initially as the Taishō shinsai (earthquake disaster of the 
Taishō era), or the Tokyo shinsai (Tokyo earthquake disaster), its name 
grew in stature as the totality of its devastation emerged. The 1923 di-
saster became, and would forever be known as, the Kantō daishinsai 
(Great Kantō Earthquake Disaster), one of the most deadly, costly, and  
destructive natural disasters of the twentieth century. This cataclysmic 
event, moral philosopher Shimamoto Ainosuke declared, “overturned” 
Japan’s “culture from its very foundation.”4 Owing to the government’s 
decision in 1960 to designate September 1 as Disaster Prevention Day, 
the anniversary of the Great Kantō Earthquake has become a day that 
all Japanese, not just Tokyoites, associate with natural disasters and 
preparedness.

Songwriter, street performer, and political activist Soeda Azenbō felt 
compelled to preserve the sights and sounds of the disaster he experi-
enced through a ballad composed in 1923 entitled “Taishō daishinsai no 
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uta” (A song of the Taishō Great Earthquake). Soeda’s evocative lyrics re-
layed the horrors of Japan’s apocalyptic experience to countless people in 
the years after 1923. He wrote in part: 

We heard roars near and far.
Fires spread to burn the sky.
The streets turned instantly into a veritable hell.
It was hell on earth, filled with cries and screams . . . 

People died helplessly,
burned in the fire, going mad.
Parents called to their children; children called to their parents.
Looking for them in the fire and in the water . . . 

Falling after being tormented by both fire and water;
Thrown to the river from a collapsing bridge;
And drowning, falling from a burning boat—
The number of people who perished was too numerous to count.

A whirlwind fanned the fierce fire.
There was nowhere to escape but a muddy pond.
They immersed their bodies, avoiding the flying sparks.
But it was no use.

So many are steamed to death,
Licked by the tongue of approaching flames.
Stepping over countless corpses,
People ran around, under the smoke and flames.

Those who barely escaped with their lives
had wounds too terrible to look at.
Poor souls, they are more dead than alive,
Breathing faintly in misery.

The survivors have neither food nor water 
They sleep in the open, with only the clothes they happened to be 

wearing
Day after day, night after night.
They feel more dead than alive . . . 
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What a terrible force of evil!
With only one shock,
It destroyed the great city of Tokyo, Yokohama,
The Bōsō Peninsula, Izu, Sagami.

Humans took pride in their civilization
And enjoyed the luxurious dream life.
But it has been destroyed completely,
Ah, it has been destroyed with no trace left behind.5

In the course of three days, as Soeda described, Tokyo had become a fire-
blackened, rubble-strewn, corpse-filled, stinking wasteland of a once vi-
brant city.

In that fateful autumn of 1923, economist Fukuda Tokuzō shared much 
of Soeda’s anguish at the destruction of Japan’s imperial capital. As a self-
professed “proud Tokyoite,” Fukuda was distraught over the state of the 
metropolis he called home.6 Was anything, he asked, comparable to the 
tragedy Tokyo experienced? Initial comparisons between Tokyo’s ca-
tastrophe and the one that had struck San Francisco in April 1906—the 
last major urban earthquake disaster on the Pacific Rim of Fire—ended 
abruptly when the true scale of Japan’s calamity emerged.7 Fukuda be-
lieved that only the war that had ravaged the European continent less 
than ten years earlier provided an apt comparison with what Japan had 
recently experienced.

Fukuda felt more than just anguish at the destruction of large parts 
of Tokyo. He also harbored a sense of sanguinity. The German-trained 
academician knew that however great Tokyo had become, it was far from 
perfect on the eve of calamity. In the latter half of his life, Fukuda be-
lieved that Tokyo had failed to become a modern imperial capital (teito) 
as it grew but rather expanded in an almost arbitrary fashion as a “mere 
extension of Edo, the city built by the Tokugawa regime (1600–1868).” Fu-
kuda complained that the narrow, winding streets and mazelike urban 
plan that had served the Tokugawa government well—a purpose-built de-
fensive construction designed to restrict the movement of potential en-
emy armies into Edo—had done nothing but hinder the free and easy flow 
of people and commerce in modern Japan. Yet it had not been redesigned 
even as Tokyo’s population soared. Few parks or open spaces existed de-
spite awareness that they could improve the quality of life for Tokyoites 
and serve as potential firebreaks in times of conflagration. Worst of all, 
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however, successive governments had done little to combat the prolif-
eration of slum neighborhoods in eastern Tokyo or deal effectively with 
the causes of urban poverty. “Those cursed aspects of Tokyo,” Fukuda 
wrote, “were the center and origin of all cursed things about Japan.”8 Now 
they were gone, and in their place he hoped something better could be 
planned, created, and managed.

With the fiery destruction of much of eastern Tokyo, Fukuda thus felt 
a degree of jubilation at the prospect of a true, modern, imperial capital 
rising from the ashes of dead Tokyo. More than simply feeling ecstatic 
over the prospect of reconstruction, Fukuda proselytized to all Japanese 
that they must embrace the opportunity presented by the earthquake 
and reconstruct the nation. “Tokyo should not grieve that it has lost the 
remains of its old self,” Fukuda wrote in the popular journal Kaizō, but 
rather “establish it [reconstructed Tokyo] as the base of a restored Japan.” 
However deadly and destructive the disaster had been, it had done Japan 
a favor by purifying the capital through fire. He opined that the cleans-
ing that Tokyo had experienced was similar to what the fire of London 
had accomplished in eradicating the black plague.9 Both were blessings in 
disguise rather than something to bemoan.

Fukuda hoped that the fires that burned Tokyo would serve as the be-
ginning of a “mass purification ceremony for the nation.” It would only be 
a true blessing, however, if people were astute enough to comprehend it 
as a unique opportunity and to seize it. “The first task for the restoration 
of Japan,” Fukuda therefore argued, was to “help turn the fires that burnt 
Tokyo, Yokohama, Odawara, Yokosuka, and other cities into a fire that will 
burn the wreckage of old Japan and the old mentalities of the feudal era 
that prevails.” “Build a new Tokyo,” he wrote, “that could serve as a path-
finder and leader of a restored Japan.” More than this, Fukuda urged his 
readers to plan and construct “a city that could promote the reformation 
of the entire world.” “Tokyo,” he argued, had been made a “sacrifice of a 
Japan that had been following the wrong trajectory.” A new Tokyo could 
shepherd Japan on a course of national renewal. If Japan failed in this 
undertaking, however, the “deaths of those people will be [remembered] 
as a waste.”10

Fukuda was not alone in seeing opportunity embedded within Ja-
pan’s most deadly natural disaster in recorded history. He was joined by 
a constellation of political elites, social commentators, journalists, aca-
demics, and bureaucrats who saw an unparalleled chance to fashion the 
1923 earthquake as Japan’s great national calamity. Once packaged as a 
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national tragedy, it could be used, these actors hoped, not only to advance 
a project for rebuilding Tokyo as a modern, imperial capital but also to 
implement a much larger and more complex program of national recon-
struction. Individuals from across the political spectrum, from all class 
backgrounds, and from a gamut of professions embraced the notion that 
the civilization-upturning calamity could be manipulated artfully to se-
cure a transformative Taishō restoration. “When on earth,” urban planner 
Anan Jō’ichi rhetorically asked, “will we have another great opportunity 
to construct a modern imperial capital to our heart’s content if we miss 
this one? Never!”11 Others argued that the social, political, ideological, 
and economic problems that had manifested themselves with intensity 
following the First World War—hedonism and decadence, extravagance 
and luxury mindedness, flippancy, frivolity, and laxness, political extrem-
ism, disunity, social agitation, inflation, and excess—could be not only ar-
rested but also reversed through a project of national renewal. The earth-
quake “presented an unprecedented opportunity,” Privy Councillor Ichiki 
Kitokurō suggested, to embrace a true spiritual restoration and thus im-
prove “all aspects of life.”12

From the wrecked landscape of Tokyo, many assumed that the gov-
ernment faced a monumental set of tasks. Virtually all commentators 
knew that both the reconstruction of Tokyo and the project of national 
regeneration would require significant funds, united leadership, and a 
sympathetic populace willing to accept sacrifice. Leading light of the so-
cial reform movement Abe Isoo suggested that people across the nation 
would have to endure hardship, willingly accept personal sacrifices, and 
unite behind a Taishō restoration much like he suggested Japan rallied in 
1868–1869 to support the new Meiji state.13 If reconstruction and restora-
tion were successful, he and others predicted, the rewards would be enu-
merable. Shimamoto went so far as to predict that the catastrophe would 
forever be remembered as “the mother of all happiness” if a thorough 
reconstruction were carried out.14

Could elites construct the regional disaster into a “national calam-
ity,” and would people across Japan see it as such? How did people inter-
pret, comprehend, or attempt to make sense of this disaster, and what 
did they believe it meant for Japan? Could Japan afford a revolutionary 
project that aimed to turn Tokyo into a modern imperial capital? More 
important, would people outside the capital support such an expensive 
undertaking? What voice would local citizens have in planning Tokyo’s 
rebirth, and would they embrace a radical reconstruction of the city they 
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called home? What did commentators mean by national reconstruction, 
and who would devise and implement this program? Could this disaster 
really be manipulated and turned into “the event” that compelled people 
to change their social behaviors and thus alter the overall trajectory of 
Japan’s future development? This book explores these and other ques-
tions related to the 1923 earthquake calamity. In doing so, it provides the 
first study in English or Japanese that details how elites interpreted, con-
structed, and packaged the 1923 Great Kantō Earthquake and attempted 
to use it for larger political, ideological, social, and economic aims. It 
also explores how elites with competing visions for reconstruction and 
average citizens responded to the seemingly endless overtures for re-
construction and regeneration that emanated from the disaster zone 
between 1923 and 1930. Responses proved far more varied than many  
anticipated.

Rarely did the actuality of reconstruction match the starry-eyed 
dreams of the disaster opportunists. Reality, in fact, proved far less ac-
commodating than most people imagined in September 1923. Plans for 
an expensive refashioning of Tokyo as an infrastructure-rich, high mod-
ernist dreamscape and the prescriptions made for reconstructing society 
ignited intense contestation from elites with competing visions. Like-
wise, plans for a radical makeover of Tokyo triggered resistance from  
landowners and spurred calls for a rapid return to normalcy. Both fac-
tors quelled grandiose reconstruction dreams conjured up by disaster 
opportunists.

Though Tokyo was rebuilt and the government celebrated its rebirth 
with a well-orchestrated series of commemorative services in 1930, the 
transformative urban, ideological, political, and social changes that many 
hoped the earthquake would facilitate remained as elusive and illusory as 
a mythical chimera. Amid the rubble and dislocation of Tokyo’s postdisas-
ter landscape, it was easier and perhaps more comforting for people to 
remember what life was like before the calamity and to yearn for a return 
to normalcy than to affirm a radically different future, however inspiring, 
new, and modern it was made to seem. Rather than alter Japan’s trajec-
tory in deep-seated ways, the Great Kantō Earthquake amplified many so-
cial, political, and economic trends that had already begun to define the 
increasingly contoured landscape of interwar Japan. Moreover, debates 
about reconstruction exacerbated many preexisting tensions within and 
between agencies and among various political actors in Japan. These two 
factors, along with the increasingly pluralistic nature of Japan’s polity, 
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meant that elites were unable to turn postdisaster reconstruction into 
a panacea for the afflictions, real or imagined, that they believed Japan 
suffered.

My findings have direct relevance for understanding today’s world as 
much as they are relevant for understanding interwar Japan. Politicians 
and bureaucratic elites across cultures and from diverse political systems 
regularly make opportunistic and idealistic calls for reconstruction and 
renewal following major natural disasters. Frequently they attempt to 
use these events for larger political and ideological ends. Postdisaster 
pronouncements and policies following the Indian Ocean tsunami (2004), 
Hurricane Katrina (2005), the Sichuan earthquake (2008), the Haitian 
earthquake (2010), and the Tōhoku earthquake (2011) are just a few ex-
amples that support this assertion. Because bold reconstruction plans are 
often made without consulting citizens who are most affected by such 
undertakings, disaster victims frequently respond to such policies with 
ambivalence or, when they can in democratic societies, creative and sus-
tained resistance. Moreover, competing bureaucratic elites with differing 
agendas likewise challenge and often limit public policy outcomes follow-
ing catastrophic occurrences. Rarely is the optimism and opportunism 
that is unleashed by natural disasters translated into fundamental, last-
ing, and transformative changes in society. Japan’s experience calls into 
question the universality of claims that postdisaster utopias invariably 
emerge after calamitous occurrences, endure, and contribute to lasting 
transformations within society.15

In a broad scholarly context, my study complements the growing 
number of works that examine natural disasters and the reconstruction 
projects that follow. Anthropologists Anthony Oliver-Smith and Susanna 
Hoffman have been instrumental in establishing a number of theoretical 
frameworks that have enabled countless academics, students, and a wider 
popular audience to better understand natural disasters and their impor-
tance as objects of study.16 Disasters, they suggest, rest at the intersec-
tion where natural phenomena with destructive potential meet humans 
in their natural and built environments. The degree of environmental, 
physical, structural, social, political, and economic vulnerability that ex-
ists in a society struck by a natural hazard determines the level of de-
struction, dislocation, and loss that result. Truly understanding disasters 
thus requires us to have specialist knowledge about the “dramatic event” 
or natural hazard with destructive potential as well as the “total system” 
in which it took place. Disasters are thus demanding objects of study. “As 
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events and processes,” Oliver-Smith and Hoffman conclude, “disasters 
are totalizing phenomena, subsuming culture, society, and environment 
together.”17

Any detailed study of disasters and the environments in which they 
take place thus uncovers much about a disaster-struck society. In short, 
disasters reveal.18 Educator Miura Tōsaku understood this concept in 1923 
Japan. Writing in the education journal Kyōiku jiron, Miura suggested, “Di-
sasters take away the falsehood and ostentation of human life and expose 
conspicuously the strengths and weaknesses of human nature.”19 Calami-
tous events do more than just reveal the best and worst characteristics of 
society, however. Disasters, as Oliver-Smith has suggested, “disclose .  .  .  
power structures, social arrangements, cultural values, and belief sys-
tems.”20 They provide an extraordinary window into society that gives 
students and scholars unique insights into human nature, cultural and 
social constructions, and the many key relationships—between humans, 
nature, the built environment, the state, and even the cosmos—that help 
define our existence. Historian Marc Bloch articulated this point nearly 
seventy years ago. “Just as the progress of a disease shows a doctor the 
secret life of a body,” he suggested, “the progress of a great calamity yields 
valuable information about the nature of a society.”21

It is not just a catastrophic disaster “as event” and the immediate re-
lief and recovery efforts that follow, however, that illuminate. Hoffman 
has demonstrated that longer-term reconstruction processes are just as 
revealing. She describes the process of reconstruction as a time when the 
complex webs of the world are spun again “thread by thread.”22 Disas-
ters are often perceived of as providers of a new start and postdisaster 
landscapes are often characterized as blank slates awaiting rebirth. These 
desolate environments empower people—perhaps as a coping or survival 
mechanism triggered by incomprehensible devastation and loss—to as-
sume that sweeping changes and the construction of something new, 
modern, and better is not only possible but destined.23 Blank slates, 
however, rarely exist. Survivors return to where their homes and busi-
nesses once stood and often seek to rebuild their lives as they once were. 
Discussions about what the “new society” will resemble, how it will be 
achieved, and who will create it often ignite arenas of contestation, foster 
resilience, and promote resistance to change. Each phenomenon was ap-
parent in Tokyo between 1923 and 1930.

Given that disasters emanate from the nexus where a natural phenom-
enon with destructive potential intersects with humans, often in violent, 
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confronting, and reflection-compelling ways, they are valuable objects 
of study for people outside the disciplines of anthropology or sociol-
ogy. Specifically, they are compelling topics for historians. This is par-
ticularly true since disasters are constructed “catastrophe events” and 
often result in the large amounts of public interest, media coverage, writ-
ten records, reports, and visual materials for later consultation.24 Like-
wise, discussions and debates about reconstruction, organized resistance 
against plans forwarded by elites, remembrance and memorial activities, 
and commemoration services—all components of natural disasters and 
their aftermaths—create a rich and varied cache of source materials to 
examine.

Fortunately, numerous historians with diverse geographical exper-
tise and chronological interest have begun to embrace the analysis of 
disasters. They have used catastrophic disasters and humans’ responses 
to these events not only to illuminate the disasters as events but also to 
analyze the societies in which they occurred. As a result, our knowledge 
of hurricanes in the Caribbean and Atlantic world; cyclones in the Philip-
pines; earthquakes in South and North America, Europe, and Asia; floods 
on virtually every continent; and volcanic eruptions along the Pacific 
Rim of Fire has increased markedly.25 Historians of Japan have contrib-
uted to this burgeoning field with works by Alex Bates, Janet Borland, 
Greg Clancey, Greg Smits, Timothy Tsu, Gennifer Weisenfleld, and myself 
expanding our knowledge of earthquakes, typhoons, and floods.26 These 
have added to a number of works in Japanese that have highlighted the 
important role of natural disasters and reconstruction in Japan’s modern 
and early modern history. Remarkably, however, no one before now has 
written an in-depth, book-length analytical study of the 1923 earthquake 
in English.27

While providing new insight on the Great Kantō Earthquake as a ca-
lamitous event, my work also adds to the growing number of excellent 
studies on interwar Japan. Sheldon Garon has been instrumental in shap-
ing the way a generation of historians have approached and understood 
state-society relations in Japan. His works, but most important Mold-
ing Japanese Minds: The State in Everyday Life, illustrate how state officials 
nurtured a spirit of guided self-management or self-cultivation for the 
betterment of peoples’ lives and for the improvement of Japan’s overall 
economic, social, and political position.28 His findings, along with those 
from David Ambaras, Janet Borland, Sabine Früstrück, Sally Hastings, 
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Gregory Kasza, Mark Metzler, Kenneth Pyle, Dick Smethurst, Elise Tipton, 
and Sandra Wilson, have demonstrated how bureaucratic elites, working 
with citizen groups, neighborhood associations, and other government 
agencies, managed people—rather than browbeat or coerce them into 
compliance—for larger political, social, ideological, and economic aims 
and objectives.

Though I suggest that Tokyo and Japan were not transformed in revo-
lutionary ways as many disaster opportunists had hoped, the Great Kantō 
Earthquake remains an event of extraordinary significance to historians. 
Foremost, the disaster and people’s responses to it reveal much about 
interwar Japanese society. On one level the disaster illustrated the abys-
mal state of disaster preparedness that existed in Tokyo prior to 1923, 
especially in relation to the vulnerabilities that defined this metropolis. 
Various levels of government proved themselves ill equipped to deal with 
the postdisaster chaos, confusion, panic, and anarchy that erupted. In 
stark contrast to events following the March 2011 tragedy, countless in-
dividuals exhibited a clear absence of rational calm mindedness, resolve, 
discipline, and humanity in 1923. This suggests that stoicism and courage 
in the face of catastrophic natural disasters are not innate characteristics 
of Japanese people but rather learned responses nurtured through years 
of training and education.

On another level the Great Kantō Earthquake illuminated the intense, 
almost palpable anxieties that a multitude of commentators and bureau-
cratic elites felt toward modernity and the state of society in 1923. From 
1905 onward, but particularly after 1915, Japan underwent a series of pro-
found changes that many elites perceived as disorienting, alienating, un-
healthy, and ultimately threatening. Japan became more urban, densely 
populated, industrial, cosmopolitan, pluralistic, wealthy, and diverse. As 
these transformations took place, society became less cohesive, less well 
ordered, less stable, and more divisive. The process of modern develop-
ment and the acceptance of urban, consumer-oriented modern culture 
posed unfamiliar challenges to Japanese people, their governing elites, 
and the nation’s built and natural environment. By 1923 a series of trans-
formative waves unleashed by modernity had swept over Japan well be-
fore the seismic waves of destruction amplified the sense of anxiety, fore-
boding, and dislocation. Given perceptions surrounding the seemingly 
fragile nature of post–World War I Japanese society, it is not surprising 
that many concerned commentators imbued the Great Kantō Earthquake 



12  •   Introduction

with moral and political meaning. Still others attempted to use it to ad-
monish Japanese society and implied that the thoughts and actions of To-
kyoites had helped trigger a disaster of catastrophic proportions.

The earthquake disaster emerged as a unique, unprecedented, all-
encompassing event that enabled people to critique Japan’s state of mo-
dernity and its developmental trajectory. It likewise emboldened many 
elites to devise and articulate numerous prescriptions they believed 
could reorient Japan on a more responsible, wholesome, and ultimately 
satisfactory course. Ironically, many of the prescriptions advanced by bu-
reaucratic elites to reorient society following the 1923 tragedy were per-
meated with the belief that the difficult task of national reconstruction 
could be achieved by better harnessing technocratic modernity to mo-
bilize, persuade, and condition Japanese people. While some competing 
elites argued for the adoption of more heavy-handed approaches, none 
suggested that Japan should face, or could overcome, the challenges of 
modernity by returning to some idyllic premodern past. Modernity, like 
the earthquake itself, was viewed as both the scourge of society and the 
elixir for rebuilding Tokyo and reconstructing the nation.

Regardless of prescriptions, however, not everyone endorsed even the 
most moderate policies aimed at rebuilding Tokyo and reconstructing 
the nation. In fact, unity of purpose or action was virtually nonexistent. 
People responded to calls for rebuilding Tokyo and reconstructing the 
nation with varying degrees of acceptance, vacillation, and resistance. 
Such ambivalence further heightened elite-level anxieties and disquiet 
about society’s resolve. Though certain actors from left, right, and cen-
ter perspectives argued for elites to flex their muscles and employ the 
heavy hand of the state to capitalize on the catastrophe and “solve” the 
perceived problems of the day through dramatic interventionist policies, 
a sizable majority of governing elites in 1920s Japan resisted such calls 
and instead championed more moderate and nuanced strategies. Official 
longer-term responses to the Great Kantō Earthquake thus stand in stark 
contrast to policies employed in the late 1930s and early 1940s. During 
those tumultuous years, governing elites responded to multiple chal-
lenges and catastrophes, almost all of their own making, in a far more 
heavy-handed manner that ran counter to many of Japan’s pragmatic and 
pluralistic political precedents.



On March 24, 1930, more than a million Tokyoites partici-
pated in the opening act of what became a weeklong series 
of events held to celebrate Tokyo’s rebirth. Beginning just 

after sunrise, throngs of people gathered near the imperial palace hop-
ing to position themselves for a glimpse of the Shōwa Emperor as he em-
barked on a well-choreographed inspection tour of new Tokyo. Still more 
well-wishers packed the 35-kilometer tour route to wave flags and shout 
“banzai” as the emperor’s maroon motorcade drove past. Wherever they 
could, people congregated at more than half a dozen locations where 
the imperial entourage stopped to inspect a site classified as a signifi-
cant reconstruction accomplishment. Tokyo and its people were proud 
to celebrate and share what they had achieved since the bleak days of 
September 1923.

The route that the emperor took and the sites selected for inspection 
provide many clues as to what municipal authorities believed were the 
meritorious reconstruction successes.1 The emperor’s motorcade tra-
versed the Sumida River over four of the six new bridges—Kototoi-bashi, 

Nine
Conclusion

It is like a dream to look back on what happened at the time [of the 
earthquake calamity] and afterwards, seeing you at such an occasion 
today. In those days, it was too embarrassing to stand in public wearing 
silken attire. To quench our thirst, we had to eat pears. If we remember the 
situation of those days and if we are prepared to endure like we did, we can 
accomplish anything.
—Nagata Hidejirō, 1930

Compared to urban reconstructions that have taken place anywhere in the 
world, our project is unparalleled. . . . Comparing the spirit of Tokyoites 
today with that at the time of the earthquake disaster, however, how much 
has it lifted? The enhancement of the national spirit is something we must 
promote continuously.
—Horikiri Zenjirō, 1930
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Kuramae-bashi, Kiyosu-bashi, and Eitai-bashi—heralded as great engi-
neering achievements and exemplars of architectural modernity. The 
avenues selected for the motorcade included the widest, most magiste-
rial new streets that Tokyo could offer any resident or visitor, includ-
ing Shōwa dōri, Yasukuni dōri, Asakusa dōri, Kiyosumi dōri, Eitai dōri, 
and Hibiya dōri. The places where the emperor stopped were no less  
significant symbols of new Tokyo. He inspected Sumida Park, the largest 
new park constructed in the capital, and drove by three others includ-
ing the Hamachō Park in Nihonbashi Ward and two parks in Fukagawa 
Ward. He also visited a modern, reinforced concrete hospital constructed 
in Tsukiji.

Three locations visited by the emperor, however, stood out in signifi-
cance. To coincide with the moment the earthquake struck Tokyo, he 
made a personal inspection of the unfinished Taishō Earthquake Memo-
rial Hall in Honjo Ward. After examining the building, charnel house, and 
grounds of the project site, he offered condolences to the spirits of the 
dead in a solemn, private ceremony. From death and remembrance he 
next turned to life and the future of Tokyo by visiting the newly con-
structed Chiyoda Primary School in Nihonbashi Ward. During his daylong 
tour, the emperor spent more time at the state-of-the-art school than at 

F i g u r e  9 . 1   The emperor’s motorcade as it left the earthquake memorial hall 

Source: Postcard, University of Melbourne Japanese collection.



Conclusion  •   303

any other location. He met with teachers and students and spent nearly 
an hour inspecting the three-story, reinforced concrete symbol of moder-
nity. He took great interest in the exterior of the building, its classrooms, 
its public facilities, and a number of visual and material displays placed in 
its spacious auditorium.

Perhaps the most memorable sight of the day, however, was the view 
afforded the emperor from the bluff at Ueno Park directly beneath the 
statue of Saigō Takamori. From this vantage point, the emperor was given 
an unobstructed view of the reconstructed city. The scene before him in 
1930 stood in stark contrast to the ruined city he saw from this very same 
location on September 15, 1923, when, as crown prince, he toured the city 
on horseback guarded by armed military personnel. Looking at the devas-
tated city from Ueno Park just days following the calamity, he might have 
shared journalist Karl Padek’s opinion that the disaster might “remove 
Japan from the list of great powers for a decade.”2 Tokyo of 1923 looked 
as if it had been struck off the face of the planet by forces almost beyond 
comprehension. Given the contrast presented in 1930, it was clear that 
Tokyo had not just recovered but in many places looked modern, once 
again bustling, and, in a few places, even awe-inspiring.

The roughly ¥744 million that the City of Tokyo and the national gov-
ernment spent on reconstruction by 1930 had done much to improve the 
city’s infrastructure and its outward appearance. Roads in most places 
of the previously destroyed sections of the city were wider, straighter, 
and paved. Virtually all had been reconstructed with modern sidewalks. 
Land plots in much of eastern and central Tokyo had been rationalized, 
though by no means standardized. Many new government buildings, from 
schools to ministry offices, emerged from reconstruction as impressive, 
and in many cases imposing, symbols of authority, modernity, and seem-
ing permanence. The city also gained modern water and sewer systems 
that, while virtually invisible and thus unheralded, were nevertheless sig-
nificant accomplishments that benefited large numbers of residents.

If one examines how the reconstruction budget was spent, it is not sur-
prising that rebuilt Tokyo looked more modern and rational and emerged 
as a more functional city. The lion’s share of spending had gone to pay for 
roads, canals, bridges, and the process of land readjustment. Specifically, 
¥487,906,815 million was spent on these endeavors, equating to 66 per-
cent of the total reconstruction budget (see tables 9.1–9.3).

While the final budget was larger than the ¥468 million agreed upon 
in December 1923, it was still much less than many hoped. Numerous 



Table 9.1 National government reconstruction expenditures

Expenditure Items	 Cost (yen)	 Percentage of Overall
		  Expenditures

Repair and improvement of 	 257,458,400	 34.6 
trunk roads, including bridges

Repair and improvement of 	 28,879,065	 3.9 
canals and creeks

Subsidy for construction of 	 18,000,000	 2.4 
buildings in fire prevention zones

Construction of new parks	 11,900,000	 1.6

Land readjustment	 8,750,000	 1.2

Total	 324,987,465	 43.7

Source: Tokyo Municipal Office, The Reconstruction of Tokyo, 214.

F i g u r e  9 . 2   Two exemplars of New Tokyo: the wide avenue of Nihonbashi dōri in Ginza 
and the Kiyosu Bridge 

Source: Postcard, author’s private collection.
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Table 9.2 Tokyo Prefecture reconstruction expenditures

Expenditure Items	 Cost (yen)	 Percentage of Overall 
		  Expenditures

Repair and improvement 	 18,754,036	 2.5 
of prefectural roads

Educational facilities	 3,250,000	 0.44

Total 	 22,004,036	 2.94

Source: Tokyo Municipal Office, The Reconstruction of Tokyo, 214. 

individuals believed both in 1923 and 1930 that the government should 
have budgeted far more on what was described as a once-in-a-lifetime 
opportunity to transform Tokyo into a modern imperial metropolis that 
embodied and projected new values and promoted Japan’s position as 
a leader in East Asia. Horikiri Zenjirō, Tokyo’s mayor in 1930, was one 
such individual. While acknowledging many accomplishments associ-
ated with reconstruction at the city’s reconstruction festivities, he also 
stated publicly what many people felt privately but were too diplomatic 
to articulate: that much more could have been achieved. He evoked the 
memory of Gotō Shinpei, who died the previous year a broken man, com-
pelling a large gathering of dignitaries to remember his spirit of optimism 
in the face of calamity. Horikiri then lamented that “the reconstruc-
tion plan that is to be completed today is much smaller than Mr. Gotō  
intended.”3

Horikiri understood that most parts of western Tokyo that had escaped 
the postearthquake conflagrations experienced little change in relation 
to land plots and did not have their road networks altered, straightened, 
or widened in revolutionary ways during the seven-year reconstruction 
project. Moreover, Gotō’s dream of turning Tokyo into a greener city 
through the creation of extensive new parks and a well-integrated sys-
tem of open space fire breaks withered. Tokyo of 1930 was not a brand 
new city that emerged from the ruins of its former self. Rather, it was a 
reconstructed city that possessed many of the same urban vulnerabili-
ties that existed on the eve of calamity in August 1923. American mili-
tary planners hoping to coerce submission through urban area bombing 
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during the Second World War were aware of Tokyo’s vulnerabilities and 
specifically targeted areas that they knew had burned during the 1923 ca-
tastrophe: the results were equally devastating in March 1945.4 A wartime 
propaganda brochure (fig. 9.3) illustrates American awareness of Tokyo’s 
vulnerabilities.

Table 9.3 City of Tokyo reconstruction expenditures

Expenditure Items	 Cost (yen)	 Percentage of Overall
		  Expenditures

Land readjustment	 93,951,000	 12.6

Repair and improvement of 	 80,114,314	 10.8 
auxiliary roads

1st- and 2nd-term repair, 	 56,920,000	 7.6 
restoration, and expansion of  
electrical enterprises

Sewage system	 41,811,321	 5.6

Primary schools	 41,056,583	 5.5

Restoration of water system 	 25,000,000	 3.4 
and expansion of pipes and mains  
for water supply

Construction of central wholesale 	 21,400,000	 2.9 
market and branch establishments

Small parks	 13,752,175	 1.8

Local bridges	 13,684,221	 1.8

Social welfare	 4,525,000	 0.6

Sanitation system	 3,100,000	 0.4

Rubbish disposal	 1,850,000	 0.2

Total 	 397,164,614	 53.4

Reconstruction grand total	 744,156,115	 100

Source: Tokyo Municipal Office, The Reconstruction of Tokyo, 214–15. 

Note: Figures include ¥213,374,768 in loans and subsidies from the central government, which were ap-
proved as part of overall spending during the forty-seventh, forty-ninth, fiftieth, and fifty-sixth sessions 
of the Imperial Diet.
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F i g u r e  9 . 3   World War II–era American propaganda image referring back to the Great 
Kantō Earthquake 

Source: Photo, author’s private collection.

Years later, on the sixtieth anniversary of the Great Kantō Earthquake, 
when the war was a somewhat distant, yet still painful, memory for many 
Tokyoites, the Shōwa Emperor discussed the firebombing of Tokyo. He 
stated: “Gotō Shinpei designed a massive reconstruction plan for Tokyo, 
a plan that if implemented, might have reduced considerably the war-
time fires of 1945 in Tokyo. I now think that it was very unfortunate that 
Gotō’s plan was not put into action.”5 Many Tokyoites eventually shared 
the emperor’s sense of regret at what had failed to materialize between 
1923 and 1930.

Though the municipal and national governments spent only a meager 
amount constructing parks and other open green spaces, they budgeted 
even less money on social welfare facilities. Dreams that a reconstructed, 
well-designed, and well-managed city could ameliorate the social ills and 
side effects of urban, industrial modernity proved wildly ambitious. Many 
of the social problems and disadvantaged areas that had existed before 
the earthquake returned almost as quickly as reconstruction commenced. 
None of these areas was highlighted during the 1930 celebrations. It is 
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just as instructive for historians today to examine which districts the em-
peror’s motorcade avoided in March 1930 because city officials did not 
want to tarnish the celebration. The emperor did not travel through what 
many considered to be the new or reemergent slum areas of eastern Fu-
kagawa or Honjo. In fact, city officials were so worried that impoverished 
and unemployed people from the poorest areas of Tokyo might mar the 
1930 celebrations that they decided to employ, albeit temporarily, virtu-
ally everyone who sought employment to assist with numerous aspects 
of the weeklong festivities, from street cleaning and garbage collection to 
decorating the city’s streets and sidewalks.6 Likewise, the emperor did not 
inspect a dance hall or café, though he had ample from which to select. 
Tokyo housed more dance halls, cafés, department stores, restaurants, 
cabarets, and movie theaters in 1930 than existed in 1922, much to the 
chagrin of bureaucratic elites and concerned social commentators who 
believed the popularity of such places were symptomatic of a spiritual 
degeneration of society. Not unsurprisingly, the emperor also did not visit 
the entertainment quarters of Asakusa or the licensed prostitution quar-
ters of Yoshiwara or Susaki that reemerged and flourished in the seven 
years after 1923.

People who experience a megadisaster such as the 1923 Great Kantō 
Earthquake and those who interpret and construct such occurrences of-
ten believe that a catastrophic event of this magnitude will change ev-
erything. The devastation caused, the intense reflection that follows, and 
eventual calls for unity, resolve, and sacrifice in the aftermath inveigle 
us to think that lasting change will result. We comfort ourselves with the 
notion that cities and societies will be rebuilt better than before and that 
people will change their thoughts and behaviors in the wake of a personal, 
local, or national calamity. Perhaps this is a human survival mechanism 
triggered when faced with catastrophic destruction and seemingly im-
measurable loss. Perhaps it also betrays our faith in modernity and prog-
ress. Ian Buruma, professor of human rights at Bard College, endorsed 
wholeheartedly the disaster-as-agent-of-change interpretation in the 
wake of Japan’s most recent earthquake and tsunami calamity of 2011. He 
wrote, “Natural disasters have a way of changing everything, and not just 
in material terms.”7

Rarely, however, if history serves as a judge, have disasters imparted 
change in societies, behaviors, or systems in such a sweeping manner. 
Many parts of the marginalized Lower Ninth Ward of New Orleans are 
still a wreck after Hurricane Katrina battered the American Gulf Coast 
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in 2005. The collapse of numerous schools in Chengdu as a result of the 
2008 Sichuan earthquake has not led to greater local-level political trans-
parency or successful parent-led involvement in educational affairs but 
rather resulted in greater attempts to silence and suppress dissent. In 
tsunami-ravaged communities along Japan’s northeastern coast, such as 
Babanakayama and Ōfunato, attempts to resettle homes, communities, 
and villages to higher tracts of land have been plagued with difficulties 
and riddled with contestation since the March 11, 2011, disaster. “We 
should all be working together,” declared Yoshihiro Miura, a forty-six-
year-old fisherman from Babanakayama. “But even in this little village, 
there’s this kind of wrangling. It’s just human nature.”8

Anthropologists, social scientists, and historians who have examined 
disasters and the reconstruction processes that follow have found numer-
ous instances in which the contestation, resistance, and resilience—not to 
mention competing visions of what should be reconstructed and how—
replace the optimism and opportunism that often spring forth from dev-
astated, postdisaster landscapes. Sometimes people defy authority and 
attempt to rebuild where and how their homes and lives existed prior 
to calamity. Whether in Babanakayama in 2011, Port-au-Prince in 2010, 
Banda-Aceh in 2004, or Fukagawa Ward in 1923, resilience and a desire to 
return to normalcy often trump or at least hinder grand plans of a revolu-
tionary new future. Virtually always, competing visions over reconstruc-
tion plans provoke fierce resistance and political struggles. “Disasters,” as 
Susanna Hoffman reminds us, “set a critical stage bringing out and ignit-
ing arenas of contestation within a society.”9

Apart from inspiring opportunism and unleashing contestation, disas-
ters and the reconstruction processes that follow also reveal much about 
a society. As Hoffman provocatively asked, “When catastrophe upends a 
culture’s cards, are matters altered or merely disclosed?”10 Often they re-
veal far more than they ever alter. Perhaps this is their most important, 
utilitarian quality to historians and people who study disasters. Intercon-
nections among politics, society, nature, ideology, economics, religion, 
and the built environment can be observed in the wake of catastrophe. 
Moreover, when one explores a disaster as more than just a cataclysmic 
event, examining it within the social, political, cultural, economic, and 
historical contexts in which it took place, one finds that it often amplifies 
preexisting concerns, trends, and patterns of behavior rather than trans-
forming existing orders in radical ways. This was certainly true of Japan 
following the Great Kantō Earthquake.
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What did the earthquake and the subsequent reconstruction projects 
reveal about interwar Japan? At the most basic human level, the land re-
adjustment and reconstruction process illuminated the remarkable re-
silience of Tokyoites. Many residents returned to the locations of their 
former lives and began the challenging tasks of rebuilding their homes, 
often without government support or direction. When given a chance to 
voice their concerns and raise objections to plans that had been crafted 
by elites with little input from local residents, Tokyoites lobbied and 
petitioned local authorities with resolve. While residents were not able 
to fundamentally shape the overall plans for reconstruction, they found 
creative ways to voice opinions and utilized with aplomb all political and 
legal avenues open to them.

On a broader governmental level, the fractious debates over the scope 
and scale of reconstruction illustrated the unwillingness and inability 
of many elites and institutions to put differences aside at a moment of 
national emergency and to work together effectively. Individuals from 
different government agencies fought bitterly over what to reconstruct, 
how to rebuild, and, most important, how much to budget for reconstruc-
tion. Attempts to sooth disputes, tame jealousies, temper bureaucratic 
rivalries, and reach consensus under the aegis of numerous committees 
accomplished little: often they calcified disagreements and institutional-
ized antagonisms. Parliamentarians angered that they had not been con-
sulted in reconstruction planning voiced outrage over the bureaucratic 
structures put in place to plan and implement reconstruction. They were 
joined by other elected elites representing constituents outside the disas-
ter zone who believed that large monetary outlays directed toward the 
capital would endanger the economic vitality of the nation. Japan’s quasi-
democratic polity comprised many diffuse groups who held only limited 
powers yet guarded them with ferocity. It thus proved slow, fractious, and 
weak in responding to the complex task of rebuilding Tokyo and recon-
structing the nation. That Japan’s political system lacked an active and 
engaged arbiter of power more dominant than the other actors further 
complicated attempts to implement transformative policies after 1923.

The earthquake disaster also revealed—and amplified in dramatic 
ways—elite-level concerns about the state of Japanese society at this ag-
onizing moment of modern revelation. The capital-destroying calamity 
helped galvanize elite opinion behind the notion that Japan was mired 
in an era of acute moral decay and social degeneration. In the opinion of 
many commentators, Japanese people—particularly the emergent middle 
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classes of Japan’s expanding cities—had become too consumer oriented, 
wedded to luxuries, and wasteful. In the political sphere, they had be-
come enamored of dangerous, if not ultimately subversive, ideologies. In 
the social sphere, many elites complained that people displayed flippancy 
and laxness, whereas before they had exhibited respect for authority and 
resolve not only in the face of adversity but also in everyday situations. 
Commentators suggested that urbanites had become bewitched by the 
temptations of a frivolous lifestyle and beguiled by the hollow allure of 
hedonistic pursuits. Numerous individuals who interpreted and con-
structed the earthquake calamity as an act of heavenly punishment to ad-
monish Japanese society hoped that this disaster would serve as the event 
that would shake people loose from the clutches of regress. In a new Ja-
pan, society would again embody frugality, austerity, diligence, decorum, 
resolve, sacrifice, and restraint.

Many Japanese people, however, held different opinions on 1920s ur-
ban modernity. Rather than see it as a threat or as an insidious disease 
that weakened the nation, they often embraced it willingly and enjoyed 
much of what modernity had to offer. Tariffs on luxury items made only a 
small and short-lived dent in the overall consumption of consumer goods. 
Dance halls, coffee shops, and department stores proliferated in recon-
structed Tokyo, much to the chagrin of disaster opportunists who wished 
to use the disaster to assist with moral regeneration. Social commenta-
tor, journalist, and philosopher Miyake Setsurei lamented that people had 
quickly lost sight of the earthquake’s meaning. In autumn 1923 he hoped 
that the Great Kantō Earthquake would be not only the event that led 
to a complete refashioning of Tokyo but also the crisis that triggered a 
social, moral, and ideological transformation of Japanese society. Later 
historians, he hoped, would divide Japan’s modern history with 1923 as 
a clear demarcation line akin to what the Meiji Restoration of 1868 had 
been for earlier generations. Neither happened. By 1924 Miyake worried 
that few meaningful changes, apart from a more rationally planned city, 
had emerged from the ruins of Tokyo. “This earthquake came too sud-
denly,” he declared, “and went very quickly, leaving us with only a dream-
like impression.”11 Nose Yoritoshi was even more damning in his criticism 
of postdisaster society, writing that “danger past, gods forgotten” had be-
come the touchstone phrase of reconstruction.12

The political tensions that the reconstruction project exacerbated as 
well as the elite-level anxieties that the disaster amplified and people’s 
seeming unwillingness to embrace a moral reorientation elicited two 
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distinct responses. On the one hand, individuals from across the politi-
cal spectrum, including socialist intellectual Yamakawa Hitoshi, General 
Ugaki Kazushige, and progressive Christian social reformer Abe Isoo, 
advocated the adoption of more heavy-handed, intrusive, top-down ap-
proaches to address the perceived regression of society and decline of the 
popular mind. They likewise implied that Japan needed a more unified 
polity in which fewer actors wielded more political power. No unanimity 
existed, however, within Japan’s burgeoning pluralistic polity to accept 
such authoritarian, high modernist prescriptions. Moreover, no one in Ja-
pan’s highly bureaucratic and politically diffuse governmental structure 
had the power to unite, let alone browbeat, elites with competing visions 
to accept radical reconstruction and political regeneration initiatives as 
well as political reorganization.

Far more elites embraced a moderate path. These individuals saw the 
potential for manifold rewards if government could harness technocratic 
modernity and tap into the ample reservoir of personal resilience exhib-
ited by countless Tokyoites at the neighborhood level during reconstruc-
tion.13 Future conflict, Japanese elites understood, would require the mo-
bilized efforts of civilians and the economy as much as the military. Home 
Ministry bureaucrats and City of Tokyo officials concluded that the gov-
ernment needed to find new and more effective ways to persuade, man-
age, organize, and mobilize urbanites. Imaginative suasion campaigns 
continued throughout the interwar period, but officials put increased 
emphasis on expanding the number of neighborhood associations (tonar-
igumi) and increasing their status and role in urban society.14 Between 
1923 and 1927 more neighborhood associations were formed across To-
kyo than at any other point in the capital’s history.15 Government offi-
cials hoped that neighborhood associations would serve as more than just 
conduits of authority downward, however.16 They envisaged that these 
organizations would play leading roles in assisting with the delivery of 
services, from firefighting to civil defense, and from street cleaning to 
organizing local festivals: in essence, neighborhood associations would 
forge and strengthen community bonds among individuals families as 
well as state-community ties.17 Moreover, Home Ministry bureaucrats 
hoped that neighborhood leaders could exert subtle social pressures to 
encourage the adoption of numerous ideological as well as economic re-
generation campaigns ranging from renewed antiluxury drives to war 
bond purchase initiatives.
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Commentators and political elites who reflected on the loss of govern-
mental authority and the murderous violence committed in the after-
math of the 1923 earthquake argued that greater training and physical 
and moral discipline were required to keep order from evaporating in a 
future emergency situation. Many saw neighbor associations as key com-
ponents in this undertaking as well. Educator Matsushita Senkichi wrote 
in 1924 that proper military drills and integrated physical and mental 
training in schools and society could help foster a “sense of loyalty, cour-
age, service, devotion, and sacrifice” among  practitioners.18 Once learned 
in school and reinforced at the neighborhood level, Matsushita claimed, 
military drills could lead to a “more orderly society” in which people em-
braced a “moderate and disciplined life.” Moreover, he concluded that fu-
ture training would better prepare people to face and “persevere in any 
kind of hardship.” Only “daily training” and a focus on mental and physi-
cal “discipline” embedded at an early age and reinforced throughout life, 
Ugaki Kazushige concurred, would keep panic from sweeping the nation 
and order from evaporating in a future emergency contingency.19

However successful these nascent urban-based neighborhood associa-
tions were, governing elites seemingly always wanted more from the peo-
ple of Japan. This was particularly true after urbanities exhibited general 
ambivalence to the introduction of air raid and fire prevention drills across 
urban areas in the late 1920s. Beginning in 1928 and continuing through-
out the interwar period, military officials working in conjunction with 
retired servicemen’s associations, youth groups and young men’s associa-
tions, neighborhood associations, and metropolitan governments sought 
to make people aware of the potential dangers of air attack and to prepare 
them for just such a contingency. These efforts took many forms, from the 
mundane publication of a journal entitled Bōkū (Air defense) and numer-
ous pamphlets and posters to more extravagant air defense exercises and 
blackout drills. The first large-scale air raid drill was carried out in Osaka 
between July 5 and 7, 1928; more drills would later be held in Tokyo and 
other major cities across Japan. The events were choreographed to mimic 
future air raids—both night and daytime attacks. The army and navy each 
flew aircraft over sections of the city, dropped fake bombs to correspond 
with fixed explosions on the ground, and released smoke from canisters 
that represented poison gas. The Osaka government mobilized 139,764 of-
ficials to direct this three-day extravaganza, with the lion’s share of sup-
porting officials (121,000) coming from youth group members.20
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It is nearly impossible to determine how urbanites really felt about 
these exercises, but what is possible to understand is how government of-
ficials perceived of their response. In a word, officials claimed that people 
were generally unenthusiastic. As one municipal official wrote, “In this 
international climate of disarmament, the prerequisite idea that the city 
will be subjected to air attack in the near future is somehow missing.”21 
They lamented that the residents of Osaka were far more excited about 
and engaged with the seasonal fireworks display that took place at the 
end of July. Tokyo city officials realized this point as well. To counter what 
they predicted would be a similar lack of enthusiasm for air defense drills, 
they directed officials and volunteers who organized these yearly events 
to emphasize that fire prevention training had practical, nonmilitary effi-
cacy: it could help, they argued, in case Japan was struck by another large 
earthquake. Drills, exercises, and mock air raids continued throughout 
the 1930s.

As perceived threats and concerns expanded from natural disasters 
and moral degeneration to encompass foreign enemies and what was 
packaged as a holy war against China after 1937, anxieties heightened 
about whether Japanese people could cope with and surmount a period 
of national emergency. Terada Torahiko, physicist at Tokyo University, re-
flected on the perceived state of emergency that existed in the late 1930s 
and conflated Japan’s postdisaster experience of 1923 with what the na-
tion and the people faced in 1938: an extraordinary challenge that would 
require people to work together with resolve and discipline. Writing in 
his evocatively titled 1938 book, Tensai to kokubō (Natural disasters and 
national defense), he expressed concern that people had “forgotten what 
it was like when the last disaster occurred.” While disasters of the past 
caused local or regional devastation, the threat Japan now faced was on a 
national scale. He suggested, “at a deep layer of our national conscious-
ness there is some vague, nightmare-like shadow of uneasiness linger-
ing these days.” “Japan,” he continued, was situated at the “center of a 
whirlpool of uneasiness” and a country “surrounded by enemies.”22 It was 
therefore incumbent upon leaders to take more active steps to prepare 
society for the exigencies of a national emergency.

From 1937 onward, Japanese leaders implemented a number of laws 
aimed at preparing the economy and society for national economic and 
spiritual mobilization.23 Differing agencies within Japan’s polity gained 
new powers to better control manpower, resources, wages, prices, pro-
duction, and distribution. Businesses, people, and elites with competing 
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views again met such elite-level overtures with responses that were far 
less enthusiastic than government officials hoped. People continued to 
purchase luxuries in quantities that were larger than governing elites 
believed healthy or necessary.24 Campaigns that encouraged thrift, dili-
gence, frugality, sacrifice, temperance, and moderation became laws that 
restricted, then outlawed, luxuries and the sale of items deemed nones-
sential. Dance halls and other entertainment venues considered frivolous 
or harmful to national morale were closed in 1940, and increasing levels 
of conformity and sacrifice were demanded of Japan’s population.25 At-
tempts to unify Japan’s polity—launched concurrently with the adoption 
of ever increasing economic regulations—proved every bit as difficult to 
achieve. The Imperial Rule Assistance Association, inaugurated in Octo-
ber 1940, did little to tame bureaucratic rivalries and political jealousies 
that had accumulated over the previous fifty years of Japan’s political and 
economic development. Japan’s economy, which was the smallest and 
most resource poor of all major combatants in World War II, remained, 
arguably, the least well organized and efficient.

Japan’s leaders understood that more sacrifices were needed from 
the populace and that institutional rivalries had to be put aside for their 
country to survive the greatest challenge of the twentieth century: total 
war. Regardless of this awareness, Japanese elites did a poor job securing 
both objectives. Catastrophes, whether natural, as was the case in 1923, 
or manmade, as Japan experienced between 1937 and 1945, were not as 
easy to manipulate and use to forge lasting, efficient, and popular new 
orders. While Japan’s prewar experience with modernity heightened anx-
ieties and suggested to many the disappearance of old attitudes and be-
haviors that had enabled Japan to emerge as an independent nation state 
and imperial power, it also offered new opportunities. Many believed that 
well-managed technocratic modernity held out the tantalizing prospect 
that national reconstruction was attainable and that a new order could 
be fashioned from the ruins of catastrophe or from the clutches of a na-
tional emergency. Both beliefs were overly optimistic. Calls for sacrifice, 
renewal, and regeneration therefore continued unabated throughout the 
interwar and wartime periods in Japan. They were as prevalent, and be-
came as quotidian, as the tremors that shook Japan’s seismically vulner-
able archipelago. The attainment of national reconstruction, however, 
remained as illusive and illusory as a mythical chimera.
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quake and fires cleansed Tokyo, 5–6, 
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ing escape from burning Tokyo via 

boat on the congested Sumida River, 
25–26, 90
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brawl with Finance Minister Inoue 
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emplified the “total spiritual corrup-
tion of mankind,” 135
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102–103, 227
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refugees in, 69
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Hirohito, the Shōwa Emperor, 93–96; 
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26, 29–35, 37, 58, 78–80, 90–91, 97–110, 
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Honjo Ward, 18, 20, 23, 25–26, 29–34, 37, 
40, 43, 44, 58, 66, 70, 78, 90–91, 95, 97, 
100–101, 103–108, 116, 138, 148, 167–
169, 272, 274, 289–292, 295–300, 308; 
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submitted against land readjustment 
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in, 278–281
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exhibited at Mitsukoshi Department 
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reached the international “summit” of 
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junction with festivities held to cel-
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Earthquake, 74; interpretation of the 
Great Kantō Earthquake as an act of 
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Imamura Akitsune, 56–57, 119–120; sci-
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Imperial capital reconstruction coun-
cilor’s committee (Teito fukkō sanyokai), 
200–201, 204–205

Imperial capital reconstruction delib-
erative council (Teito fukkō shingikai), 
204–213, 221–222; creation and mem-
bership of, and powers held by, 204–
207; reduction of the government’s 
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members of, 211–212

Imperial capital reconstruction institute 
(Teito fukkōin), 193–201, 204, 207; cre-
ation and membership of, 194–195; 
disputes between planners of,  
195–201; creation of ¥1.3 billion  
reconstruction plan, 197–198

Imperial Japanese army, 15, 25, 38, 45, 47, 
49–57, 59–67, 77, 94, 125, 142, 201–204, 
241, 254, 262, 281, 313; troop deploy-
ments to Tokyo by, 51, 54, 56; recon-
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deployed to the disaster zone, 54–56; 
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tion of food rations by, 61–62; repair 
of infrastructure to facilitate trans-
portation and distribution of food in 
disaster zone by, 63–65; photographs 
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and distributing food in disaster zone 
from, 64

Imperial Japanese Diet, lower house of 
parliament (House of Representa-
tives), 29, 213–222, 244–250; critiques 
leveled against the reconstruction 
plan in, by: Yoshiue Shōichirō, 214–
215; Tsuhara Takeshi, 215–216; Miwa 
Ichitarō, 216; Tagi Kumejirō, 216–217; 
Hata Toyosuke, 217; Mito Tadazo, 217; 
Shimada Toshio, 217; Suzuki Jōzō, 218; 
Inoue Takaya, 218; reduction of the 
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the 47th session of, 219–220; debates 
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244–249

Imperial Japanese navy, 38, 45, 61–65, 88, 
112, 202, 220, 254, 313; transportation 
of rice and other foodstuffs to Tokyo, 
63–64; repair of docks and harbor 
works to facilitate the transportation 
and distribution of food in the disaster 
zone, 64

Imperial rescript regarding the invigo-
ration of the national spirit (Koku-
min seishin sakkō ni kansuru shōsho), 
228–233; background to, 229–230; 
announcement by Prime Minister 
Yamamoto Gonnohyōe of, 229–231; re-
sponses to, published in newspapers, 
231–232
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fukkōin), Miyao Shunji, 196–197; cabi-
net level brawl with Home Minister 
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budget, 198–201; classical economic 
financial outlook held by, 201–204; 
announcement of the government’s 
¥703 million reconstruction budget
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of the 47th session of parliament, 
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Inukai Tsuyoshi, 204–213, 220–221
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Itō Chūta, 276, 295–300; design of Taishō 
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struction plan at the imperial capital 
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222, 248–250, 253–254, 297–298; edito-
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Kaizō, 5, 113, 170–171
Kanda Ward, 20–21, 31–32, 40, 58, 104, 
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Kikuchi Shinzō, 169–170; visions for new 
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Honjo Clothing Depot on September 2, 
1923, 29–31
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Kyoto nichi nichi shinbun, 83
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umi), 37
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No. 49, 267–268; map of land readjust-
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fukkōin), 194

Matsuzakaya Department Store, 91–93, 
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Junnosuke arranged by, 196–197

Modernity, anxieties about in post–World 
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tion of Mitsukoshi Department Store 
was a targeted act of heavenly displea-
sure, 129–130
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Otaru shinbun, 37, 83
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304
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and canals, 284–288; on social welfare 
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238–241; Yamakawa Hitoshi, 241; Ugaki 
Kazushige, 241–242; Nagai Tōru, 242–
243; Fukuda Tokuzō, 242–243; Hama-
guchi Osachi, 244–246; Tokutomi Sohō, 
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the site of the Honjo Clothing Depot, 
105–106
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