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Abstract 

     This paper is a case study of the Chuetsu earthquake, which occurred in Niigata 

Prefecture on the 23rd of October, 2004. Most of the areas which were stricken are 

small backward villages deep in the mountains. The disaster accelerated the 

depopulation and aging of the communities. How can the people in the districts, which 

sustained the most damage, achieve a creative revitalization? This study is concerned 

with the ways the survivors and the outside supporters collaboratively created new 

narratives about their community. It also illustrates what group dynamics can do about 

revitalization as an action research. 

Introduction 

     What can social psychology do about social issues? At present the social 

problems such as poverty, disease, civil war, terrorism, global warming, deforestation, 

desertification, depopulation, and so on are plentiful. Accordingly, there are increasingly 

more and more voices, asking for action research. Numerous academic conferences are 

held in this field and journals concerning action research are published. Can social 

psychology contribute to the solution of these social issues as action research? 

     This study takes up the problem of revitalization through looking at natural 

disasters. Many disasters have tortured the lives of humankind since ancient times, and 

we have struggled with them. The Chuetsu earthquake, which this study is concerned 

with, has also severely damaged people’s lives. Additionally, the areas stricken by the 

earthquake have other difficulties to resolve, i.e., depopulation. Most of the disaster 

stricken villages are small and located deep in the mountains. Young people have turned 

to urban areas for income and, as a result, the population in the villages is ageing. 

Voices of children have disappeared from the streets and the schools are closed. 

     That being said, the problems in the areas have dual nature, that is, the disaster 

itself and the depopulation. The former exacerbates the later. As a result of the 

catastrophe, some young people left the village for the flatland and built their houses 

anew there. Some people could not look after their rice fields and lost their purpose in 

life. Can social psychology propose an action in the framework of action research to 

help such places with their problems? The present study attempts to answer this 

question.   

     Many disaster studies incline more to the perspective of natural sciences, than that 

of the social sciences, though a now classic study of Quarantelli (1966) states that 

disaster occurs in social space and time, and thus studies on disaster should be done 

from the viewpoint of social science. This stance is still strong – Perry quoted 

Quarantelli’s views and emphasized the importance of studying disaster from its social 

aspect. 
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Studies on disaster from the social science viewpoint are numerous and varied, 

but most of them put too much emphasis on the emergency, disaster relief and 

short-term or long-term recovery. For instance, in social psychology, Sugiman&Misumi 

(1988) analyzed collective behavior by looking at the small self-help groups, which 

emerge after disaster, while Kugihara (2001) described collective evacuation in an 

emergency. These studies concentrate on the emergency phase, which directly follows 

the disaster. 

Also many disaster studies have been done on the period of recovery; for example, 

from the viewpoint of housing-reconstruction institutions, infrastructure, and non-profit 

organizations. Although studies on revitalization are few, Rajib conducted research on 

revitalization process after Kobe earthquake, relating his findings to the problem of civil 

society (Rajib&Goda, 2004). 

Still, there are only a few studies, which focus on survivors or on the stricken 

communities themselves. Atsumi (2001) conducted a long-term fieldwork in a 

non-profit organization and described the Kobe earthquake, focusing on survivors. He 

emphasized the fact that disaster studies need to address the problem from the view of 

survivors themselves. However, his field being Kobe, his work on disaster mainly 

concerns urban areas. Studies on disaster in rural areas are very scarce. There is one: 

Kao, Atsumi, Kato, Miyamoto, Seki, Suwa&Yamaguchi (2006) analyzed the 

community revitalization process in the 1999 Chi-Chi earthquake in Taiwan. But that 

study is not based on a long-term fieldwork in that community.  

This paper is based on a long-term fieldwork in a rural area and tries to analyze 

the creative processes of community revitalization, using the methods of social science, 

especially its narrative approach. As an object of the study we have chosen a case of 

Chuetsu earthquake of 2004 in Japan. Chuetsu earthquake occurred in the mountains, in 

a very backward, rural area. The field was very different from that of the Kobe 

earthquake.  The first author conducted a long-term fieldwork in the area from May, 

2005 to now. The research attempts to consider the possibility of creative process of 

revitalization after a disaster in a community, using ethnography based on a long term 

fieldwork. 

Background 

     ‘What is recovery?’, ‘What is revitalization after disaster?’ Recently these 

questions are asked in various fields in Japan (Miyahara, 2006). When the damaged 

buildings, roads, and other parts of the infrastructure are completely recovered, can we 

really say that the revitalization process has been completed? Even if the material base 

is recovered, the survivors may feel that they have not recovered themselves. It is 

because a recovery of the ‘material base’ differs from a sense of revitalization we 
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humans have. Let us draw a line between the terms ‘recovery’ and ‘revitalization’. We 

define the former as an issue of ‘things’ such as infrastructure, while the latter as an 

issue of the way human beings perceive their life. 

What then is for us a feeling of revitalization? How can we get it? There has been 

no deep discussion about the concept of revitalization from the view of survivors. In 

fact, researchers (as, for example, Kamimura) state, that at the areas stricken by the 

earthquake no one knows what the revitalization means (Kamimura, 2006). 

     Chuetsu earthquake redefines the term ‘revitalization’. Chuetsu earthquake 

occurred on the 23
rd
 of October, 2004, at 17:56. Chuetsu area is the center of Niigata 

prefecture in the middle of Japan. There are many small villages in the mountains here 

and they suffered severe damage from the disaster. The villages ‘had’ and ‘have’ serious 

problems such as ageing and depopulation both before and after the disaster. Within the 

villages the employment is limited, so most of the young people flow into urban areas, 

looking for jobs. The mountain areas are also famous for their heavy snowfalls. In 

winter, the snow gets as high as three meters or even higher. This makes the lives of the 

villagers in this area even more inconvenient. 

     However, these areas have abundant resources. The rice and vegetable fields 

produce copious harvests of wonderful crops; and there are also many edible wild plants 

to be found. Still, the survivors do not see these as worthy, because they have lived in 

the area for a long time. Actually, they tend to regard their produce as common, or even 

worthless. But, in fact, resources played important role in the revitalization process of 

these stricken areas. 

     These stricken areas had many problems before the earthquake and the situation 

deteriorated after disaster. Thus, most of the villagers probably had a very negative 

image about their own communities. These problems and negative images became the 

obstacles of revitalizations in those communities. 

Previous studies: A narrative reality 

     We propose to discuss the matter of revitalization described above in terms of 

‘narrative’. What is a narrative? An American social psychologist, Kenneth Gergen 

(1999) defined ‘narrative’ as consisting of four aspects: a valued endpoint, events, 

relevant to the endpoint, ordering of events, and causal linkages. He stated that an 

acceptable story must first establish a goal, and once an endpoint has been established, 

it more or less dictates the kinds of events that can appear in the account. Then, once a 

goal has been established and the relevant events selected, the events are usually placed 

in an ordered arrangement and each event is causally related to the preceding in a 

seamless tale. Gergen proposed the notion of ‘narrative reality’. This concept reveals 

that the reality is produced and organized by narratives. 
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     A US psychologist, Jerome Bruner (1986) introduced two types of perceptions of 

reality, the ‘paradigmatic mode’ and the ‘narrative mode’. In the paradigmatic mode, 

people see the world as an object, which they can observe objectively. In this mode 

there is only one reality, i.e., ‘the objective reality ’. Natural science often adopts this 

mode in their research or experiments. On the other hand, in the narrative mode, people 

see the world as an ambiguous outcome of their own interpretations. Once an 

interpretation changes, the living world also turns into a new one. From this viewpoint 

the world is constructed of narratives about it. Yamada (2000) stated that in narrative 

societies people live and experience themselves as ‘narrative selves’. 

     Clinical sociology adapts this idea to create a method of therapy. Researchers in 

the field state that the self is also just a ‘narrative’ (White&Epston, 1990; 

Gergen&Mcnamee, 1992; Noguchi, 2006). The narratives of self thus might be said to 

construct the reality of self. Thus, people who have undergone a traumatic experience or 

those with mental diseases can recover through retelling the narrative of self in a 

dialogue with the counselor. 

     If the self is constructed of narratives of the self, we can drive this point even 

further and consider the community as also being constructed of the narratives told of it. 

Therefore, if people have negative images about their own community, if they have 

difficulties thinking positively about the future, once they narrate the community 

narrative in a different, positive way, the reality of the community is reshaped the way 

they want it. We want to apply this scheme to the revitalization process in a community. 

When a disaster hits a community and causes a severe damage, when the people living 

there have negative views about their community, the way to change the reality of the 

community is to re-narrate it in a positive way. 

 Thus, we believe that the process of revitalization should be undertaken and 

analyzed in a narrative mode, because with the sense of ‘narrative’ we can regard 

revitalization of the community as creative, positive and multi-faceted process, even 

when a disaster such as earthquake hits the community which already has significant 

problems and seems to have no future. 

Fieldwork 

     The first author has conducted a long-term fieldwork in the Chuetsu earthquake 

stricken area, Kizawa village since May, 2005 and lived in Chuetsu from April to 

October, 2006. During the fieldwork, he acted as a member of ‘Chuetsu Fukkou 

Network’, an intermediary non-profit organization aiming for revitalization of the area. 

He recorded the events and experiments in the field and composed a long ethnography 

(Miyamoto, 2007). This paper discusses a part of this ethnography. Table 1 is a 

summary of the ethnography. 
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     Chuetsu Fukkou Network (CFN) was established in May, 2005 in order to support 

the long-term community revitalization in the disaster stricken area. The motto of the 

network is ‘Gather small voices into the big revitalization process! ’ Its board members 

consist of staff of the volunteer coordination center, non-profit organizations, academic 

experts and so on, and gainfully-occupied persons of them are five. The organization at 

first relied mainly on donations, and later it started to receive founds from the 

government of Japan and from the Niigata prefecture.  

     CFN consists of five closely interrelated projects. The five projects are ‘Okosu’, 

‘Yorisou’, ‘Tsunagu’, ‘Tsutaeru’ and ‘Kangaeru’. ‘Okosu’ project consists of the 

community-based activities for revitalization and the people who participate in it hold 

various workshops in the villages and participate in community activities. This project 

consisted of two persons and the first author was a member of it. The other member was 

a fresh NGO staff. At that time –the period dealt with by the present article-, ‘Okosu’ 

project concerned ten villages. We had contacts with the village residents once a week 

and held workshop once a month on average. ‘Okosu’ project members were not 

specialist in community revitalizations and they didn’t have any instruction about their 

tasks. They had an obscure purpose on community revitalizations, ‘Survivors centered’. 

Therefore, they tried to show what outside supporters can do for survivors with visits in 

stricken communities. 

‘Yorisou’ project’s aim is to support elder people in the village with temporary 

housing. Within this project the tea parties are held in the meeting hall in order to 

provide the villagers with a place where they can gather and chat with each other. 

‘Tsunagu’ means ‘connecting’. Within this project the supporters of the area, the 

communities, the government officials from this and other disaster stricken areas (e.g., 

Kobe) have a chance to exchange their information. ’Tsutaeru’ project works for 

conveying to others the experience and the wisdom people gained after the earthquake 

as well as means for overcoming the damage suffered. The goal of the last project, 

‘Kangaeru’ is ‘reflection on the problems’. ‘What is revitalization?’, ‘What is the best 

support for survivors and for the community?’ There are many questions in the disaster 

stricken area, and they are reflected upon within this project by those, who are 

practically involved in the restoration as well as by the experts.  

     During the fieldwork the first author’s activities as a member of CFN mainly 

consisted in participating in workshops in the disaster stricken community every night, 

drinking sake with the villagers and engaging in community activities. The first author 

visited many of the villages by car and listened to the stories of the villagers. Kizawa 

village is one of the villages he thus visited and in the end he started spending most of 

his time participating in their activities. 
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Ethnography 

     Ethnography is written in the first person by the first author, so this section will 

also be written in the first person. Kizawa is a small village located in the mountainous 

area in the town of Kawaguchi of Niigata Prefecture. One hundred and seventeen people 

of thirty eight families live there. It has been loosing population rapidly. Most of the 

people living there are old. The Chuetsu earthquake caused catastrophic damage to the 

village. Surprisingly, the epicenter of the earthquake was located at the center of one of 

the rice fields in Kizawa. Kizawa has many scenic views, delicious rice and fresh 

vegetables are grown here, and it also is a habitat for a rare dragonfly called 

‘hattyotombo’. 

Kizawa village has no key person, but when the villagers found themselves in a 

difficult situation they established an action group called ‘Friendship Kizawa’ in April 

of year 2006 in order to help creative revitalization both from disaster and depopulation. 

In fact, the group had already been established as early as 2003, simply because once 

the community has such a community-based group they can receive grants from 

Kawaguchi town. Thus they established the group, but, in fact, did not have much to do.  

As a matter of fact, this new start of ‘Friendship Kizawa’ in 2006 also owed a lot 

to the grants provided for the long-term revitalization process in communities by a 

non-profit organization in Niigata city, the ‘Non-profit association of Niigata’ and I 

applied for the grants. The activity of Friendship Kizawa did not work well during the 

first stage. The reason is because the members could not realize why the activity has 

restarted and what, in fact, they gather for. During the first meeting of Friendship 

Kizawa on May the seventeenth, 2006, they talked with displeasure about the 

government. They said: ‘They have nothing to do for us!’ or ‘We can’t cultivate any 

more food because the groundwater for our farming disappeared due to the earthquake. 

Farming is our reason for living. We don’t have any future.’ They discussed only such 

negative topics and did not try to make a forward move. 

First, I thought that I should try to resolve the problem of negative thinking, the 

problem, that they thought they had no future. Certainly, the disaster stricken village had 

plenty of unsolved issues, such as the disaster itself, the depopulation and also ageing of 

society. Modernization and urbanization seemed to proceed elsewhere, leaving their 

area behind. However, I felt that there were other criteria for evaluation of rural areas 

just like theirs, when compared with modernized and urbanized ones. To search for such 

a new set of values, I attempted to visit the village as many times as possible. 

I rented a field at Kizawa village so as to be able to visit Kizawa more often, even 

when I had no immediate need for the visit. I asked the head of the village to lend me a 

field and my wish was granted. From that point I visited to the village often, plowed the 
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field, cut the hogweed, and eventually was able to grow potatoes, carrots, beans, 

buckwheat, Japanese radish and burdock. Because the soil is very fertile, the crops grew 

quite satisfactory and eventually became delicious lunch on my table. 

When I plowed the field, villagers of Kizawa would come and speak to me. 

Kizawa people taught me many things: how to cultivate the land and how to live a ‘rich’ 

life in the mountains. They often laughed, because I was very awkward with the plows, 

and they showed me how to use them. They very extremely kind and provided every 

help possible. 

Not only the field labor but also strolling in the mountains with the villagers 

interested me very much. When we walked around, they taught me the names of wild 

flowers and edible wild plants. Sometimes they talked to me for a long time about the 

days long gone. They said that long time ago the life in Kizawa was less convenient 

than now. Back in those days, when someone died in winter, the funeral ceremony 

became the entire village’s work, because the villagers had to go deep into the 

mountains, covered deep in snow, and cut wood to burn the body. At that time even for 

small things all people of the village had to be mobilized. Villagers said: “In those days 

we had to get together quickly if something happened. I think the community bond was 

stronger then than now.” 

Many young people visited Kizawa village with me too. We plowed the field and 

walked around the village with the villagers. Many of the things we saw were novel for 

us, so we were surprised and astonished. Young people who visited the village kept 

saying: “Really! What a beautiful sight!” “Very delicious!” “Unbelievable!” “Very 

good!”  It showed the people of Kizawa how unique their stories are, how wonderful 

their lifestyle is. Eventually the villagers came to take pride in themselves and the 

village revitalization became a very creative process that was based on their old lifestyle, 

old equipment and on teaching young students the village ways and the village vitality. 

During my fieldwork villagers of Kizawa told me many narratives, and I came to 

realize that their narratives had been gradually changing since the time young people 

started to come to the village. As I have mentioned above, villagers used to tell me: ‘we 

have no future because only old people live here and no young…’ or ‘local government 

doesn’t take care of us’. But after young people started visiting the villagers began to 

talk differently. They said: ‘I have never understood the richness of our lives’ and ‘First 

of all, let’s begin with the problems we can solve! Then our village will have a bright 

future’. But why did their narrative change? I will try to explain the reasons here from 

the perspective of narrative science. 

     At the time I became aware of this narrative change I found out that villagers 

willingly talked about their lives with pride when we, the young, behaved as ‘others’, 
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that is, as not belonging to the community and not knowing much about it. After I 

realized that, we decided to perform as ‘others’ purposefully. Even when villagers gave 

me some edible wild plants which I had already eaten many times, I said ‘What is this? 

This is delicious! I have never had anything like this!’ This way I made them happy so 

much with the encounter that they provided me with other plants I didn’t know. 

     Still, if we look at it from another point on view, the villagers themselves also 

performed as ‘others’ to us. Because we came to the village from urban areas unknown 

to them, they taught us about the way they live, told stories about the old times and 

many other things, becoming, within the conversation, ‘villagers of Kizawa’. In fact, 

when Friendship Kizawa held a town-watching in the village with young people, some 

villagers said to me: ‘I have never understood our lives until now! We can’t realize 

clearly what we ourselves are without the perspective of ‘others’ from the outside ’ 

     Moreover, when we, CFN members, noticed that some villagers who had been 

reluctant to participate in the community activities were changing their attitudes, we 

informed other people about such attitude shifts. This in turn helped these other 

villagers to change their perspective. Thus some changes created other changes and we, 

as intermediates, helped them to occur. In other words, CFN played a catalytic role in 

the process. 

     We helped to link not only changes in some persons to others, but also to link 

individual narratives and gather them into collective and coherent ones. After we heard 

separate tales told by different persons about future image of Kizawa, we gathered them 

and created a collective and coherent image of revitalization in Kizawa. Some people 

said: ‘I want young people to come here and have a relationship with them’, others 

said: ’I want to make Kizawa a livable village for elder people and my final home.’ 

Some said: ’Now it’s an emergency situation for Kizawa. We must cooperate with each 

other and fight the earthquake and depopulation together!’ I often heard these phrases 

not only in Friendship Kizawa meeting but also during my daily life in my fieldwork. 

So, I proposed to connect the goals and during a meeting of Friendship Kizawa I said: 

‘Why don’t we try to make Kizawa an energetic village where many young people 

would want to come for a visit, and where elder people can live a full life. And if we are 

to do that we must be cooperative! ’ 

     This ethnographical data shows that villagers of Kizawa had serious problems of 

depopulation and aging. Modernization was entirely abandoned in this small 

mountainous village. Moreover, the great earthquake hit those areas and caused 

tremendous economic loss. After the earthquake the situation in Kizawa became even 

more severe. They considered their lives futureless. However, many young people 

started visiting the village and showed admiration for the lives of the villagers. Seeing 
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this reaction, people of Kizawa started to teach the young people their old ways all the 

time. Through the process of narrating them to the young people, though perceiving 

them as ‘foreigners’, they reconsidered their lifestyles and found them to be rich and 

varied. In the process of re-telling, the author and other CFN members performed as 

‘aliens’ on purpose, guided the change of the narratives and broadcasted the newly made 

ones all around the village. That caused further changes. Then, we connected those 

gathered narratives into coherent stories and proposed them at the meeting of Friendship 

Kizawa. And after that villagers of Kizawa at last actively made a start on community 

revitalization process on their own initiative.  

Discussion 

     The disaster had stricken a small depopulated village. In such a severe situation, 

communities have difficulties to start the creative process of revitalization because they 

do not have confidence in their lives. However, people of Kizawa acquired a positive 

attitude on revitalization process through relationships with many young people. 

Villagers narrated their narratives to the young because the latter did not know the ways 

of life of people in the mountainous areas, where the snowfalls are harsh in winter. 

Stories were told, because the young people appeared and behaved as ‘others’. 

Consequently, people of Kizawa revised their views on their own community to the 

better through re-narrating their community.  

Creative revitalization processes proposed here needs ‘others’ as objects the 

narratives are told to. Asano (2006) stated that narrative needs ‘others’. We can say that 

revitalization is a process during which the survivors re-narrate their stories about their 

lives, envisage a brighter future for the community with external supporters as ‘others’. 

From the narrative approach we can practically consider revitalization of a community 

as creative processes, even if survivors regard their communities as being beyond all 

help. 

Furthermore, Kato, Atsumi & Yamori (2003) argued that in order for the 

narratives to gain power to construct reality, it is vital for the others to accept them. In 

their research they investigated effects of animal-robot-assisted therapy at a hospital and 

concluded that the effects of therapy were positive when the narratives of the patients 

about the robots were received positively by others. This is an interesting case where 

narratives have a connection with others. Affirmative changes of narratives on Kizawa 

community had an effect on reconstruction of reality for the same reason, that is, 

because many young strangers accepted the narratives in their re-told form.  

In conclusion, this case study shows that creative revitalization in a community 

where people perceive their lives negatively needs strangers as objects the narratives are 

told to as well as subjects which accept the narratives. Supporters from the outside, 
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being the others, play an important role: they gather, spread around and connect the 

narratives of the villagers together. The survivors re-tell themselves through the 

perspective of strangers and revise their communities. Creative process of community 

revitalization starts not from expert knowledge about life but from approving nods of 

the ‘other’ supporters.  

     In closing, we want to point out the problems this study leaves for the future 

research. Atsumi (2002, 2007) categorized sciences into four categories based on 

Yoshida (1999). As shown in Table2, first, sciences are divided into ‘nomothetic’ and 

‘narrative’. Nomothetic sciences include natural sciences such as physics and chemistry. 

They try to discover the universal laws by testing hypotheses by the criteria of “true” 

and “false”. Narrative science, in contrast, contains social sciences such as political 

science and some of the humanities and it focuses on characters, plots, the flow of a 

narrative and its interpretation by the criteria of “verisimilar” and “non-verisimilar”. 

Atsumi argues that research in social psychology should be pursued within the scope of 

narrative science. 

Another important point of reference is the division of sciences into epistemic 

science and design science. The former is concerned with describing, explaining, 

controlling and predicting research objects. The later, on the other hand, attempts to 

formulate a plan for the future by considering how it can be and how it should be. 

Atsumi argues that current social psychological research remains in the realm of 

epistemic science, while some research, especially classical action research in group 

dynamics showed deep interest in the design science. In these four categories of 

sciences, he states, group dynamics as action research should aspire to the 

‘narrative-design science’. 

I think that the present study is located between the ‘narrative-epistemic science’ 

and ‘narrative-design science’. We collected narratives on Kizawa village and analyzed 

them. Thus, the future studies should be done closer to the ‘narrative-design science’. 

The next step is then to show how it is possible to design the revitalization of Kizawa as 

action research. 
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Table1 

A Chronological table of the fieldwork 

Date Events 

7,December,2005 The first round-table discussion for community revitalization 

at Kizawa. 

27,January,2006 The second round-table discussion for community 

revitalization at Kizawa. 

17,May,2006 The second round-table discussion for community 

revitalization at Kizawa and the first meeting of ‘Friendship 

Kizawa’group. 

25,May,2006 College students started to work in the field at Kizawa. 

15,June,2006 The meeting of Friendship KIzawa. 

17,June,2006 ‘Friendship Kizawa’ visited ‘Hossue’ village with collage 

students 

3,July,2006 The meeting of Friendship Kizawa 

9,July 2006 College students cleaned classrooms in the closing Kizawa 

school with Kizawa people. 

17,July,2006 Exploring Kizawa village with collage students and Kizawa 

people. 

28,July,2006 The meeting of Frienship Kizawa 

5 and 6,August,2006 The maintenance of the village roads, the potato crops and the 

meeting of Friendship Kizawa with collage students 

15,August,2006 The Bon dancing with collage students 

20,August,2006 Kizawa people reconstructed the mountain roads in the Mt. 

Hutago 

24,August,2006 Kizawa map project started. 

10,September,2006 The Event for ‘Respect-for-the Aged Day’ was held with 

collage students. 

16,September,2006 The community activity Study tour group  whom members 

were NGO and officials from Niigata prefecture visited 

Kizawa 

6,October,2006 The meeting of Friendship Kizawa 

14 and 

15,October,2006 

‘Kids Try Camp in Kizawa （Kids Hour)’ which was 

mitigation program for kids was held with collage students. 

10,December,2006 The revitalization festival ‘Yoriaikko’ at Kizawa and Touge 

Villages with collage students 
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Table2 

Categorization of science (Atsmi, 2002; Atsumi, 2007; Yoshida, 1999) 

 Epistemic science Design science 

Nomothetic science Physics/chemistry Engineering 

Narrative science 

Humanities/social science 

Social psychology 

Political science 

Vertical arrow indicates ‘First Wings’ while the horizontal arrow indicates a ‘Second 

Wings’. 


