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AFTER 3.11  
Toward a Rehabilitation of the Mind

Seven years have passed since the Great East Japan Earthquake, 
when a massive tsunami smashed into more than 300 kilometers 
of eastern Japan’s Pacific coastline, causing immense damage. 
I cannot think of an example of a tsunami hitting Europe with 
the kind of damage it wrought in Japan. This does not mean, 
of course, that water never causes massive damage in Europe. 
The immense damage caused by the flooding of Florence’s Arno 
River in 1966 is still etched in people’s memories.2

If we consider the religious realm, the tale of Noah and the Flood 
in the Old Testament immediately comes to mind. In this case 
the flood came as a punishment for those who lived arrogantly, 
against God’s will, with only Noah’s family surviving. This story 
was thus repeated again and again as an easily understood moral 
teaching. And yet, if we consider the tale not as a moral teaching, 
but rather as a collision of values between freedom and rules, then 
the Great Flood can also be interpreted as a transformative event. 
The water-wrought tsunami of the Great East Japan Earthquake, 
while of different origin and form, thus shares features with 
the Great Flood. This being the case, can we not then consider 
the tsunami caused by the Great East Japan Earthquake to be a 
message heralding a turning point in time?

Today, the last traces of damage have all but disappeared 
from Sendai and other cities in the affected region. Great 
floodwalls have been erected along the particularly damaged 

1 Tohoku University.
2 Gerrit Jasper Schenk, Monica Juneja, Alfried Wieczorek, Christoph 

Lind, Mensch. Natur. Katastrophe von Atlantis bis heute (Regensburg: 
Schnell+Steiner, 2014).
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sections of coastline, with the rebuilding of citizens’ lives 
advancing through the raising of floodplains and building of 
plateaus. Some evacuated residents are even beginning to return 
to the areas that had to be evacuated because of the accident at 
TEPCO’s Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station. Even as it 
is clear that these recovery efforts involve a variety of problems 
of speed and substance, on the surface the recovery seems to be 
advancing.

And yet, this does not mean that all efforts to revitalize the 
area is advancing in an orderly fashion. According to Yamashita 
Yusuke,3 author of a book on the future regions plundered by 
“recovery,” many of the government-led recovery operations 
are in fact putting pressure on the lives of the residents of these 
areas. In Rikuzen-Takada city—known for its “miracle pine 
tree,” a single pine tree that withstood the tsunami’s onslaught—
residents are asking who it is that will live on the newly raised 
land being built. The recovery operations are confronted by the 
troubling fact that their efforts will inflict great damage on the 
future livelihoods of those who make their living by fishing or 
tourism. Massive civil engineering works, such as the building 
of seawalls, damage the environment and threaten the lives of 
residents. The very attempt to speed up the recovery, in fact, 
delays that recovery. It is truly ironic.

This is not simply a technical issue. According to Yamashita 
there is also the problem of the formulation of government 
policy, a case of “orders from on high” that ignores the will of 
the local residents. This policymaking without citizen input has 
led to major issues; yet, it is not something that began in 2011. 

The recovery of the Tōhoku region, which encompasses 
a disaster zone stretching 300 kilometers along the coastline 
and is unlike such disasters as the Great Hanshin-Awajishima 
Earthquake of 1995, is not something that can be accomplished 
in a single stroke. The limited results seen thus far might be 
a consequence of the fact that the residents have been robbed 

3 Yamashita Yūsuke 山下祐介, ‚Fukkō‘ ga ubau chiiki no mirai [The future 
of the Tōhoku area plundered by “recovery”] 『「復興」が奪う地域の未来』 
(Tokyo: Iwanami shoten 岩波書店, 2017), pp. 233-247.
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of their living power. Yamashita argues that a recovery process 
lacking citizen participation is the primary reason for this 
failure. During the post-bubble economic collapse of the 1990s, 
public works had to be fully explained to the citizenry and their 
understanding gained before work could begin. The lack of such 
interaction following the 2011 disaster shows that the Tōhoku 
recovery efforts represent a reversion to an age preceding such 
rules.

Looking backwards, Japanese national projects are officially 
agreed upon, but in actuality orders are given, work is pushed 
forward, and no one takes responsibility. That way of doing things 
was the means by which Japan achieved its dramatic economic 
recovery less than a decade after its defeat in World War II. This 
method, then, is not all bad. And yet, the Manchurian “national 
project,” in which some 270,000 Japanese immigrants were 
sent to colonize Manchuria from 1931 to 1945 under the rubric 
of “righteous government leads to riches,” stands as the worst 
possible failure of such policy. The dramatic effects of Japan’s 
defeat in World War II are well known. Government policies 
imposed from on high, even with the best of intentions, often 
invite unexpected consequences.

If we then focus on resident participation as what has been 
lacking in the reconstruction of the Tōhoku region following 
the Great East Japan Earthquake, we might ask what exactly it 
means. More than anything else, the citizen participation model 
of decision-making involves the feelings of the people who live 
there. Restoring feelings is not a reconstruction of the disaster 
areas as an abstract space made up of geometric relationships. 
Unlike the former, the latter is a material domain in which 
responsibility can be measurably apportioned in line with the 
administrating organization’s priorities.

Normally, when people make a living far from the place where 
they were born and raised, many feel an irrepressible nostalgia 
for their memories of the past upon returning to their homes. 
Childhood memories fill their brains, the scent of the air, the 
breeze on their skin. Places are spaces that possess their own 
unique character.
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The Latin term genius loci (local spirit) is well-known in 
the West.4 Genius loci can be called the product of “human 
presence,” made up of the activities of individuals who form a 
community and imbue a site with a human-like identity of moods 
and memories. In that sense, the revival of disaster zones must 
be nothing other than a restoration of the sites that includes the 
genius loci. But precisely what kind of place do we mean when 
we say this?

“Lifeless husk” is an expression that is often employed 
figuratively, notably to describe people who are prostrated by 
some great shock. It suggests a human in form only, something 
that cannot be recognized as a person. A person, however, is not 
just human body, and it can be argued that one’s personhood is 
instead located in the identity that defines one. What makes up 
the feelings that constitute this identity might be the tenor of the 
person’s voice or their gestures and can be glimpsed at times in 
their interests. It is from these expressions that identity, indeed 
what might even be called a person’s soul, is manifested. Genius 
loci, i.e. a location that embodies a soul, is thus a place where 
people find life. Of course, the soul of a place does not have an 
objective existence, but those who share characteristics with that 
soul can feel it.

Where are these soul-inhabited places? This is not to suggest 
that they are utopias. One’s home is a place that evokes nostalgia 
with its scents and images and is among the concepts that people 
hold to be most important. The Japanese concept for home, 
furusato, comes from the community’s vernacular culture specific 
to the site of one’s birth. In Europe, great importance was placed 
on achieving freedom from classical antiquity and building new 
meaning in subsequent eras and colossal efforts were expended 
in literature and the arts. Dante’s Divine Comedy, written in Italy 
in the 13th century, comes to mind. The link between artistic 
works and locale appears most clearly in the form of landscape. 

4 See Nishimura Kiyokazu 西村清和, Purasucikku no ki de nani ga warui no 
ka: kankyō bigaku nyūmon [What is wrong with plastic trees? Introduction 
to environmental aesthetics] 『プラスチックの木でなにが悪いのか：環境美

学入門』(Tokyo: Keisō shobō 勁草書房, 2011), chap. 3.
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Pieter Bruegel the Elder can be considered the standard-bearer of 
such an attitude north of the Alps, valuing his own local culture 
over the distant realm of ancient classical culture. Bruegel did 
not use skating scenes or farm village landscapes as trivial filler; 
rather he adopted them as the source of his own identity. Today 
the vernacular is not seen as a rustic and regressive element, but 
rather as a praiseworthy characteristic of one’s self.5 Can we not 
call such thoughts about one’s home a feeling that is both new 
and modern?

Various discussions have focused on this home and its evocation 
of a sense of nostalgia and warmth. The Hegelian philosopher 
Zakota Yukata6 at Tohoku University has raised the concept of 
home as the key to disaster recovery. In order for a person to feel 
and live at ease, she requires a place that has a spatial and temporal 
connection with her memories of relationships with others; it is 
within these communal relationships that one can demonstrate 
the individuality of “self”. This is because one can build a sense 
of self in such a landscape and attain individuality. Such a way 
of living is a core principle of European thought, called the “true 
life” and well known since Aristotle. This “home,” a place that is 
indispensable for people, was obliterated by the tsunami, leaving 
close family and acquaintances dead and transforming the entire 
physical landscape. The former home was changed into a broad 
and empty expanse. The space that had been woven of countless 
threads of different colors was remade into a flat monochrome. 
Recovery from disaster is nothing other than restoring a place’s 
color and lifeblood. I wonder if that is possible.

5 See Joost Keizer, Todd M. Richardson (ed. by), The Transformation of 
Vernacular Expression in Early Modern Arts (Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2012).

6 Zakota Yutaka 座小田豊, ‘”Furusato” toshite no “shizen” no kongensei 
ni tsuite: Heegeru no “ieena shizentetsugaku” kōsō o tegakari ni’ [On the 
“natural” original character of “furusato”: on the base of the theoretical 
structure of “Jena Philosophy of Nature” of Hegel] 「「ふるさと」としての

「自然」の根源性について――ヘーゲルの「イェーナ自然哲学」構想を手掛

かりに」, in Zakota Yutaka (ed. by), Shizenkan no hensen to ningen no unmei 
[Changes in ways of seeing nature and the destiny of humankind] 『自然観

の変遷と人間の運命』 (Sendai: Tohokudaigaku shuppankai 東北大学出版会, 
2015), chap. 3.
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Zakota has said that each person ponders imagination-driven 
“life connections” and that one must slowly and carefully 
traverse the memories of the community that fostered him. This 
is because one is awakened to the “good heart or conscience” in 
these spaces and to the connections that make one aware of what 
constitutes the “sacred being” that surpasses time.

The term “life connections” refers to more than the bonds 
between people in a community, what might be called “social 
capital.” In Buddhism there are connections between all living 
beings, which include the connections between the three 
realms of the previous incarnation, the present incarnation, and 
the future incarnation. Satō Hiroo of Tohoku University is a 
renowned Buddhist studies scholar and the title of a recent book 
of his can be translated as The news of spring.7 In this book 
Satō states that the way of thinking that completely separates 
the living from the dead is only a modern characteristic in 
Japan, at odds with earlier conceptions that were widespread. 
There are places where the living and the dead fraternize, and 
the dead live close by the living. In fact, one exists like the 
shadow of the other. He introduces an Edo-period custom from 
the Tsugaru region of Aomori in which people carved figures of 
the Bodhisattva Jizō in the images of children who had died and 
dedicated the carvings as offerings in the main hall of Buddhist 
temples. There are buildings, called doll halls, next to the main 
hall, in which bride and bridegroom dolls offered in memory of 
those who died young are enshrined. For a son who died unwed, 
bride dolls were offered with the hope that the deceased would 
create a happy family in the afterworld. Similarly, offerings 
are made of a bridegroom doll when the time approaches when 
a deceased daughter would have reached marriageable age. 
This is only a single example, but it displays not only how the 
joy gained from everyday activities consoles a person as they 
continue to live, but also reveals the spaces and times shared 
with the dead.

7 Yū Miri 柳美里, Satō Hiroo 佐藤弘夫, Haru no Shōsoku [The news of spring] 
『春の消息』 (Tokyo: Daisanbunmeisha 第三文明社, 2017).
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As time passes and years pass into centuries, reality becomes 
myth and myth intersects with new realities. Indeed, is this 
process not the wellspring of life force? The great Meiji period 
author Natsume Sōseki 夏目礎石 wrote a book titled Ten Nights 
of Dreams.8 It contains ten stories, each beginning with the line 
“I had this dream.” The third story in the book connects with the 
ideas discussed by Satō and others.

In this story the dreamer is walking along carrying his six-
year-old child on his back. The child is blind. At some point the 
road turns into a mountain path and at last they stand before a 
single cedar tree. The child speaks, “It is just a century ago that 
you killed me here, isn’t it.” That was when the dreamer realized 
he was a murderer. At just that moment the child on his back 
suddenly becomes as heavy as a stone image of Jizō 地蔵. This 
story expresses the idea that a person’s past is by no means cut 
off from her present; it is inextricably bound to her and what she 
makes of both the present and the future. And yet, if that was all 
there was to the tale, readers would find little to connect with in 
it, and would dismiss it as something that happened to someone 
else. By identifying themselves as criminals and murderers, 
however, readers recognize themselves in the man carrying the 
child on his back. This brings awareness that people of this type 
can live because are shown that they themselves are criminals. 
People do not live only in the present world. Is it not true that 
living life means carrying the past in our thoughts and the future 
in our hopes? 

I would like to close this chapter with the story of one painter 
who was fascinated by Japan and its connections with Buddhism. 
The Buddhist aspects of Japanese culture resonated profoundly 
with Vincent van Gogh.9 Indeed, he depicted himself in the guise 
of a Japanese monk (fig.1) in an image that depicts his face as 
gaunt and his eyes slanting upwards slightly, the traditional 
Western marker of an Asian person. Van Gogh wrote about 

8 Natsume Sōseki, Yume jūya 『夢十夜』 (Tokyo: Asahi Shimbun 朝日新聞, 
1908).

9 Akihiro Ozaki, ‘L’enigma della sfida di Van Gogh a Rembrandt’, 
Bijutsushigaku 美術史学 35 (2014), pp. 1-19.
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this self-portrait, “I looked more for the character of a bonze, 
a simple worshiper of the eternal Buddha”.10 In this frame of 
mind Van Gogh found hope in the art of “Japan.” In essence, this 
“self-portrait of the soul” indicates that art had become a new 
religion. By envisioning himself as a Japanese Buddhist priest 
and painting images of his own vision of Japan as an adopted 
homeland, Van Gogh sought to give hope to himself and others.

Van Gogh, Self-Portrait as a Bonze, 1888, Fogg Art Museum,  
Cambridge, Massachusetts

10 Tsukasa Kōdera, Vincent van Gogh: Christianity versus Nature (Amsteram/
Philadelphia: Benjamins, 1990), p. 56.




