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Perspectives on the Earthquake in Modern Japan:

A Sociological Study of the Earthquake (1)
HARADA Takashi

Abstract : This is the first part of a research project on a sociological study of the earthquake. In this paper,
I have focused on the ‘developments’ of the scientific study of the earthquake in modern Japan since the
Meiji era and its results on our understandings of it.

First of all, we now judge earthquakes from the point of the damages we suffers. In many cases these
damages depend on the conditions of the buildings we have constructed. So the earthquake, a natural phe-
nomenon, is also social one owing to the human efforts to design and construct buildings on the grounds es-
pecially in modern era.

Second, in these one hundred years of modernization in Japan, efforts to observe earthquakes and collect
data have been continued. During 1960s a new theory called ‘plate tectonics’ had became popular, we now
have enough knowledge about how earthquakes happen and the process energy is saved at particular spots
around the boundaries of tectonic plates of the earth’s crust. At the same time, historical documents had been
researched and huge amount of the texts referred to the old earthquakes had been collected. Recently new
discipline called “earthquake archaeology” or “archaeoseismology” has started to collects data of earthquakes
happened one thousand years ago or so at ruins.

These efforts enabled the professionals to calculate and simulate the processes of the earthquakes in par-
ticular places. But even now they cannot predict when and where next destructive earthquakes will happen in
advance.

We have studied earthquakes scientifically in these one hundred years. But it is doubtful that we fully un-
derstand them. For each person, intervals of the destructive earthquakes at particular place is generally longer
than his/her lifetime, on the other hand we now know that many earthquakes happen daily in Japanese Is-
lands and around area. This ‘contradiction’ makes us impossible to understand the earthquake fully enough
like other natural phenomena. As a result, we live in the same relation with earthquakes as our ancestors of

several hundred years ago.
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