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“The victims of the Fukushima nuclear power plant accident: 
Anthropology of tribulation and hope: 

For us to overcome division and opposition”



In this 21st century, steeped in uncertainty, can we 
really spin a tale of “hope?”

この不確実性に満ちた二一世紀に、はたして私
たちは「希望」の物語をつむぐことができるのだろ
うか。



How can we acknowledge pain, suffering, and tribulation – while 
also thinking about “value, morality, well-being, imagination, 

empathy, care, the gift, hope, time, and change” (448)?



What severe realities threaten our everyday lives? 

How can we have hope for the future, while steeped in a 
violent, unstable present? 
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“Distribution Map for Radiation Dose” 
Created by the Ministry of Education, 

Culture, Sports, Science and Technology 



Voluntary Evacuees to Yamagata

• January 2012: 94% of all registered evacuees in Yamagata were from 
Fukushima

• 13, 033 out of 13,797 (Yamagata Prefectural Government 2011-2017)

• Over 20% of all “out of prefecture evacuees” from Fukushima to 
locations nationwide at that time 

• 13,033 in Yamagata out of 62,808 nationwide (Fukushima Prefecture 
Evacuees Support Division 2018)

• Eligible for “temporary housing” public apartment subsidies 
• Free public or private housing, with local authorities paying the rent 

up to 60,000 yen (about $550) per month.



June 2011 5,518 (total)
Jan 2012 13,033 (peak)
Apr 2012 12,808
Apr 2013 8,987
Apr 2014 5,259
Apr 2015 3,825
Apr 2016 2,985
August 3, 2017 2,026 (84% drop from peak)
August 1, 2022 1,335 (about 10% of peak)

Source: Yamagata Prefecture

Evacuees from Fukushima to Yamagata 
Prefecture



Compromise/Double Bind

• Double binds: “[a] situation in which individuals are confronted with 
dual or multiple obligations that are related and equally valued, but 
incongruent” (Fortun 2001, 13).

• Double binds faced by voluntary evacuees: between radioactive 
contamination and wanting to remain close enough to their husbands 
and families.

• Result: Compromises



Decontamination Work
in Progress

We are sorry for the inconvenience
We are transporting removed soil, etc.
Until March 30, 2015







Grey Zones グレーゾーン

“The large areas located in the complex and 
indeterminate geographical spectrum beyond the 
uninhabitable evacuated areas, but still within areas 
where above-normal radiation levels remain a
concern.”

(Yamakawa and Yamamoto 2017, 2)



Grey Zones グレーゾーン

Definition

Zoning Based on geographic 
areas, administered 
through municipalities

Thresholding Based in numbers

Risk into the everyday 
(externalization and 
privatization of risk)

People are responsible for 
managing their own levels 
of risk, even though they 
did not decide to take 
these risks



Grey Zones グレーゾーン

Definition Resulting Grey Zones

Zoning Based on geographic 
areas, administered 
through municipalities

Anything outside the 
official zones, onto which 
radioactive materials 
nevertheless fell

Thresholding Based in numbers Anything above 
1mSv/year, but below 
20mSv/yr or 100 mSv/yr

Risk into the everyday 
(externalization and 
privatization of risk)

People are responsible for 
managing their own levels 
of risk, even though they 
did not decide to take 
these risks

All of your relationships, 
alongside every step you 
take



Grey Zones グレーゾーン

Definition Resulting Grey Zones Resulting Contestations

Zoning Based on geographic 
areas, administered 
through municipalities

Anything outside the 
official zones, onto which 
radioactive materials 
nevertheless fell

Contamination does not stop 
at village borders; results in 
division between neighbors 
and towns

Thresholding Based in numbers Anything above 
1mSv/year, but below 
20mSv/yr or 100 mSv/yr

Proper ways to measure and 
objects of measurement are 
contested; the thresholds and the 
way they were decided are 
challenged

Risk into the everyday 
(externalization and 
privatization of risk)

People are responsible for 
managing their own levels 
of risk, even though they 
did not decide to take 
these risks

All of your relationships, 
alongside every step you 
take

Every item, every space, every 
step, every breath become 
subject to risk calculus; 
disagreements between 
individuals and disagreements 
between groups lead to divisions



Stickability
Spreadability

Dust-like

Absorbability

Inhalability

Radioactive Materials:
Contamination in Movement



Google Images Search for “Akai tsubu tsubu houshanō” [red dots radiation].

Dust-like



Dust-like

• Children playing in a dust cloud of sand
• “The air is dirty”
• Sticky and dirty like germs or dust
• Important to wash hands



Micro Politics



Micro Politics

• Speaking up “in small rural communities, within families, and among 
friends.” (Slater, Morioka, and Danzuka 2014, 446)

• Can also be done silently.
• Food.
• Valued both radiation protection and group-based socialization. 
• Exposed these mothers to possible social criticism. 



Mrs. Yamatsuki

• Born and raised in Namie.
• Living in Fukushima city at time of 

accident.
• In early days, concerned of radiation her 

family from Namie might bring with them.
• Disagreement with mother-in-law.
• Voluntary evacuation to Yamagata.



Family obligations

• Extended family (ie)
• Nuclear family (kazoku)
• Regional and national moral 

community



Mrs. Hanasaka
• “Good wife, wise mother” in conflict
• 2011 March evacuation to parents’ 

home in Saitama
• 2011 spring-summer return to 

Fukushima
• 2011 summer evacuate to Yamagata



Micro Returns

• Any visits back to Fukushima 
short of the “final” return

• Impacted by the presence of 
radioactive materials and 
radiation

• Did not mean that they thought 
everything was okay





Micro Returns
not “normal” visits

• Visits for family to see children 
and grandchildren

• Daily commute
• Obon and New Year’s
• For children to see fathers
• All impacted by radioactive 

materials



Conclusions

• Compromises
• Ambivalence
• Change of views and actions over time
• Expectation of “final” return
• Radiation becoming a relative value
• Even if return – it was in spite of on-going concerns
• Slow violence
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