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Journal of Death and Life Studies
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A Study of the Rumor During the Great Kant6
Earthquake

Kenji Satd

In this article, I expounded the actual circumstances of the rumor in the Great
Kant6 Earthquake of 1923, and the fundamental mechanism of its outgrowth. The
reason why I focused on the rumor in this disaster from the viewpoint of Death
and Life Studies (DALS) is that it had brought tragic “unusual death”, which was
described also as “forced death” or “unacceptable death”. This analysis portrayed

» o«

the rumor as a complicated composition of “the private” “the communal” and “the
official”.

It is extremely difficult to distinguish between information and rumor in the
midst of emergency, therefore, the rumor is the very object of unawareness and it
is prone to be covered up after the people recognized that it was a rumor. Also it is
hard to control, and difficult to track its trail. Especially in the historical case, the
shortage of detailed records and the limitation of fresh inquiries make the study of
rumor arduous. In this article, I analyzed the compilation of bureaucratic reports
entitled “Taishd Daishin Kasai Shi (RIERE KK EE)”, and edited the various
tables of analysis which enable us to consider the atmosphere and the situation of
the day.

Based on these tables, I discussed when the rumors germinated and then
inactivated, and at what point in time the proliferation peaked. I also depicted that
the shortage of information in the urbanized local area, the incoherent and topical
conjecture in each situation, and the fatal innocence concerning inconceivable

conflagration had all played important contributory roles prior to the emergence
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Summaries

and spread of the rumor. However, as could be seen in the case of “disquiet signs
on the walls”, the imagination of hearers who lived in the city was another trigger
of proliferation, and they sometimes recalled the fragments of memories and
reinterpreted them at their discretion. Among those rumors, the issue of “disguising”
made the hearers overly incredulous and also violent.

In conclusion, the rumor is a “syndrome” which is rooted in the quotidian
communication, not formed as the irrational reaction of prejudiced actors but a
resultant of the collective effort of resolving their matters in hand. I pointed out the
subtle possibility of “the communal” existing in such rumors. In the construction
of a human society, “the communal” sphere is essentially important, however it is
fragile and laborious to sustain. We have to decipher the rumor in detail as a multi-

”

layered complex of “the private” “the communal” and “the official”.
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