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Reconsidering Social Phenomena Based on

Natural Disasters

Hisaharu KUSHIDA

In recent years, extreme weather has been affecting every corner of the world. The frequency
of natural disasters is unbelievably high. Such disasters cause great damage to homes and prop-
erty, with many people dying as well. Modern science has tried to explain the increasing fre-
quency of extreme weather events with the theory of global warming. However, human activities
impose the majority of threats to nature. Most environmental degradation results from modern
political maneuverings, which ignore the necessary harmony between nature and human socie-
ties. This connection has been continuously proven. Nonetheless, world leaders still do not seem
to understand the causes of nature’s destructive forces.

The history of natural calamities is as long as the history of human beings. In ancient China,
when science was still being developed, natural disasters were called “calamities from Heaven”
(ki) . People then believed that tian (X) has a will of its own and that it can send messages
to the human world. If the state’s politics are functioning properly, society is stable and people
live comfortably, and tian sends auspicious things down to earth. On the other hand, if a state
practices bad politics and causes its people to suffer, tian will reproach the leader by creating dis-
asters and irregular natural phenomena. Ancient China believed that in addition to natural disas-
ters such as earthquakes, floods and drought, other phenomena such as eclipses of the sun and
moon, irregular movement of the planets, and the appearance of comets and meteors are also
tian’s reactions to tyrannical rulers in human society.

Ancient Chinese views on nature that emphasize the interactions between nature and humans
are often considered irrational and unscientific. People laugh at such views and cast them aside.
However, it is also true that if human beings look at natural calamities as warnings from tian, then
any changes in nature would lead us to reflect on our society and scrutinize our politics. The
Zaiyi theory ($$¥31), based on such a view of nature, could be used to check the abuse of power
and watch the leader’s behavior. This theory demands serious scrutiny of the leader’s political re-
sponsibilities and forces him or her to be self-critical about employing corrupt politics.

The 9.0-magnitude earthquake that struck on March 11, 2011 off the Pacific coast of northern
Japan, or Tohoku (SEALHL T APPEIHLEE Tohoku chiho Taiheiyo oki jishin), caused not only the
great tsunami but also the ongoing crisis at Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant.

Japanese people have suffered tremendously in this disaster, beyond anyone’s imagination, but
patience is a virtue among most people in Japan. Japanese people have learned to accept natural
disasters as their fate, and feel that politicians cannot take responsibility for natural disasters. At
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the same time, however, we should realize that poor politics is also a fundamental cause.

Instead of easily rejecting the Zaiyi theory as simply mythical ideas of two thousand years ago,
Japanese people probably should take a more serious look at their situation and reconsider politics
in Japan as well as elsewhere in the world.



