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Current Trends in Disaster Volunteers in Japan:
From the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake to the Niigata
Chuuetsu Earthquake

Tomohide ATSUMI

The present article summarizes the current trends in disaster volunteers from the 1995
Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake via the 2004 Niigata Chuuetsu Earthquake. Disaster
volunteers had been active in disaster relief (e.g., in establishing disaster volunteer centers
on site right after the disaster) for almost a decade since the 1995 Kobe Earthquake.
However, the 2004 Chuuetsu Earthquake dramatically changed this movement from
disaster relief to disaster revitalization. In fact, volunteers and non-profit organizations
in Chuuetsu are currently focused on revitalization of small mountainous villages. Based
on my own long-term fieldwork in both Kobe and Chuuetsu, I first summarize disaster
volunteers’ activities during the first decade, and theoretically interpret these activities as a
process of norm formation in society. It is suggested that, although volunteering for
disaster relief has become popular, volunteers should not be treated with constraint, for
example, by the government. Theoretically, to avoid such possible constraints, it is
necessary for disaster volunteers to identify the original starting point (i.e., the 1995 Kobe
Earthquake) and to continue exploring new issues outside the typical activities of
volunteers. Second, I present the ethnography of volunteer activities after the Chuuetsu
Earthquake and discuss the theoretical implications and predictions. It is shown that the
Chuuetsu Earthquake in 2004 unexpectedly met these two conditions. Finally, I conclude
that disaster volunteer activities in this society will bifurcate into disaster relief based on
experiences in Kobe and disaster revitalization based on lessons from Chuuetsu. The
current trends among disaster volunteers will furnish our society with new perspectives

not only for disaster volunteers but also for society itself.



