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Territorial Organization and Representation in Sanriku: Historicity and Political Power
Ryuzaki Takashi

The Tohoku region of Japan, which includes the Sanriku area badly affected by the 2011
Great East Japan Earthquake and tsunami, has been regarded throughout history as a
“remote area.” Although it was at a considerable distance from the Kinai and Kamakura
and Edo regions, which were bases of power, geography is not the only reason for this.
In ancient times it was known as the place where the Emishi lived, a clan that rebelled
against the court. In the modern period Boshin War it was ruled by the enemy of the
imperial house, Ouetsu Reppan domei. A “remote region” is one that is not submissive to
the rule of the period. It is a representation that accompanies authority and is based on
historically-based territorial concepts.

Even in the remote region of Tohoku along the Pacific Ocean Coast, Sanriku, the area
most inconvenient to land transport, has been affected many times throughout history
by tsunamis. The oldest record of tsunami damage is dated 869 (Jogan 11) and is found
in Nihon Sandai Jitsuroku. In more recent times, Sanriku suffered great damage in
1896 (Meiji 29) and 1933 (Showa 8). In the 2011 tsunami, over twenty thousand human
lives were lost. The nature of the damage was recorded in a variety of media. Most of
that media was aimed at the people living in unaffected areas. That is to say, the
consciousness of “remote region” was re-awakened in the minds of people living outside
the damaged area through the images of the situation wrought by the tsunami in
Sanriku. In other words, the media producing this material was used as apparatus for
the maintenance of political authority.

In this dissertation, based on this understanding, I analyze images of Sanriku that
survive in historical media, consider how they convey intents regarding authority, and
attempt to clarify what kind of intent that was. I examine two examples of mass media
in the modern period and the present-day. In their time the first graphic magazines in
Japan and the television - the use of which became widespread after the end of the
Second World War in Japan - were at the cutting-edge of media. The reason I choose to
focus on these is it is thought that they exerted a considerable influence on their mass
consumers, and as a member of the television industry, I have myself been involved in
the broadcasting of the news about disaster. Therefore, I consider it necessary to
investigate the choices made regarding television broadcast material and the
motivations behind the representations created.

In this dissertation I divide this investigation into three parts. In the first section I
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address mainly KEdo period descriptions. Here I try to re-evaluate Sanriku’s
conceptualization as a “remote region,” which connects it to the representation of
political power, from the viewpoint of the sea. To do so, I analyze the descriptions of the
inhabitants of the region who were swept away. In the second section, the materials 1
use are the Meiji period graphic magazine Daikaishohigairoku and the television
broadcasts about the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake. In my analysis of
Daikaishohigairoku, 1 examine, along with the significance of the recorded
“heartwarming stories” of the disaster victims, the project of the formation of a
nation-state by the Meiji government.

Next, through an analysis of television media, I discuss the representation of the area
damaged by the tsunami as a “disaster area;” the representation of the damage as a
“disaster;” the promotion of the integration of public awareness in the non-affected
areas; and the aim and workings of the attempts to legitimize the government policies
concerning recovery efforts. In the third section I address the way that recovery policies
related to the Great East Japan Earthquake were represented by the government, and
look into the intentions behind the representations. By examining these policies, I
reveal the intentions of the political powers to bring about a reform of the fishing

industry within the system of global capitalism shared by present-day Japan.
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