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Introduction

On September 1, 1923, as the bustling cities of Tokyo and Yokohama moved through
their daily rhythms, the earth beneath Japan’s Kanto Plain gave way to one of the most
devastating seismic events in modern history. The Great Kanto Earthquake,

registering between 7.9 and 8.2 on the moment magnitude scale, struck with little
warning but left indelible marks on every aspect of Japanese life. In less than five
minutes, a cosmopolitan capital was reduced to smoldering ruins, and the lives of
millions were irrevocably changed. The aftershocks of that fateful day have
reverberated through Japan’s society, politics, and sense of identity for over a century.

This book, The Great Kanto Earthquake: History of a Disaster, is a comprehensive
account of the events of September 1923—an exploration not only of the earthquake
itself, but of the fiery infernos that followed, the human cost, and the searing
questions it raised about vulnerability, resilience, and the very structure of modern
Japanese society. Drawing from survivors’ testimonies, contemporary reports, and
subsequent analyses, it seeks to uncover not simply what happened, but why the
disaster unfolded as it did, and how it became a defining moment for generations.

The story of the Great Kanto Earthquake is a mosaic of human experiences—stories of
survival against overwhelming odds, acts of heroism and loss, communal solidarity,
and human failings. Amidst the chaos, as fires swept through districts and aftershocks
toppled weakened buildings, nearly 2.5 million people were left homeless, and
between 105,000 and 142,000 were lost. The conflagrations did not just consume
wood and paper; they engendered social crises, exposing the fault lines of Japanese
society. Rumors, xenophobia, and panic ignited another tragedy—the Kanto
Massacre—where thousands of ethnic Koreans and other minorities were killed in the
climate of fear that followed.

Yet, as this book will show, out of the ashes grew a new vision for Tokyo and
Yokohama. The catastrophe galvanized modern engineering, city planning, and
Japan’s approach to disaster preparedness—paving the way for a city more resilient to
future shocks. The reconstruction process itself was fraught with political battles,
financial constraints, and debates over modernity. It reflected a society wrestling with
its aspirations and anxieties in the aftermath of destruction.

The Great Kanto Earthquake’s legacy extends well beyond the disaster’'s immediate
aftermath. It shaped Japan’s national psyche, fueling nationalist fervor on one hand
while triggering critical reflections on governance, urbanization, and the price of
neglecting social cohesion on the other. In the decades since, it has stood as a
cautionary tale—a reminder of both the power of nature and the consequences of
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societal fracture. The memory of September 1923 endures in annual
commemorations, city architecture, and ongoing debates about history and
reconciliation.

By tracing the contours of this immense disaster—its causes, course, and
consequences—this book aims to offer a fuller understanding of how catastrophe
transforms not just landscapes, but nations. The Great Kanto Earthquake: History of a
Disaster is both a tribute to the resilience of those who endured and a reflection on the
enduring questions the earthquake forced Japan, and the world, to confront.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Setting: Kanto Plain and
Pre-1923 Japan

The stage for the Great Kanto Earthquake was set in a region of Japan known as the
Kanto Plain, a vast expanse of land on the island of Honshu. This plain, the largest in
Japan, stretches across Tokyo, Saitama, Kanagawa, Chiba, Gunma, Tochigi, and Ibaraki
prefectures, effectively serving as the nation's political, economic, and cultural heart.
Its geography is a mosaic of low-lying alluvial plains, formed by the Naka, Tone, and
Sagami river systems, and elevated tablelands covered in a thick layer of volcanic
loam. These varied terrains, while offering fertile ground for agriculture and urban
development, also hinted at the seismic forces simmering beneath.

By the early 20th century, the Kanto Plain was far from a quiet agricultural backwater.
It was a dynamic, rapidly modernizing landscape, particularly in the twin engines of
Tokyo and Yokohama. Tokyo, formerly Edo, had been the seat of the Tokugawa
shogunate for centuries before becoming the imperial capital in 1868. This shift
marked the beginning of a period of intense Westernization and industrialization,
transforming Japan from a feudal society into a formidable global power.

Tokyo, in particular, was booming. Its population had swelled, with urban areas
sprawling into what were once farming communities. The city was envisioned as a
modern capital, and ambitious urban planning projects, though sometimes scaled back
due to political and financial constraints, aimed to create a more organized and
resilient metropolis. Wide roads, canals, and railways were part of this vision, with the
first rail line connecting Yokohama to Tokyo having been built in 1874. By the early
1920s, Tokyo’s population alone reached 3.3 million, a testament to its rapid
industrialization, fueled in part by World War I, and the expansion of its streetcar and
rail systems.

Yokohama, situated about 20 miles southwest of Tokyo, also experienced rapid
growth, largely due to its status as a prominent port city that opened to Western trade
in the mid-19th century. By the early 20th century, it was a major industrial hub, with
factories sprouting up along reclaimed land, forming what would become the Keihin
Industrial Area. The city, known for its international character, had by then become
the second-largest in Japan.

Despite this outward appearance of progress and prosperity, Japan in the years
leading up to 1923 was a society grappling with significant internal pressures. The
Taisho period (1912-1926) saw a shift towards democratic reforms and increased
political participation, with universal male suffrage granted in 1925. Political parties
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gained influence, and a new urban middle class emerged, enjoying more leisure and
access to mass media. This era, sometimes called "Taisho Democracy," presented an
image of a more open and progressive Japan.

However, beneath this veneer of democracy and economic growth, challenges
simmered. The economic boom brought on by World War | had begun to recede,
leading to a postwar depression. While industries like textiles, shipbuilding, and steel
had expanded significantly, and Japan had transitioned from a debtor to a creditor
nation, the economic foundations were not entirely stable. The financial system, for
instance, was characterized by numerous small banks, many with close ties to specific
industrial firms, and the credit market was geographically segmented. This made the
financial system susceptible to shocks, and indeed, Japan was still reeling from
economic recession when the earthquake struck.

Socially, the disparity between the burgeoning urban centers and the rural areas was
stark. While cities saw the rise of a middle class and consumerism, a significant
portion of the population, nearly half, still worked in agriculture by 1930. Farmers
often faced low incomes, and in bad harvest years, desperate situations could arise.
This economic hardship in rural areas contributed to social dissatisfaction and even led
young farmers to join the Imperial Army in search of stable income.

Furthermore, the rapid industrialization and urbanization brought their own set of
social problems. While some welcomed the modern age with new hopes and
opportunities, others faced the harsh realities of poverty and alienation from
traditional social networks. Slums emerged in major industrial cities like Osaka, and
concerns about industrial pollution began to surface.

Adding to the complexities, a climate of xenophobia and nationalism had been
brewing, particularly directed at ethnic Koreans. Many Koreans had migrated to Japan
seeking work after Japan's annexation of Korea in 1910, finding employment in
construction, factories, and docks in cities like Tokyo and Yokohama. Despite their
contributions to Japan's economic growth, they often faced discrimination, language
barriers, and resentment, placing them at the bottom rung of the social hierarchy. As
their numbers grew in urban centers, so too did societal tensions, setting a dangerous
precedent for the future.

In essence, pre-1923 Japan was a nation in transition, balancing newfound
international prominence with domestic challenges. The Kanto Plain, with its vibrant
cities of Tokyo and Yokohama, was a microcosm of this dynamic and sometimes
volatile environment. It was a region brimming with progress and potential, yet
simultaneously burdened by economic anxieties, social stratification, and simmering
prejudices—a fertile ground for both growth and, as history would soon reveal,
immense catastrophe.
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