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A creative-sharing (= practising conviviality) society in construction since Fukushima.

Marc Humbert
March 11 is a localized event that had a direct impact on the life of the Japanese people who are paying to it three main costly tributes. This event occurred in a moment when Japan, as any other countries in the world, far from being isolated, was deeply involved in a globalisation process; this means that an important part of activities in any country are linked to what is going on elsewhere in the world; as a component of this high level of interdependence and due to the very contents of the current process, each country is running, at different paces, but on the same three highly dangerous roads. And Japan has been part of the convoy, and was leading at a high speed towards a dramatic fate.

However, the dire situation stemming from March 11 has opened, to the Japanese people, a window of opportunity and there are at least three hints of radical changes. Thus since Fukushima, we may think, that, in Japan, people are advancing in a new direction, that of the construction of a convivial society.

Part 1- Three main costly tributes

The three main costly tributes

which are being paid by the Japanese people, since March, 11.
The Great East Japan Earthquake has provoked a lasting change for everyone in Japan and a lasting trauma for a lot of Japanese people. 
A great sorrow from the Sanriku Coast
15 800 deaths and 3 400 missing people (as known on the 30th of December 2011) have let Japan suffering a great sorrow principally felt in the Sanriku Coast due to the tsunami. A huge number of orphans who have been rescued at schools when mothers and grand-parents were at home, and more huge numbers of people who have lost their spouses, their parents, their relatives, their friends. Thousands of survivors are leaving in difficult conditions even if at the end of 2011 almost everyone has found a place to live, at least on a temporary basis. A lot of people are no longer traced by the official authorities. For example, at Ishinomaki (Miyagi prefecture) the officials have no news from 20 000 families: perhaps they have gone to join relatives or parents or have gone back to their home if not in a too bad shape? Officials say they had no information
. This town and many others have been destroyed and to pay a visit at their place is to watch an area of desolation. It will need a long time to overcome the tragedy and organise a new life in a safe place in the proximity.
An Earthquake post-traumatic stress
That earthquake was said impossible. “Any earthquake of the magnitude 9 was considered as impossible around Fukushima. The seismic hazard maps showed that the maximum possible earthquake along the Japan Trench – the huge fault line where one plate of the Earth dives beneath another- could generate earthquakes up to 8,4, but on the 11 of March the fault broke and generated an earthquake of magnitude 9, which was six times stronger than the theoretical maximum
”. But this happened and half the population of Japan has been shaken, millions of people working in Tokyo has spent hours working to go back home that day and since then, in all East Japan at least, the fear of the tremor of Earth has risen. During the year 2011, there had been 68 earthquakes with a level between 5 and 7 in the Japanese scale; the number was 5 in 2010, 4 in 2009, 8 in 2008. Sleep disorder has become very frequent in the population and the stress when even a “small” earthquake shakes you (less than the “5” and more levels one). The threat of the big one in the Kanto Region that arrives every 70 years and would have already occurred (the last one was in 1923) is still looming. On the request of the government previsionnists have said recently that there is 70% chance it comes within 4 years.
 Along with this great sorrow and this post-traumatic stress, Japanese people are surrounding by a worrying atmosphere stemming from Fukushima.
A worrying atmosphere stemming from Fukushima

As a matter of fact the nuclear accident has taken over all the news in all the media. Even after 10 months the news cannot avoid to develop a topic related to the nuclear accident. It has even been felt by victims of the tsunami, and by their relatives, that there was too much attention for the supposed dangers faced by residents near the nuclear plant and too few consideration for the deaths of their relatives and for the difficulties they were enduring.
Along the time, news have brought information about contamination of food, beef, and recently rice; information about the safety of food disseminated through Japan in all prefectures. A significant proportion of the population worries about the food for their children at school’s canteen, for the one they buy from the shops.
And in the mean time the crippled reactors are still leaking contamination. In early November 2011, information came that some kind of fusion had been effective as Xenon 133-135 were found . In the end of January 2012 Tepco revealed that the daily amount of radio-elements has risen to 70 million bq from 60 millions in December. The cleaning or decontamination has officially started but the atmosphere stemming from Fukushima is still a worrying one. 

Part 2- Three highly dangerous roads

The three highly dangerous roads

on which the world is moving, countries racing, Japan as well.

A growing counterproductive power exerted upon natural resources

Let us read the evolution of the world using Ivan Illich’s methodology which he presented in his work ‘Tools for conviviality
”. 
Human societies are built and shaped by people who are using “tools” for that purpose. The word “Tools” is taken in a broad sense, often written in the singular “tool” and is a concept to address the whole concrete array of both technological (from the hammer to the industrial plant) and institutional (language, school, government) tools. The human species is carving in the Nature a place cosy to live in it, a kind of nest which is its landscape, its dwelling, its Umwelt, its milieu or écoumène, its fûdo 風土
. This task is performed by a set of societies – Nations-states- with their institutions and rules. This task of construction of the human nest is done at the expense of Nature, at the expense of the natural environment, the Umgebung or the 自然環境　shizen kankyô. 
The power exerted upon Nature, upon natural resources to build the “well-being” of humanity has become stronger and stronger along with the growing size and power of its “tool”. This is the true meaning of industrial productivity. During a long period of time this rising power has brought through growth, benefits to an ever larger number of people without endangering the possibility to go on improving the well-being of the rest of humanity and that of the future generations. However this is no longer the case. Global warming, the exhaustion of natural resources and the degradation of almost all the other ones have reached a point where it is compulsory to stop the machine. The world is moving on a road leading to the self-destruction of its milieu.
At the core of the process, according to Illich is the size of the tool: “Beyond a given threshold, tools, from servants, become despots
”. This threshold leads to the counterproductivity concept
 well illustrated by the example of a car which is stopped in a traffic jam. It is supposed to transport you rapidly but you had rather to go on foot. We may take a host of other examples, either technological tools or institutional tools – including the bureaucracy. They have been steadily destroying step by step the quality of our milieu.

But one of these tools deserves a special attention: not only it brings its contribution to the slow degradation of the milieu but it might bring its brutal destruction.
A looming threat of a massive self-destruction

The capacity of destruction of lives has risen dramatically along the years; the invention of dynamite by Alfred Nobel was an important step followed a little later by what allowed the works of the genius Einstein: the nuclear bomb and its use against Japanese people in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. No other military use up to now, but it was very closed to, in at least a few cases as in 1962 during the Cuban missile crisis. One of the actors of this crisis, Robert Mc Namara, who was at the time secretary of defense (1961-1968) and later became president of the World Bank (1968-1981), wrote, in 2005, a plaidoyer against the nuclear arsenal. Let us read him “We are at a critical moment in human history -- perhaps not as dramatic as that of the Cuban Missile Crisis, but a moment no less crucial. […] We must move promptly toward the elimination -- or near elimination -- of all nuclear weapons. For many, there is a strong temptation to cling to the strategies of the past 40 years. But to do so would be a serious mistake leading to unacceptable risks for all nations.
This is still a looming threat of massive self destruction from the nuclear tool, and it is not only the danger of a nuclear war, it is also the danger coming from the so-called pacific use of the civilian nuclear tool. Energy production from nuclear plants was taken as completely safe, but nuclear plants are too big and too dangerous to fail. The risk, when a tool of a limited size fails, is limited. When you ride either a horse or a bike the risk exists. When you ride a motorbike on a high speed road the potential outcome of a break is more important. It is far much higher in the case of a car, a high-speed train, a large aircraft etc… 
With a nuclear plant the risk is too big to let it fail. The Three Mile Island accident in 1979 in the USA and then, the Chernobyl disaster in 1986, have clearly demonstrated the potential of massive self destruction embodied in nuclear plants. After 1986 the number of plants, at the world level, has stopped growing. However all of the existing 441 nuclear reactors in the world at the date of January 2011, were part of the looming threat of massive destruction. And came the Fukushima Dai-ichi nuclear disaster which is still threatening our lives and has been very closed to start this process of destruction on March 11, 2011.
If the world goes on driving on this hyper dangerous nuclear road, either military or civilian, taking “inacceptable risks for the whole humanity”, it will unavoidably lead to the destruction of our lives along with that of our milieu.
A slow but steady un-weaving of the societal fabric

This risk of physical destruction is not the only one faced by our humanity. The tools used by the societies have become too big to fail, even the institutional, or organizational ones. After the so-called Lehman Shock in 2008, everyone agreed that there were banks too big to fail. As our French colleague André Orléan said, if an institution is too big to fail, it should not exist.
Since the industrial revolution, hundreds of years of growth in rich countries have not been able to wipe out poverty, unemployment and lack of happiness. Since the Truman declaration of fight against so-called under-development in 1949, progress has been made in some countries but it was necessary to launch in 2000 the millennium development goals -that will not been reached- to try to erase poverty. In the mean time it was said in 2010 that our humanity counted with one billion people starving, largely undernourished. This is one outcome of the race for productivity and growth which “globalization” is trying to extend to everyone and to everything on earth. Competition for the highest productivity is the rule and the referee is the law of the market. Each individual is fighting for himself and is rewarded according to her or his productivity; to make the whole more efficient it is said necessary to avoid any barriers – such as welfare state, subsidies to production activities- and let the free circulation of merchandises, the free setting of salaries and rates of exchange and interest..
To fight against this blind and unethical analysis favouring this unlimited search for productivity and growth, together with many colleagues, we have advocated for “Reframing society: conviviality and not growth” in as many occasions as possible and for example in a collective book published last year (2011) in Japanese
.
Drawing on the seminal work of Illich, we are calling everyone to contribute to the birth and to the expansion of a convivial society. 
Let us quote him again : “As an alternative to technocratic disaster, I propose the vision of a convivial society […] I choose the term "conviviality" to designate the opposite of industrial productivity. […]I have chosen "convivial" as a technical term to designate a modern society of responsibly limited tools”. This necessity to downsize the tools has also appeared as an imperative to people who are not referring to Illich
, 

Part 3- Three hints of radical changes

The three hints of radical changes, 

that can be perceived in Japan, might move it towards a convivial society 

“The only time you can get things done is in moments of genuine crisis and catastrophes – [then] there’s a small opportunity to do an extraordinary amount
” wrote Malcolm Gladwell.
This seems the case for Japan where the dire situation stemming from March 11 has opened to the Japanese people, a window of opportunity. To my mind, there are at least three hints of radical changes
A reappraisal of individual connections

A society escapes from the hyper individualistic type when individuals’ connections which had become principally governed by economic rationale– the law of the market- and by legal ones, are reappraised on a different basis.

A hint of this move within the Japanese society can be found in the choice made of 絆 kizuna – meaning human bonds- as the kanji (Chinese Character) that best symbolize the year 2011. The number of participants to vote that year, around 500 000 voters, was more than the double of the previous year’s number (this kind of yearly selection started in 1995). They choose among a few kanji selected by the Japanese Kanji Aptitude Testing Foundation and kizuna was an overwhelming winner. On the Foundation’s website one resident who suffered from the tsunami commented his vote “I absolutely wanted絆 kizuna to be chosen. At no time in my life has絆 kizuna, the term “human bonds” touched my heart as deeply as it did last year. I rediscovered the importance of people working together in the face of heartbreaking events
”.
In Japan where the number of marriages has been declining year after year for thirty years, up to the point that, in 2010, there are more single households than family ones
, after March 11, there was a surge in the sales of engagement rings. The weekly Josei Seven has reported not only a growing number of marriages, but also a sharp rise in the sales of appliances that may make dining and drinking at home rather than out, more pleasant: expresso machines, home bakeries
. They also noticed a surge in the sales of “two-generation homes”.
The reappraisal of individual relationships is an important step to weave a robust societal fabric, however it is only a basic unit. It is directly upon this kizuna that can be built a localized solidarity that often emerges in difficult situations, arising, in some cases, totally new communities
. However it looks like a comeback to an old type of solidarity that was common in Japan. This is enough to take immediate care of people paying such highly tributes that we recall in part 1, but it is not enough to deal with the necessity to change the direction towards which Japan as a whole is making, as the rest of the world is doing.
A reinforced inter-individual relations’pattern for solidarity 

To my mind, the traditional organization of solidarity in Japan seems to be mainly that of a vertical pattern, but, recently, the horizontal pattern of solidarity is gaining importance, giving Japan a chance to move towards conviviality. Since Fukushima this change in the organisation of solidarity has been reinforced. Let me explain what I mean.

Traditionally there is a very localized solidarity system organized between people living in the same neighbourhood. In the rural areas, necessary good relationships between farmers are organizing the distribution of water among them for their paddy fields. In the town, good relationships are organizing waste disposals, the fight again fire and other security problems with a chonaikai type of associations. Both rural and urban areas are organizing local festivals. 
When the March 11 event stroke, this strong local solidarity brought an essential relief to all the victims.
These localized groups show a strong solidarity to their members which is also present at the family level, at the firm level
. However, as in the past, the Unity of Japan as a whole, is warranted by the Central State to which any localised group is vertically connected; it the same way that in the late feudal system, any landlord or warrior was connected to the emperor. After World War II, lawmakers had been mainly elected thanks to what they promised to deliver in their local constituency and then, they took part to the central state where they dealt with the Japan’s affairs without much involvement of the local people of Japan. Among others, the lawmakers backed anything necessary to boost Japan as a civilian nuclear power without any participation from the people.
Changes have arisen, even in this political arena. Since the beginning of the 21st century, there are national programmes by political parties, so-called “manifesto”: and, in their fight to get the votes of the people of a constituency, candidates have begun to participate to debates addressing not only the questions of the bridge, the dam or the hospital that local people need, but also the “national” affairs as that of the social protection system or even the Japanese stance in the international scene. This tends to connect people in an horizontal discussion at the national level, sharing the same stakes and making possible that on a given topic with for example three options, people for each option will be scattered territorially. The distribution of groups of people of each options will not be geographic, but across the whole country, and finally a “national” consensus on one point or another could make a pattern of horizontal solidarity. Until now, this could not be reached on some issues like the US Futemna base relocation, it is still problematic about the participation to TPP (despite a huge national petition) and about the Japan nuclear energy dependency.
Up to now there is still a significant cultural divide between any geographic areas even between two areas that are not very far from each other. There is such a significant divide that, for example, when someone from the prefecture of Fukushima is evacuated elsewhere in Japan, there is a mental health problem stated as follows by Shinichi Niwa, professor of psychiatrics at Fukushima Medical University: “Living in a place with a different culture and climate has a considerable impact on mental and physical health over a long period” (The Japan Times, January 12, 2012, quoting JIJI)
.
Despite the fact that the horizontal pattern of solidarity is still weak it has been reinforced; this horizontal pattern nurtures what is said “civil society”. Nevertheless we must pay attention to the use of this concept. In Japan the Great Hanshin Earthquake (Kobe) in 1995 triggered a strong national solidarity activism and, in the aftermath of this, a significant change occurred. The volunteers’ movement boosted the first law which has been prepared by discussions at the national level, leading to the NPO Law in 1998. As some Japanese colleagues have pointed out, this was the outcome of social expectation in the country
. To be sure, after 1998, there had been still a lot of localized NPOs, very small ( and the Law has been typically encouraging that localized pattern on the contrary to the National French 1901 law for associations which are all authorized to operate at the nation level), some of them are connected to a foreign big association but almost none have links with other similar associations in Japan. However this has evolved in a positive manner and after March 11, it has been clear that NPO and Japanese people have built a significant civil society. Millions of Japanese people from everywhere have tried their best to help all the one’s in need, and especially through nationally organised associations of different status. “Civil society has finally started to blossom in Japan” wrote Kiyoshi Kurokawa
 considering that this was as an important event as those of Meiji restoration and of the 1945 watershed; to his mind this is the making of the true 3rd opening of Japan.
A few seeds of hope for a new collective – Japanese- model

A convivial society should be coordinated and cannot be self standing thanks to the sole civil society as a fabric, a network of individuals and groups. Even if common values may be partly shared without explicit expressions and may drive all the nation’s groups in the same direction despite some localised specific “cultures”, at the nation level, a political coordination must be operated
.

This means that horizontal solidarity is not enough. Let’s take the example of the nuclear free issue. There has been a growing concern in Japan on this matter. In June 2011, the number of people demonstrating in Japan was relatively low: a few thousands. In Japan there is no green political party yet.
How to make the Japanese people feelings and positions become the position of the government of Japan ? Asahi Shimbun published the result of an opinion poll in June 11-12, 2011; asking 1980 persons: should Japan decommission its 54 reactors and become a free nuclear country? 74% of the answers were yes. To a certain extent this is in line with the fact that up to now no one prefecture and municipality has accepted the re-start of the reactors stopped for maintenance – there will be only three in operation on the 25the of January 2012. More, the locality of Makinohara (and its mayor Shigeki Nishihara) in Shizuoka prefecture, was able to get the shutdown of the Hamaoka nuclear plant through a local ordinance. Until now, to give up with nuclear energy is not the official position of Japan whose government has not clearly decided positively or negatively.
Nevertheless, none of the nuclear plants stopped for maintenance have been restarted yet; all localities have, at least, delayed their approval and companies have respected their position.
The growing concern perhaps and, certainly, a growing feeling of the necessity to demonstrate its will, have brought to the streets more people. In September 19, 2011, more than 60 000 people gathered in Meiji Park and around, to claim that nuclear plant are not needed. On the 14-15 January 2012, more than 6 000 will gather in Yokohama around an international conference with more than 100 experts and activists, and law makers to draw a roadmap for Japan becoming a nuclear free country
. The meeting is organized by a collective of NPOs. 
Petitions to ask municipalities to organise a referendum have been launched. That of Osaka got 53 000 signatures (more than the 42 600 requested), in Tokyo the process is going on until February 9, up to now 78 00 signatures have been collected, 214 000 are needed
.

All these facts are seeds of hope. It is also important that beyond grassroots movements, intellectuals -especially economists, as the economic issue holds a key position in the issue- present new ways of thinking to nurture not only the imagination but the rationale of everyone. On this side too, there are seeds of hope.
The idea that Japan should have of a collective strategy aimed at happiness – the term of conviviality is not used- is shared by more and more people in Japan including among economists who have a real audience. Take for example Naoyuki Hiraoka who is chief editor of Japan Spotlight. He wrote the following in the in the Nov-Dec 2010 issue ( pp. 34-39), before March 11, : “As “a state with a high degree of satisfaction based on people helping one another,” shouldn’t Japan also aim to be “a responsible country overflowing with civility and kindness?” With the government and the people both carrying out the responsibility to attain a high degree of happiness, built on the satisfaction of the people, Japan would then be a truly responsible, high-quality country that could help other countries.”
However he was a little afraid to go to a de-growth stance, making a quote from someone of his staff: “« One of our editors recently gave birth to a child, and she simply cannot contemplate bringing that child up in a world without any economic growth ». Perhaps after the March 11 her mind has changed a little. Anyway, reframing society to target conviviality not growth does not mean – to my mind- that it is leading to focus on de-growth but to focus on what is important for the making of a good society. Surely, as a consequence, there is a necessity to downgrade the importance of growth and to state firmly that slowing growth instead of searching for high growth is a much better option. Noriko Hama, an economist, professor at Doshisha (Kyoto) who has been compared to Krugman (famous economist and NewYork times columnist) is totally clear on that: 

“There is nothing at all woeful about slowing growth. It stands perfectly to reason that an economy that has reached cruising altitude should stop going upward. Keep doing that and there is nothing for us to suffer the fate of Icarius, who flew too close to the sun and got his wings melted down into nonexistence by the heat.
Rather than indulging ourselves is such folly, we should be thinking how better to redistribute all that accumulated wealth. We should be looking toward a future where fairer and wider income distribution contributes to greater creativity and the emergence of a kinder society
”
At this moment we cannot say that this is fine: we are just able to guess that Japan could be on the road leading to a convivial society. Let’s hope that more and more people will join to make it really!
Marc Humbert
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