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Community Disaster Recovery and "“Recovery Ritual”
A Case Study of a “Failed” Ritual in a Tsunami-Affected Community

While everyone knows the importance of the efforts for disaster recovery,
there is little consensus about when and how it is achieved. After the tsunami of
March 11, 2011, we witnessed that, even when their life had never returned to nor-
mal, affected people attempted to perform traditional arts as soon as possible, or
conduct their traditional rituals as usual. Their struggle urges us to explore the sym-
bolic aspect of disaster recovery. Among others sociologist Yasuyuki Yama main-
tains that ritual can play a crucial role to help the victims to realize the progress
of recovery. Introducing Yama's seminal concept of “recovery ritual,” this article
examines an “inauthentic” quinquennial ritual (gonensai) conducted in 2016 at a
tsunami-affected community in Ofunato City, Iwate Prefecture. It was “inauthentic”
since it was not carried out as planned, and thus it appeared to fail to foster a sense
of recovery among the community members. Tracing the background to the “failure”
and its consequences in detail, we read a sign of vitality and creativity of the com-
munity in it, which would “recover” the community in a different way from disaster
reconstruction (fukko). While the importance to support to stage rituals is never lost,
we suggest, ritual can be a window to find a way to support the resilience of the ev-
eryday community life of the affected people.
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