
 ORCA – Online Research @
Cardiff

This is an Open Access document downloaded from ORCA, Cardiff University's institutional
repository:https://orca.cardiff.ac.uk/id/eprint/94462/

This is the author’s version of a work that was submitted to / accepted for publication.

Citation for final published version:

Hood, Christopher Philip 2017. Seismic Japan: the long history and continuing legacy of the Ansei Edo
earthquake, by G. Smits/When the earth roars: lessons from the history of earthquakes in Japan, by G. Smits

[Book Review]. Japan Forum 29 (1) , pp. 134-136. 10.1080/09555803.2016.1226376 

Publishers page: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09555803.2016.1226376 

Please note: 
Changes made as a result of publishing processes such as copy-editing, formatting and page numbers may
not be reflected in this version. For the definitive version of this publication, please refer to the published

source. You are advised to consult the publisher’s version if you wish to cite this paper.

This version is being made available in accordance with publisher policies. See 
http://orca.cf.ac.uk/policies.html for usage policies. Copyright and moral rights for publications made

available in ORCA are retained by the copyright holders.



Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rjfo20

Download by: [Cardiff University Libraries] Date: 12 September 2016, At: 05:10

Japan Forum

ISSN: 0955-5803 (Print) 1469-932X (Online) Journal homepage: http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rjfo20

Seismic Japan: The Long History and Continuing
Legacy of the Ansei Edo Earthquake, by G. Smits/
When the Earth Roars: Lessons from the History of
Earthquakes in Japan, by G. Smits

Christopher P. Hood

To cite this article: Christopher P. Hood (2016): Seismic Japan: The Long History and
Continuing Legacy of the Ansei Edo Earthquake, by G. Smits/When the Earth Roars:
Lessons from the History of Earthquakes in Japan, by G. Smits, Japan Forum, DOI:
10.1080/09555803.2016.1226376

To link to this article:  http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09555803.2016.1226376

Published online: 09 Sep 2016.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 2

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rjfo20
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rjfo20
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/09555803.2016.1226376
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09555803.2016.1226376
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rjfo20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rjfo20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/09555803.2016.1226376
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/09555803.2016.1226376
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09555803.2016.1226376&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2016-09-09
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09555803.2016.1226376&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2016-09-09


Book review

G. Smits, Seismic Japan: The Long History

and Continuing Legacy of the Ansei Edo

Earthquake, University of Hawai’i Press,

Honolulu, 2013. 262 C x pp.

G. Smits, When the Earth Roars: Lessons

from the History of Earthquakes in Japan,

Rowman & Littlefield, Plymouth, 2014,

209 C xv pp.

If I had to pin-point one growth area

within Japanese Studies in the past five

years, then it would surely be research

relating to disasters. Of course, the events

of 11 March 2011 have not only seemingly

spawned some of this interest, but the

‘triple disaster’ of 3/11 has also been the

focus of many of these studies. As, at the

time of writing, only five years have passed,

it is still sometimes hard to see all aspects

of the events of 2011 in context, and some

of the studies published closer to the event

have suffered even more in this respect.

Focusing on a more historical disaster has

the advantage of a greater opportunity to

see the full picture and reduce the proba-

bility of new information being uncovered

or additional events occurring that under-

mine the conclusions of a study. But study-

ing historical disasters is not without its

own pitfalls.

One of the challenges with studies of

historical disasters is ensuring there is a

reason for people to read the study. With

larger events, such as the 1923 Great

Kanto Earthquake or the 1985 JAL plane

crash, this may not be such a problem as

the scale itself can be a driving force for

some to read the work. Different authors

with different conclusions about what hap-

pened and its long-term impact may even

provide reason for reading more than one

study about the topic. It is possibly a

greater challenge for those who work on a

less well-known event to reach an audience

beyond the seemingly growing body of

people who are interested in disasters in

Japan.

I therefore have much admiration for

Gregory Smits for making the Ansei Edo

earthquake of 1855 the focus of his study

Seismic Japan. I think it is very com-

mendable to go back to an older quake –

particularly one that I suspect that many

Japanese are unfamiliar with, let alone an

English-speaking audience – to look at

what happened and to see whether there

are any longer term lessons to learn from

it. For those studying earthquakes in Japan

and wanting to add some additional con-

text to the studies coming about 3/11, the

book would appear to have much to offer.

But therein would appear to be one of the

challenges it struggles with; who is the

book actually for? If you are unfamiliar

with earthquakes in general, the history of

earthquakes in Japan or Japan’s history,

the book tries to help you, but it does not

always do the job fully. For example, in the

first chapter we are introduced to a num-

ber of significant earthquakes in Japan’s

history, including the one that is the pri-

mary focus of the study. The summaries

are probably helpful for those unfamiliar

with them, but the disparity in space
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devoted to each is somewhat puzzling,

let alone including a few earthquakes after

the 1855 earthquake; and why spend a

page here on the Ansei Edo earthquake

when it gets a whole chapter later on?

There is information about how earth-

quakes happen, S-Waves, P-Waves and

the Japanese intensity scale, but it is not

brought together in a section that keeps

this all together and makes it easy for the

reader to find and refer back to when

needed (despite having a chapter called

‘Why the Earth Shakes’) nor put neatly

into a structure that shows how ideas and

understanding have changed over time

(i.e. having a structure that allows our

knowledge to evolve as it may have done

throughout Japan’s history) – although this

appears to be what was attempted. Of

course, with many more people writing

about earthquakes and perhaps a greater

understanding now than a decade ago

about them, such contextual information

may not be relevant for a number of

readers.

Smits (2013, p. 4) states that he is argu-

ing that ‘the Ansei Edo earthquake played

a pivotal role in a process of shaping con-

ceptions of Japan in the realms of politics,

religion, geography, and natural science.’

These are grand claims and the informa-

tion, based on extensive and meticulous

research – as evidenced by notes, referen-

ces and a bibliography that accounts for

around a quarter of the book’s length – is

undoubtedly in there. However, I felt a lit-

tle lost at times and it was not always clear

to me how the book was leading me

through the subject matter and getting to

the conclusion that fits with the quotation

at the start of this paragraph. Perhaps the

book, by trying to sell itself on the basis of

this one earthquake having a long-term

legacy, undermined some of its ultimate

impact; but this is a widespread problem

coming with the pressures many academics

face with trying to show the value of their

work to contemporary readers and to aid

publishers with sales.

Only a year after Seismic Japan, Smits

published a further study on Japan’s earth-

quakes. The cover of the book uses an

image of some destruction from the 3/11

disaster, but the subtitle makes it clear that

this book is about ‘lessons from the history

of earthquakes in Japan’ rather than about

the events of 2011, although it gets men-

tioned to aid with linking between this

event and the historical ones. In When the

Earth Roars, Smits aims to ‘advance

arguments’ in three areas; the chaotic and

differing nature of each earthquake, the

science and knowledge of earthquakes,

and ‘resource allocation ad approaches to

seismic hazards’ (Smith 2014, pp. xi–xiv).

It is, of course, the realities of this first area

that have complicated developments in the

second area and ultimately make improve-

ments in the final area so hard. Compared

with Seismic Japan, however, it is notice-

able that Smits has not set out to prove a

particular, significant, conclusion, but is

aiming to ‘advance arguments’. Far from

being a negative point, it is an underlying

strength of the book.

The structure of When the Earth Roars is

somewhat different to Seismic Japan. A

simple example of this points to how the

books differ, and why, in the end, if I had

to choose one book over the other (work-

ing on the basis some readers may only

have the time or resources to read one

book on historical earthquakes of Japan), I

would pick When the Earth Roars. More

and more, in a single monography by one

author, it is perhaps the norm that all the

notes and references appear together

towards the end of the book. However, in

When the Earth Roars we find the notes and

references at the end of each chapter. This

gives the advantage that for those being

recommended to read on a particular
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topic, pointing them to a single chapter

(albeit that the bibliography is still at the

end of the book), becomes that much eas-

ier. The chapters sit within this book like

well-contained, well-researched and well-

written articles. But this is not to say that

the chapters do not fit well with each other

within the book, for structurally I found

the book much easier to follow than Seis-

mic Japan.

In conclusion, both books have signifi-

cant things to add to the ever-growing lit-

erature on disasters in Japan. Smits has

clearly done an extensive amount of

research and has done well to, for the most

part, focus on events and subject matter

that others have not. There is originality in

both books, therefore, and those working

on disasters in Japan will find both books

useful in their own way. For those such as

students writing on earthquakes, aspects of

science and technology in Japan, or Japan’s

history, who perhaps do not have the

resources to read as much, then the struc-

ture of When the Earth Roars will be of

greater benefit, but even so they should be

encouraged to read Seismic Japan.
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