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When the earthquake hit March 11th, 2011, Japan had been rumbling already. Tremors underfoot, a sense of imbalance, the premonition of water turning everything into mud.
Japan had been awash in precarity
 for awhile. Ever since the bursting of the Bubble Economy in 1991 that triggered a nagging recession, the country had been seized by economic decline, labor restructuring, and a loss of national confidence. This was the “lost decade” of the 1990s with its “lost generation” of young workers who, coming of working age, failed to secure the kind of lifelong employment and material prospects that had defined aspirational normalcy (Berlant 2007) under Japan Inc. With the new century, things only worsened. Today one-third of the labor force but one half of youth between the ages of 15 and 24 and 70% of women work in irregular employment: part time, contract, dispatch, day labor. This is precarious work
 (Kalleberg 2009): employment that is risky, uncertain, or unstable in the eyes of the worker. In a country where employment secures not only livelihood but one’s place in the social—identity, safety net, status—the un(der)employed are materially precarious and socially dead; 77% make under 1,000,000 yen a year making them—by Japanese standards—poor. Borrowing on its usage from the Italian autonomists, activist Amamiya Karin (2007) calls Japan’s working poor the precariat: the precarious proletariat. Workers with disposable labor power, precariat are disposable humans. Such ontological insecurity breeds what Amamiya calls ikizurasa—pain in living: a pain that, in her case when a freeta
 in her early twenties, led her to wrist cut, attempt suicide, and become physically withdrawn (Amamiya & Kayano 2007).
In an era of liquidization (ryūdoka; how flexible labor and its transformation of work and the workforce is sometimes described), people turn liquid as does the country as well. And this even before the tsunami that sloshed everything in mud.
 It was an earthbound kind of employment, after all—sticking to a workplace sometimes for life—that grounded Japan’s era of high growth economics. One didn’t work for Toyota, he belonged to Toyota, as the cliché goes about the normative ideal of work and social citizenship under Japan Inc. Intimacy and capitalism merged in what constituted sociality as well; intensely hard-working citizens—at work, home, and school—as productive for the nation-state as for themselves. An era—as the 1970s and 80s have been unironically called—of super safe nationalism (chōantei nashyonarizumu) (Takahara 2006:46-7). But this sense of being safe (antei, anshin) has eroded these days into a sensation of unease (fuan) and social emptiness (ibashō ga nai). And as the 21st century has worn on, precarity has spread beyond the precariat per se and to dimensions of life outside of only work. To, for example: its low birth, high aging (shōshikōreika) population; social trends of non-productivity (NEET =  not in employment, education, and training) and social withdrawal (hikikomori) in youth; a rise in suicide since 1998; a surge in poverty and homelessness (with a poverty rate of 15.3% of the population, Japan is now the 2nd poorest of all OECD countries); an increase in living and dying alone (one-third of Japanese now live alone and 33,000 die alone at home every year—the same number that commit suicide). Summing up such a constellation of sociological indices, a recent NHK special proclaimed that Japan had deteriorated into a “relationless society” (muenshakai): a social order of de-socialized human beings. Liquid people. Social precarity. A country losing productivity, babies, and soul. 
 
      When the Great East Japan Earthquake struck Japan’s northeast coast on March 11th, it was felt for hundreds of miles. The largest earthquake in the country’ recorded history, it vibrated the ground in shocks, then aftershocks, that repeated for months. People stayed jittery; nervous systems on alert. But the water was the real killer; waves of tsunami crescendoing over 40 feet high that pummeled the coastline, churning what had been solid—houses, boats, shopping malls, entire cities, and bodies of humans, horses, cattle, dogs—into grotesque carcasses or worse. Minutes of pounding left unbearable devastation, not the least of which was spewing radiation from Fukushima’s nuclear reactors whose breakwaters proved laughably breakable—the fault not of nature but humans who’d shortshrifted safety precautions and routine drills for years in the interests of saving money and making more profits for its owner, Tokyo Electric Company (TEPCO). In the end 20,000 people died; 800,000 have been displaced; endless businesses, fields, and livestock destroyed; trillions of yen in property damaged; and the threat—on health and security—of life and property due to radiation exposure still an everyday if still largely unknowable reality.

3.11 triggered a crisis of unimaginable intensity. Beyond those it killed, it has made life, for so many, even less safe than it was before: precarity intensified. It has also thrown into relief aspects of life that were precarious already; the fact, for example, that so many of the workers in the Fukushima nuclear plants were, both before and after 3.11, precariat—disposable workers for whom the safety of other Japanese (as in cleaning up and containing the spread and exposure of radiation) are now so intimately intertwined. News reports on precarious employment (dispatch, contract) are much more common these days, and the precariat have assumed greater recognition and sympathy in the general public eye. Sensibilities of Japanese across the country have also been newly raised to the  politics of the “nuclear village”; to the location of so many nuclear reactors in the region of Tōhoku where—because of its depressed economy and aging population—residents had accepted the dangers in order to acquire revenues and jobs. Sentiments against nuclear energy and the nuclear industry have soared (I protested alongside of 15,000 in June, but another protest staged in Tokyo in September drew 60,000), as has disgust and suspicion against the owners of the nuclear plants as well as the government for their collusion of interests, and for their mismanagement of safety regulations, clean-up, and the withholding, even lying about, information regarding radiation exposure. 
No one feels safe anymore (which means not just the precariat). And just as more people are giving public voice to their own fears and dissatisfactions, more are making common cause with those of others. It is as if the quake, and rampages of water, stripped any veneer of safety off the terrain and what stands now is a landscape made brutally clear—if treacherously muddy—by  3.11. Precarity seen, revealed, given a name, collectively (if not universally) shared. 
What interests me here is: If the current crisis gives shape (though also transforms) the ontology of precarity already existing in Japan, what happens to the social in the tactics taken to survive in post 3.11 Japanese? Is this a moment, that is, when things will take a turn in the country, as a front page article in the Asahi Shimbun posed it in July: either reprioritizing human relations or eroding further as a “country of loneliness” (kozoku no kuni) (Asahi Shumbun July 24, 2011)? 

Plenty of togetherness has certainly been forged in the crucible of 3.11. Simply staying and not leaving the country as did so many foreigners immediately afterwards (called fly-jin - flying away gaijin) became a marker of Japanesness. And everywhere—on shop doors, street signs, subway stations, advertisements—hung the words: Nippon tōitsu (unified Japan), and Nippon ganbaro! (hang in there Japan). Japanese were being asked to stay put, pull together, show a fighting spirit. As a friend said to me as I left Japan at the end of the summer, “An-chan, makenaiyo!” “Don’t worry, Anne, Japan isn’t going to lose!” as if I imagined the country was going to sink into the ocean. In his own case, an engineer for Hitachi, he was working furiously long days to build alternative energy sources to replace the depleted nuclear energy Japan was facing. By the end of the summer only 34 of 54 nuclear plants nationwide were operating; today the number has gone down to 10. In a country that was dependent for 30% of its energy on nuclear sources prior to 3.11, this Hitachi worker—along with the majority of Japanese—now say they are against nuclear energy and endorse a policy of working towards becoming a nuclear-free country (datsugenpatsu): the stance Germany adopted following Japan’s crisis. What this might mean for the industrial viability, economic wealth, and everyday lifestyles of Japanese in the future—the possibility of its third-worlding—is much debated.

A foreshadowing of such cut-backs came in the aftermath of 3.11 when—after initial black-outs even in Tokyo and now headed into the steam of the summer—citizens were asked to undergo setsuden (conservation of energy consumption). This entailed a massive turning down of electricity (everything from city lights and escalators to hand driers in public toilets and ACs everywhere). Businesses and companies changed operating hours to conserve power; workers adopted a new dress code of “cool biz” with Okinawan shirts instead of suits; and citizens conserved in every way imaginable including donning gadgety devices like wearing ice packs around their necks and fitted into the rucksacks kids take to school. Everyone sweated—and talked about it—in this desurging of power and resensing of the everyday and, by the end of summer, the goal of 15% power reduction had been not only met but exceeded. A sign of collective will, disciplined spirits, Japan fighting back.
But setsuden also caused deaths by heat exhaustion and under the moral imperative of collective ganbaru – working hard together—the risks of some individuals were also sanctioned or ignored. The elderly and refugees in evacuation shelters were particularly at risk, for example, with little (or no) AC relief. And, according to a news story mid summer, precariat workers in the Daiichi Nuclear Reactor were working longer hours and taking fewer breaks because they felt so driven to restore safety to the nation. This despite the fact that, suited up head to toe in protective gear and working without fans in unbearable heat, sweat would start impairing their vision after only a few minutes at work. 
Safety and security; for whom precisely, and whose responsibility does this become? 
As the summer progressed, more stories emerged of the condemnation—as “uncitizenly”—of Japanese who, worried about their personal safety, abandoned their homes or refused to go outside. Or of mothers who, still remaining in Fukushima, packed their children obentō (lunch-boxes) instead of let them eat the public, shared lunches, at school. As if worrying too much about individual security made one not sufficiently Japanese. But then, there were other stories: of how those forced to evacuate Fukushima—the “nuclear refugees”—were getting stigmatized for the contamination they carried (just as had the hibakusha, the atomic bomb victims of Hiroshima and Nagasaki). In Tokyo, I heard that children from Fukushima were getting bullied (ijime) when they started the new school year there in April. And then there was a story late in the summer of a woman eight months pregnant who, because she didn’t feel welcome anywhere else and also had a house and job there, decided to return to Fukushima after having left when the nuclear reactor melted down. To be secure—with job and home—was the reason she gave for resettling 20 miles away from the nuclear reactor now. Yet, it is precisely mothers, out of concern for the safety of their children, who are coming out in droves, to protest against nuclear energy today. Newly politicized, they are activating not for politics per se—as a number told my friend who interviewed them—but for life. As if activating for life isn’t political.
Precarity—of multiple kinds—has spread in the wake of 3.11; it has also exposed and realigned precariousness already existing. It is too early to say, or predict, how precisely the politics or sociality of survival may remap the zones of existence and insecurity in Japan today. But I’d like to end by going, if briefly, into the mud. The mud of the disaster, the muddiness of a society in crisis; the sensing of death but also life in muddy intimacies.
 The tsunami rendered the entire northeast coastline a cesspool of gooey waste: dead remains and dying life entwined—animals, humans, cars, buildings, oil, rice fields, boats, furniture, homes. While the outpouring of relief and volunteerism from all over (and beyond) Japan was staggering, not everyone was eager to go up north into the mud itself to help out. I spoke with many in Tokyo who couldn’t go because, as one woman put it, she couldn’t stand to see or feel the death up close. The death, promiscuously perverse in its origins and trapped in a mud emitting an unbearable stench, as I was warned myself before going. But when I went in July—to Ishinomaki in Miyagi Prefecture, the town worst hit on the coast with a global NGO outfit called Peace Boat—I found the experience almost organically transfixing. Sixty of us—mostly youth in their twenties or thirties and a fair number, precariat—shoveled mud for two days. Suited up in rubber from goggles to boots, our bodies became quickly hot and spent by the work: removing mud (from temples, homes, rain ditches in streets). Our rhythms—of shoveling, schlepping into wheelbarrow, greeting the few residents walking by—bounced off one another, generating an energy that mediated and mitigated the mud. A mud that oozed everywhere: standing in pools, smeared against buildings, encased in the ruins of what had become this downtown. Slimey, inky, riddled with particles—some decipherable (like a child’s toy) but most not—and pungent with a smell that hasn’t left me yet, the mud filled our senses. It also fed a sensuality—a social sensuality—so powerful to some that they stayed on for weeks, or returned, time and time again. A number told me that they hadn’t felt so alive for years. And a young man, just returning from abroad, said Japan had been dead when he left but now felt like it was stirring once again.

Life out of death? A different sensuality, of mud and sociality, emerged out of volunteering I did in Fukushima. This work—showing up with 55 others at the municipal office in the morning—entailed washing mud off photos retrieved from tsunami-battered homes. The aim was to recover images: traces of a life that pre-existed (though may not have survived) 3.11. Dusting off dirt with a toothbrush, we dabbed—with wet towels and wipies—to recover the semblance of a group outing or mother with daughter on her lap. Laboring cocooned under our masks, intimate—but not—with those whose images we were trying to save, we hung the finished photos on clotheslines draped throughout the room. The rhythms of labor were more silent and subtle here: sponging rather than shoveling mud. A sociality of cleaning images of and for people we would never know, nor know if they had survived. An eerie engagement of washing off death, in the hopes of recovering a bit of life for a survivor—or possibly oneself. 
A gesture—like that of shoveling mud alongside of strangers—we certainly could call social. 
A sign, we might ask, of a new kind of connectedness emerging out of the social precarity of pre—but now post-3.11 Japan???
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� Precarity’ (precarité) as a term, was first picked up by European social and labor movements in the 1970s to activate for better work/life conditions for those in contingent, flexible, or irregular employment. In Italy and France, a number of scholarly debates, movements, and practices emerged around the attempt to identify - and encourage - precarious workers as a new kind of political subject. Here, I use the word “precarity”  more as do certain activists in Japan (such as Amamiya Karin, 2007) as well as the theorist Judith Butler (2009) to index not merely the state or condition of precarious work, but also the existential and social condition of a life that feels risky, uncertain, and unstable.  As Butler notes, precarity is differentially distributed in society; some are more vulnerable to it (for reasons of gender, class, ethnicity, citizenship). But what she calls ‘precariousness’ is the generalizable state of being human itself in which all life is susceptible to risk - by disease, abandonment, injury, decay. As with Butler, and Amamiya, I am most interested here in the relationship between precarity and precariousness.





� I follow a number of scholars, including Arne Kalleberg, who define precarious work as “employment that is uncertain, unpredictable, and risky from the point of view of the worker” (2009:2). Precarious work is a worldwide phenomenon and has been more the historical norm than the exception in most countries for most workers (Neilson & Rossiter 2008). But in the case of Japan that, like a number of other developed industrialized countries, experienced a period of postwar fordism that accorded many, if not all workers, regular jobs in the formal economy (guaranteeing stable wages, steady employment, and secure benefits), the rise of irregular employment today registers as a loss or decline of an economic normalcy that was once taken as standard.





� A neologism that combines the English word “free” and the German word “arbeiter” meaning workers who move “freely” from job to job.
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