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Book Review

Daniel P. Aldrich
Black Wave: How Networks and Governance Shaped Japan’s 3/11 
Disasters
Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2019, 270 pp.

The author of this book took the three intertwined events of March 11, 2011 in Japan, the 

earthquake, the tsunami, and the nuclear meltdown, as a case study for understanding 

how different individuals and societies cope with disasters before they occur, when 

they take place, and once they end – leaving multilevel damages in their wake. The 

proportions of the Japanese 2011 case should not be underestimated. The tsunami 

that was set off by the earthquake killed more than 18,400 people and caused full fuel 

meltdowns in three of the six reactors in Fukushima. Radioactive cesium, uranium, and 

iodine spread through about 14,000 square kilometers of land. Almost half a million 

people evacuated their homes, and seven years later – when the book was written – 

75,000 of them were still residing in interim housing. To put things into horrifying 

proportion, one should bear in mind that the Fukushima meltdowns were on the same 

scale as the 1986 Chernobyl meltdowns in Ukraine, which spread radioactivity as far as 

Denmark and France. 

In the case of Japan, the tripartite disaster struck a country that is ranked among 

the world’s most advanced, industrialized democracies, with high quality building 

regulations and highly professional trained engineers. In this context, Aldrich’s choice 

of case study is very important, particularly for those of us who come from societies 

that are considered modern and advanced. Moreover, it seems that the Japanese case 

study has the potential to be enlightening also because it reveals a variety of reactions 

and outcomes that can be compared and examined. Some towns and cities seem to be 
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doing quite well in spite of their losses in the disasters, while other communities have 

not managed yet to renew downtown business and railroad stations. There is a significant 

variation in recovery, and Aldrich takes advantage of these nuances to guide a piece of 

quantitative and qualitative research from which we might be able to extract some basics 

of resilience. Recognizing the shortcomings of telling the story of survival and recovery 

by analyzing its ramifications on any one level alone, the book uses data from diverse 

levels, beginning with the individual and moving up through the city, the region, the 

nation, and finally – the international levels.

It is not obvious at all that Aldrich refrains from falling into the trap of seeking answers 

in the context of culture. Media coverage of the disasters has been led by stereotypes 

and clichés. However, claims about the importance of Japanese culture during crises 

fail to acknowledge the importance of governance structures and formal institutions 

in securing positive results at the individual, town and regional levels. Stereotypes 

about the Japanese culture of acceptance also ignore lawsuits filed by bereaved families 

and the consequent litigations. Furthermore, Aldrich’s critical approach allows him to 

notice and avoid the apparent over-generalized belief – detached from reality − that 

the Japanese are more disciplined than other people. In Japanese children’s books, 

as well as in adult training and drills, the instructions are clear: residents in coastal 

areas should not stop even to check on family members following an earthquake, but 

should first of all save themselves. However, on March 11, 2011, almost half of the 

population of the coastal areas that were hit delayed their evacuation based on various 

individually-based calculations.

Aldrich also refers to preparations and organizational actions that preceded the 

disasters. Here, too, the legend of Japanese efficiency and sticking to the rules seems to 

fade away. The nuclear meltdowns were not inevitable, and resulted to a large extent from 

poor risk evaluation, lack of foresight, and faulty choice-making by the managers of the 

Tokyo Electric Power Company. The Japanese engineers were caught unprepared; none 

of the staff had ever practiced, for example, pumping water into the reactor cores using 

external means such as fire trucks. Overall, they lacked training and experience to deal 

effectively with the complex situation.
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Ignoring, then, stereotypes of culture, with a mission on his agenda, testifying 

how he, too, was nature’s victim after losing his home and possessions to Hurricane 

Katrina in 2005, Daniel Aldrich set sail to pinpoint the exact factors in resilience. He 

visited Japan several times throughout the seven years that passed since the disaster, for 

shorter and longer periods, and conducted fieldwork on his own as well as together with 

fact-finding missions. 

The results of this thorough inquiry illuminate two critical elements that played 

essential roles at various levels of recovery, from the individual to the global: networks 

and governance. Individuals and communities with stronger networks and better 

governance had higher survival rates and accelerated recoveries. In neighborhoods and 

towns whose residents had strong ties to one another and to decision makers, people 

worked together to push past bureaucratic obstacles and support innovative leadership. 

Accordingly, less connected communities with fewer such ties faced harder recovery 

processes and lower survival rates. For those of us who had the impression that terms 

of social capital, like horizontal trust and vertical trust, were merely buzzwords in the 

jargon of 1980s sociologists; for anyone who thought that Burdieu and Putnam have long 

gone out of fashion − Aldrich’s meticulous research is a wake-up call. The book gives 

us one more modern piece of proof of the importance of social ties between citizens, 

between communities, between governmental and non-governmental organizations, as 

well as between community, region and nation. Thus, very carefully and with great 

attention to historical and sociological details, Aldrich establishes through his inquiry 

some of the basics of social and national resilience. In the future, then, researchers in 

this field will have to refer to this project as additional significant updated proof of 

theories of social capital.

For all its praises, at the end of the book Aldrich attempts to provide concrete 

recommendations and lessons from the 2011 Japanese tripartite disaster. He touches 

on five topics, yet in none of them does he reach a practical conclusion. Furthermore, 

the recommendations form just a small portion of the book – the last fourteen out of 

its two hundred pages. If an author can formulate practical lessons applicable to such 

an important issue, they should definitely take more space than that. Assuming that 
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David Aldrich has not yet finished his academic career, perhaps the best reference to 

this concluding part of the book can be found in Pirkei Avot (2: 21), attributed to Rabbi 

Tarfon: “It is not incumbent upon you to complete the work, but neither are you at 

liberty to desist from it.”   
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