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Introduction: As the World Watched 
 
The world watched in shock as the powerful earthquake and tsunami rattled 
Japan on March 11, 2011. I was deeply saddened by the images of fellow 
human beings suffering and wondered what would happen once the camera 
crews left. The CNN images continued to play in my mind long after the 
media stopped covering the event and I became perturbed by the speed with 
which this and other global tragedies are buried and forgotten as something 
“more disastrous” or “more sensational” takes its place.  
 
Though I felt so helpless at the devastation, this was quickly transformed to 
inspiration as I observed the resilience of the Japanese people. I saw footage 
of people crafting chopsticks out of wood from a wrecked building, 
neighbours creating bucket brigades to transport water and people waiting 
in line for food without complaining. I thought about the role that tragedies 
play in transformation and started thinking about how Japan could use 
these events to become even better and stronger. I dub this better and 
stronger society “Japan v 3.11.” 
 
In the tech- world, newer models are usually given a numerical suffix 
preceded by the letter v (version) for consumers to distinguish them from 
their predecessors. These newer models retain features of previous models, 
but include enhancements in functionality and efficiency. Japan suffered an 
incredible loss on March 11th, but instead of giving 3.11 a negative 
connotation, in the face of this enormous tragedy, the Japanese people can 
reclaim this date where a post-3.11 Japan is transformed into a new and 
improved Japan, a Japan v 3.11.  
 
Japan v 3.11 is a place where the philosophy, vision, values and innovative 



capacity of the nation are restructured, while retaining the features that 
make Japan great. This essay looks at the ways Japan can overcome the 
devastation experienced during the triple-threat earthquake/ tsunami/ 
nuclear disaster to build a better Japanese society and in turn, have a 
positive impact on our precious world.  
 
 
Japan v 3.11: New Philosophy- Embracing Global Interdependence 
 
What struck me on March 11th was the total interconnectedness of our world. 
Within minutes of the earthquake hitting Japan, there I was, a Jamaican, 
living in Trinidad and Tobago worrying about my friend working in Japan 
under the Japanese Exchange and Teaching (JET) Programme. Given the 
fluidity with which people from different cultures connect with each other, 
Japan v 3.11 recognizes the important role of foreigners in their society and 
works towards inclusion, while still holding on to the fundamental building 
blocks that have held Japan together. 
 
Self-sufficiency within the context of global interdependence was profoundly 
illustrated through Japan’s response to the earthquake and tsunami. Japan’s 
emergency personnel were superb first-responders but recognized that while 
their internal systems were well-structured, the enormity of the catastrophe 
required outside assistance and expertise. Because of Japan’s strong disaster 
preparedness systems, when international aid and rescue teams joined the 
efforts, they were able to symbiotically fit in with their Japanese 
counterparts.   
 
A philosophy is “a theory or attitude held by a person or organization that 
acts as a guiding principle for behaviour.”1  In light of this definition, the 
guiding principle of Japan v 3.11 develops a healthy balance between the 
Westphalian philosophy of nation-state as the primary actor and the 
emergent philosophy of globalization, where the nation-state is shadowed by 
the global system. This section looks at the tenets of this global philosophy in 
the areas of humanitarian outreach and inclusion of foreigners in the 
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development process.  
 
Philosophy of Shared Humanity 
 
There is a YouTube video showing a young Haitian survivor of the 2010 
earthquake watching the events of the March 2011 earthquake in Japan.2 
This young boy was so grief-stricken by what he saw that he cried openly. His 
ability to identify with people he had never met in a place he may only dream 
of visiting shows us that in the face of tragedy, we are eerily confronted with 
our shared humanity. It is so important for Japanese society to focus on 
developing genuine love and compassion for not only each other, but also for 
people in other parts of the world.  
 
Programmes like the Japanese Overseas Cooperation Volunteers have done 
a good job of creating these links. Japan v 3.11 can continue with this and 
other international humanitarian efforts while improving the capacity to 
attract people who may not have had previous interest in leaving Japan’s 
borders.  
 
Japan currently has a favourable reputation in the world; UN Secretary 
General Ban Ki-moon is even quoted as saying, “Japan is one of the most 
generous and strongest benefactors, coming to the assistance of those in need 
the world over.”3 I experienced this firsthand in Jamaica when I worked 
with a Japanese volunteer at the National Centre for Youth Development in 
Kingston and observed the work of another Japanese volunteer with the 
University of the West Indies Violence Prevention Programme. This kind of 
outreach is advantageous to both Japan and the countries who host the 
volunteers. Receiving countries benefit from the volunteers’ expertise and 
the volunteers learn how to skillfully adapt to environments constrained by 
limited resources.  
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These exchanges will create a sense of hope in the psyche of the Japanese 
volunteers when they see how other countries function with significantly less 
than they are used to. When they return, this will help Japanese society to 
become more appreciative of what they do have and engender a 
consciousness of effectively managing the resources they have been blessed 
with. 
 
Philosophy of Inclusion  
 
One thing I admire about Japan is that even though it has deep-rooted 
traditions, it still embraces other cultures. From Jamaican friends who have 
lived in Japan, I learned that Japanese people love Jamaica and are 
interested in finding out more about the history and culture of the island, 
especially reggae music. Even this contest being open to non-Japanese 
people shows that Japan is truly moving from a nation of isolation to one of 
inclusion and sees the benefit of global collaboration in national 
development.  
 
Japan has experienced an influx of foreign nationals evidenced by the 
increasingly diverse staff of multinational corporations and a proliferation of 
foreign exchange students. Japan v 3.11 takes advantage of this foreign 
presence by embracing those who come to its shores. In turn, foreigners 
develop a positive attitude to Japan, becoming “surrogate Japanese 
ambassadors” when they return home. As Japan seeks to expand its sphere 
of influence in the wake of competition from the emerging “BRIC” economies 
of Brazil, Russia, India and China, this attitude of inclusion can give Japan 
the upper hand. As Japan creates positive social linkages with foreign 
nationals, they set the stage for a reciprocal welcoming attitude when 
Japanese businesses and NGOs enter new countries.  
 
 
Japan v 3.11: New Vision- Give Us Vision Lest We Perish 
 
One line of the Jamaican national anthem says “give us vision lest we perish.” 
This simple yet profound statement also holds true for Japan. In order for 
Japan to rebuild in a post-earthquake context, there must be a clear 



strategic plan. The definition of vision is, “the ability to think about or plan 
the future with imagination or wisdom.”4  Another definition is, “a mental 
image of what the future will or could be like.”5 As such, creating a new 
vision for Japan v 3.11 engages both the people and government in creating 
the image of what they would like to see Japan become. It is of paramount 
importance to expunge the aspects of the society that do not work and 
embrace and improve upon the aspects that do.  This section looks at vision 
in the areas of youth development, governance and knowledge sharing. 
 
Vision for the Youth 
 
With the global recession, anti-government uprisings, terror threats and 
ubiquitous natural disasters wreaking havoc on the planet, Japan’s youth, 
like their counterparts in the rest of the world are growing up in a less secure 
environment than previous generations did.  The United Nations rounded 
off the International Year of the Youth in August 2011 with the theme of 
“Dialogue and Mutual Understanding.”6 In keeping with this theme, using 
the mainstream media, social networks and town hall meetings to engage 
Japanese youth in dialogue creates opportunities for them to discuss the 
issues that affect them and to work with older citizens to devise solutions. By 
engaging youth in the decision-making process, they will also see the active 
role they play in developing their society rather than feeling like they simply 
inherited something they had no part in building.  
 
Mentorship programmes should be strengthened to create a support system 
for youth, who are particularly vulnerable to hopelessness as they have not 
fully developed the capacity to cope with trauma. Mentors will be able to 
inspire their mentees not to give in to feelings of despair and encourage them 
to fulfill purpose. There must be a “one hand up one hand down” approach to 
mentorship where youth are mentored by adults while serving as mentors to 
young children, much like the “Big Brother, Big Sister” programme in the 
U.S.A.  
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A CNN report shows a drastic increase in suicides following the March 2011 
earthquake, 7  suggesting that Japan must focus on mental health and 
suicide prevention. Sadly, Japan has one of the highest rates of suicide in the 
world, with suicide cited as the leading cause of death for young females in 
the 15-34 demographic.8 Japan can secure the future of its youth by making 
post-traumatic counseling accessible to them.  
 
People under 30 make up an estimated 29.8%9 of the Japanese population 
but they are 100% of the future. Franklyn D. Roosevelt stated that “we can’t 
always build the future for our youth but we can build our youth for the 
future.” Japan v 3.11 places heavy importance on youth development, 
preparing them to sustain the nation’s vision.  
 
Vision in Governance 
 
A sustainable vision requires reliable governance. Given Japan’s election of 
its 6th Prime Minister in 5 years, this constant shifting of political vision 
breaks the continuity needed to implement government policies. For Japan 
to rebuild, Prime Minister Yoshihiko Noda must lead decisively and hold fast 
to his commitments, including his plans to “develop Japan’s relationship 
with the United States against the backdrop of changing security and to 
develop Japan’s mutually beneficial relationship with China.”10  
Societies rise and fall on leadership- an army of sheep led by a lion will 
easier defeat an army of lions led by a sheep.11 With stronger leadership,  
 
Japan’s position will be made more secure. Japan v 3.11 therefore upholds a 
government that will take the collective vision of the Japanese people and 
execute it with determination.  
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Vision in Global Knowledge Sharing  
 
Like Japan, the Caribbean is prone to multiple natural disasters and has a 
vested interest in minimizing damage during such events. Japan has built a 
reputation for developing mechanisms to combat the ill-effects of these 
disasters. As such, in the wake of Haiti’s 2010 earthquake, the Jamaican 
Government invited the Japan International Cooperation Agency to “assess 
the country's disaster management programme and determine the level of 
technical assistance that can be offered by the Japanese government.”12  
When looking at the loss experienced compared with the scale of the March 
2011 disaster, it is clear that Japan has a comparative advantage in its 
response to emergencies.  
 
Japan can therefore market itself as the Mecca for persons interested in 
studying Disaster Management. Grenada, an island of just under 110,000 
people has marketed itself as a premier destination for medical training 
through the St. George’s University, attracting top students from around the 
world. Likewise, relevant Japanese authorities can encourage foreign 
governments to offer scholarships for study in Japan, thus attracting 
international students wishing to replicate Japanese emergency response 
models in their countries. In addition to helping other countries with their 
disaster management plans, attracting high-calibre scholars will also serve 
as another avenue for Japanese economic growth through revenue gained 
from tuition and student accommodation.  
 
Much as the world looks to Israel in matters of national security, Japan v 
3.11 provides an ideal environment for discourse on the global disaster 
response. Through hosting of conferences, workshops and seminars, Japan 
will initiate a Global Disaster Management Programme where engineers, 
architects and emergency workers convene regularly in Japan to design 
appropriate disaster response strategies.  
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Japan v 3.11: Innovative Approaches to Development and Reconstruction 
 
To be innovative is to have the ability to introduce new ideas or to be original 
and creative in thinking.13 Japan, known the world over for its innovation, 
epitomises this definition. From vending machines that sell almost anything 
imaginable to the Tamagotchi pets of the 1990s, to Anime and hybrid cars, 
there is no shortage of Japanese innovation. Japan v 3.11 therefore uses its 
innovative capacity to enhance the lives of all its citizens and the world at 
large. This section looks at ways Japan can focus on innovation in the areas 
of nuclear safety, renewable energy and search and rescue technology.   
 
Innovation in Nuclear Safety 
 
Damage to Japan’s Fukushima Daiichi nuclear plant and the September 
2011 furnace explosion at France’s Marcoule nuclear waste treatment 
facility14 have reignited the nuclear energy debate. On one hand, nuclear 
power is the most effective energy source driving Japan’s industries. On the 
other hand, radiation leaks, the ensuing evacuation and potential economic 
fallout from bans on Japanese food imports have called into question the 
ability of nuclear power to be truly safe.  
 
Placing Japan’s nuclear safety under the control of the Environment 
Ministry15 is a welcome step. However, merely shifting the responsibility 
from the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry is not enough. There must 
be a transparent system of checks and balances in conducting regular stress 
tests on nuclear plants and making pre-emptive repairs once any damage, no 
matter how slight is detected.   
New nuclear plants are being designed with passive safety features, 
meaning that “the reactor's safety doesn't depend on active interventions, 
such as operators flipping the correct switches or sensors and actuators 
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working properly.”16 Having multiple backup cooling systems is of utmost 
importance to passive safety. For example, the emergency water reservoir 
utilized in the New Westinghouse AP 1000 nuclear plant design relies on 
gravity rather than electricity to be activated.17  It is important to note that 
even with this investment in passive safety features, the Westinghouse AP 
1000 has come under investigation for design flaws,18 showing that even the 
most sophisticated safety features need to be tested, re tested and tested 
again. There cannot be too much vigilance when it comes to nuclear safety.   
 
Nuclear safety is a global matter. Radiation emitted from one nuclear plant 
can easily travel to neighbouring countries through air and water. Japan 
must therefore collaborate with other countries using nuclear power to 
create secure nuclear plants, especially with the rise of natural disasters. 
There also needs to be a much stronger push in researching ways to 
neutralize the negative effects of radiation on the human body and 
ecosystem.  
 
Innovation in Renewable Energy 
 
Japan v 3.11 must look not just at making nuclear power safe, but also at 
investing in renewable energy. The historic Kyoto protocol was signed in 
Japan and therefore, the Japanese government, business community and 
ordinary citizens should lead the way in promoting environmentally friendly 
solutions to the energy crisis.  
  
Japan is among the top consumers of solar energy, having invested heavily in 
modernizing solar technology. Their government also planned to install solar 
power at 32,000 primary schools by 2020,19 while Panasonic has made 
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headway in supplying industrial grade solar panels to businesses. 20 In the 
area of wind power, The Economist reports that plans are underway to 
design windmills that conform to Japan’s unique environment, which had 
made it impossible to construct traditional windmills.21 By harnessing the 
earth’s sun wind and water to meet the energy demands of corporate Japan, 
the savings from “going off the grid,” could be used to fund additional 
research and design initiatives. By using solar panels in public institutions, 
this will lower the government’s fiscal burden and create opportunities for 
sustaining social development programmes.  
 
Keeping abreast of new developments will also keep Japan at the top of 
innovation in energy. The United Nations Environment Programme 
compiled a report on plastics to fuel production citing the increase of plastic 
consumption from 5 million tonnes in the 1950s to 100 million tonnes in 2009 
as the impetus for their Integrated Solid Waste Management Programme, 
which converts this waste plastic to fuel.22  The Japan Refuse Paper and 
Plastic Fuel (RPF) Association has taken the reigns in this industry through 
their investment in plastic to fuel processing plants, and has shown how this 
fuel can reduce CO2 emissions when compared with coal.23 Japan v 3.11 
must continue to develop the plastic to fuel industry as a way of stemming 
the environmental fallout from excessive plastic waste.   
 
Though solar energy, wind power and plastic to fuel plants are not yet 
economically viable, these technologies can eventually become the new 
normal. Had no further innovation taken place in computing technology, the 
computer could have fallen into obsolescence. The first computer took up a 
whole room and was costly to run. Now, computers are portable, widely 
available and affordable. A multi-faceted approach to innovation in 
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renewable energy has to start somewhere and what better place than Japan, 
the innovation capital of the world.  
 
Innovation in Search and Rescue 
 
Location of missing persons during a disaster is of paramount importance 
and Japan v 3.11 will play a significant role in the development of high-tech 
solutions to the challenges faced by search and rescue teams. This will 
eliminate some of the frustrations relatives feel when they do not know 
where to begin looking for their loved ones. 
 
Google’s Person Finder technology, developed by Prem Ramaswami24 was 
used following the earthquakes in Haiti, Chile, New Zealand and Japan. 
This web-based programme merges databases of missing persons, making it 
easier to locate them. The technology is in the early stages and Japan, as the 
world leader in disaster management, can play an active role in refining this 
system through the creation of a survivors “check in system.”  
 
Since Japan already has an abundance of vending machines, each vending 
machine could double as a “check in kiosk” where survivors can enter their 
information and location. Each “check in” is logged into a central database, 
which can then be accessed by people searching for each other. The check in 
kiosks could also be outfitted with cameras, so that pictures of survivors can 
also be uploaded.  In other countries, phone booths or ATMs could serve as 
“check in kiosks.” 
 
Japan could also patent durable, inconspicuous wristbands enabled with 
GPS tracking technology coded with identifying information of the wearer. 
Though many cell phones are outfitted with GPS systems, it is easy for 
someone to become detached from their cell phone. People who wear these 
devices may have a greater chance of being found. These wristbands could 
also be scanned at the “check in kiosks” mentioned above. To allay privacy 
concerns, these devices can be activated and deactivated by the wearer but 
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enabled remotely in the case of a serious national threat. Wearers would 
have to opt-in to this remote access activation. These and other innovations 
will contribute to people separated during disasters being able to reconnect 
more swiftly, thus reducing the mental stress on those in search of loved 
ones.  
 
 
Japan v 3.11: New Values 
 
This earthquake is one that will undoubtedly change both the physical, 
social and psychological fabric of Japan. The fact that such a great tragedy 
could strike such an economic powerhouse was a wakeup call to the world. 
Re-prioritizing of values (a person’s principles or standards of behaviour)25 is 
of paramount importance to shaping Japan v 3.11.  
 
Japanese society has been viewed as one of the busiest societies where 
burnout is common. There is even a Japanese word for death by overwork- 
karoshi.26 This tragedy is a wakeup call to show the world that we cannot 
take life for granted and that each moment is precious. This section looks at 
how valuing people and valuing health and wellness can contribute to 
rebuilding Japan.  
 
Valuing People 
 
Japan v 3.11 will still be a highly productive society of hardworking people, 
but there will be more balance in people’s lives as they take time to spend 
with their loved ones. Employers could look into giving their employees more 
“flexi-time” and restructuring working hours in a way that maintains 
productivity, but also makes room for employees spending more quality time 
with their families.  
 
Tragedy has a way of waking us up to our humanity. We spend our lives 
working towards the acquisition of material things that can be gone in the 
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blink of an eye. I believe that if people had known on March 10, 2011 what 
was going to happen the next day, they would have changed their routine 
and spent more time with those who meant the most to them.  
 
Japan has been able to reach the place that it has because of its investment 
in its human resources. The fact that they celebrate the young and the 
elderly through the celebrations of both Children’s Day and Respect for the 
Aged Day is testament to the value the society places on the human life cycle. 
It is these values that allowed people to wait patiently for relief supplies 
without looting or rioting and it is these values that must retained in a 
post-3.11 Japan. 
 
Valuing Health and Wellness 
 
Across the world, scientists, beauticians and ordinary people alike have 
searched for the keys to longevity. In Japan, longevity is the norm rather 
than the exception. Long lifespan and the value placed on ageing suggest 
that Japan should expand its role in teaching the world how to live longer, 
healthier lives.  
 
Japan is among countries with the lowest levels of obesity, HIV infection and 
other lifestyle diseases. This shows that there must be something they are 
doing right that they can actively share with the rest of the world. Japan can 
document its best practices in health and wellness and export this model of 
healthy living to the global community through developments in wellness 
tourism. This is done through the tourism sector marketing Japan as a place 
where people come to learn about the elements of Japanese traditions, 
lifestyle and diet that promote wellbeing.  
 
 
Conclusion: Japan v 3.11- A Phoenix Arising From the Ash 
 
Tragedy has a way of bringing about transformation. This transformation 
can be positive or it can be negative. It is up to the government and people in 
every sector of Japan to draw strength from deep within to overcome this one. 
In Jamaica, we have a saying that goes “yuh likkle but yuh tallawah,” 



meaning that you are small (likkle) yet strong (tallawah). Japan is a “likkle 
but tallawah” nation- comparatively small in size but such a global stalwart. 
Japan can definitely teach the world that smallness is just a perception and 
that with the right mindset, dedication and planning success is possible. 
 
The Japanese people have historically been a resilient people, having 
recovered from the nuclear bombs at Hiroshima and Nagasaki to becoming a 
world super power. It is this determination and drive that allowed the 
Japanese Women’s Football Team to triumph in the World Cup just after the 
March 2011 earthquake. In light of this, Japan v 3.11 holds on to the 
traditions and values that make Japan the nation it is today while looking 
for newer and better ways to build a society that is based on mutual 
cooperation, investment in human capital and technical innovation that will 
drive the nation in decades to come. A Japan v 3.11 is one that will inspire all 
nations, big or small to be like the phoenix ascending out of the ash, showing 
that in the midst of tragedy, as human beings, we cannot allow ourselves to 
feel defeated. Japan will rise, Japan will rebuild and Japan will overcome.  
 
 
 

 


