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Abstract 

Patrick Cadwell 

Translation and Trust: A Case Study of How Translation was Experienced 

by Foreign Nationals Resident in Japan for the 2011 Great East Japan 

Earthquake 

This thesis examines translation and interpreting in a particular context: the 

2011 Great East Japan Earthquake. Motivated by the researcherôs 

experience of being resident in Tokyo when the disaster struck, a study was 

carried out to better understand translation and interpreting in this context 

using the case of foreign residents who experienced the disaster. A 

constructivist philosophical approach and the academic traditions of 

ethnography were adopted when designing the case study, and face-to-face, 

individual interviews with 28 participants from 12 nationalities (Irish, 

Dutch, French, German, Sudanese, Tunisian, Chinese, Bangladeshi, 

American, Canadian, Australian, and New Zealander) made up its core 

primary data. The diverse linguistic and demographic profiles of these 

participants provided access to multiple perspectives on the objects of 

enquiry. These perspectives were then analysed over six phases of thematic 

analysis to describe and explain how foreign residents communicated and 

gathered information, how translation and interpreting formed part of these 

activities, and why any of this was important. The analysis suggested that 

the objects of enquiry can best be understood as written and oral interlingual 

and intercultural transfer, dominated by the Japanese-English language pair, 

carried out mostly by volunteers known to the user, to create products that 

were not always received as translations, but that were valorised when seen 

to produce timely information of adequate quality. It also suggested that a 

lack of sufficient resources and a strongly culturally-bound space of 

interaction created problems for translation and interpreting. Furthermore, 

the analysis revealed that trust was a significant category in these data. For 

this reason, a socio-cognitive model of trust was selected and applied to the 

data to describe and explain the role that translation and interpreting played 

in some foreign residentsô decisions to trust and to argue for the importance 

of these phenomena to the existence of trust in this and other disasters. 

Keywords: translation and interpreting; disaster; Great East Japan 

Earthquake; case study; ethnography; trust theory 
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Chapter 1 ï Introduction 

This thesis enquires into the phenomena of translation and interpreting in disaster situations 

and uses the concept of trust as a theoretical lens to further examine these objects. A disaster 

is taken here to be ó[a] serious disruption of the functioning of a community or a society 

involving widespread human, material, economic or environmental losses and impacts, 

which exceeds the ability of the affected community or society to copeô (UNISDR 2009: 

9). A disaster can also usefully be thought of as passing through four phases: pre-event, 

lasting only seconds or minutes; event, lasting about one week after onset; response, lasting 

about one month after onset; recovery, lasting about one year after onset (WHO Regional 

Office for the Western Pacific 2012: 58). The thesis situates its arguments mainly in the 

small body of literature in the domain of translation studies on the topics of disaster 

translation and interpreting, but also engages with certain literature in associated areas ï 

disaster studies, crisis communication, computational linguistics, sociology, psychology, 

political science, economics, and business studies ï to ensure that all important themes are 

considered. These themes include the profiles of translators and interpreters working in 

disaster settings, the practical and ethical issues that they encounter, ways to support and 

improve their work, as well as the voluntary capacity of much of these efforts and how the 

interaction between volunteers and official disaster responders can be improved. The 

literature also discusses the methods of communication used in disasters ï especially 

information and communication technology (ICT) ï and how they correspond to 

collaborative translation, to machine translation (MT), and to translator and interpreter 

training. A detailed review of the above literature and of the academic debates therein is 

presented in Chapter 2. 

The scope of this thesis is limited largely to one disaster context: the 2011 Great East Japan 

Earthquake (the 2011 disaster). This context was chosen firstly because of the researcherôs 

own experience of the setting; he was resident in Tokyo at the onset of the disaster. In 

addition, though, Japan is an information-rich, digitally-enabled society. It has a population 

of foreign residents, multiple links to the global community, and is frequently exposed to 

high-risk threats such as earthquakes and tsunamis. As such, studying the long and complex 

context of the 2011 disaster was expected to reveal a large volume and wide variety of 

disaster-related communicative activities that would potentially involve translation and/or 

interpreting. The context was examined to answer three questions: 
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¶ How did foreign residents communicate and gather information during the 2011 

disaster? (See Chapter 4) 

¶ How did translation and interpreting form part of foreign residentsô communication 

and information gathering in the 2011 disaster? (See Chapter 5) 

¶ Why are issues of translation and interpreting important to the 2011 disaster or to 

other disaster contexts? (See Chapter 6) 

A methodology ï adapted from the work of Kaisa Koskinen (2008) and situated in a 

constructivist philosophical frame ï was developed to answer these questions. Koskinen 

applied a selection of ethnographic methods and was guided by an overall ethnographic 

ethos to present a case study of a translating institution (ibid.: 3, 37). Similarly, the case 

study methodology in this thesis was informed by certain methods and theories from 

ethnography to describe, understand, and explain the phenomena of translation and 

interpreting in the 2011 disaster using the case of foreign nationals who were resident in 

East Japan at the time. Koskinenôs work was adapted for this research because her 

methodology was suited to the ósituated analysis of a particular group of peopleô (ibid.: 36), 

because it offered ways to systematically capitalise on a researcherôs previous personal 

experience of a research context, and because it promised guidance in negotiating the 

insider and outsider identities that a researcher with such past experience holds. Face-to-

face, individual interviews with 28 participants from 12 nationalities (Irish, Dutch, French, 

German, Sudanese, Tunisian, Chinese, Bangladeshi, American, Canadian, Australian, and 

New Zealander) made up the core primary data gathered using this methodology. These 

and other secondary data were analysed using a form of thematic analysis operationalised 

from Braun and Clarke (2006) in which themes were developed over six phases that 

progressed from participant-led, to interpretive, to abstract analysis. Discussion of the 

architecture of theory and method that was used to gather and analyse the data in this thesis 

and of the practical steps implemented within this architecture is provided in Chapter 3. 

Chapter 4 begins to provide an answer to the first research question posed in this thesis; 

how did foreign residents communicate and gather information during the 2011 disaster? 

To do so, it describes the environment in which communication and information gathering 

were being carried out, it indicates the types of foreign resident who were involved in these 

communicative acts, and it analyses in detail how these foreign residents went about these 

acts. Specifically, the chapter comprises an overview of the disaster, an explanation of how 

the boundaries of this enquiry into the disaster have been established, the researcherôs 

autoethnographic account of his experiences of the disaster, short descriptions of four other 
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foreign residentsô experiences of the disaster, and an illustration of some of the content of 

relevant communication and information gathering. 

This detailed exploration of how the foreign residents in this case study communicated and 

gathered information in the 2011 disaster began to indicate that issues of language and 

culture may have been involved in the communicative scene for them. Chapter 5, then, 

begins a more rigorous and systematic examination of the phenomena of translation and 

interpreting and proposes an answer to the second research question in this thesis; how did 

translation and interpreting form part of foreign residentsô communication and information 

gathering in the 2011 disaster? The main aim of this chapter, therefore, is to explain the 

ówhatô, ówhenô, ówhereô, óhowô, and ówhoô of translation and interpreting in this one 

disaster context. The chapter establishes that the phenomena of translation and interpreting 

are worthy of academic enquiry and operationalises a definition of these phenomena for 

this research. Hence, Translation (operationalised in this research with an uppercase T) 

comes to mean: a process of written and oral interlingual and intercultural transfer, 

dominated by the Japanese-English language pair, carried out mostly by volunteers known 

to the user, to create products that were not always received as translations, but that were 

valorised when seen to produce timely information of adequate quality and when seen to 

come from trusted sources. In short, this chapter provides empirical evidence ï admittedly 

on a small scale, but rigorously gathered and analysed nonetheless ï that Translation was 

received and provided by foreign residents in the 2011 disaster and begins to suggest that 

it formed a significant part of their experiences. But was Translation, in fact, really 

important for the foreign residents in this study? 

Chapter 6 deals with this topic and proposes an answer to the final research question in the 

thesis; why are issues of translation and interpreting important to the 2011 disaster or to 

other disaster contexts? A review of the literature showed that there is precedent to a limited 

extent for using the concept of trust as an analytical category in translation studies, 

especially with regard to issues such as professionalism, ethics, and collaborative practices. 

This review also showed that trust is a much-discussed and highly relevant concept in 

disaster contexts, especially in relation to disaster communication. As a result, trust was 

deemed to be an appropriate conceptual lens through which to systematically examine the 

case study data and answer the final research question. Specifically, the thesis makes use 

of a socio-cognitive theory of trust developed by Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) in which 

they identify and formalise the conceptual components and relationships that are necessary 

and sufficient to theoretically explain the phenomenon of trust. This theory is complex and 

takes time to explain, but it is also robust, well-delimited, and has good explanatory power 



4 

for the purposes of this thesis. The explanations provided by the Castelfranchi and Falcone 

(2010) model indicate that Translation is, at times, theoretically relevant to the concept of 

trust. Therefore, as trust can be shown to be important to the 2011 disaster and to other 

disaster contexts, we have a viable answer to the final research question in this thesis; 

Translation is important to the 2011 disaster and beyond because of its relationship to trust. 

With answers thus proposed to the three research questions in this project, the thesis ends 

in Chapter 7 by setting out the contributions of the thesis to knowledge, by arguing for the 

significance of these contributions while recognising their limitations, by identifying and 

refuting alternative answers to the final research question, and by identifying prospects for 

future work arising out of the thesis. 
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understanding which is translation, starts with an act of trust.ô 

George Steiner, Philosopher (1929 ï present) 
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Chapter 2 ï Literature review  

2.1 Introduction 

This research enquires into the phenomena of language and culture in times of disaster with 

a particular academic focus on issues of translation and interpreting and on how these issues 

relate to the concept of trust. As a result, this thesis engages with the relevant literature and 

academic debates in the domain of translation studies in particular.1 However, it also looks 

to the literature in associated areas ï disaster studies, crisis communication, computational 

linguistics, sociology, psychology, political science, economics, and business studies ï to 

review all relevant important themes. Even so, the final aim of this thesis is to contribute 

to the literature in translation studies, and reference to other literatures will be accordingly 

limited in scope. 

This chapter begins in Section 2.2 with an illustrative review to indicate the scope of 

authorship and the major themes related to translation and interpreting in disaster settings 

in the literature. There follows, in Section 2.3, a more detailed discussion of this literature. 

Then, Section 2.4 presents a review of literature on the concept of trust: the analytical 

category that has been used in this thesis to tie the research findings into a coherent 

narrative. 

2.2 Literature on translation, interpreting, and disaster: scoping review 

A series of title-only searches of the Elsevier Scopus and Google Scholar databases were 

carried out using the logic that academic authors place keywords from their abstracts in 

their titles. These databases were chosen for their relevance to publication within 

translation studies. The search strings created were made up of keywords taken from the 

research questions set out in Chapter 1 along with certain synonyms and variations of these 

words. It must be acknowledged at this point that the selection of these databases and the 

keywords used introduced a significant English-language bias to the literature reviewed. 

Research on relevant topics is likely available in other languages but has not been 

referenced here. Nevertheless, the searches initially returned 911 academic works, with 632 

coming from Scopus and 279 coming from Google Scholar, as has been detailed in Table 

2ï1. 

                                                 

1 While certain authors working on issues of interpreting may prefer to situate their work in the discipline of 

interpreting studies rather than translation studies, this disciplinary distinction has been ignored here for 

convenience. 
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Table 2-1. Search of titles relevant to this thesis in the Scopus and Google Scholar databases 

Searches relating to the keywords óemergencyô and ócrisisô accounted for the majority of 

these 911 works. The relevance to this study of these works was checked by reading their 

titles and, when necessary, their abstracts. This showed that most of these works dealt with 

medical interpreting or translation in the emergency wards of hospitals or with the 

translation of information relating to an economic crisis (e.g., translation at the time of the 

Global Financial Crisis). These are high-risk contexts, but they do not correspond to the 

definition of a disaster set out in Chapter 1. Therefore, such works were not seen as being 

relevant to this thesis and were removed from consideration. It was also necessary to 

remove any works which used the concepts of translation or interpretation outside of the 

meaning of interlingual or intercultural transfer. Thus, this scoping review did not consider 

any works that: 

¶ used translation only to mean óchange intoô (e.g., translate from theory to practice); 

¶ used interpret only to mean óunderstandô (e.g., to interpret findings); 

¶ referred to translational science or knowledge translation approaches to research; 

¶ referred to ótechnical translationô in the sense of monolingual simplification of 

complex technical concepts or details. 

Following this relevance check, 59 titles remained (see, again, Table 2Ά1). 26 titles 

remained in Scopus and 33 remained in Google Scholar. Once the overlap of any titles that 

appeared in both of these databases had been accounted for, 21 individual works dealing 

with translation or interpreting in disaster settings remained. As such, this initial scoping 

review of the literature indicated that discussion on these topics is not extensive. Within 
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this small body of literature, then, what are the main issues of concern? Table 2ï2 provides 

a summary. 

 

Table 2-2. Detail on the results of an initial  scoping literature review 

Table 2ï2 indicates that authors have been working over the last decade to draw on a variety 

of disaster contexts across Europe, Asia, America, and Africa. Publication has not been 

restricted to journals (but has included books, conference proceedings, and even official 

reports) and has been largely interdisciplinary in nature, with the dividing lines between 

translation studies, information science, disaster studies, and health studies becoming 
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blurred. Authors have been interested in both interpreting and translation and have been 

concerned with issues relating to the voluntary work of interpreters in disaster settings, as 

well as volunteer crowdsourcing, and practical issues of how translation is carried out in 

disasters. For the purposes of this thesis, then, this snapshot of the existing literature 

supports the idea of enquiring into both translation and interpreting in the 2011 disaster and 

encourages the examination of diverse channels of publication across various disciplines. 

It suggests that the thesis should not be restricted to a purely professional definition of 

translation and interpreting, and it indicates that the thesis should look at the specific ways 

in which mediated communication took place in the 2011 disaster, considering the interest 

in the literature in the technological aspects of translation and interpreting. 

Of course, much relevant literature was not captured in this title-only search. For this 

reason, the next section provides a more comprehensive, discursive review based on the 

researcherôs reading of the literature inside and outside the academic sphere, on his 

attendance at relevant conferences, and on his attempts at publication. 

2.3 Literature on translation, interpreting, and disaster: discursive review 

This section discusses the main issues of concern to authors writing on translation and 

interpreting in disaster settings. It deals firstly with translation studies, then with disaster 

studies, and finally with other disciplines and works published outside of the academy. 

2.3.1 Translation, interpreting, and disaster in translation studies 

The first dominant theme in the translation studies literature relates to the work of 

interpreters in disaster settings. A variety of high-risk events that overwhelmed the societies 

in which they took place have been used as contexts for these studies: earthquakes in 

Turkey (Bulut and Kurultay 2001, Doĵan and Kahraman 2011, Kurultay and Bulut 2012); 

conflict in Somalia and its effect on the people there and in refugee camps in Kenya (Moser-

Mercer and Bali 2007, Moser-Mercer, Kherbiche, and Class 2014); conflicts in Syria or 

Iraq and their effect on the people there and in refugee camps in Jordan (Businaro 2012, 

Kherbiche 2009); conflicts involving Finnish military interpreters (Snellman 2014); the 

combined earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear disaster in Japan (Cadwell 2014, Cadwell 

2015, Mizuno 2012, Naito 2012, Naito 2013, Tsuruta 2011). These works explore the 

influence of linguistic and cultural barriers on the contexts chosen, the profiles and roles of 

the interpreters working in these contexts, the practical and ethical issues that they 

encounter in their work, and ways to better support and improve their work. Many authors 

underline the frequent absence of specialised training in the interpreting work done in these 
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high-risk settings. However, at the same time, some other authors show that use of the term 

volunteer can be problematic when applied to these interpreters. They underline that 

volunteer does not equate with nonprofessional and that some volunteer interpreters 

working in these zones of crisis do hold professional qualifications. Also, they show that 

the interpreting work studied is generally not done in return for remuneration, but can 

come, at times, with other rewards in kind. Much work has been done on what motivates 

volunteers and on the impact on quality and the professional status of translators (e.g., 

McDonough Dolmaya 2012, OôHagan 2011, Pérez-González and Susam-Sarajeva 2012), 

and these ideas are relevant to the work of interpreters in times of disaster, too. 

The second dominant theme in the translation studies literature concerns the role of ICT in 

disasters and how it corresponds to translation and interpreting activities. Contexts include 

the use of MT in disaster settings in China (Lin et al. 2009) and in Japan (Ikeda, Yoshioka, 

and Kitamura 2010), and on how technology can facilitate collaborative translation in 

disasters in Japan (Kageura et al. 2011). The largest body of work on this theme, though, 

looks at the use of ICT to facilitate crowdsourced translation and MT efforts in the 2010 

Haiti Earthquake. In this disaster, the majority of emergency responders spoke languages 

other than Haitian Creole and French, the official languages of Haiti. Thus, in an effort to 

facilitate communication between the residents of Haiti and the responders, 

technologically-proficient volunteer organisations based outside of Haiti used various 

technology platforms as well as basic ICT (such as landlines, mobile telephones, or chat 

rooms) to process the content generated by Haitians and create maps, translate text 

messages, create person-finder tools, or build MT engines (Lewis 2010, Lewis, Munro, and 

Vogel 2011, Morrow et al. 2011, Munro 2010, Munro 2013). 

In addition to the above dominant themes, other works in the translation studies literature 

look at the training of translators for work specifically in crisis settings (OôBrien 

forthcoming), signed interpreting services over television in times of disaster (McKee 

2014), how translation is  used to structure the narratives or journalistic products around a 

disaster (Harding 2011, Lian 2008), and whether providing translated information is 

preferable to providing information in one of the dominant languages of a disaster setting 

(Carroll 2012). 
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2.3.2 Translation, interpreting, and disaster in disaster studies 

Issues of translation and interpreting are notable for their absence in the disaster studies 

literature. Translation and interpreting (in the sense of interlingual or intercultural transfer) 

are dealt with in only a cursory manner, if at all. Core texts, such as Drabek (2003, 2010) 

and Quarantelli (1978, 1987) do not treat these topics at all. In Auf Der Heide (1989), 

foreign language translators are mentioned as a resource that could be useful in a disaster, 

but only in an appendix and without any accompanying discussion, and it remains unclear 

whether this term is taken to include interpreters. Issues of language and culture are treated 

briefly in Rodríguez, Quarantelli, and Dynes (2006), where these concepts are 

problematised for the otherness they create, and in Farazmand (2014), where they are 

considered with reference to disaster researchers working in developing countries and are, 

again, seen mainly as problems. The sub-discipline of crisis communication is similarly 

silent on translation and interpreting, and only sparse evidence for consideration of 

interlingual or intercultural transfer in disasters can be found (see OôBrien [forthcoming]). 

However, it is still possible to learn about translating and interpreting in disasters by 

looking to the disaster studies literature. Disaster Relief 2.0, published by Harvard 

Humanitarian Initiative (2011), argues for increased cooperation and dialogue between 

humanitarian agencies and technical and linguistic volunteers spread around the globe. This 

call arose from looking at the experiences of those volunteers who helped process the 

communication generated by the disaster-affected communities in the 2010 Haiti 

Earthquake. The work also calls for deeper interactions in future disasters between those 

responding to and those experiencing a disaster. This document even identifies translation 

as a perennial hidden issue in disaster relief that causes delays and poor communication, 

and yet only one paragraph of the 72-page report deals specifically with the topic of 

translation. There are also useful studies of how disaster responders ï especially medical 

teams ï can improve their interactions with translators and interpreters in disaster settings 

(e.g., Bolton and Weiss 2001, Freeth 1993, Powell and Pagliara-Miller 2012). However, 

the pitfalls in these interactions tend to be defined by the responder side, and the issues do 

not seem to be questioned from the perspective of the providers of translation and 

interpreting in these works or those needing these services. 

Much can be learned about the context of the 2011 disaster from the disaster studies 

literature. For instance, there are comprehensive works on disaster management issues 

(Claremont 2014, Suzuki and Kaneko 2013), on disaster risk reduction issues (Shaw 2014), 

on the special effect of education and voluntarism on the disaster outcomes (Shaw and 

Takeuchi 2012), and especially on the issues brought about by the nuclear element of the 
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2011 disaster (Birmingham and McNeill 2012, Kingston 2012). However, none of these 

works deals with linguistic or cultural issues in any systematic way in that they do not 

reference scholarship or apply any of the categories or theoretical frameworks prevalent in 

translation studies or other related disciplines such as linguistics or intercultural studies. 

2.3.3 Translation, interpreting, and disaster discussed elsewhere 

Looking to some other academic disciplines for discussion of translation and interpreting 

in disaster can be instructive, and the domains of information science and health studies 

provide several useful references. 

Authors in information science and health studies share the dominant concerns of 

translation scholars detailed in Section 2.3.1; they examine how ICT and the services of 

interpreters were used in various disaster settings and suggest ways for how these uses 

could be improved. For instance, several authors working in information science use the 

examples of the 2010 Haiti Earthquake or the 2011 disaster in Japan to examine how ICT 

ï especially the Internet ï can facilitate crowdsourced information processing, translation, 

and novel forms of information distribution in disaster settings (Hester, Shaw, and Biewald 

2010, Hu et al. 2011, Murakami 2014, Sutherlin 2013, Tanaka et al. 2007). The concern of 

authors in health studies, however, is the need for the specialised training of medical 

interpreters to allow them to work effectively in disaster or emergency settings, especially 

to be able to deal with the specific physical and mental health risks and ethical dilemmas 

involved in such contexts (Greenstone 2010, Shiu-Thornton et al. 2007). 

Much can be learned, too, about the general communicative scene in the 2011 disaster by 

looking to those authors working in the domain of communications. While most of these 

works deal with issues of interlingual or intercultural transfer tangentially at best, they help 

to give a detailed understanding of the experiences of those communicating in Japanese in 

the 2011 disaster. For instance, works deal with: the role played by the mass media in the 

2011 disaster (Asari and Kimura 2011, Fukuda 2012); the various communicative methods 

that were used and their relative effectiveness (JǾhǾ shien purobono purattofǾmu 2012, 

Kaigo 2012); the different experiences of certain social groups, in particular the elderly or 

those in rural areas who may have been at an information disadvantage (Tanaka, Shineha, 

and Maruyama 2012); the importance of trust to disaster communication and how trust in 

the Japanese government and nuclear power operators was lost (Kageura 2013). 
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Though authors in the domain of communications fail to deal systematically with 

translation and interpreting and do not focus on the experiences of populations other than 

those identifying themselves as Japanese, authors in other disciplines do give us some 

insight into the experiences of foreign nationals and do address issues of language and 

culture in the 2011 disaster. In sociology, Ohara-Hirano (2012) examines the disaster from 

the perspective of Indonesian nurses transferred to Japan after the outbreak of the 2011 

disaster. In business studies, Bebenroth (2014) examines how the disaster impacted on 

foreign employees working at German subsidiaries in Japan in 2011. Meanwhile in 

economics, Bhula-or and Ikemoto (2014) approach the disaster from the perspective of 

labour economics and socio-economic development using a study of migrant workers and 

come to the conclusion that in disaster in Japan ó[l] inguistic barriers and inaccessibility to 

ñunderstandableò information are the main problem for foreignersô (Bhula-or and Ikemoto 

2014: 1000). 

Finally, works published outside academic channels ï especially by major disaster 

responders, governmental authorities, and NGOs ï are another source of rich information 

on disaster contexts and, to a certain extent, on how issues of translation and interpreting 

manifest in these contexts. The World Disasters Report series and other publications of the 

International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies are influential and 

present broad, deep research on various aspects of disaster settings in a practical and user-

friendly way. From the point of view of translation and interpreting, International 

Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (2005) focusing on information in 

disasters, (2006) focusing on disaster management in a global world, (2013) focusing on 

technology, and (2014) focusing on culture are particularly relevant. Various reports by 

other NGOs and governmental authorities tackle the 2011 disaster context specifically and 

show a particular interest in how to improve disaster-related communication (Appleby 

2013, Japanese Red Cross Society 2012, Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communication 

of Japan 2013). Disappointingly, though, the reports mentioned so far focus on the supply-

side of disaster information, and the voices of consumers of such information are largely 

absent from these studies. 

Of course, translation, interpreting, and consideration of the experiences of foreign 

nationals of disaster are not entirely absent from the humanitarian and governmental 

discourse, and some works do treat these issues. The Minister of Public Works and 

Government Services Canada (2003) provides a comprehensive disaster terminology 

database for translators and interpreters working in the Canadian locales, and International 

Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (2014: 200) provides the strongest 
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recognition so far in this discourse that culture and translation are issues that should not be 

ignored in disaster contexts. Specific to Japan, too, there are many reports by various NGOs 

that consider the experiences of foreign nationals of disasters in Japan, identify translation 

and interpreting as one set of tools that can be used to provide assistance to these 

populations, and give general advice to foreigners in Japan about what to do if they 

experience a disaster (Miyagi International Association 2013, Sendai City Government 

2011, Sendai International Relations Association 2011, Tokyo International 

Communication Committee 2011). 

2.4 Literature on trust 

Having now outlined the relevant literature and debates concerning the objects of enquiry 

in this thesis ï translation and interpreting in disaster settings ï this section will review the 

literature on the analytical category that has been used in this thesis to theoretically examine 

these objects in more detail: trust. (See Chapter 6 for this trust-based analysis of translation 

and interpreting.) 

2.4.1 Trust theory 

There are various views taken on the concept of trust in a variety of disciplines: ethics, 

philosophy, sociology, psychology, political science, economics, and business studies. The 

accounts of trust across these disciplines fall into two categories: firstly, holistic accounts 

that attempt to explain trust with reference to broader social or cultural phenomena; 

secondly, reductionist accounts that ultimately attempt to explain trust through the lenses 

of subjective probabilities, rational calculations, or strategic self-interest. 

2.4.1.1 Key works in the literature 

Some key authors in the holistic camp include sociologist Niklas Luhmann (1979), 

organisational theorist Bart Nooteboom (2002), and sociologist Piotr Sztompka (1999). 

Luhmann and Nooteboom see trust as a way for dealing with the risks and uncertainties of 

social life. Luhmann sees trust as óa device for coping with the freedom of other personsô 

(Luhmann 1979 cited in Dunn 1988: 80), and Nooteboom views it as a wager taken on the 

future options of others and ourselves with respect to behaviour in the face of radical 

uncertainty (Nooteboom 2002: 188). While still considering social life, Sztompka (1999) 

considers trust to be a dimension of culture and analyses how cultures of trust can emerge 

and decay, with particular reference to communist and post-communist societies. 
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In the reductionist camp we find social psychologist Morton Deutsch (1958, 1973), social 

scientist Diego Gambetta (1988), and political scientist Russell Hardin (2002, 2006). Both 

Deutsch and Gambetta draw on aspects of game theory ï in particular, the so-called 

óPrisonerôs Dilemmaô game ï to explore rationales for trusting and cooperating under 

various experimental and thought-experimental conditions. For them, trust is usefully 

reduced to a subjective probability. The main idea might be summarised as follows: 

When we say we trust someone or that someone is trustworthy, we implicitly 

mean that the probability that he will perform an action that is beneficial or at 

least not detrimental to us is high enough for us to consider engaging in some 

form of cooperation with him. (Gambetta 1988: 217) 

Alternatively, Hardin (2002) argues that much of trust can usefully be explained by 

reducing it to an explanation in terms of óencapsulated interestô, by which he means that 

we trust another, essentially, because we believe they have our interest at heart in some 

way (Hardin 2002: 1). 

Other less influential, but nonetheless interesting and informative, works on trust include 

Rousseau et al. (1998), who conduct a review of trust research across disciplines to assess 

the level of agreement existing on meanings of trust and on how trust is analysed; Möllering 

(2006), who examines how reason, routine, and reflexivity are involved in the concept of 

trust to argue that óat the heart of the concept of trust is the suspension of vulnerability and 

uncertainty (the leap of faith), which enables actors to have positive expectations of othersô 

(ibid.: 191); and Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010), who model the necessary and sufficient 

components and relationships involved in conceptualising trust from a socio-cognitive 

perspective. 

Adjacent to the study of trust in and of itself, some influential authors use trust as a key 

category in their descriptions or explanations of other phenomena. For instance, trust 

features as a prominent concept in Anthony Giddensô (1991) explanation of modernity and 

self-identity, it is associated intimately with social capital by Robert Putnam (2000) in his 

work on community in the United States, and Francis Fukuyama (1995) uses trust to 

explain the economic life and prosperity of different societies and cultures. 

It is not difficult to imagine that conceptual and terminological confusion is rife in the 

literature on trust, filled as it is with these many perspectives from across disciplines, 

traditions, research philosophies, methodologies, and motivations. Hardin (2002: xx) warns 

that ó[t]here is remarkably wide disagreement over just what trust ñreallyò is even among 

those who have given the topic a lot of careful thoughtô. The lack of conceptual consistency 

is exacerbated by terminological issues, and Hart (1988: 187) asserts that ó[t]he set of 
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synonyms to which trust belongs is unusually confusingô. For instance, we find that faith, 

confidence, belief, cooperation, and probability can all be difficult to distinguish from trust 

in the literature at times. 

2.4.1.2 Consistent themes around trust in the literature 

Despite this lack of conceptual and terminological clarity, academics writing on trust seem 

to agree on two major themes. They all assert that trust is a vital component of the social 

world, and they all argue that trust requires the presence of risk, uncertainty, or 

vulnerability. 

Trust is important because it helps us to reduce social complexity (Möllering 2006: 85), to 

make choices about what we can and should do (Dasgupta 1988: 51), and to cope with the 

complicated division of labour present in everyday life (Dunn 1988: 85). In the 2002 series 

of Reith Lectures given by Onora O'Neill on trust (transcribed online), she argued that 

ó[e]very day and in hundreds of ways we trust others to do what they say, to play by the 

rules and to behave reasonablyô (OôNeill 2002). In more abstract terms: 

Trust can have extrinsic value, as a basis for achieving social and economic 

goals. It can also have intrinsic value, as a dimension of relations that is valued 

for itself, as part of a broader notion of well being or the quality of life. 

(Nooteboom 2002: 2) 

OôNeill goes on to point out, though, that we do not assume in placing our trust in someone 

that they will be predictable or reliable; we know that we could be disappointed (OôNeill 

2002). This brings us to the second theme on which there is consensus in the literature; to 

trust necessarily implies exposure to uncertainty, risk, or vulnerability. 

According to Hardin (2006: 27) ó[a]ll standard accounts of trust assume that it involves 

reliance on someone or some agency when there is at least some risk that the agent will fail 

the trust.ô For Deutsch (1958: 266) risk and trust are two sides of the same coin, while other 

authors argue that trust presupposes a situation of risk (Luhmann 1988: 97, Nooteboom 

2002: 5), and that, when we have to act in spite of such risk, ó[t]rusting becomes the crucial 

strategy for dealing with an uncertain and uncontrollable futureô (Sztompka 1999: 25). 

Indeed, other authors anchor their definition of trust itself on such vulnerabilities. For 

instance: 

Trusting behaviour consists in action that (1) increases oneôs vulnerability to 

another whose behaviour is not under oneôs control, and (2) takes place in a 

situation where the penalty suffered if the trust is abused would lead one to 

regret the action. (Lorenz 1988: 197) 
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In conclusion, a review of the literature on trust theory shows us that, while it might be 

difficult to find agreement on what trust is or how to term it, it can be claimed with 

assuredness that it is an important feature of our social world and that it is predicated on 

the risks and uncertainties therein. It is not only scholars in the disciplines referenced here 

in Section 2.4.1 that take an interest in the concept of trust. Scholars of translation and 

scholars of disaster are also concerned with issues of trust, and an overview of their 

discussions on the topic will be given in the following sections. 

2.4.2 Trust in translation studies 

Trust is not a major analytical category in translation studies, but it does feature as a 

construct in some influential discussions of translation and is used in some thinking on 

translation and interpreting, in particular with regard to professionalism, ethics, and the 

increasing importance of collaborative practices in translation. For instance, Newmark 

(2009: 26) points out that the first stage in George Steinerôs hermeneutic theory of 

translation is the stage of trust, followed by penetration, embodiment, and restitution. 

Steiner (1998: 312) even states that ó[a]ll understanding, and the demonstrative statement 

of understanding which is translation, starts with an act of trustô. Trust is a central concern, 

too, for authors working to define and delimit translation as a profession; they argue that it 

is in the fostering and maintenance of trust in their abilities and services that translators can 

make some of their strongest claims towards the status of professional (Chesterman 1997, 

Pym 2012). Talking about translators who wish to be considered as professionals, Pym 

(2012: 86) states that ó[i]ncreasingly, they will have to realize that what they sell is their 

seal of approval, their trustworthiness, their responsibility.ô Ethically speaking, trust is 

found in one piece of research to be a key element in how users of interpreting services 

understand good interpreting (Edwards, Temple, and Alexander 2005). This view on the 

importance of trust causes the participants in this research to look for these services from 

informal networks of family, friends, and acquaintances, and the authors argue that this fact 

has serious implications for the policy and practice of interpreting. Finally, the growing 

importance of collaborative practices in contemporary translation workflows has led to an 

increased interest in trust as an analytical category (Abdallah 2010, Abdallah and Koskinen 

2007). As translators in collaborative workflows will draw on resources created by others 

óéthe single most important criterion in selecting a translation solution may not be what 

the solution is, but where it came from, and whether that source is trustedô (De Barra-

Cusack 2014: 16). In short, trust, when seen from the perspective of the translation studies 

literature, is a useful theoretical construct to examine issues of professionalism, ethics, and 

collaborative practices. 
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2.4.3 Trust in disaster studies and the humanitarian space 

It was shown in Section 2.4.1 that trust theorists claim that trust is vital to social life. The 

disaster studies literature and reports from various humanitarian responders make similar 

claims for the significance of trust in times of disaster or emergency. Trust is, indeed, a 

much-discussed concept in this literature and covers a variety of themes: trust building and 

failures of trust between the various stakeholders in a disaster; the important role that trust 

plays in communication and information-gathering during and after a disaster; the way that 

trust can be seen as a form of social capital; and the relationship between trust and 

technology in the context of a disaster. 

2.4.3.1 Trust and stakeholders in disasters 

Much of the literature in the discipline of disaster studies on trust is concerned with how 

the parties involved in a disaster ï responders, volunteers, local authorities, beneficiaries 

of response aid, and even researchers ï need to have relationships of trust to be able to 

carry out their respective roles and with how they build trust through sustained contact 

prior to the disasterôs onset (Auf Der Heide 1989, Munro 2013, Shimodaira 2012, Stallings 

2002, Stephenson 2005). Of course, the literature also studies many cases where trust failed 

between the various parties to a disaster and proposes that ineffective communication by 

or between stakeholders may be one of the reasons behind this failed trust (Goldsteen and 

Schorr 1982, International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 2005, 2006, 

2013, Katoch 2012, Kowata et al. 2012, Rodríguez, Quarantelli, and Dynes 2006, Rubin 

1987, Sato 2013, Society for Risk Analysis Japan 2013). 

2.4.3.2 Trust, communication, and information-gathering in disasters 

Trust is seen to be a vital component of communication with the public during a disaster 

or other emergency; if trust is lacking, effective risk communication will not be possible. 

óInformation needs to be prepared and disseminated. To be useful, it must be accurate and 

trusted and it must be understood and used by the communityô (Coyle and Meier 2009: 17-

18). In relation to communication, trust can be used as a management tool to provide 

effective warnings, to influence the publicôs perception of the disaster, and to prevent the 

spread of rumour (BBC Media Action 2012, Drabek 2010, Miao and Li -ping 2011, 

Quintanilla and Goodfriend 2012, Society for Risk Analysis Japan 2013, Wray et al. 2006). 

In addition, authors find that the source of the information is as important as the content in 

establishing trust (Arlikatti, Lindell, and Prater 2007, Rodríguez, Quarantelli and Dynes 

2006, Ruffer 2011). 
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2.4.3.3 Trust and social capital in disasters 

Humanitarian organisations in disaster settings need to be seen as skilled responders, 

effective partners, and responsible users of donations (Drabek 2010, International 

Committee of the Red Cross 2011). Trust is the social capital that helps them achieve these 

goals, and some organisations refer to trust as their óbrandô (Harvard Humanitarian 

Initiative 2011: 39). Trust is difficult to build and easy to lose, so authors in the literature 

attempt to better understand the complex functioning of trust as social capital (Dussaillant 

and Guzmán 2014, Nakagawa and Shaw 2004). 

2.4.3.4 Trust and technology in disasters 

Much of the literature on trust in disaster studies and the humanitarian space relates to trust 

in social media (Coyle and Meier 2009, Signorini 2011), radio (Appleby 2013, Quintanilla 

and Goodfriend 2012), and television (Mitomo et al. 2013, Sato 2013). In general, newer 

technologies are viewed with more suspicion, while older technologies are more trusted. 

Also, demographic factors ï such as age, gender, or digital literacy levels ï and fears around 

information security are suggested as factors influencing the levels of trust in technology 

in times of disaster (International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 

2013, Quintanilla and Goodfriend 2012). The important role of trust in the adoption of 

technologies is summarised by Morrow et al. (2011: 17) óAs one NGO leader said, ñYou 

need to face it -- people will not use it if they do not trust it -- if they do not believe it.òô 

 

2.5 Conclusion 

In conclusion, this review of the literature on translation, interpreting, and trust in disaster 

settings has several implications for the present thesis. The literature supports the value of 

enquiring into both translation and interpreting instead of translation alone. It encourages 

the examination of diverse channels of publication across various disciplines. It shows that 

examining only professional translation and interpreting activities in the disaster would be 

restrictive and would likely cause informative instances of interlingual and intercultural 

transfer to be missed. Furthermore, it suggests that discussing communicative methods, 

how these methods can be improved ï especially through technological assistance ï as well 

as discussing the experiences of foreign nationals of the 2011 disaster will be valued not 

just by scholars of translation but by scholars in other disciplines, too. Finally, it indicates 

that, while the concept of trust is complex, there is some precedent for its use as an 
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analytical category in translation studies and great precedent for its use in examining 

disaster contexts, especially in relation to communication. The next chapter will explain 

how a methodology was developed for this research and how this methodology helped 

orient the thesis toward engaging with the existing literature in these ways. 
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óVerum esse ipsum factum.ô 

(the true is precisely what is made) 

Giambattista Vico, Philosopher (1668-1744) 
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Chapter 3 ï Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter explains how a methodology for this thesis was developed from the work of 

Kaisa Koskinen (2008) in Translating Institutions: An Ethnographic Study of EU 

Translation. In this work, Koskinen applied a selection of ethnographic methods and was 

guided by an overall ethnographic ethos to present a case study of a translating institution 

(ibid.: 3, 37). In a similar way, the present thesis made use of certain methods and theories 

from ethnography within a case study methodology to describe, understand, and explain 

the phenomena of translation and interpreting in the 2011 disaster. 

The chapter begins by discussing the development of the ethnographic and case study 

traditions and provides definitions for these methodologies in Sections 3.2 and 3.3 

respectively. Section 3.4 then outlines the similarities and differences in the methodologies 

in Koskinen (2008) and in this thesis, while Section 3.5 situates the thesis within its 

epistemological and ontological frame. Finally, Section 3.6 explains how these various 

methods, theories, traditions, and philosophies were converted into the practical steps 

undertaken in this research. 

3.2 Ethnography 

Ethnography developed out of anthropology and sociology over the last century, and is 

now a frequently-used method of enquiry in the social sciences (Rist 1980). It is also an 

increasingly influential approach in translation studies, as will be shown below. The ideas 

and viewpoints dominant in ethnography have varied over time, and the major turns will 

now be described. 

3.2.1 Development of ethnography 

Before the late 19th century, scholars relied on traveller accounts to make their studies of 

humankind. This is referred to in the literature as the period of óarmchairô anthropology or 

ethnography (Tedlock 2005: 475, Wolcott 2008: 14). Ethnography in the field was born in 

the late 19th and early 20th centuries when trained anthropologists and sociologists in the 

US, Britain, and France began to study humankind experientially through systematic field 

studies carried out using scientific methods of observation (Hammersley 1992, Wolcott 

2008). The US tradition was pioneered by such scholars as Franz Boas and Alfred Kroeber, 

while the British tradition was begun by such scholars as A.R. Radcliffe-Brown and 
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Bronislaw Malinowski (Saville-Troike 1989: 5). Some of the main contributors to the 

French tradition at this early stage were Claude Levi-Strauss and Alain Touraine (Fassin 

2006). 

Early ethnographic scholars in the US tradition tended to focus on presenting cultural 

patterns and artefacts, while early scholars in the British tradition tended to focus on 

presenting social and cultural meanings (Saville-Troike 1989, Wolcott 2008). These 

presentations, though, were criticised for their haphazard descriptiveness, and attention 

turned to more problem-based research. The research was still descriptive in nature, but the 

description provided was intended to answer some question. In 1925, Margaret Mead 

travelled to American Samoa to examine whether the experience of adolescence as a period 

of strain depended on oneôs cultural upbringing, and the resulting work, Coming of Age in 

Samoa (published in 1928), is said to be the first problem-focused ethnographic fieldwork 

(Tedlock 2005, Wolcott 2008). At about the same time, leading figures in the University 

Of Chicago School Of Sociology, notably W. I. Thomas and Robert E. Park, were using 

first-hand enquiry in Chicagoôs urban environments to answer questions on the social 

theory of human behaviour (Bulmer 1984). 

By the 1960s, postmodernist and poststructuralist critiques of society and culture began to 

be applied to ethnographic research. Critical theorists questioned the way in which 

conventional ethnographers at that time defined the óproblemsô that they set out to examine, 

and they questioned the very idea that these óproblemsô could be solved. In short, these 

critiques: questioned modern assumptions about the objectivity and authority of the 

ethnographic researcher; questioned the power relations that formed the context of 

ethnographic research in a colonial and postcolonial world; proposed that ethnographic 

projects should be concerned not with solving problems but with bringing about human 

emancipation, especially in socialist and/or feminist terms, and with accounting for 

ethnographyôs roots in imperialism. These theorists set out to explain the nature of the 

social order in such a way that it would serve as a catalyst for the transformation of that 

order (Angrosino 2005, Asad 1973, Gough 1967, Hammersley 1992). 

Scholars influenced by two decades of postmodernist, postcolonialist, feminist, and other 

critical theory, began to question issues of representation and legitimacy in ethnography by 

the 1980s. The modes of analysis prevalent in critical theories made scholars question 

whether a researcher has the right to write about someone elseôs world and worldview. 

Debates at this turn centred around the idea that the researcher is part of the social world 

that s/he studies, that the research projects will be shaped by the socio-historic processes, 

values, interests, and personal characteristics that shaped the researcher, and that the 
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findings of research have consequences and that these findings may even change the 

character of the situations that were studied (Hammersley and Atkinson 1983). The 

reflexive turn in ethnography implies that the reader must be aware of the researcherôs 

situation ï especially in terms of gender, class, ethnicity, and other key categories found in 

critical theories ï in order to interpret the ethnographic product and that the research should 

be re-focused on placing the participantsô voices at the centre of the process (Sundar 2006). 

Writing Culture, published in 1986 by James Clifford and George E. Marcus, is canonical 

and greatly debated in the ethnographic literature. It is seen to be part of the postmodern, 

critical, and reflexive turns. It criticised how previous generations of ethnographers had 

attempted to claim authority through their detached writing styles, and it recommended 

writing strategies (such as personalised accounts) to bring the researcherôs voice into the 

ethnographic product (Atkinson 2001). 

Now in the 21st century, globalisation and technological developments have confronted 

ethnographers with another turn. In a networked and increasingly literate world, where 

communication technology is available even in remote corners, those people ethnographers 

may wish to research are now in a position to spread knowledge about their own cultures 

and societies by themselves to wide audiences (Angrosino 2005). Such developments have 

led to new challenges. How can the boundaries of virtual worlds be established? Is the 

ethnographer immersed in observation or simply following transient online traces? How 

should ethnographers treat issues of self-representation, new forms of discourse, and 

ethical challenges in online environments? If people are recording their own lives and 

making them public, what becomes of ethnographyôs descriptive role? Many of these 

questions are only beginning to be answered. Christine Hine is a scholar working on the 

challenges of pursuing ethnographic research in a networked world, and Hineôs Virtual 

Ethnography, published in 2000, is an early work in the field. More recent works in the 

area of computer-mediated ethnography include Kozinets (2010) and Boellstorff (2012). 

Debates around the ethnography taking place in computer-mediated environments are 

becoming increasingly sophisticated, and there is now a distinction being made between 

virtual ethnography (e.g., ethnography of an environment such as Second Life where it is 

a world in and of itself) and cyber-ethnography, online ethnography, netnography, or digital 

ethnography (in which the physical world is more obviously also a possible locus of 

investigation). Moreover, the idea of a final monograph being privileged as the main 

outcome of ethnography is being challenged by these new forms (Hallett and Barber 2014, 

Hine 2014). Finally, the many new challenges arising out of the global and technological 

turns have caused a number of ethnographers to focus on ethics. Some in the literature even 

claim that ethnography is distinctive in the academy for the ethical rigour it now applies to 
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all stages of the research process. See, for instance, Lederman (2006), Markham (2005), or 

Warner, (2009). 

3.2.2 How ethnography is viewed in the discipline of translation studies 

The disciplinary developments in ethnography detailed above suggest that translators, 

translation scholars, and ethnographers share some similarities in how they work, how they 

see the world, and how their worlds are structured. Certainly, processes of interpretation, 

of writing, of reflexivity, and of dialogue with external research sources are characteristic 

of all three occupations (Buzelin 2009, Wolf 2002). In particular, Wolf (2002: 183) draws 

a clear comparison between ethnographers and translators in relation to their engagement 

with interpretation: óWhile the ethnographer interprets experiences, notes and observations, 

the translator interprets a pre-given text.ô Valero-Garcés (1995) takes this engagement with 

interpretation and adds to it a characteristic relativism: 

In short, relativism and manipulation of information are present in the task of 

both ethnographer and translator. Both of them share a series of characteristics 

as practitioners of an activity that will never end: the activity of translating. 

(Valero-Garcés 1995: 562) 

Meanwhile, Buzelin (2007) sees self-reflection as a category that all three occupations 

share: 

In a certain way, each time they have attempted to reflect upon and theorize 

about translation on the basis of their own practice, translation scholars and 

translators have acted as ethnographers. (Buzelin 2007: 143) 

World views and philosophies offer up other areas of common ground. Early scholars in 

translation studies, such as Eugene Nida and Georges Mounin, saw ethnography as a 

promising approach to solving problems and building theory in the area of translation 

(Buzelin 2009). Moreover, Hans Vermeer, who developed Skopos Theory with Katharina 

Reiss, used the work of cultural anthropologist Heinz Göhring in his development of this 

influential theory of translation (Bahadir 2004). Following the move to a post-structuralist, 

post-colonialist, critical framework in translation studies ï the so-called cultural turn ï 

scholars began to draw on ethnographic research as ways to deal with issues of partiality, 

historical contingency, and representation (Agorni 2007, Bachmann-Medick 2009) and 

especially to draw on efforts made by anthropologists to understand the dichotomy between 

Self and Other that was seen to be a distinctive feature of the work of both the ethnographer 

and the translator (Wolf 2002). 
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The cultural turn that revolutionized translation studies occurred in the wake 

of the important historical period of decolonization. A little later, translation 

studies adopted the epistemological and critical ideas of the anthropologists, 

who had earlier questioned their practices and resulting effectséThe 

anthropologists were concerned to know what happened to the translation of 

otherness when that otherness was little understood. (Brisset 2010: 71-72) 

Chief among the ethnographers that provided inspiration at this time were Talal Asad 

(1973), Clifford Geertz (1973), James Clifford & George Marcus (1986), and James 

Clifford (1988). 

Ethnography is also seen as a repository of methodological tools and approaches that can 

be used by translation scholars (Hubscher-Davidson 2011). Some projects in translation 

studies borrow and adapt elements of the ethnographic approach without including some 

characteristic features of the method, such as fieldwork or participant observation. For 

example, in one translation project, Martha Cheung (2006) applied the ethnographically-

informed idea of 'thick translation' to illustrate the specificity of certain Chinese intellectual 

concepts from their approximate renderings in English. 'Thick translation' was 

recommended by Kwame Anthony Appiah (2000) to develop a notion of translation rich 

in annotations, glosses, and context and was adapted from the concept of óthick descriptionô 

popularised by the ethnographer Clifford Geertz (1973: 20ï21). In Cheungôs practical 

application of Appiahôs notion, certain distinctive, intellectual concepts in Chinese are 

illustrated by explanatory notes, contextualizing texts, and texts on translation from the 

historical period in question. The idea of óthick translationô was also applied by 

Wakabayashi (2009) as a way to gain insight into Japanese views on translation through a 

semantic mapping of the domain of ótranslationô in the Japanese sociolinguistic context. In 

another practical application of ethnographic methods, Marinetti and Rose (2013) made 

use of ethnographyôs tools for self-reflection to foreground the many negotiations, tensions, 

conflicts, and controversies that occurred in their translation of a play for the theatre. 

Other projects in translation studies are larger-scale projects that resemble more closely 

research projects in the full ethnographic tradition. For instance, Angelelli (2004) 

performed the first ethnographic study of the role of medical interpreters in a hospital 

setting, and Risku (2004) used extensive ethnographic fieldwork to examine the work of 

translation management and project coordination in one real-world office setting. These 

works are seen as key developments in the move towards ethnography becoming a more 

popular approach in translation studies. In other examples, Hélène Buzelin (2005, 2007, 

2009) used the anthropologist Bruno Latourôs Actor-Network Theory to carry out an 

ethnographic study of three Montreal-based independent publishing houses, while Peter 

Flynn (2007) carried out an ethnographic study of literary translation practice in the 
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Netherlands and Belgium. Then, in the area of computer-mediated ethnography, 

Magdalena Dombek (2014) used methods tailored specifically to carrying out ethnographic 

research online to investigate the motivations of a community of Polish Facebook users to 

contribute to the crowdsourced translation of the Facebook experience. The work on which 

the methodology in this thesis is based ï Koskinenôs (2008) study of the Finnish translation 

unit at the Luxembourg branch of the European Commission ï has also been influential in 

how ethnography has come to be viewed in translation studies. (Koskinenôs work will be 

explained in detail in Section 3.4.) 

To fully understand the academic tradition on which this thesis project is calling, it is also 

instructive to examine the ways in which translation is viewed in the discipline of 

ethnography. 

3.2.3 How translation is viewed in the discipline of ethnography 

A discourse of otherness runs throughout the development of ethnography, and the study 

of the Other was long seen as its raison d'être. Navigating these Other social worlds has 

long implied translation and interpreting. Part of the rite-of-passage for the ethnographer 

was to use key informants from the local culture or social group as translator/interpreters. 

The researcher was also expected to develop her/his own fluency in the local language. 

However, it is remarkable how little record there is in ethnographic literature for the issues 

of translation and interpreting. Agar (1980) declares his own surprise at this invisibility:  

One of the most interesting results of my trip through the literature was the 

scarcity of discussions I found on the topic of translation. Many authors 

emphasize the importance of language competence in ethnography, and they 

also note the new problems that are introduced when one must rely on an 

interpreter. Yet the literature is eerily quiet on the subject. I get the image of 

nervous ethnographers who are far from fluent trying not to bring up the 

subject. (Agar 1980: 150) 

More recent ethnographic works ï such as an often-referenced collection of ethnographies 

in Burawoy (2000) which explore the interactions of local struggles and the forces of 

globalisation ï still make no reference to translation or interpreting in the sense of 

interlingual or intercultural transfer. A possible reason for this lack of acknowledgement 

of linguistic mediation is the fact that the ethnographic process arises from an interpretivist 

dilemma; ethnographers claim to be interpreting the meaning that the researched people 

attribute to objects in their social or cultural worlds, but when the interpretivist researcher 

is doing this through a third party, s/he is suspicious of the vulnerability to confounding 

extra meanings that this can produce: 
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Some researchers, especially in anthropological interviews, tend to rely on 

interpreters and so become vulnerable to added layers of meanings, biases, 

and interpretations, and this may lead to disastrous misunderstandings 

(Freeman 1983 cited in Fontana and Frey 2005: 707). 

Of course, all this is not to say that language is absent from the ethnographic discourse 

entirely. Indeed, there is a sub-discipline of ethnography introduced by Dell Hymes in 1962 

ï the ethnography of communication ï that deals with what the speaker needs to know to 

communicate appropriately within a particular speech community, with how he or she 

learns it, and with how language interacts with all other systems of culture (Saville-Troike 

1989: 1ï3). A contemporary area of interest among ethnographers is in the role of 

volunteers, especially children, in the linguistic and cultural brokering of ethnographic 

interactions (e.g., Reynolds and Faulstich Orellana 2014), and work is being done to 

emphasise how the systematic study of translation practices can enlighten typical 

ethnographic objects of enquiry such as meaning, representation, and culture (Sturge 1997, 

2007). 

In sum, the chapter so far has shown that ethnography brings with it a rich academic 

heritage that allows the researcher to draw on a variety of methods and theories. It has also 

shown that there are significant areas of convergence in the disciplinary developments and 

the academic conversations present in both ethnography and translation studies. Finally, it 

has equally been shown that there is precedent in the translation studies literature for 

applying the principles of ethnography to research in the discipline, and that an interest in 

ethnographic approaches in translation studies (whether full ethnographies or a selective 

application of ethnographic elements) is growing, but that the same level of interest in 

translational issues is not present in the discipline of ethnography. 

To better understand the ethnographic methods and elements of an ethnographic ethos that 

have and have not been applied in this research project, an operational definition for 

ethnography will now be proposed. 

3.2.4 Defining ethnography 

Based on the discussion above, the following definition of ethnography created by the 

researcher is proposed for this research: ethnography is a form of research that provides a 

holistic description of a culture or society through the integration and interpretation of a 

variety of datasets that are usually gathered over a prolonged period from an ecologically-

valid setting through the researcherôs direct experience. This definition encompasses the 
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central elements of ethnography that needed to be considered when adapting the Koskinen 

(2008) methodology to this research. 

3.2.4.1 Description 

Specifically, it was necessary to consider the extent to which this research would involve 

the description of social and cultural phenomena. As explained in Section 3.2.2, the term 

óthick descriptionô appears regularly in the literature. Popularised by Geertz (1973: 20ï21), 

the term refers to the production of an ethnographic account that contains not only 

observations but also interpretations, commentaries, and contextual detail related to these 

observations. A feature of the ethnographic method, therefore, is that it describes social 

and cultural phenomena in great detail. If such óthick descriptionô is done well, it is intended 

to closely recreate the social or cultural setting in question, to reveal the complex layers of 

meaning surrounding the ethnographic object, and to give enough context to allow 

phenomenological understanding (Jones 2010). 

3.2.4.2 Culture or society 

It was also necessary to consider whether the research would describe a culture, a society, 

or some other cultural or social phenomena. For some authors in the literature, culture is 

what defines ethnography. For instance, Clifford (1988) sees ethnography essentially as 

thinking and writing about culture, and Wolcott (2008) proposes that culture in 

ethnography serves as the bonding agent that allows disparate bits of data from the social 

world to be formed into a cohesive whole. However, other authors do not see the principle 

of culture as being so fundamental. For example Blommaert and Jie (2010: 42) assert that 

óresearch is ethnographic because it accepts a number of fundamental principles and views 

on social reality.ô Note that culture is not mentioned. Moreover, the introduction to 

Atkinsonôs Handbook of Ethnography (2001) gives prominence to both the social and the 

cultural: 

They are grounded in a commitment to the first-hand experience and 

exploration of a particular social or cultural setting on the basis of (though 

not exclusively by) participant observation. (Atkinson 2001: 4, emphasis 

added) 

In fact, a focus on either the social or the cultural is often used as a stamp of the researcherôs 

ethnographic heritage; scholars in the British tradition tend to focus on society, while 

scholars in the US tradition tend to focus on culture (Wolcott 2008). 
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3.2.4.3 Integration and interpretation 

Another consideration was how this project would integrate and interpret the data gathered. 

A distinctive feature of ethnography is how it uses its thickly described detail to find the 

interconnectedness between the cultural, social, political, economic, and other contexts in 

which the phenomena to be understood are located. Where the ethnographer adds value is 

in how these observations are organised, analysed, and reported (Wolcott 2008: 46). 

Keesing and Strathern (1998: 7) highlight the central place of interpretation in their 

definition of ethnography: óThe process of recording and interpreting another peopleôs way 

of life is called ethnography.ô 

3.2.4.4. Ecologically-valid, ethical datasets 

It was furthermore necessary to consider the datasets that would be gathered for this study. 

The data-gathering process in ethnography will generally produce a variety of datasets to 

provide as much detail as possible to convey the quality of a personal interaction, a place, 

or a point in time. The object of study may be recorded in the form of field notes, voice 

recordings and transcripts, ethnographic encounters, personal reflections, grey literature, 

maps and diagrams, recorded images, or computer-mediated communications. Many 

ethnographic objects will be speaking objects, and contemporary ethnographies place 

importance on having the participantsô voices at the centre of the account (Sundar 2006) 

and on representing under-represented voices (Angrosino 2005). Since the reflexive turn, 

these voices usually include the researcherôs own voice. This centrality of participant 

voices in ethnography implies that ethical issues must be interrogated actively throughout 

all stages of the research process (Lederman 2006, Markham 2005). While the gathered 

data may differ from project to project, many authors in the literature see carrying out 

studies in ecologically-valid settings as the essence of ethnography (see, for example, 

Brewer 2000: 6). 

3.2.4.5 Prolonged period 

The period of data gathering was another consideration in how ethnography would inform 

this research. Historically, ethnography has entailed long periods of fieldwork lasting a 

year or preferably more (Handwerker 2001). Such time in the field was seen as necessary 

to build relationships, gain trust, recruit informants, and become immersed in the language 

and culture of a group. It also came to be seen as a rite-of-passage in the career of an 

anthropologist (Rist 1980). Views in the literature about the period and frequency of visits 

to the field have changed, as have ideas of what constitutes the field in a networked world. 
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Thus, recent authors talk of projects ranging in length from several days, to several weeks, 

to several years (Agar 1980, Hammersley 1992). This raises the question of what period of 

fieldwork might be considered too short or too long. The consensus in the literature seems 

to be that ó[a] long-term commitment is assumed but there is no specified minimumô 

(Wolcott 2008: 66). 

 

3.2.4.6 Researcherôs direct experience 

Finally, it was necessary to consider how the researcherôs direct experience of the objects 

of enquiry would be treated in this research project. óObservation and participation 

(according to circumstance and the analytic purpose at hand) remain the characteristic 

features of the ethnographic approachô (Atkinson 2001: 4-5). It should be noted here that 

observation in a detached, scientific sense of the word is not what is characteristic of 

ethnography. Rather, it is better understood as the negotiation between perspectives, 

between the emic and the etic, between the viewpoint of the insider and the perspective of 

the outsider: 

Ethnographers make a commitment and demonstrate a willingness to 

participate in the social worlds of their research subjects on different levels: 

physical, social, mental and emotional. (Jones 2010: 7) 

It can be seen from the above why ethnography is referred to in the literature as óan 

approach in which the self is instrumentô (Wolcott 2008: 45). A corollary of the fact that 

the researcher is expected to participate in social worlds at different levels like this, though, 

is that these levels must be strictly bounded in the project. Otherwise, the researcher would 

not be able to directly observe and participate in them, and analysis would be become 

unwieldy if not impossible. 

To conclude, this section has outlined the fundamentals of ethnographic research and 

introduced the main issues to be considered when applying the principles of ethnography 

to a research project. As was explained in Section 3.1, both this thesis and Koskinen (2008) 

ï on which the methodology for this thesis is based ï present case studies. The following 

section, therefore, will discuss case study research. 
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3.3 Case study 

The term ócase studyô means different things to different people. Areas of similarity and 

difference first become apparent by examining how the case study has developed over time. 

3.3.1 Historical development of the case study 

The case study has been developed over the years in a variety of different disciplines and 

research traditions. In particular, the study of cases has been crucial to the development of 

certain health sciences, the law, political science, and anthropology (Swanborn 2010). The 

case study has also been a widely used design in the discipline of translation studies 

(Susam-Sarajeva 2009). However, it is in sociology and the social sciences that much of 

the most active theoretical discussion of the case study has taken place, and this chapter 

draws mainly on debates in this social science tradition. 

In a systematic review of the term case study in American sociology, Platt (1992) traces 

the use of the term to social workersô case histories and case work, pointing out that the 

term began to appear in textbooks in the 1920s. The use of the case study in France, though, 

dates back even further to 1877 when Fr®d®ric Le Playôs Les Ouvriers Européens was 

published (Hamel, Dufour, and Fortin 1993). The most significant period in the 

development of the case study in the social science tradition probably resulted from 

research done by the Chicago School. The Chicago School refers to studies of social 

problems linked to increasing urbanisation and immigration carried out at the Department 

of Sociology at the University of Chicago from 1916 to the 1930s (Hamel, Dufour, and 

Fortin 1993, Platt 1992). Here we begin to see some overlap between the case study and 

ethnographic traditions, as the Chicago School is also claimed as a point of development 

in the ethnographic literature (see Section 3.2.1). Regardless of the academic tradition to 

which this school rightfully belongs, its focus is described in both literatures as being on 

encouraging students to create knowledge in the field through participant observation. 

Students in this school were advised to ógo beyond official documents and come into 

personal contact with poverty and devianceô (Hamel, Dufour, and Fortin 1993: 14). The 

dominance of the case study in the Chicago tradition was eroded by the rise of the statistical 

method and the popularity of the survey as a form of social investigation (Platt 1992). 

 



 

33 

3.3.2 Case study typologies 

Despite these tensions between experiential and statistical approaches to social 

investigation, the case study can embrace both qualitative and quantitative methods 

(Gerring 2007, Platt 1992, Stake 1995, Swanborn 2010, Yin 2014). A more useful way of 

differentiating the many forms of case study, therefore, is suggested by Stake (1995: 37-

39) and Swanborn (2010: 22). They divide case studies into those that seek to understand 

and explain relationships of cause and effect and those that aim to describe, understand, 

and explain some part of human experience. While the two types seek to attain different 

goals, they are both, nonetheless, inductive approaches in which the researcher moves from 

empirical observations to engage with broader generalisations and theories. Other 

influential typologies have been created by Yin (2014: 50), who differentiates between 

variants of single- and multiple-case designs, and by Gerring (2007: 88), who proposes a 

typology of case studies based on how the researcher selects the case(s) to be studied. 

3.3.3 Case study epistemologies 

Linked to the variety in case study types, it should be noted, too, that the method does not 

imply an invariable epistemological or ontological perspective (Mitchell 2000, Yin 2014). 

The case study is flexible. Generally, researchers using a case study design adopt either a 

realist orientation that assumes the existence of an independent reality that can be known 

by an observer (see Gerring 2007, Swanborn 2010, Yin 2014) or a constructivist-relativist 

orientation that assumes multiple realities, the knowledge of which is constructed by 

observers through their experience and perception (see Creswell 2007, Hamel, Dufour, and 

Fortin 1993, Stake 1995). 

3.3.4 Key common features 

Despite the many traditions in which the case study is used, despite its many types, and 

despite the many theoretical perspectives on knowledge and reality that it can incorporate, 

there are certain core elements that are common to most descriptions of case study design. 

These are that the case study deals best with óhowô and ówhyô questions; is descriptive; 

employs and triangulates multiple methods to gather multiple sources of evidence to 

present multiple perspectives; is progressively focused; is an effective research design 

when the goal is to generalise analytically rather than statistically. These features will now 

be discussed in more detail. 
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The case study is not appropriate for answering questions related to frequency or incidence, 

but it is a useful method when the main research questions to be answered are óhowô or 

ówhyô questions (Yin 2014). The object of enquiry in a case should be a complex 

phenomenon that requires in-depth description before it can be properly understood. A 

common feature of case study design is that it implies a form of description that is 

ócomplex, holistic and involving a myriad of not highly isolated variablesô (Stake 2000: 

24). A case study will flexibly employ a variety of methods to gather empirical data. These 

data may include interviews, observations, artefacts, field notes, and documentary 

evidence. It is the variety of these materials that ensures the depth of description of the 

object of enquiry and that allows the researcher to generate a holistic and real-world 

perspective (Hamel, Dufour, and Fortin 1993, Yin 2014). In presenting multiple 

perspectives on the object of enquiry, the researcher will aim to go beyond pure description 

and achieve understanding and explanation. These multiple perspectives ï varied and even 

competing interpretations and understandings of the object ï will be triangulated by the 

researcher to present the most reasonable explanation as it relates to the theoretical stance 

taken toward the case (Stake 1995), and the search for the convergence and non-

convergence of evidence is standard in the case study process (Yin 2014). The inductive 

nature of these processes means that any case study design will be open to unanticipated 

developments. As the study progresses, the organising concepts of the study may need to 

be changed. However, this óprogressive focusô (Stake 1995: 133) should be matched at all 

times with systematic procedures, methodological rigour, and a commitment to the fair and 

open reporting of all these developments (Hamel, Dufour, and Fortin 1993, Yin 2014). 

Perhaps because of this openness to flexible and developing methods, the case study is 

characterised by how carefully and transparently it establishes the boundaries of its enquiry 

(Stake 2000, Swanborn 2010), so that, as the study progresses, the initial object of enquiry 

does not get lost or forgotten. In addition, while it is true that some case study researchers 

seek to represent samples and extrapolate probabilities about cause and effect relationships 

(see, for example, Gerring 2007), the case study ï especially the case study seeking 

experiential understanding ï is better suited to expanding and generalising theories than to 

generalising to populations or universes (Hamel, Dufour, and Fortin 1993, Matthews and 

Ross 2010, Yin 2014). In other words, in a case study, the researcher is attempting to shed 

some empirical light on a theoretical concept rather than to make inferences about a 

population based on these empirical data. However, it must be recognised that generalising 

from case study data is a contentious issue, and some authors deny the possibility of 

generalisation entirely; see, for example Gomm, Hammersley, and Foster (2000) for more 

detail on these debates. 
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3.3.5 The viability of an ethnographically-informed case study 

It can be argued, then, that a case study design fits well with the fundamental principles of 

ethnography. Specifically, we have seen that the case study may sometimes employ 

participant observation and may use the direct experience of the researcher as sources of 

data. It tries to holistically describe and understand some aspect of human experience, and 

it triangulates multiple sources of evidence to search for the connections and 

interrelationships that create a convincing explanation of that experience. In other words, 

there is clear support in the literature for the viability of Koskinenôs (2008) method of 

presenting a case study using a selection of ethnographic methods and being guided by an 

overall ethnographic ethos. With this in mind, the next section will discuss the similarities 

and differences in how such an ethnographically-informed case study methodology was 

applied in Koskinen (2008) and in this thesis. 

3.4 Comparing the methodologies of Koskinen (2008) and this thesis 

This thesis responds to Koskinenôs call for extended, sociologically-framed empirical work 

in translation studies (Koskinen 2008: 39, 57). It uses a new context (that of disaster 

translation and interpreting) to show how óthe principles of ethnography were applied in 

one particular case studyô (ibid.: 12). Adapting Koskinenôs methodology to the needs of 

this research promised to be useful for three main reasons. Firstly, it promised óa robust 

and adaptable framework for a situated analysis of a particular group of peopleô (ibid.: 36); 

this study aimed for such an analysis of certain foreign residents of Japan. Secondly, it 

offered ways for a researcher to systematically capitalise on her/his previous personal 

experience of a research object and incorporate it into the research (ibid.: 8ï9, 52ï55); the 

researcher himself experienced the 2011 disaster. Finally, it promised guidance in 

negotiating the emic and etic tensions created by such insider and outsider perspectives 

(ibid.: 51, 91). How similar, then, to the methodology in Koskinen (2008) was the 

methodology implemented in this thesis? 

3.4.1 Similarities between Koskinen (2008) and this thesis 

Table 3ï1 explains in detail how Koskinen (2008) and this thesis shared the same general 

methodological framework and ethos, applied many of the same ethnographic methods, 

and analysed data at similar levels. The table also explains how the roles of the researcher 

in the two projects were broadly similar, how similar in scale and contextual dependence 

the two projects were, and how many of the same practical steps were implemented in both 

methodologies. In addition, the table details how the two research processes aimed for a 
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similar final research product and had a similar final overall aim. 

Table 3-1. Similarities between the methodologies in Koskinen (2008) and in this thesis 

3.4.2 Differences between Koskinen (2008) and this thesis 

Despite the similarities between Koskinen (2008) and this thesis, the two methodologies 

also diverged in significant ways, as has been detailed in Table 3ï2. The table shows that 

the differing objects of enquiry in the two projects led to certain methodological differences 
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and that, while the levels of analysis in the two methodologies were the same, the strategies 

adopted to then analyse the data at these levels were different. Furthermore, the table also 

explains that not all the same ethnographic and case study methods were applied in the two 

projects. 

 

Table 3-2. Differences between the methodologies in Koskinen (2008) and in this thesis 

To sum up, the methodologies in Koskinen (2008) and in this thesis have been shown to 

be broadly similar and differed mainly in some of their objects of enquiry, their analytical 
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strategies, and their ethnographic and case study techniques. What, then, has been learned 

as a result of adapting Koskinen (2008) to this research project? 

3.4.3 Learning points from implementing this methodology 

One learning point from adapting Koskinenôs (2008) methodology to this research 

concerned assessment. Combining two similar methodologies such as ethnography and the 

case study can lead to richer techniques of research and can allow the researcher to call on 

more diverse datasets and theories. However, it can also make the final research products 

more difficult to assess. Should the research be assessed as an ethnography, a case study, 

or both? Both Koskinen (2008) and this thesis claimed to be combinations of both 

ethnography and case study, but to differing degrees. As a result, it was necessary in this 

thesis to detail the developments and fundamental definitions of both ethnography and case 

studies and to make explicit the elements of both traditions that were and were not included 

in the final methodology. Choosing to situate this thesis purely as a case study would have 

mitigated the need for this extra work, but would also have diminished the theories, 

datasets, and techniques that could have been called on, especially to deal with the 

researcherôs personal experience of the object of enquiry and to deal with the ethical 

responsibilities involved in using othersô life experiences as a basis for research. On 

balance, the combination of ethnography and case study was more advantageous than a 

case study alone. 

Another learning point was to realise how difficult it is to define exactly what makes a 

methodology ethnographic. For instance, this thesis does not make a study of a culture. 

Does a culture have to be studied for the methodology to be ethnographic? While Koskinen 

(2008) does claim to be studying a culture, she was not clear on whether the study of a 

culture was necessary to define ethnography. While she clearly sets out to explore a 

ócultural sceneô (ibid.: 40), examine óthe artefacts of a particular cultureô (ibid.: 6), and to 

ólearn from those who inhabit the cultureô (ibid.: 37), she also defines ethnography in terms 

of community (óEthnography is a holistic study of a particular culture, or communityéô 

[ibid.: 37]) and of society (óThe ethnographer attempts to acquire a comprehensive 

understanding of what is going on in a particular pocket of society, and seeks answers by 

entering the scene and trying to make sense of itô [ibid.: 51]). Koskinen herself seems to 

recognise how problematic defining ethnography in terms of culture can be: óEthnography, 

the study of cultures, always implies a theory of culture, but what the concept of culture 

actually means has become a tricky issueô (ibid.: 40). Culture, indeed, may not have the 

explanatory power once claimed of it and, with ample precedent in the literature for 
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defining ethnography in terms of the study of a social setting (see Section 3.2.4.2), it 

became clear that not studying a culture did not preclude this thesis from claiming to be 

ethnographic in approach. Additionally, another way in which ethnography can be defined 

is by the centrality it places on participant observation in the field. Koskinen (2008) 

combined observation of her target translators in the field with focus group interview data 

to make her analysis. However, this thesis uses interview data without observation, and the 

research participants were not observed as they experienced a disaster. Does this lack of 

observation void this thesisô claim to being ethnographic? Another learning point here was 

that answering óyesô to this question would be to take an impoverished view of the 

possibilities of ethnography. Over and above participant observation, ethnography 

provided access to novel datasets (e.g., the researcherôs personal emails or blog entries), to 

tools for self-reflection, and to guidance on how to negotiate the interpretation of these 

personal experiences. Moreover, virtual and online ethnographies are now diminishing the 

centrality of observation in the field to ethnography, and immersion in the social world 

around the phenomenon being researched is a more desirable aim (Hallett and Barber 2014, 

Hine 2014). In short, culture and participant observation are important to ethnography, but 

they are not the only elements that make a study ethnographic. 

A further learning point related to the appropriateness of Koskinenôs analytical strategy. 

Koskinen operationalised a nexus model to analyse her data and used the metaphor of 

weaving a net to explain how this model tied the various datasets she gathered together 

(ibid.: 11). However, precisely how she weaved these nets remained too unclear to be of 

use in a constructivist philosophical frame; the constructivist perspective adopted in this 

thesis required the presentation of an explicit analytical strategy and a detailed audit trail 

so that the reader of the research could potentially attempt to reconstruct the researcherôs 

interpretations and independently assess their viability (see Section 3.5 for more detail). 

For such a purpose, the thematic analytical strategy operationalised from Braun and Clarke 

(2006) proved more appropriate. 

A final learning point concerned the difficulty of replicating Koskinenôs microanalysis: 

that is, the textual analysis of translated documents focusing on shifts. The inability to copy 

this form of microanalysis arose from the different research contexts in which the two 

projects took place. This thesis set out to explore whether translated information was used 

or even needed in the 2011 disaster. Without knowing whether translation or interpreting 

were used or needed, what value would there be in the detailed analysis of a translated text? 

Nonetheless, as conducting analysis at the macro, meso, and micro levels was central to 

Koskinenôs methodology, a microanalysis of participantsô encounters with translation and 
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interpreting through the theoretical lens of trust was carried out. (See Chapter 6 for more 

on this.) In addition, a small corpus of real texts from the disaster (including some translated 

texts) was presented in the thesis to compensate for this lack of textual analysis. (See 

Section 4.5.5 for this small, illustrative corpus.) 

Now that it is clear how the methodology in this thesis compares to that of Koskinen (2008), 

and with the knowledge that any differences can be defended with reference to the literature 

on ethnography and the case study, the next section will clarify the epistemological and 

ontological perspectives taken on this research, as well as some other relevant assumptions 

and biases. 

3.5 Epistemology, ontology, assumptions, and biases 

The aim of making explicit the ontological and epistemological aspects of this enquiry is 

to clarify what is being claimed to be known in this research and how this knowledge might 

usefully be evaluated (Margolis 2004). 

This research has not been carried out in a realist paradigm, even though this paradigm is 

not uncommon in the traditions of case study and ethnography. Realism assumes the 

existence of a separate, objective reality made up of certain indisputable facts that can be 

experienced by all in the same way and discovered to be true in the research process (Gibbs 

2002). Rather, this research has been carried out in a constructivist paradigm. 

óConstructivism (interchangeably referred to in the literature as constructionism) is an 

intellectual tradition present in the disciplines of education, psychology, psychiatry, and 

anthropologyéô (Maréchal 2010: 220) and is a widely used theory of knowledge and 

reality found in many case studies and ethnographic projects (Stake 1995, Creswell 2007). 

Constructivism originated in the 17th century with Giambattista Vico and was developed in 

the 19th and 20th centuries by proponents such as Jean Piaget, Gaston Bachelard, and John 

Dewey (Glasersfeld 1984, Maréchal 2010). The theoryôs original proposition is that we 

only know something when we make it, because this allows us to understand the 

components of the thing in question and how these components interrelate. A more 

sophisticated interpretation of this proposition is: óKnowledge is not passively received but 

actively built up by the cognizing subjectô (Glasersfeld 1984: 162). Thus, from a 

constructivist perspective, everything ï even our concepts of what is real and what exists 

in the world ï are the results of human cognition (Gibbs 2002). The important implications 

here are twofold. Firstly, this then means that our conceptions of what is real, true, 



 

41 

objective, and rational must be seen as artefacts of our own history and are, therefore, 

culturally determined (Margolis 2004). Secondly, as a result: 

The purpose of both lay and scientific knowledge construction is to provide 

useful, adequate, coherent, stable, or meaningful representations of the world 

in accordance with particular sets of systemic or sociolinguistic rules and 

constraints in given contexts. (Maréchal 2010: 220) 

If reality, knowledge, and truth are culturally relative constructions based on subjective 

perceptions and experiences, how then do we find structure and create meaning and 

valuable knowledge in our world? Constructivists in the biological-systemic tradition assert 

that we create the experience of órealityô by finding the structures ï the ordered ways of 

behaving and thinking ï that allow us to establish repeatable experiences and relatively 

reliable relations between these experiences (Maréchal 2010). Knowledge is what we build 

up to order our flow of experience, and viable knowledge is the knowledge that helps us 

achieve the goals we set in our experiential world (Glasersfeld 1984). From a biological-

systemic perspective, this building up of knowledge is carried out individually. This differs 

from the position taken in the social constructivist tradition, a theory developed by Lev 

Vygotsky in the 20th century, wherein knowledge is co-created by people in their 

interactions with others (Daniels 2008). Whatever the approach, constructivism involves 

the shaping of our structures of behaving and thinking to fit with those of others around us, 

and ó[v] iews held by large numbers of people, especially respected people, are held 

credible, even factualô (Stake 1995: 101). However, even these credible or factual views 

are historically and culturally contingent and are just one representation of how the 

experiential world can be structured. The most fundamental trait of a constructivist 

perspective is the idea that we value what we know of the world, not because we claim it 

truthfully corresponds to some objective ontological reality, but because it is deemed to be 

a viable way to structure our experiences (Glasersfeld 1984). A constructivist researcher 

does not claim to say how the world is, but claims to say how some people see it (Gibbs 

2002). Working in a constructivist paradigm, then, it is the job of the researcher to propose 

one viable construction without making any commitment to truth or saying anything about 

an underlying shared reality (Gibbs 2002, Glasersfeld 1984, Maréchal 2010). 

With such plurality of explanation, how then should the knowledge and meaning created 

in a constructivist paradigm be evaluated? It would not be useful to attempt to evaluate 

constructivist knowledge in terms of the validity or reliability characteristic of the realist 

or positivist traditions. These quality criteria assume the existence of an external objective 

reality that is not present in a constructivist paradigm. Instead, the quality of knowledge 

created within a constructivist paradigm should be evaluated in terms of the viability of the 



 

42 

new knowledge. The researcher convinces the reader of the viability of her/his constructed 

knowledge by displaying systematic interconnectedness in discrete elements of evidence 

that support this construction. Viability is further strengthened when the research is shown 

to be carried out in a manner that is trustworthy, credible, and transparent. However, the 

constructivist position always underlines that these viable answers may not be the only 

answers (Glasersfeld 1984). Margolis (2004: 639) argues for explanations in a 

constructivist paradigm that are óplurally reasonable more than uniquely correctô. For this 

reason, the constructivist researcher has a responsibility to rigorously investigate rival 

explanations and maintain an explicit chain of evidence in order to allow the reader to make 

an informed evaluation of reasonableness and viability. The constructivist researcher also 

has a responsibility to consider: óthe problematic status of empirical data and delimitation 

of phenomena; the problematic status of the researcher resulting from subject-object 

interdependency or inbetweenness; methodological relativism; the emergence and 

contingency of research design; and the problematic ethics of results evaluationô (Mar®chal 

2010: 224). Ultimately, rather than searching for external, objective truth, constructivists 

aim merely to provide answers that are in some way valued by the reader. óThe quality and 

utility of the research is not based on its reproducibility but on whether or not the meanings 

generated, by the researcher or the reader, are valuedô (Stake 1995: 135). 

Another important step in aiding the reader to evaluate knowledge produced in a 

constructivist paradigm is to make the researcherôs own subjectivities explicit in the study 

(Hamel, Dufour, and Fortin 1993). For this reason, a brief inventory follows of the 

assumptions and biases of the researcher that are relevant to this research. 

A basic assumption of this research is that translation and interpreting are social 

phenomena. Many views on the phenomena exist. The idea that they are social is supported 

in the literature in, for instance, Pym, Shlesinger, and Jettmarova (2006) or Wolf and Fukari 

(2007). 

Another assumption about translation and interpreting made by the researcher in this 

project is that these phenomena are under-recognised in general. Despite often going 

unnoticed, the researcher also assumes that translation and interpreting aim to be processes 

that provide value to those who receive them. 

There is also an English-speaking bias in this research. The researcher speaks English and 

Japanese but recognises that there may be valuable research or empirical data available in 

other languages that he cannot access. Moreover, an operational decision arising out of 

financial and time constraints was made to limit the scope of the case study to only those 
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participants who could speak English. This decision could have excluded the potentially 

interesting data of participants who did not match this profile. 

With respect to culture and society, the researcher holds a considerable bias with regards 

to multilingualism and multiculturalism. He sees these concepts as beneficial ones that 

should be encouraged, and he believes that governments and individuals in a state have a 

responsibility and obligation to treat people from diverse ethno-linguistic backgrounds with 

fairness. 

Finally, with respect to disaster, two assumptions made in this research are that those who 

experience a disaster will always want more and better information and that the most 

appropriate solutions to problems in the humanitarian field are the ones that require the 

least time and resources; adequacy is preferable to perfection delivered too late in disaster 

settings. 

3.6 Methodological steps taken in this research 

The preceding sections of this chapter described the architecture of theory and 

methodology chosen for this research, as well as the researcherôs epistemological and 

ontological perspectives and relevant basic assumptions. This section will explain how 

these frameworks were translated into concrete methodological steps in order to move the 

research from initial propositions to final conclusions. Figure 3ï1 summarise these steps 

and their interactions with the frameworks explained above. 
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Figure 3-1. Steps for an ethnographically-informed case study within a constructivist paradigm 

3.6.1 Step 1: Initial theories and lived experience 

A case study research design begins with an initial idea about the phenomenon to be 

investigated; this idea can condition the choice of study, the data gathering and analysis, 

and even the expected results (Hamel, Dufour, and Fortin 1993, Yin 2014). Care must be 

taken to acknowledge these predetermined notions and to ensure that the study is designed 

in such a way that the researcher remains open to having her/his preconceptions about the 
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case challenged by the gathered evidence (Wakabayashi 2007: 12). For this research, the 

initial idea was that the phenomena of translation and interpreting are probably a feature of 

large-scale disasters because of trends in migration and globalisation, because of the 

international character of much humanitarian response, and because disaster-related 

information should be available to all on ethical grounds, whatever their linguistic or 

cultural background. Thus, the original motivation for the project was to find empirical 

evidence for translation and interpreting using a disaster setting of which the researcher 

had personal experience: the 2011 disaster. An autoethnographic account of the researcher's 

experience of the disaster in Section 4.4.1 forms the first dataset in this study. 

3.6.2 Step 2: Research questions 

An initial review of the literature showed that, while there were data available describing 

how Japanese people had communicated during the disaster, there was little evidence for 

how foreign nationals in Japan communicated and, thus, little evidence to show that 

translation or interpreting had been used or needed. The research, therefore, set out to 

answer the questions introduced in Chapter 1: 

¶ How did foreign residents communicate and gather information during the 2011 

disaster? 

¶ How did translation and interpreting form part of foreign residentsô communication 

and information gathering in the 2011 disaster? 

¶ Why are issues of translation and interpreting important to the 2011 disaster or to 

other disaster contexts? 

3.6.3 Step 3: Literature review and research design 

The three specific research questions above were, of course, elaborated over a period of 

months and only came about as a result of continual engagement with the literature 

described in Chapter 2. In fact, earlier potential research questions centred on the 

intersection of translation, social media, and disaster. This topic had gained academic 

interest following the 2010 Haiti and 2010/2011 Canterbury Earthquakes. However, 

empirical evidence could not be found to support the proposal that translating social media 

content would be beneficial during a disaster and, worse still, little evidence was available 

to suggest that translation and interpreting were, in fact, needed or beneficial at all in the 

various disaster settings presented in the literature. As a result, the research came to focus 

on filling this gap in knowledge, and the research questions above were formed to establish 
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whether a need for translation or interpreting in the 2011 disaster could be empirically 

supported. 

An ethnographically-informed case study adapted from Koskinen (2008) was chosen as the 

final design for this research, but other methods of enquiry were considered beforehand. 

An experiment was discounted because it would have required the reproduction of multiple, 

complex variables that could not be replicated or controlled easily. A survey was also 

discounted because respondents might have been reluctant to discuss their experience of a 

traumatic disaster at a distance with an unknown researcher. Participant observation was 

not attempted because the disaster had largely concluded by the time research began. 

Finally, a grounded theory design was discounted because the limited time the researcher 

would spend in the field would not allow for the cycles of simultaneous data gathering and 

analysis that are required of this approach (Charmaz 2006). 

3.6.4 Step 4: Ethical approval, participant recruitment, and pilot interviews 

Ethical approval for this project was received from the Research Ethics Committee of 

Dublin City University on July 3, 2013. A copy of the official Letter of Approval is 

available in Appendix A. As this was an enquiry involving human participants into a 

potentially distressing topic, the project required a full hearing of the committee. One of 

their concerns was that an attempt should be made to receive local ethical approval from 

an authority in Japan, the locus of study. Multiple enquiries were made by the researcher 

to various authorities in Japan, but the conclusion drawn from a response of the Japanese 

Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare (responsible for research guidance for medical and 

scientific projects carried out in Japan) was that it is not possible to receive ethical approval 

for a research project in the humanities in Japan unless the investigators are affiliated with 

a Japanese academic institution. With no such affiliation possible for this project, it was 

instead shown that the research had been undertaken in accordance with the broad standards 

expected of researchers in Japan under the Science Council of Japan's Code of Conduct for 

Researchers. Potential risks that participants in the research might face were identified and 

measures to manage these risks were put in place. A review of the disaster studies literature 

revealed two main risks to participants: a risk that talking about their experience of the 

disaster could become unpleasant, stressful, or even traumatic; a risk that providing a third-

party introduction for the researcher could damage their social standing in Japan. How 

these two risks were mitigated will now be discussed. 

As the focus of the interviews was on the linguistic and cultural aspects of the disaster and 

not directly on the hardships participants may have endured, it was thought that the 
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interviewees would be unlikely to experience severe mental health or psychosocial effects. 

Nonetheless, during each interview, the researcher asked participants to report on their 

stress levels (see Section D in the interview topic document in Appendix B). If any 

participant had reported elevated stress, or if the researcher had noticed symptoms of 

elevated stress, the researcher would have provided the participant with the telephone 

number and website of Tokyo English Lifeline. This is a free, anonymous telephone 

counselling service that operates throughout Japan in several major languages.2 In the end, 

no participant in this study required counselling. As for the social risk, participants in this 

research were to be recruited through personal introductions. In a Japanese context, those 

who provide an introduction take on the role of social (though not legal) guarantor (Bestor, 

Steinhoff, and Lyon-Bestor 2003). Therefore, the behaviour of the researcher would 

directly impact on the social standing of the introducer. It was hoped that the researcherôs 

knowledge of Japanese language and culture would minimise the risk of potentially 

damaging missteps, and it was this social risk that originally motivated the member 

checking steps taken in this research (see Sections 3.6.6 and 3.6.8). 

The Research Ethics Committee requested only one clarification when the application was 

submitted. They were concerned that, though attempts had been made to manage the 

physical risks to the researcher in the field, no plans were in place to deal with the risk of 

psychosocial or mental health distress that he might encounter as a result of his own 

experience of the 2011 disaster and of repeated exposure to accounts of the disaster. This 

concern on the part of the committee for the mental and emotional wellbeing of the 

researcher underlines the presence and central role of the researcher in the ethnographic 

approach. In the committeeôs eyes, the researcherôs own direct experience would have an 

impact on the research process, and they wanted the potentially adverse results of this 

experience to be acknowledged and prepared for. To do so, the researcher set up a protocol 

for regular communication with his supervisor while in the field so that she would be able 

to monitor his condition. He also maintained a log of data gathering to monitor and record 

his own reactions to the data-gathering process and pay special attention to symptoms of 

stress. (The log will be explained in detail in Section 3.6.5.) 

Once ethical approval had been received, it was possible to begin recruiting participants 

for the study. As explained above, the goal of this ethnographically-informed case study 

was not statistical generalisation and, therefore, no effort was made to consider target 

sample size or the representativeness of participants to the population of foreign nationals 

                                                 

2 There was a need to be able to provide counselling support in languages other than Japanese because 

participants were not all likely to be able to speak Japanese. 
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resident in Japan. Rather, the researcher aimed to enquire into the experience of anyone 

who met the participant criteria below. 

The potential participant: 

¶ identified as a foreign national in a Japanese context; 

¶ was resident in East Japan at the outbreak of the disaster on March 11, 2011; 

¶ self-reported to be confident in speaking, listening to, reading, and writing English; 

¶ was not a minor at the time of interview. 

These criteria were chosen to gather empirical data to explore the research questions listed 

above; to meet the researcher's need to conduct the research through English without the 

extra time and cost involved in translating questionnaires, hiring interpreters for interviews, 

and getting transcripts made and translated in other languages; to meet the ethical 

obligation to seek participants who could consent independently. All participation in the 

research was voluntary and unremunerated, participants were not naïve to any aspect of the 

research, and participants were free to withdraw at any time. 

Table 3ï3 illustrates that most of the participants in this research were introduced to the 

researcher by current academic colleagues, by his network of contacts in Japan, or by 

fellow delegates at conferences and seminars attended prior to fieldwork. In addition, the 

table also shows that some of the participants were already friends of the researcher before 

the project began. 
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Table 3-3. How participants were introduced to the researcher 

Thus, without the researcherôs previous experience of the research setting and without a 

third party to vouch for the researcherôs integrity, it is unlikely that the rate of participation 

would have been as high. The importance of working with gatekeepers and taking 

advantage of personal networks of contacts can be seen by the fact that only one participant 

came to this research by a cold call; the researcher read an Internet article referring to the 

participant in question which included contact details and used these to request an 

interview. There is evidence, too, for a significant snowball effect in the recruitment of 

participants in this study, as 9 of the participants were introduced by a previous interviewee. 

The fact that none of these participant introductions was made prior to interview suggests 

that the experience was neither unpleasant nor wasteful for participants. It also supports the 

need to include flexibility in the fieldwork element of an ethnographically-informed case 

study. These introductions by prior interviewees also suggest the importance of trust, as it 

might be assumed that participants would not have suggested others for interview if they 

had not trusted the researcher. 

Not all attempts at participant recruitment were successful. Asking for participation without 

a third-party introduction proved highly ineffective. Direct requests for interview to 

Participant: Introduced by:

P1 A colleague of the researcher

P15 A colleague of the researcher

P16 A colleague of the researcher

P17 A colleague of the researcher

P19 A colleague of the researcher

P20 A colleague of the researcher

P23 A colleague of the researcher

P5 A friend of the researcher

P9 A friend of the researcher

P10 A friend of the researcher

P11 A friend of the researcher

P26 A friend of the researcher

P13 A fellow conference delegate

P22 A fellow conference delegate

P25 A fellow conference delegate

P2 N/A - participant was already a friend of the researcher

P4 N/A - participant was already a friend of the researcher

P12 N/A - participant was already a friend of the researcher

P24 An Internet article

P3 Participant 1

P6 Participant 1

P7 Participant 1

P8 Participant 1

P18 Participant 1

P21 Participant 1

P14 Participant 24

P28 Participant 24

P27 Participant 6



 

50 

members of various Facebook groups of foreigners who experienced the disaster, to 

representatives of the US armed forces, to a radio network run especially for American 

forces in Japan, and to representatives of certain Japanese local government authorities all 

failed to produce a concrete interview opportunity. The social obligation created by the 

gatekeeperôs introduction is further suggested by the fact that, of all the interviews 

scheduled in this research, only one interviewee failed to show up, and this person was a 

Facebook-group administrator contacted by the researcher without any third-party 

introduction. 

The process of recruiting participants for this research was iterative, and the interview stage 

of the research began before all participants had agreed to participate. Two pilot interviews 

were carried out in Ireland in July 2013 to allow the researcher to practise his interview 

technique. These pilot interviews were carried out with former foreign residents of Japan 

who had been in Japan at the time of the disaster and had returned to Ireland and who were 

either known to or introduced to the researcher. The pilot interviews gave the researcher 

the opportunity to learn what questions worked better than others, to identify where his 

ethnographic interview techniques needed to be improved, to understand how time-

consuming transcription would be, and to practise some preliminary analysis techniques. 

Consequently, the researcher felt some confidence that he would be able to gather and 

analyse data effectively using the ethnographic interview technique before he made the 

commitment to travel to Japan. 

3.6.5 Step 5: Data gathering in Japan 

Following the pilot interviews, the researcher proceeded with participant recruitment. In 

all, including these two pilot interviews, 28 people were recruited to participate in this 

research. Table 3ï4 displays the profile data of these 28 participants; these participant 

profile data constitute the second dataset of this case study. 
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Table 3-4. Profile data of research participants 

It can be seen from Table 3ï4 that all participants met the relevant criteria listed in Section 

3.6.4; they were all English-speaking, foreign adults resident in East Japan in the disaster. 

Furthermore, these participants provided the multiple perspectives desired of a case study 

design; they represent 12 nationalities, were resident in 5 different cities in East Japan, 

were in their 20s, 30s, 40s, and 50s at the time of interview, possessed a variety of linguistic 

abilities, and had varied occupations at the time of the disaster. 

The interviews that make up the core empirical evidence of this thesis took place in Ireland, 

Japan, and New Zealand between July and October 2013, but 25 of these 28 interviews 

were held in Japan during an intensive, four-week period of data-gathering from September 

18 to October 13, 2013. These data were gathered more than two years after the onset of 

the disaster, so it may seem difficult to argue that this was still research in a disaster context. 

However, aftershocks from the 2011 earthquake continued at the time of interview (a 

significant aftershock occurred during the data-gathering trip and was referenced in several 

interviews), the nuclear disaster remained unstable and threatening at the time of interview, 

and several interviewees spoke of how they did not yet feel that the disaster had ended (see 

Section 4.3.3). For this reason, the researcher maintained a log of the data-gathering process 

to record his observations of the context and of his own reactions to the research process. 

Participant: Nationality:

Residence 

during the 

disaster:

Age 

range at 

interview:

Time in Japan prior to 

disaster

Confidence in 

English*

Confidence 

in Japanese*

Occupation at time of 

disaster

P1 An EU state Tokyo 20-29 >10 years <15 years 10/10/10/10 9/9/8/7 (Withheld for anonymity)

P2 Ireland Furukawa 20-29 >1 year <5 years 10/10/10/10 7/8/4/4 Engineer

P3 An EU state Tokyo 20-29 >1 year <5 years 10/10/10/10 5/4/3/3 Diplomatic officer

P4 Ireland Tokyo 30-39 >5 years <10 years 10/10/10/10 8/8/7/6 Office worker

P5 Ireland Tokyo 20-29 >1 year <5 years 10/9/10/10 7/8/5/6 Engineer

P6 Canada Tokyo 30-39 >5 years <10 years 9/9/9/9 6/7/6/5 PR consultant

P7 Tunisia Tokyo 50-59 >20 years 8/8/8/8 8/8/5/4 Recruitment consultant

P8 Netherlands Tokyo 40-49 >1 year <5 years 10/10/10/10 2/6/1/1 Finance manager

P9 United States Tokai 30-39 >10 years <15 years 9/9/9/9 6/6/4/4 Language instructor

P10 Australia Mito 30-39 >10 years <15 years 10/10/10/10 7/7/3/3 Restaurant / bar owner

P11 Australia Tokai 50-59 >20 years 10/10/10/10 8/8/7/7 Teacher

P12 Ireland Tokyo 20-29 <6 months 10/10/10/10 6/7/8/6 Company employee

P13 France Tokyo 50-59 >20 years 9/9/9/8 9/9/7/7 Interpreter

P14 United States Sendai 30-39 >5 years <10 years 10/10/10/10 8/8/8/8 Language teacher

P15 Sudan Sendai 20-29 >1 year <5 years 5/8/8/7 3/5/2/2 Student

P16 Bangladesh Sendai 30-39 >1 year <5 years 8/8/8/8 1/2/0/0 Student

P17 China Sendai 20-29 <6 months 4/7/9/5 7/9/7/5 Student

P18 Ireland Tokyo 30-39 >15 years <20 years 9/9/9/9 8/9/6/4 Agency director

P19 Australia Tokyo 40-49 >15 years <20 years 10/10/10/10 8/9/5/6 Advertising executive

P20 Canada Tokyo 30-39 >5 years <10 years 10/10/10/10 4/4/3/3 Advertising executive

P21 United States Tokyo 30-39 >5 years <10 years 10/10/10/10 4/5/4/2 Recruitment consultant

P22 Germany Tokyo 30-39 >6 months <1 year 10/10/10/10 2/2/1/1 Language teacher

P23 Ireland Tokyo 20-29 >6 months <1 year 10/10/10/10 3/4/5/2 Student

P24 New Zealand Sendai 20-29 >5 years <10 years 10/10/10/10 7/9/8/8 Japanese government 

P25 Australia Tokyo 30-39 >10 years <15 years 10/10/10/10 8/8/8/8 Sales

P26 Germany Tokyo 30-39 >5 years <10 years 9/10/10/10 5/5/4/2 IT engineer

P27 United States Tokyo 50-59 >20 years 10/10/10/10 6/6/2/3 Consultant

P28 New Zealand Sendai 30-39 >1 year <5 years 10/10/10/10 5/5/3/3 Teacher

*Confidence scores are presented in the order:

 speaking/listening/reading/writing. 

 A '10' indicates' total confidence'.
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An anonymised version of this log is included in Appendix C, and it constitutes the third 

dataset of this case study.3 

Interviews were the main data-gathering tool used for this project. The interview is used 

when the researcher wants to examine how somebody experiences and understands 

something but also how they talk about these experiences (Matthews and Ross 2010), and 

it is relatively common for ethnographic enquiries to rely on interview material (Koskinen 

2008). Thus, the óanalytically focused discourseô (Gibson and Brown 2009: 86) that an 

interview aims to produce was likely to be a methodologically-appropriate way in which 

to answer the research questions being asked in this thesis. The interview is a flexible 

research tool: the researcher can choose from various types of interview (individual, group, 

focus-group), various methods of questioning (structured, semi-structured, unstructured), 

and various modes (face-to-face, by telephone, online) (Fielding 2003). Such flexibility is 

suited to the unanticipated developments characteristic of the case study. However, the 

interview can also be expensive and time-consuming, produce large amounts of non-

standardised data, require particular skills in conversation management, and often require 

participants to come up with answers on the spot (Gibson and Brown 2009, Matthews and 

Ross 2010). Some of these disadvantages were mitigated by the fact that the researcher had 

experience as a language teacher and was equipped to build rapport quickly and deal with 

issues of managing a conversation. Moreover, the topics to be discussed at interview were 

emailed to each participant before the interview to give participants time to think about the 

interview topics in advance. These topics covered the participantsô experiences of the 

disaster, their linguistic needs, and their sense of community in the disaster and can be 

consulted in Appendix B. This step was not without risk; sending the topics in advance can 

risk prematurely shaping the data and can be an imposition of time and effort on the 

interviewee. In this research, though, most interviewees were happy to have the topics 

beforehand because it aided their memories and helped them to trust that the interview 

would not cover overly distressing or intrusive topics. 

This research attempted to implement an ethnographic method of interviewing. This 

method resembles the semi-structured interview. In semi-structured interviews, the 

interviewer frames the structure of questioning towards a particular research area while 

flexibly ordering the questioning in response to the answers provided (Gibson and Brown 

2009). Also, in the semi-structured interview, the researcher can be thought of as the 

                                                 

3 This log has been fully anonymised and extensively abridged to protect participant anonymity. Furthermore, 

a reading of this log is not required to understand this thesis. The log is provided merely for interested readers 

to be able to independently assess how the researcher constructed knowledge in this thesis. 



 

53 

primary instrument; s/he develops and works through ideas with the research participants 

within the interview itself (Gibson and Brown 2009, Matthews and Ross 2010). As a 

primary instrument, it is natural in the interview for the researcher to disclose her/his own 

experiences to break down barriers, build rapport with the participants, and prompt them 

with discursive resources that may be helpful to their contributions (Gibson and Brown 

2009). All of these techniques ï common to the standard semi-structured interview ï were 

applied in the present research project. However, the ethnographic interview method differs 

from the semi-structured interview in three main respects: its form, its attitude to silence, 

and its encouragement of unrelated anecdotes. The ethnographic interview is less 

concerned with form and a priori content and does not focus on a traditional question-and-

answer format (Josephiddes 2012). By expressing interest in a topic rather than asking a 

question, the researcher attempts to develop this topic through a dialogic process with the 

interviewee; this technique gives the interviewee time to develop what they actually think 

about the issue ï instead of feeling pressure to answer on-the-spot ï and implies that the 

researcher's interventions are as important as the intervieweesô contributions in terms of 

data (Blommaert and Jie 2010). The ethnographic interview is also strategic in its use of 

silence; silence is not seen as the absence of speech but as the production of an intervention 

in the conversation designed to elicit and encourage contributions from the interviewee 

(Blommaert and Jie 2010). Finally the ethnographic interview views the tangents or 

apparently unrelated anecdotes contributed by an interviewee as valuable and to be 

embraced: 

Thus, in your interviews, try to have people produce stories, anecdotes. If they 

embark on one, let them do so and do not interrupt it, even if some voice in 

your head tells you that the informant is getting side-tracked. S/he is only 

getting sidetracked in your universe, in relation to your research questions. 

But the side-tracking may be precisely what there is to find out: a connection 

between things, one that you had not previously spotted, but which the 

informant establishes by his/her seemingly erratic and weird jump from one 

topic to another. Things that in your world are disconnected may be solidly 

connected in their life worlds, and anecdotes offer you a rich way into that. 

(Blommaert and Jie 2010: 58) 

While the method of questioning was ethnographic, the mode and type of interview chosen 

for this project was the face-to-face, individual interview. This choice over other modes 

and types was made to help the participants feel secure talking about potentially distressing 

topics without the concern of being overheard by another person (Matthews and Ross 2010) 

and to allow them to focus on the aspects of this complex disaster that were important to 

them. Each interview began with the participant filling in the questionnaire from which the 

profile data in Table 3ï4 were created. Interviews were scheduled to take about 60 minutes, 
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but were shorter or longer depending on the interviewee's convenience. After each 

interview, an interview record sheet to archive the researcher's learning process was 

created. These sheets are recommended by Gibson and Brown (2009: 95) and Matthews 

and Ross (2010: 232) and list descriptive information about the context of the interview, 

reflections on the participant and the process, and initial impressions of the data. They mark 

a first step in data analysis and, thus, constitute the fourth dataset of this case study; 

anonymised versions are available in Appendix D. 

The number of interviews in this thesis is not large, but this number was a function of the 

time and resources available to the researcher, the aims of the research, and the theories of 

knowledge and reality held by the communities to which the research is being addressed 

(Fielding 2003). Conducting 28 interviews was an achievable goal for a single researcher 

with one month to spend in the field. Additionally, a case study design in a constructivist 

frame required only a sufficient number of interviews to provide multiple perspectives on 

the phenomena under examination that would, where possible, continue until no 

significant, new data were being provided (Stake 1995, Yin 2014). The diversity in the 

profiles outlined in Table 3ï4 and the systematic interconnectedness found in the interview 

data convinced the researcher that these conditions had been met. Moreover, though there 

is no optimal interview number, and though quantity does not denote quality of data 

gathering or analysis, some guidelines have been established in the qualitative research 

literature; as few as 6 interviews are deemed appropriate for a study using phenomenology, 

and 30 to 50 interviews are thought to be suitable for ethnography or grounded theory 

(Morse 1994: 225). 

It should be noted, too, that these 28 interviews took place some 30 months after the onset 

of the 2011 disaster. The timing of research interventions in disaster settings must not be 

considered in isolation, but in tandem with issues of access to participants, the safety of the 

researcher and the researched, the readiness of participants to agree to interview, and the 

ethical appropriateness of the intervention. While this can lead to research being carried 

out anywhere from immediately post-disaster to up to five years after onset, the early 

recovery phase of a disaster is seen to be the optimal time at which to go into the field 

(Stallings 2002: 83-86). Recovery is generally said to take place from one month to up to 

one year after onset (WHO Regional Office for the Western Pacific 2012: 58). Thus, the 

timing of interviews in this case study was less than optimal, but well within the bounds 

established in other disaster studies. A major concern related to the issue of timing, though, 

was the issue of participant recall in their reporting of their experiences. Despite this 

concern, a clear correlation between the timing of interviews and the quality of participant 
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recall has yet to be shown in the disaster studies literature, and it has been argued by some 

that ó[t]here is reason to believe that many details of disasters will be recalled to good effect 

by the people who experienced them firsthand, even when a number of years have passedô 

(Grimm et al. 2014: 63). 

Following the completion of the interviews, it was also decided to build a small, illustrative 

corpus of examples of real communication (including some translated texts) from the time 

of the disaster for use in analysis. The corpus contains transcripts of media broadcasts, 

newspaper reports, and computer-mediated communication created by various actors at the 

time of the disaster. These data exemplify some of the communicative and information-

gathering acts that took place during the disaster. This illustrative corpus of communication 

from the disaster is the fifth dataset of this case study and is available in Section 4.5.5. 

3.6.6 Step 6: Transcription and member checking 

The audio of each interview for this research was recorded using an Olympus VN-711PC 

Digital Voice Recorder. Each interview was transcribed by the researcher using Express 

Scribe software. This package aids transcription by allowing the transcriber to control audio 

playback using keyboard hot keys. Transcribing the 28 interviews in this project required 

approximately 400 hours of typing time from November 2013 to March 2014. The 

theoretical view taken on transcription in this project was that it is a partial, iterative, and 

value-laden representation of the original discourse (Blommaert and Jie 2010, Gibson and 

Brown 2009). However, the constructivist philosophical stance adopted in this research 

embraces such subjectivity and considers the various analytic judgements made by the 

researcher on what to represent and how to represent it as objects for analysis. For this 

reason, decisions made during the transcription process are detailed in the log of data 

analysis. (This log will be explained in detail in Section 3.6.7.4.) In line with the 

ethnographic orientation of this case study, the researcher aimed to produce ófocusedô 

transcripts in the typology proposed by Gibson and Brown (2009: 109-118). Such 

transcripts show not just what was said but also how it was said and include as much 

contextual information as possible to convey the original quality of the dialogue. 

Nonetheless, when directly referenced in the body of the thesis, some contextual 

information ï such as filler words, repetitions, etc. ï have been removed from participant 

quotes to improve their readability. Once the transcripts were completed, they were 

anonymised. These anonymised transcripts are the sixth dataset of this case study and are 

available in Appendix E. 
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Following anonymisation, a unique link was shared with each participant showing them 

where the transcript of their interview (and theirs alone) was stored on the DCU-federated 

Google App. This form of sharing was deemed to be more secure and ethically appropriate 

than sending an e-mail attachment of the transcript to each interviewee. This step was the 

first stage of ómember checkingô: the validation of the knowledge produced in the name of 

the participant with the option for the participant to provide an alternative wording, to add 

further interpretation, or to clarify misunderstandings on the part of the researcher (Saldaña 

2009: 28, Stake 1995: 115). The participants were asked first to acknowledge receipt of the 

link. If no additional communication was received within 30 days of delivery of the shared 

link, it was then taken that they had no feedback to offer, and analysis of the data continued. 

These conditions were explained to each participant. Member checking is a time-

consuming and hazardous step in research; there is always the danger that it may cause the 

participant to exercise her/his right to withdraw from the study at a time when publication 

starts to come near. However, the constructivist paradigm of this research and the ethical 

rigour required in current ethnography to faithfully represent participant voices meant that 

it was a step that could not be overlooked. 

This step proved to be worthwhile. In total, 18 of the 28 participants chose to acknowledge 

receipt of the transcript. Of course, as Koskinen (2008: 90) emphasises: óérelative silence 

is not to be interpreted as a sign of agreement.ô We cannot, therefore, assume that the 10 

participants that did not reply had no problem with their transcripts. What we can say, 

though, is that, of the 18 participants that did reply, 11 participants had no changes to 

request, 5 participants had minor changes to request, and 2 participants had significant 

changes to request. The minor changes included the correction of words misheard or 

incorrectly transcribed by the researcher and the deletion of some filler words to improve 

readability. The significant changes to two transcripts were made to further protect the 

anonymity of the participants. Specifically, the participants asked for their country of origin 

to be made more ambiguous, for less detail to be given about their time spent resident in 

Japan, and for a more generic description of their occupation at the time of the disaster to 

be used. The fact that making these changes allowed these participants to feel better 

protected and to feel that their voices and experiences were being respected and more 

faithfully represented in the research made this time-consuming step worthwhile. 

3.6.7 Step 7: Data analysis 

Though initial analysis began at the interview stage, commencing coding represented a 

shift to systematically identifying and explaining the interrelationships, patterns, and 
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categories in the research data. Thus, an appropriate and rigorous analytical strategy needed 

to be implemented at this point. The analytical strategy adopted was a form of thematic 

analysis operationalised from Braun and Clarke (2006). In this operationalisation, themes 

were developed over six phases that progressed from participant-led, to interpretive, to 

abstract analysis. 

3.6.7.1 Participant-led analysis 

The first phase entailed multiple readings of hard copies of the interview transcripts to 

generate a list of code candidates that displayed features of interest to the research. Codes 

can come in various types, and this research used a mixture of a priori descriptive codes, 

based on the three research questions and defined prior to examination of the data, in vivo 

descriptive codes, generated from the voices of the participants during the coding process, 

and inductive codes, generated by the researcher when directly examining the data (Gibson 

and Brown 2009, Saldaña 2009). This first phase produced 79 codes in total. 

Then, the second phase of the Braun and Clarke (2006) workflow involved creating a rule-

for-inclusion for each of these 79 codes and proceeding again through the interview data 

to highlight any passages that satisfied the rule. This second and all subsequent phases of 

coding of the data were facilitated by QSR's NVivo 10 software. This software was used 

to make the process of analysis more accurate, reliable, and transparent (Gibbs 2002). Such 

rigour is essential to the constructivist paradigm explained in Section 3.5. The functions of 

the software that proved useful were its code and retrieve functions, its functions to assign 

definitions to codes, and its functions to build a log of analytical decisions and to create 

conceptual networks (Gibson and Brown 2009). 

Coding in this research was taken to be an iterative and cyclical act that facilitated the 

organisation and analysis of data by linking an idea with data that somehow exemplified 

that idea (Bazeley and Richards 2000, Gibbs 2002, Saldaña 2009). The codes generated 

formed a focus for thinking about the data and their interpretation with the aim of finding 

new understanding from the data (Bazeley and Richards 2000, Gibbs 2002). As a result, 

the codes should not be seen as a product of this research but are better conceptualised as 

part of the process. For this reason, as recommended by multiple authors in the literature 

(e.g., Bazeley and Richards 2000, Gibson and Brown 2009, Saldaña 2009), a codebook 
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was kept of all the coding definitions that were created. This is the seventh dataset of this 

case study and is available in Appendix F.4 

Once initial coding had been completed for the interview data, the same rules-for-inclusion 

were used to work through the secondary data. Seventeen pieces of secondary data are 

explicitly referred to in the participant-led and interpretive analyses of this thesis. The 

secondary data included: television news broadcasts and documentary excerpts; a survey 

of 282 foreign nationals in Sendai; websites, emails, and social media content from 2011; 

government pamphlets, publications, and photos; a crisis map; an NPOôs annual report; a 

newspaper report. This is the eighth dataset gathered for this case study, and a separate 

reference list for these secondary sources is available in Appendix G. 

3.6.7.2 Interpretive analysis 

The third and fourth phases in the Braun and Clarke (2006) analytical strategy involved 

using the above coded data to make interpretations about their meaning and significance. 

Specifically, the third phase involved combining the coded primary and secondary data into 

larger groups to produce themes. Again, a rule-for-inclusion process was used here. The 

main objectives of the fourth phase were to refine and further define the themes and to re-

read the hard copies of the data with these themes in mind to ensure that the process of 

moving to interpretive analysis had not removed the research too far from the original 

participant data. 

Overall, the focus in these two largely interpretive phases was on creating interpretations 

through a process of triangulation; that is to say, through the search for systematic 

interconnectedness within the interview data themselves and between the primary and 

secondary data. Again, from a constructivist perspective, the triangulation process was not 

carried out to increase the likelihood of truth but to help search for additional and 

competing interpretations and to identify the most viable of them (Stake 1995). Two 

frameworks were particularly instructive for triangulation. The first framework was Gibbs 

(2002: 13-14), which listed various threats to quality in the process of analysis and 

triangulation. The threats include: an overemphasis on positive cases and an ignoring of 

negative cases; a focus on the exotic and unusual; unwarranted generalisation; the 

introduction of bias, vagueness and inconsistency in the analytical process. The second 

framework came from Hatch (2002 cited in Saldaña 2009: 6) and advises the reader on how 

                                                 

4 Appendix F shows that, of the 104 codes in the codebook, 49 were inductive, 31 were in vivo, and 24 were a 

priori . 
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to search for patterns when qualitatively analysing data. Hatch suggests thinking of patterns 

as varying forms, not as stable regularities, and encourages the reader to examine the data 

not just for forms of similarity, but also for forms of difference, frequency, sequence, 

correspondence, and causation. 

3.6.7.3 Abstract analysis 

Following any necessary adjustments after re-reading the hard copies of the data with the 

thematic rules-for-inclusion in mind, the fifth phase introduced abstract analysis and 

involved the production of a well-defined thematic map that was linked plausibly to 

abstract ideas contained in the literature to which the research would contribute. In this case 

study, the overriding argument made visible through the thematic map was about the 

importance of trust to the communicating and information gathering carried out by foreign 

residents in the disaster, and the abstract application of trust theory to these data to argue 

for an important role for translation and interpreting in the existence of this trust. (These 

abstract arguments will be explained in detail in Chapter 6.) The ninth dataset created for 

this case study came during this abstract analysis phase and consists of the detailed 

breakdown and analysis of instances of trust according to the trust model developed by 

Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) explained in Chapter 6. This dataset is available in 

Appendix H. The sixth and final phase in this operationalisation of Braun and Clarkeôs 

(2006) strategy involved the write-up of the report. It is included in the workflow here to 

underline that interpretation, abstract thinking, and the refinement of these ideas continued 

up to the final stages of the writing process. 

Figures 3ï2 and 3ï3 illustrate how the coding described here in Section 3.6.7 was 

developed from the second phase of the Braun and Clarke (2006) workflow through to the 

final thematic map. 
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Figure 3-2. Thematic map phases 2 & 3 [no. of code is ref. no. in codebook in Appendix F]  

Red = new code   Blue = repositioned code

Phase 2

1. Accurate information ABSENT 7. Assumptions about disaster

2. Accurate information PRESENT 8. Assumptions about foreign nationals in disaster

3. Actionable information ABSENT 9. Awareness of framing

4. Actionable information PRESENT 10. Beginning of the disaster

5. Advice or lessons learned 12. Changed habits

6. Alarms and sirens 13. Changed habits of communication

7. Assumptions about disaster 14. Changed habits of information gathering

8. Assumptions about foreign nationals in disaster 15. Characteristics of disaster-related information

9. Awareness of framing 1. Accurate information ABSENT

10. Beginning of the disaster 2. Accurate information PRESENT

12. Changed habits 3. Actionable information ABSENT

13. Changed habits of communication 4. Actionable information PRESENT

14. Changed habits of information gathering 93. Timely information ABSENT

16. Communal and organised response and recovery 94. Timely information PRESENT

17. Communicating NEGATIVE 100. Trustworthy information ABSENT

18. Communicating NEUTRAL 101. Trustworthy information PRESENT

19. Communicating POSITIVE 16. Communal and organised response and recovery

20. Complacency 28. Culture

23. Cultural barrier ABSENT 23. Cultural barrier ABSENT

24. Cultural barrier PRESENT 24. Cultural barrier PRESENT

25. Cultural barrier PRESENT for participant 25. Cultural barrier PRESENT for participant

26. Cultural mediation by another 26. Cultural mediation by another

27. Cultural mediation by the participant 27. Cultural mediation by the participant

29. Culture of disaster in Japan 29. Culture of disaster in Japan

32. Earthquake 31. Disaster preparation, response, and recovery

33. Effect of the interview process 5. Advice or lessons learned

34. Ending of the disaster 20. Complacency

35. External factors 37. Focus in response or recovery

36. Fly-jin 41. Independent and ad-hoc response and recovery

37. Focus in response or recovery 53. Knowledge of response and recovery ABSENT

38. Foreign nationals are a community 54. Knowledge of response and recovery PRESENT

39. Foreign nationals are not all the same 34. Ending of the disaster

40. Guilt 35. External factors

41. Independent and ad-hoc response and recovery 36. Fly-jin

42. Information gathering NEGATIVE 38. Foreign nationals are a community

43. Information gathering NEUTRAL 39. Foreign nationals are not all the same

44. Information gathering POSITIVE 40. Guilt

53. Knowledge of response and recovery ABSENT 46. Instances of communicating

54. Knowledge of response and recovery PRESENT 17. Communicating NEGATIVE

56. Linguistic barrier ABSENT 18. Communicating NEUTRAL

57. Linguistic barrier PRESENT 19. Communicating POSITIVE

58. Linguistic barrier PRESENT for participant 49. Instances of information gathering

59. Linguistic mediation by another 42. Information gathering NEGATIVE

60. Linguistic mediation by the participant 43. Information gathering NEUTRAL

61. Memory STRONG 44. Information gathering POSITIVE

62. Memory WEAK 55. Language

64. Native language NEGATIVE 56. Linguistic barrier ABSENT

65. Native language NEUTRAL 57. Linguistic barrier PRESENT

66. Native language POSITIVE 58. Linguistic barrier PRESENT for participant

68. Non-verbal non-pictorial communication or information gathering 59. Linguistic mediation by another

69. Nuclear 60. Linguistic mediation by the participant

71. Panic ABSENT 63. Methodology

72. Panic PRESENT 33. Effect of the interview process

73. Partner (Japanese) 61. Memory STRONG

74. Partner (non-Japanese resident in Japan) 62. Memory WEAK

75. Partner (non-Japanese resident outside Japan) 70. Other disaster intercultural communication

76. Personal judgement 6. Alarms and sirens

77. Pictorial rather than verbal codes NEGATIVE 68. Non-verbal non-pictorial communication or information gathering

78. Pictorial rather than verbal codes NEUTRAL 77. Pictorial rather than verbal codes NEGATIVE

79. Pictorial rather than verbal codes POSITIVE 78. Pictorial rather than verbal codes NEUTRAL

80. Polyglotism 79

82. Relationship NEGATIVE 80. Polyglotism

83. Relationship NEUTRAL 64. Native language NEGATIVE

84. Relationship POSITIVE 65. Native language NEUTRAL

87. Rural residence 66. Native language POSITIVE

88. Sensationalism in news media ABSENT 95. Tone of voice

89. Sensationalism in news media PRESENT 71. Panic ABSENT

90. Single 72. Panic PRESENT

91. Stress 76. Personal judgement

92. Suburban residence 81. Principal perceived hazard

93. Timely information ABSENT 32. Earthquake

94. Timely information PRESENT 69. Nuclear

95. Tone of voice 102. Tsunami

96. Topics needing cultural mediation 82. Relationship NEGATIVE

97. Topics needing linguistic mediation 83. Relationship NEUTRAL

100. Trustworthy information ABSENT 84. Relationship POSITIVE

101. Trustworthy information PRESENT 85. Relationship with a significant other

102. Tsunami 73. Partner (Japanese)

103. Urban residence 74. Partner (non-Japanese resident in Japan)

75. Partner (non-Japanese resident outside Japan)

90. Single

87. Rural residence

88. Sensationalism in news media ABSENT

89. Sensationalism in news media PRESENT

91. Stress

92. Suburban residence

96. Topics needing cultural mediation

97. Topics needing linguistic mediation

103. Urban residence

Phase 3

Red = new code   Blue = repositioned code
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Figure 3-3. Thematic map phases 4 & 5 [no. of code is ref. no. in codebook in Appendix F]  

10. Beginning of the disaster (moves to '2. Context' in Phase 5) 63. Methodology

28. Culture  (moves to '3. Translation' in Phase 5) 33. Effect of the interview process

23. Cultural barrier ABSENT 61. Memory STRONG

24. Cultural barrier PRESENT 62. Memory WEAK

25. Cultural barrier PRESENT for participant 22. Context

26. Cultural mediation by another 10. Beginning of the disaster

27. Cultural mediation by the participant 30. Disaster culture

30. Disaster culture (moves to '2. Context' in Phase 5) 7. Assumptions about disaster

7. Assumptions about disaster 8. Assumptions about foreign nationals in disaster

8. Assumptions about foreign nationals in disaster 16. Communal and organised response and recovery

16. Communal and organised response and recovery 29. Culture of disaster in Japan

29. Culture of disaster in Japan 71. Panic ABSENT

71. Panic ABSENT 72. Panic PRESENT

72. Panic PRESENT 76. Personal judgement

76. Personal judgement 34. Ending of the disaster

34. Ending of the disaster (moves to '2. Context' in Phase 5) 35. External factors

35. External factors (moves to '2. Context' in Phase 5) 46. Instances of communicating

46. Instances of communicating (moves to '2. Context' in Phase 5) 17. Communicating NEGATIVE

17. Communicating NEGATIVE 18. Communicating NEUTRAL

18. Communicating NEUTRAL 19. Communicating POSITIVE

19. Communicating POSITIVE 49. Instances of information gathering

49. Instances of information gathering (moves to '2. Context' in Phase 5) 42. Information gathering NEGATIVE

42. Information gathering NEGATIVE 43. Information gathering NEUTRAL

43. Information gathering NEUTRAL 44. Information gathering POSITIVE

44. Information gathering POSITIVE 81. Principal perceived hazard

55. Language (moves to '3. Translation' in Phase 5) 32. Earthquake

56. Linguistic barrier ABSENT 69. Nuclear

57. Linguistic barrier PRESENT 102. Tsunami

58. Linguistic barrier PRESENT for participant 85. Relationship with a significant other

59. Linguistic mediation by another 73. Partner (Japanese)

60. Linguistic mediation by the participant 74. Partner (non-Japanese resident in Japan)

63. Methodology (becomes '1. Methodology' in Phase 5) 75. Partner (non-Japanese resident outside Japan)

33. Effect of the interview process 90. Single

61. Memory STRONG 87. Rural residence

62. Memory WEAK 92. Suburban residence

67. News translation (moves to '5. Rival explanations' in Phase 5) 103. Urban residence

9. Awareness of framing 98. Translation

88. Sensationalism in news media ABSENT 29. Culture

89. Sensationalism in news media PRESENT 23. Cultural barrier ABSENT

70. Other disaster intercultural communication (moves to '5. Rival explanations' in Phase 5) 24. Cultural barrier PRESENT

6. Alarms and sirens 25. Cultural barrier PRESENT for participant

68. Non-verbal non-pictorial communication or information gathering 26. Cultural mediation by another

77. Pictorial rather than verbal codes NEGATIVE 27. Cultural mediation by the participant

78. Pictorial rather than verbal codes NEUTRAL 55. Language

79. Pictorial rather than verbal codes POSITIVE 56. Linguistic barrier ABSENT

80. Polyglotism 57. Linguistic barrier PRESENT

64. Native language NEGATIVE 58. Linguistic barrier PRESENT for participant

65. Native language NEUTRAL 59. Linguistic mediation by another

66. Native language POSITIVE 60. Linguistic mediation by the participant

95. Tone of voice 82. Relationship NEGATIVE

81. Principal perceived hazard (moves to '2. Context' in Phase 5) 83. Relationship NEUTRAL

32. Earthquake 84. Relationship POSITIVE

69. Nuclear 96. Topics needing cultural mediation

102. Tsunami 97. Topics needing linguistic mediation

82. Relationship NEGATIVE (moves to '3. Translation' in Phase 5) 99. Trust

83. Relationship NEUTRAL (moves to '3. Translation' in Phase 5) 11. 'Believe' type trust

84. Relationship POSITIVE (moves to '3. Translation' in Phase 5) 21. 'Confidence in' type trust

85. Relationship with a significant other (moves to '1. Methodology' in Phase 5) 45. Instances of belief

73. Partner (Japanese) 47. Instances of confidence

74. Partner (non-Japanese resident in Japan) 48. Instances of faith

75. Partner (non-Japanese resident outside Japan) 50. Instances of reliance

90. Single 51. Instances of trust

87. Rural residence 52. Instances of trust model

92. Suburban residence 100. Trustworthy information ABSENT

96. Topics needing cultural mediation (moves to '3. Translation' in Phase 5) 101. Trustworthy information PRESENT

97. Topics needing linguistic mediation (moves to '3. Translation' in Phase 5) 86. Rival explanations

99. Trust (becomes '4. Trust' in Phase 5) 67. News translation

12. 'Believe' type trust 9. Awareness of framing

21. 'Confidence in' type trust 88. Sensationalism in news media ABSENT

45. Instances of belief 89. Sensationalism in news media PRESENT

47. Instances of confidence 70. Other disaster intercultural communication

48. Instances of faith 6. Alarms and sirens

50. Instances of reliance 68. Non-verbal non-pictorial communication or information gathering

51. Instances of trust 77. Pictorial rather than verbal codes NEGATIVE

52. Instances of trust model 78. Pictorial rather than verbal codes NEUTRAL

100. Trustworthy information ABSENT 79. Pictorial rather than verbal codes POSITIVE

101. Trustworthy information PRESENT 80. Polyglotism

103. Urban residence 64. Native language NEGATIVE

104. Various codes no longer actively pursued in this project (not considered in Phase 5) 65. Native language NEUTRAL

12. Changed habits 66. Native language POSITIVE

13. Changed habits of communication 95. Tone of voice

14. Changed habits of information gathering

15. Characteristics of disaster-related information

1.  Accurate information ABSENT

2. Accurate information PRESENT

3. Actionable information ABSENT

4. Actionable information PRESENT

93. Timely information ABSENT

94.Timely information PRESENT

31. Disaster preparation, response, and recovery

5. Advice or lessons learned

20. Complacency

37. Focus in response or recovery

41. Independent and ad-hoc response and recovery

53. Knowledge of response and recovery ABSENT

54. Knowledge of response and recovery PRESENT

36. Fly-jin

38. Foreign nationals are a community

39. Foreign nationals are not all the same

40. Guilt

91. Stress

Phase 4 Phase 5

Red = new code   Blue = repositioned code Red = new code   Blue = repositioned code
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3.6.7.4 An assessment of Braun and Clarkeôs strategy 

At the early stages of the project, analytical strategies such as narrative analysis, 

interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA), and framing analysis were considered. 

However, thematic analysis was chosen because of its more frequent application to 

ethnographic and case study projects than the other three options (Atkinson 2001, Yin 

2014), and because a focus on the participantsô stories (narrative analysis), experiential 

identities (IPA), or communicative/discursive frames (framing analysis) might have proved 

to be more analytically restrictive than a broader thematic search. The Braun and Clarke 

(2006) thematic analytical strategy was labour intensive, especially with more than 280,000 

words of transcript data to read through repeatedly over various phases.5 Nonetheless, these 

repeated viewings at different times and with different focuses (sometimes participant-led, 

sometimes interpretive, sometimes abstract) encouraged fresh insights about the data and 

led to new realisations and valuable questioning of assumptions as the process of analysis 

progressed. The development of the researcherôs ideas about the data and the major 

analytical decisions taken can be tracked in the log of data analysis. This constitutes the 

tenth and final dataset of this case study and is available in Appendix I.6 Most valuably, the 

realisation that trust was an analytical category that could be used to tie the major themes 

of the thesis together ï that is to say, the driving force behind the final abstract analysis in 

this work ï came about only in the fourth of Braun and Clarkeôs six-phase workflow. In 

sum, the cost in terms of labour-intensive repetition in this strategy was outweighed by the 

benefit of new insight afforded by repeated viewings of the same data at regular intervals 

but from different perspectives. Additionally, the costs would have been further mitigated 

had the transcripts been of a more manageable length. 

3.6.8 Step 8: Further member checking and report writing 

With the data analysis phase completed, a second member checking step was carried out in 

which Chapters 4, 5, and 6 of this thesis (the analytical chapters) were sent to all 28 

participants.7 Here participants were once again given the opportunity to ensure that their 

experiences and voices had not been misrepresented in the research and to provide any 

                                                 

5 The mean word count per transcript was approximately 10,000 words, the median was approximately 9,000 

words, and the mode was approximately 8,000 words, so all transcripts were relatively long and took a 

considerable amount of time to read through. 
6 This log has been fully anonymised to protect participant anonymity. Furthermore, a reading of this log is 

not required to understand this thesis. The log is provided merely for interested readers to be able to 

independently assess how the researcher constructed knowledge in this thesis. 
7 The participants were sent these three chapters rather than the full thesis to check so as not to impose an 

excessive burden on them and to ensure that there was ample time after member checking for the full write up 

of the thesis. 
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feedback or changes for the researcher to consider. This step also contributed in part to 

fulfilling  the researcherôs ethical responsibility to provide the people who might benefit the 

most (i.e., foreign residents of Japan who might experience another large disaster in the 

future) with the findings of this research as soon as possible. In the end, only 7 of the 28 

participants acknowledged this second member checking step. None of these participants 

requested any changes and all gave a positive assessment of the work. A representative 

example is the following line taken from Participant 6ôs reply: óI think the mentions 

accurate [sic] and in context, and I am fine with it as isô. Again, we must remind ourselves 

of Koskinenôs (2008: 90) caution that silence from participants should not be interpreted 

as agreement. However, some validation for the findings in this report can be claimed by 

the fact that, when given the opportunity to refute the arguments advanced in the thesis, 7 

of the 28 participants did not do so and, on the contrary, supported and positively evaluated 

the knowledge that was created in the work. With this second stage of member checking 

completed, the researcher finished the write up of the PhD document and notified his 

university of his intention to submit the thesis for examination. 

3.7 Learning points from implementing the methodological steps 

In addition to the various learning points that have been mentioned in Sections 3.4 and 3.6, 

two broad, unanticipated lessons were learned by the researcher in implementing 

Koskinenôs (2008) methodology. 

The first lesson concerns the importance of trust and its relationship to the emic and etic 

tensions inherent in any ethnographically-informed project, as well as its relationship to 

the value of some of the data gathered. A need to build and maintain trust conditioned some 

of the practical steps applied in this methodology: choosing to use face-to-face, individual 

interviews over other data-gathering tools; sending an outline of interview topics to the 

participants in advance of meeting; providing participants with the opportunity to member 

check the interview transcripts and data analysis chapters. In addition, though, it was the 

researcherôs ability to claim insider status or to display an insider perspective that helped 

to foster trust and intimacy at crucial times in the interviews. Selectively employing 

identities in such a strategic way did, at times, lead to some feelings of guilt or dishonesty 

on the part of the researcher, but these feelings were mitigated by the other ethical steps 

that were put in place to ensure that the participants did not feel manipulated. Moreover, at 

other points in the project, it was deemed more important for the research to keep the trust 

of the participants than to add interesting new data; specifically, three participants initially 

provided supplementary data that illustrated the thesisô arguments well but then asked that 
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these data not be included due to their sensitive and personal nature. To maintain participant 

trust, these data were entirely omitted from the research project. 

The second lesson concerns the value but occasional impracticality of the ethnographic 

interview method. This way of interviewing that encourages tangents, anecdotes, and 

strategic silence certainly generated rich interview data, helped the researcher to deal with 

sensitive and potentially distressing topics in the interviews, and encouraged interviewees 

to remember details gradually over a developing dialogue. Ultimately, though, the success 

of this method was found to be dependent on several factors. Firstly, time; when under time 

pressure (e.g., knowing that the participant needed to get back to work soon, etc.) the 

interview required greater structure and researcher control. Secondly, the participant's 

character; some people are naturally more or less talkative. For the less talkative people, it 

was more difficult to leave them in control of the interview or there would have been 

unproductive, non-strategic silence. Finally, the ethnographic quality of the interviews was 

also affected by how much each participant felt they had a 'story' to tell. Some participants 

did not see their experience as being worthy of the title 'story' and they needed more 

prompting and structure to give more contextual, fuller answers. 

3.8 Conclusion 

This chapter provided extensive discussion from the literature on the fundamental aspects 

of the ethnographic and case study methodologies in order to show that the Koskinen 

(2008) methodology was appropriate to the aims of the research and to detail the ways in 

which this methodology was operationalised to describe, understand, and explain the social 

phenomena of translation and interpreting using the case of the community of foreign 

nationals resident in East Japan during the 2011 disaster. The next chapter begins the 

investigation of these phenomena and describes and explains the context in which 

translation and interpreting took place in the 2011 disaster.  
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óCivilization exists by geological consent, 

subject to change without notice.ô 

Will Durant, Historian (1885-1981) 
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Chapter 4 ï Context of communicating and gathering 

information  

Participant-led analysis: 
 

Beginning to answer the following research question: 

ÅHow did foreign residents communicate and gather information during the 2011 disaster? 

Figure 4-1. Word cloud from coded data used primarily in the creation of Chapter 48 

  

                                                 

8 This word cloud has been created (using NVivo 10 software) from text contained under the following codes: 

Beginning of the disaster; Disaster culture; Ending of the disaster; External factors; Instances of 

communicating; Instances of information gathering; Principal perceived hazard; Relationship with a 

significant other; Rural Residence; Suburban residence; Urban residence. The word cloud displays the 100 

most frequent words with a minimum length of 1 character. Only the default stop words for US English pre-

set in NVivo 10 software (generally articles, pronouns, conjunctions, and prepositions) have been applied to 

this list. 
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4.1 Introduction 

This chapter describes and explains the environment in which communication and 

information gathering were being carried out in the 2011 disaster, indicates the types of 

foreign resident who were involved in these communicative acts, and analyses in detail 

how these foreign residents went about these acts. To achieve this, the first half of the 

chapter presents largely contextual and experiential information, while the second half of 

the chapter offers descriptive data and findings. The contextual and experiential elements 

consist of an overview of the disaster, an explanation of how the boundaries of this enquiry 

into the disaster have been established, the researcherôs autoethnographic account of his 

experiences of the disaster, and short descriptions of four other foreign residentsô 

experiences of the disaster. The findings in the chapter are a form of participant-led analysis 

in which data from interviews with the 28 participants described in Chapter 3 have been 

combined with secondary data to create the first arguments that make up this thesis. The 

chapter begins, though, with a reminder of the catastrophic events that took place in Japan 

in early 2011. 

4.2 An overview of the disaster 

In Japan on Friday, March 11, 2011 at 2.46pm a powerful magnitude 9.0 earthquake created 

a massive tsunami that set off a serious nuclear disaster. UNESCO (2012: 3) underlines the 

catastrophic scale of this complex disaster: the tsunami had a run-up height of 40m at its 

highest point and inundated 535km2 of land over a coast line of about 2,400km; 128,753 

houses were completely destroyed and 245,376 houses were partially destroyed. 

Furthermore, at the time of writing, 200,495 people remain internally displaced as a result 

of the disaster (Reconstruction Agency of Japan 2015). The tsunami was certainly the 

deadliest of the three hazards, and approximately 92% of fatalities in the disaster were by 

drowning (UNESCO 2012: 3), but the disaster at the Fukushima nuclear power plant was 

assigned the highest possible rating on the International Nuclear Event Scale and continues, 

at the time of writing, to be a volatile situation that authorities are attempting to control 

(McCurry 2015). The estimated economic losses from the disaster are put at some US$220 

billion and recovery operations are predicted to be on-going until 2020 (UNESCO 2012: 

3). 

The response to the disaster was the largest in Japanese history and involved the 

deployment of personnel from both national and international bodies. The Japanese Self 

Defense Forces dispatched almost half of their uniformed personnel, or some 107,000 

people (Ministry of Defense of Japan 2011). In addition, the US Military ï Japanôs sole 
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defence ally, with forces based throughout the Japanese territory ï mobilised 

approximately 16,000 troops, 15 vessels, and 140 aircraft to assist Japan in search and 

rescue, reopening transport channels, transport of supplies, and information gathering 

(Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars 2012). Additional humanitarian relief 

and support were provided on a large scale by organisations such as the Japanese Red Cross 

Society or United Nations bodies like UNOCHA, UNICEF, WHO, or UNESCO. For 

instance, the Red Cross alone dispatched 896 medical teams (totalling some 5,300 staff) 

throughout the worst-affected areas, coordinated the activities of thousands of volunteers, 

and collected US$3.89 billion as of April 2012 (Japanese Red Cross Society 2012). 

The areas worst affected by loss of life, injury, displacement, and destruction of property 

in the 2011 disaster were the fishing villages and rural areas of Japanôs north-eastern 

Tohoku region, in particular Iwate, Miyagi, and Fukushima Prefectures (International 

Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 2013). In all, 15,887 people lost their 

lives, 2,615 are still unaccounted for, and 6,150 were injured (National Police Agency of 

Japan 2014). Sixty-five percent of those who lost their lives were over 60 years of age 

(UNESCO 2012: 3), and 41 of the fatalities in this disaster were recorded as having a 

nationality other than Japanese; three quarters of these foreign fatalities were Chinese or 

Korean (Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare of Japan 2012). The numbers of foreign 

residents registered in Japan dropped dramatically following the disaster, and 41,207 fewer 

foreign nationals were resident in Japan by the end of March 2011 than had been there at 

the start of the year; in the three worst-affected prefectures, the number of foreign residents 

dropped on average 14.3 per cent (Ministry of Justice of Japan 2012). 

This overview has attempted to show that the context of the 2011 disaster is important and 

needs to be understood to interpret the arguments presented in this thesis. However, the 

scale and complexity of this contextual information are also potentially overwhelming, and 

this fact reinforces the need to establish boundaries in this enquiry; failing to do so would 

risk losing the objects of enquiry in the midst of this voluminous context. The next section 

explains how the boundaries for this case study have been defined. 

4.3 Boundaries of the enquiry 

The long-running and complex disaster described in Section 4.2 showed that many groups 

of individuals could have been chosen as cases to be studied in this enquiry. Emergency 

responders, affected communities, or government institutions were all communicating with 

each other and with the outside world during the disaster. The objects of enquiry in this 

thesis are the phenomena of translation and interpreting. Therefore, it made sense to focus 
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on a group that would likely have been producers and consumers of translation and 

interpreting. 

4.3.1 Defining the case to be studied 

It would have been interesting to study Japanese peopleôs experiences of translation or 

interpreting in this disaster, and this group could have begun to form the case in this 

enquiry. However, the dominant linguistic and cultural context of Japan is Japanese, and 

Japanese domestic responders took charge of the majority of response activities. Therefore, 

it might have been difficult to find expressions of the phenomena of translation and 

interpreting when viewed from the point of view of Japanese nationals. In contrast, less 

than 2% of the total population of Japan were registered as being foreign nationals at the 

time of onset of the disaster (Ministry of Justice of Japan 2012). Thus, foreign languages 

and cultures would have been unlikely to dominate the disaster scene and, if it could be 

assumed that a portion of this population of foreign nationals were not competent in a 

Japanese linguistic and cultural context, then translation would likely have formed part of 

their experiences of the disaster. Prior disaster contexts in Japan seemed to support these 

assumptions. Sato, Okamoto, and Miyao (2009) explain that, in the 1995 Great Hanshin-

Awaji Earthquake, foreigners ï mostly Korean, Chinese, and Brazilian nationals ï made 

up 2% of the total population in the disaster area but 3% of the fatalities in the earthquake. 

This happened because these foreigners lived in cheap, poorly earthquake-prepared 

housing, because they could not understand the emergency communications in Japanese, 

and because they found insufficient support in other languages. Satisfied that it made sense 

to focus on foreign nationals as a potential case with which to study the phenomena of 

translation and interpreting in disaster, the question then became the selection of the most 

appropriate sub-group of foreign nationals on which to focus. 

Foreign nationals in Japan in the 2011 disaster did not form a homogenous group, and even 

unpacking the concept of foreignness in a Japanese context is a complex and sensitive task. 

(For an instructive exposition of some of the debates surrounding how language, culture, 

and identity intersect with ideas of foreignness in Japan, see Gottlieb [2012].) For the 

purposes of this research, however, it was necessary to be clear about whose experiences 

were being considered as data. Potential groups of foreign nationals present in Japan for 

the 2011 disaster included foreign responders, short-term foreign visitors to Japan, and 

documented and undocumented foreign residents of Japan. Each group will be discussed 

briefly before the group chosen as the case in this study is explained. 
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4.3.1.1 Foreign responders 

Foreign troops working in a humanitarian capacity as well as specialised and volunteer 

humanitarian responders from overseas were present in Japan in the 2011 disaster. The US 

military was the largest foreign presence in the emergency response effort, and the Japanese 

government requested the US to play a central role for several reasons: the US is Japanôs 

sole defence ally and has forces based throughout the territory; they have a huge response 

capacity; Japanese and US forces regularly carry out joint military exercises and have a 

high level of interoperability (Ministry of Defense of Japan 2011, Shimodaira 2012, 

Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars 2012). Other foreign responders 

performed a largely supporting role and represented a wide variety of countries and 

institutions: 

Countries, territories and organizations with teams on-the-ground at the initial 

stage included Australia, China, France, Germany, Indonesia, Israel, Italy, 

New Zealand, Mexico, Mongolia, Singapore, South Korea, Russia, South 

Africa, Switzerland, Turkey, Taiwan, UK, USA, IAEA, UNDAC, and 

UNOCHA, which all responded with search, rescue and relief activities. 

(Japanese Red Cross Society 2012: 4) 

4.3.1.2 Short-term foreign visitors 

This sub-group of foreign nationals is made up largely of tourists, business travellers, and 

journalists. It is difficult to find records in the literature on the experience of this category 

of foreigner due to the fact that they were in Japan for just a short time. One mention of 

this group, however, came in a press conference given by the mayor of Sendai (the largest 

city in the three worst-affected prefectures). In this conference, the mayor underlined that 

it was not only citizens resident in the disaster zone that were forced to evacuate to refuge 

areas, but also tourists and business travellers, and that providing information to such non-

residents proved difficult (Matsuoka 2012). Furthermore, it is not difficult to imagine that 

foreign nationals in this group would have had few established support systems in Japan 

and might have had little experience of Japanese language or culture. 

4.3.1.3 Documented and undocumented foreign residents of Japan 

Japan has a strict residency management system for foreign nationals. All mid-term to long-

term foreign residents are issued with a registration card and have a legal obligation to 

register their place of residence with local government authorities (Immigration Bureau of 

Japan 2011). This means that reliable, up-to-date data on the number of foreign residents 

in each prefecture of Japan are accessible through the national statistics agencies (E-Stat 
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2011). These data are detailed and include collated information on categories such as 

country of origin, purpose for being in Japan, and visa status. Of course, just because an 

individual was registered in a prefecture does not mean that they were necessarily present 

at the onset of the disaster, but this group of foreign nationals provided the researcher with 

a sub-group whose numbers could be estimated and whose profiles could be known. 

Additionally, not all foreign nationals resident in Japan at the time would have entered the 

country with the appropriate documentation, and the numbers of such undocumented 

residents and their profiles are difficult to estimate. 

All of these foreign nationals ï the US military, other humanitarian responders, tourists, 

business travellers, journalists, documented or undocumented residents ï could have made 

interesting cases, but this thesis focuses on just one sub-group: documented foreign 

residents of Japan, specifically those foreign nationals who were resident in the disaster 

zone at the time of onset of the 2011 disaster. For convenience, all references to óforeign 

residentsô or to óforeign nationals residentô in Japan in the remainder of this thesis refer to 

this particular case. 

This group was chosen for a variety of reasons. As explained in Chapter 3, the researcher 

had connections to communities of long-term foreign residents still living in Japan as a 

result of having lived there himself. Additionally, the longer-term engagement of this group 

with Japan implied that they might have been involved in communication at more varied 

stages of the disaster. Finally, this engagement with Japan coupled with continued ties to 

linguistic and cultural contexts beyond Japan promised that this group would hold 

interesting views on language, culture, translation, and interpreting. 

4.3.1.4 A note on foreignness 

Adopting the appropriate terminology to refer to the case being studied in this research has 

been problematic. The decision to use the term óforeign resident(s)ô or óforeign national(s) 

resident in Japanô was made after due consideration of alternative terms and of the issues 

of language, culture, and identity that the use of such terms entails. In fact, these terms are 

translations of the terms  (zairyȊ gaikokujin ï which can be glossed as 

óresident foreign nationalô) and ⌐ ∆╢  (nihon ni zairyȊ suru gaikokujin 

ï which can be glossed as óforeign national resident in Japanô) used in official Japanese 

immigration literature. (See, for instance, Immigration Bureau of Japan [2011] or Ministry 

of Justice of Japan [2012]). Nevertheless, it is recognised that the use of the adjective 

óforeignô could bring with it unintended connotations of óotherô or óless thanô. Moreover, 

óforeignô in a Japanese context could imply a lack of Japanese linguistic or cultural 
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competence that would not necessarily represent the case. In the end, it was decided that 

these terms ï though far from perfect ï were preferable to the other terms that had been 

considered. The rejected terms and a brief reason for their rejection are listed below. 

¶ óNon-Japanese speakerô did not reflect the fact that some members of the group 

making up the case could speak Japanese proficiently. 

¶ óMigrantô conveyed a nuance of ótemporaryô or ótransitoryô that did not represent 

the experience of some members of the group making up the case. 

¶ óEconomic migrantô ignored the fact that some members of the group making up 

the case came to Japan to study or to accompany a partner. 

¶ óExpatriateô in a Japanese context was found to refer to only one urban, high-

income socioeconomic group of residents originally from other countries. 

¶ óNon-Japaneseô was thought to convey a more profound connotation of óotherô or 

óless thanô than foreign national. 

¶ óCentre-peripheryô and ómajority-minorityô conveyed a power relation that does 

not necessarily reflect the high social status and non-marginalised status of some 

members of the group making up the case. 

¶ óInternational residentsô was thought to be equally applicable to Japanese people 

who had lived overseas but were now back in Japan. For instance, the term 

óinternational schoolô is used in a Japanese context to indicate a student body 

usually made up of non-nationals and Japanese returnees from overseas. 

It should now be clear that the group of people being used to make a study of translation 

and interpreting in this thesis is foreign residents. More specifically, as was indicted above, 

it is looking at those foreign nationals who were resident in the disaster zone at the time of 

onset of the 2011 disaster. This specification implies spatial and temporal boundaries that 

must now be explained. 

 

4.3.2 Defining the disaster in space 

Section 4.2 explained that the worst of the disaster was concentrated on Japanôs north-

eastern Tohoku region. However, the officially-designated disaster zone spread over much 

of the eastern half of Japanôs main island. This is evidenced by the fact that Japanôs 1947 

Disaster Relief Act was applied to give relief to areas contained in the following ten 

prefectures: Iwate, Miyagi, Fukushima, Aomori, Ibaraki, Tochigi, Chiba, Tokyo, Niigata, 

and Nagano (Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare of Japan 2011). Figure 4ï2 represents 
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on a map of Japan divided into its forty-seven prefectures the areas in which this act was 

applied. It also indicates the place of residence at the time of the disasterôs onset of the 28 

participants in this case study (see Section 3.6.5 for detail). 

Figure 4-2. Map of the official disaster zone 

 

Official records can be used to estimate the number of foreign residents that may have been 

in these ten prefectures at the time of the disaster. Figures for 2011 indicate that about 

670,000 foreign nationals from more than 190 different countries were registered as being 

resident in this zone (E-Stat 2011). Specifically, 28,830 foreign nationals were recorded as 

being resident in the three worst-affected prefectures (Iwate, Miyagi, Fukushima) and 

649,704 foreign nationals were recorded as being resident in the remaining disaster-hit 

prefectures (Aomori, Ibaraki, Tochigi, Chiba, Tokyo, Niigata and Nagano).9 In short, the 

phenomena of translation and interpreting were open to being explored from the 

                                                 

9 These records are available in Japanese from: http://tinyurl.com/n2ucdxq [Accessed 12 June 2015]. 
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perspective of a large number of potential informants and, if a foreign national was resident 

anywhere in the red area outlined in Figure 4ï2, their data was considered for potential 

inclusion in this case study. 

 

4.3.3 Defining the disaster in time 

Having defined a sufficient scope in space, it was necessary to establish a scope in time for 

eligible data. Guidelines proposed by the WHO Regional Office for the Western Pacific 

(2012: 58) were adapted to choose temporal cut-offs for the disaster. These guidelines 

define the phases and timeline of a disaster as pre-event (lasting only seconds or minutes), 

event (lasting about one week after onset), response (lasting about one month after onset), 

and recovery (lasting about one year after onset). Thus, any data from a few minutes before 

the first earthquake hit to up to about a year after the onset of the disaster were to be 

considered for inclusion in this research. This choice was largely supported by data from 

those who participated in the study. Figure 4ï3 graphically represents when participants in 

this case study felt the 2011 disaster started and ended, with the 28 participants listed on 

the y-axis and their experiences of time listed on the x-axis, allowing for the temporal scope 

for the whole group to be plotted. 
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Figure 4-3. Graphic representation of when the disaster started and ended for participants 

It should be noted, first of all, that the red line indicating the starting point of the disaster 

is not smooth. The bumps in this line represent those participants (numbers 14, 28, 2, 24, 

and 25) who began their accounts of the disaster with the large, 7.2-magnitude foreshock 

that occurred two days before the principal earthquake. This foreshock acted as an 

important reference point for these participants and was when they claimed to have entered 

a frame of mind for getting ready to cope with a disaster. For instance, certain participants 

found that their sleep was disturbed before the principal earthquake on March 11 or that 

the foreshock made them think about disaster-related topics, such as the need to buy 

earthquake insurance. Thus, ópre-eventô in this study came to be considered not seconds or 

minutes but two whole days before the disaster, and so data from this extended ópre-eventô 

period became eligible for inclusion.10 

Participants varied greatly in how they defined the end of the 2011 disaster; some 

participants felt it lasted as little as two weeks, while others felt it had not yet ended at the 

time of interview some two-and-a-half years after onset. There does not seem to be any 

                                                 

10 The óprogressive focusô of the case study method explained in Section 3.3 allows for such changes during 

the enquiry. 
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correlation between geographic location and experience of time in the disaster. We might 

have assumed that those in areas that incurred great damage or that were located near 

nuclear power plants (such as Sendai in Miyagi Prefecture or Mito and Tokai in Ibaraki 

Prefecture) would have felt the effects of the disaster longer than those who were further 

away (for instance, in Tokyo). However, this was not the case, as can be seen from the data 

labels along the y-axis in Figure 4ï3. Despite these varied opinions on when the disaster 

ended, it would seem reasonable to include data from any point from Wednesday, March 

9, 2011 (the date of the foreshock that acted as a precursor to the 2011 disaster) to about 

one year later, sometime in March 2012. 

So far this chapter has argued that an understanding of the context of the 2011 disaster is 

vital but potentially overwhelming and that, to keep a focus on the phenomena of 

translation and interpreting, it was necessary to orient the case study on one group of people 

in one specific place over one defined period of time. The next section works on the premise 

that, to understand the type of data generated by the people who make up the case in this 

study, we must first understand some of the ways in which they experienced the disaster. 

4.4 Lived experience of the disaster 

This case study presents a thesis about translation and interpreting, but ultimately it is a 

story about how people experienced these phenomena as social beings. Peopleôs 

experiences form the bulk of the primary data gathered for this enquiry, and the enquiryôs 

ethnographically-informed methodology recognises the personhood of the researcher in the 

research process. In order to provide the reader with a sense of what it was like to 

experience the 2011 disaster as a foreign resident, this section presents the researcherôs 

autoethnographic account of his experiences of the disaster as well as short descriptions of 

the experiences of four participants selected from the dataset. These accounts focus on 

issues of communication and information gathering: the elements of disaster experience 

thought to be most relevant to the phenomena of translation and interpreting. In addition, 

this section provides a brief summary of how participants in the research experienced 

Japanese disaster culture; another element of experience that emerged as important context 

for interpreting this studyôs findings. 

4.4.1 The researcherôs autoethnographic account 

A first-person account of how the researcher came to this research, experienced the disaster, 

and communicated and gathered information in the disaster is provided here to enable the 

reader to understand the frames of knowledge and understanding with which the researcher 
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approached the research questions in this case study and, more broadly, to give the reader 

a sense of what it was like to live the experience of the 2011 disaster. 

4.4.1.1 How I came to this research project 

I had been living in Japan on and off for almost eight years when the 2011 disaster struck. 

I was working in a Japanese company headquartered in downtown Tokyo that had factories, 

research centres, and sales offices throughout Tohoku and especially in two of the worst-

hit prefectures, Iwate and Miyagi. I had been hired into this company to work on 

translation, language training, and related issues. However, my role had changed over time, 

and by 2011 I was being asked to deal with international recruitment and international 

transfers more and more. I did not like this change in my career path, and I missed working 

solely on translation and proof-reading. Nonetheless, I was happy in my life outside work. 

I had studied Japanese throughout my time living in Japan, and I had attained the highest 

grade of the Japanese-Language Proficiency Test ï a well-known certification of Japanese 

ability. Therefore, I could speak, read, write, and listen to Japanese well enough that I was 

able to live independently without assistance from other Japanese speakers. Moreover, my 

long experience of life in Japan meant that I felt comfortable in a Japanese cultural context. 

I stayed in Japan for another one-and-a-half years after the disaster. I stayed because I felt 

a responsibility to be part of the rebuilding of Japan and of the company that I worked for; 

many colleagues that I was close to were in the worst areas of the disaster zone when the 

earthquake hit, and many of the companyôs facilities and operations had been severely 

damaged by the disaster. However, as the months wore on, my unhappiness started to 

increase; I was stressed by the constant aftershocks, my dissatisfaction with my new work 

responsibilities continued to grow, and I began to miss my family and friends in Ireland 

more and more. Eventually, I quit my job in Japan and returned to Dublin to begin a PhD. 

Initially, I worked with my supervisor to propose a project looking at the translation of 

user-generated content produced over social media in the disaster. The intersection of 

translation, social media, and disaster was a topic that had been gaining academic interest 

at the time of our proposal in early 2012, in particular in light of the 2010 Haiti and 

2010/2011 Canterbury Earthquakes. As I began to review the literature on this topic, 

though, I became frustrated at the lack of empirical evidence to suggest that translating 

social media content would be beneficial to foreigners in times of disaster. Worse still, I 

struggled to find empirical evidence that translation and interpreting were, in fact, needed 

by foreigners when a disaster struck. As a result, the focus of my research changed, and 

one small contribution that I felt I could make was to attempt to provide empirical evidence 
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for translation and interpreting being needed in the one context with which I was most 

familiar, the 2011 disaster. 

4.4.1.2. How I experienced the disaster 

I was working at my desk in a big, open-plan office on the fourth floor of a ten-story 

building in the centre of Tokyo when the first earthquake struck on March 11. A new co-

worker from Ireland who had just started some months prior was at the desk beside me. I 

had been through many earthquakes in my eight years of living in Japan, but this was the 

first time I ever went under a desk for cover. The shaking was strong, but scarier for me 

was the two-minute length of the earthquake and how it seemed to keep getting stronger; 

any earthquake I had experienced before that had lasted just a few seconds with the sharpest 

jolt coming at the beginning. When the shaking subsided, my co-workers and I stood 

around a television located in one corner of the office. A television was on each floor of 

the building in preparation for precisely such a scenario. All I remember of that first 

broadcast is a lot of flashing colours, and I did not take in any of the initial information. 

After some discussion among the senior executives, the call was made to evacuate the 

whole building. 

The evacuation proceeded smoothly and quickly as these procedures had been regularly 

rehearsed. We stood in groups outside the building to have our names checked off a list of 

employees. My first instinct at this time was to tell my family in Ireland that I was okay. I 

used my smartphone to access Facebook over a 3G connection and posted a status saying 

that there had been a big earthquake but that I was okay. I never even thought to make a 

call because I could see all the other people around me unable to get a signal. As we were 

standing outside the building, the first major aftershock hit, and we became aware that a 

large crane on top of the building under construction next to us was dangling precariously. 

We were starting to think that coming outside had not been such a good idea. This decision 

had been taken by senior executives despite the fact that at annual emergency drills we had 

been told that the safest place to be following an earthquake was indoors. In the months of 

aftershocks that followed, announcements were made not to evacuate the building. 

There was no sense of panic as we stood outside the building ï I clearly remember seeing 

a Japanese woman in a hair salon continuing to have her hair done ï but there was a buzz 

of anxious energy. Many people were checking their mobile phones, and public address 

systems were repeating warnings in Japanese that a tsunami could hit Tokyo Bay just down 

the road. At no time yet had I felt a need for information in my own language. While I had 

communicated over Facebook in English, I had communicated with most of my colleagues 
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in Japanese and gathered information so far in Japanese. At about 3.30pm, it was decided 

by senior executives that anyone who wanted to go home could do so. My apartment was 

just a ten-minute walk from my office, but many of my Japanese colleagues were facing 

the decision to walk three or four hours home or stay the night in the office; the 

transportation system was in chaos, and most trains had stopped and many roads were 

jammed. 

I had always been nervous about earthquakes, so I was prepared in terms of having supplies 

of water, dry goods, batteries, photocopies of important documents, cash, medicine, etc., 

in my home. I also knew to fill my bathtub full of water as soon as I got in, in case water 

supplies would be cut off later. I did, however, stop in at a nearby convenience store to buy 

some fresh food, and already supplies in the shop were low. My apartment had been built 

only two years previously and had the most advanced earthquake-proofing. Nothing was 

damaged and nothing had even fallen off the shelves. The gas had automatically cut off as 

a fire prevention measure, but power, water, and Internet were still functioning normally. 

My first goal on returning home was to call each of my family members in Ireland. I was 

able to connect to each personôs landline or mobile using my prepaid Skype account and 

the Internet connection at my apartment. The Irish colleague who had been sitting beside 

me when the earthquake struck joined me in my apartment. We were trying to figure out 

what was going on. By now, it was late afternoon. I did not own a television, so my first 

instinct was to turn on the emergency battery-operated radio that I had in my disaster- pack. 

The radio was just broadcasting long lists of places where tsunami warnings were in effect, 

so we went online to look for information and found that NHK (the Japanese national 

broadcaster) was streaming news over certain social media websites. We used the 

ustream.tv website to follow the live NHK broadcasts in Japanese. At this time, it was 

mostly a mixture of tsunami warnings, footage from Tohoku, and footage of the oil refinery 

fire in Chiba near Tokyo. I was helping my colleague ï who could not yet speak much 

Japanese ï to understand the broadcasts and discussing what we thought was best to do. 

After eating some food together, my colleague went home. 

Shortly after, a nuclear emergency was declared at the Fukushima power plant. All at once, 

I was out of my linguistic and cultural comfort zone. While I had been concerned about 

events so far in the disaster, I had not been concerned about my understanding of these 

events. The nuclear disaster introduced new, specialised vocabulary and concepts that I 

was unfamiliar with. I spent the weekend sleeping in my clothes and not leaving my 

apartment just glued to the live streaming of NHK news on ustream.tv. I focused in 

particular on the óSocial Streamô function that allowed users to comment (almost 
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exclusively in Japanese) in real time on the stream being broadcast. I depended on this 

function less for the content and more for the fact that it made me feel less alone. I also 

remember checking major news websites in English, such as The Guardian, and using 

Skype to phone home to my family and friends in Ireland. Despite doing some independent 

information gathering like this, my response to the disaster was largely dependent on 

direction from my company. I had confidence that they would inform all employees if it 

was really dangerous to be outside, so I copied what my Japanese colleagues were doing; 

if they thought it was safe enough to show up for work, then so would I. As a result, I 

returned to work as normal on Monday morning, three days after the onset of the disaster. 

Email records and entries from a blog that I kept while living in Japan illustrate in some 

detail how I experienced the disaster. This is the entry that I posted on my blog on Saturday, 

March 12, the day after onset: 

The past 24 hours have passed by so oddly. The quake lasted about two 

minutes, but it felt much, much longer. And since then time has somehow sped 

up: a whole day in Tokyo has passed in an eerie blink of an eye. I feel 

powerless and at a loss. We are told that if we are somewhere safe, we should 

just stay there. We should avoid unnecessary travel because it blocks up the 

routes for emergency relief and for people who really need to get home. And 

above all we are told to save electricity: with the nuclear plants in trouble and 

all the devastation from the tsunami, the people in the north need every 

kilowatt we can send them. So I have just sat around all day with everything 

off except my computer so I can watch the streamed news. It's really been like 

watching a bad movie with all this talk of natural disaster and nuclear 

meltdown, and at times it has felt like it is happening somewhere else. But 

then you get another aftershock (we've been getting about 4 or 5 serious shakes 

per hour ï some serious) or hear a familiar place name on TV and it brings 

you right back to reality. I want to assure you all, though, that I am fine: I'm 

unharmed and I have shelter, food, running water and power. The worst I've 

suffered is that I didn't sleep much last night. Please send out your thoughts 

and prayers to the people in the north. 

By April 6, the content of my blog entries was moving much more in the direction of a 

return to normality: 

Signs that things are back to normal: 

1. Bottled water is starting to reappear on shelves. 

2. People (myself included) are bitching and moaning about stupid, pointless 

stuff again. 

3. I went for a run tonight just bringing keys and my phone; no emergency 

water, no food, no radio, no torch. (Though the torch would actually have been 

kind of handy...) 

Signs that things are still far from normal: 

1. People are talking excitedly about finding sliced white bread in their local 

supermarket. 

2. There are rumours going around that the power saving measures and rolling 

blackouts will have to continue for two years!!! 
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3. Companies like mine are having serious, long meetings about how to deal 

with working in Tokyo in summer with no air conditioning. You guys in 

Ireland might not be able to imagine, but it's a serious health and safety 

problem. Our office will easily break a humid 40 degrees in the height of 

summer, what with all the computers and human heat. Suggestions are on the 

table that I never thought I'd hear from a conservative company like mine: 

teleworking (blasphemy!); late-to-night shifts for office work (I like this one 

as I work late anyway and would get the mornings off!); and even temporarily 

moving offices. 

But April 11 ï one month after the disasterôs onset ï saw a setback in this trend, and I wrote 

on this day to a friend overseas: 

We had ANOTHER sizable earthquake today. We're all just fed up of them at 

this stage. As soon as you start to forget about them, another one comes along 

and sets us right back to square one. 

I returned home to Ireland for one week at the end of April for a holiday that had been 

booked prior to the disaster, and by the end of May (about two-and-a-half months after 

onset) the disaster was over for me personally. I wrote: 

I went home for Golden Week (the week-long string of Japanese public 

holidays in April/May), and it ended up being just the tonic. I completely 

relaxed, despite a hectic social schedule, and came back to Japan refreshed 

and over the anxiety that the quake and constant aftershocks had created in 

me. We've had about 10 significant aftershocks since GW and none of them 

has ruffled my feathers, not even the one where the early-warning alarm went 

off in the middle of the night: I didn't open my eyes! 

While the temporal boundary of the disaster could be set for me at about two to three 

months after onset, the effects of the disaster were longer term and, as explained above, it 

was as a direct result of my experience of the disaster that I changed the course of my career 

and left Japan to come back to Ireland to work on this PhD. 

In addition to issues of communication and information gathering, the emails that I wrote 

at the time of the disaster also reveal that I was focused on such issues as the danger of 

panic, the sensationalism of overseas media, and the good job I thought the Irish embassy 

was doing. Excerpts from March 21 and March 26, ten to fifteen days after onset, represent 

this mood: 

The radiation stories you are probably hearing in the west are likely to be 

much more sensationalized than the reality. It's true, it is a very serious 

situation. But at the moment it is localized to that poor area around the plant. 

 

I thought you'd be happy to know too that the Irish embassy have been pretty 

great in this crisis. We've gotten regular e-mails from them (sometimes more 

than one a day) trying to give practical reasonable advice about all the things 
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that have been going on around us. It has been really helpful. I think they've 

gotten the balance right between warning us all of the severity of the situation 

and encouraging us to keep a cool head and evaluate the risks as calmly as 

possible. 

In addition, it is clear that I had to deal with some cultural differences in how to respond to 

a disaster. An excerpt from an email that I sent to my family four days after the disaster 

illustrates this point: 

It might seem strange to be saying I'm back in work, but that really is the 

Japanese way. There's a culture of just getting on with things. The feeling is 

that in this group culture, if everyone continues to do their small part (even a 

small part), the bigger thing (school, company, country, etc.) keeps running. 

So we're trying to be as normal as possible without forgetting the terrible 

tragedy and dreadful circumstances that so many of the Japanese people are 

in. I struggled with this attitude on Monday a bit and just felt the tasks and 

decisions I was involved in were so trivial and pointless in the scheme of 

things. But then today, being in work really helped and kept me from going 

into a spin of panic about the nuclear situation. I mean, I know it's bad, but I 

don't think it will be the Japanese Chernobyl. And there is really nothing I can 

do about it, so I may as well try to make the most of each day that is given to 

me and have confidence that the people in charge are doing everything they 

possibly can to make the situation better. 

This autoethnographic account, of course, represents only one perspective on the 2011 

disaster. The next section describes briefly how four participants in the case study lived the 

experience of communication and information gathering in the disaster in their own social 

worlds. These vignettes are intended as a complement to and not a replacement for a 

reading of the interview transcripts in the case study, and simply allow quick access to 

particularly instructive aspects of certain participantsô accounts. 

 

4.4.2 Vignettes of participantsô experiences 

The logic for selecting the participant accounts from which to create vignettes was based 

on three major elements: the frequency with which each participant referred to the units of 

meaning selected as the main codes to be analysed in this chapter; each participantôs 

Japanese ability; other demographic factors. Table 4ï1 shows the number of references that 

each participant interviewed in this case study made to the units of meaning that have been 

analysed as the major codes in this chapter. Four participants (who were dispersed 

throughout the table, who did not seem to represent extremes, and who had provided 

particularly instructive interviews) were first selected. Then, the self-reported Japanese 

abilities of these four participants were checked to ensure that they represented a broad 
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range of language fluency. Finally, it was confirmed that these four participants would have 

had diverse perspectives on the disaster as a result of their place of residence, nationality, 

age, and occupation at the time of the disaster. (The information on the four selected 

participants has been shaded light blue in Table 4ï1.)11 

                                                 

11 Other demographic factors, such as gender, disability status, or relationship status could also have led to an 

interesting selection of vignettes. However, demographic factors can be analytically endless, and five factors 

ï Japanese ability, place of residence, nationality, age, and occupation ï were chosen for their relevance to 

translation and interpreting, to the case, and to the context outlined so far in this chapter. 
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Table 4-1. Number of references made by participants to the units of meaning analysed in this chapter 
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4.4.2.1 The translator 

(Participant 24: high Japanese ability; resident in Sendai; from New Zealand; age 20-29; 

living in Japan for 5 years when the disaster struck; local government employee) 

This participant was living and working in Sendai when the disaster struck. He was focused 

on communication and information gathering because of his job in Sendai City 

Government to act as a liaison between the institution and the foreign communities in the 

city. He was well trained in how to respond to disaster as part of this institutional structure, 

and the focus of his role was on working with a team to get relevant disaster-related 

information from the government and other sources translated and distributed to foreign 

nationals in Sendai. This was done through radio broadcasts, group emails using lists set 

up prior to the disaster, Facebook groups, noticeboards, visits to evacuation centres, and 

public meetings. These methods of communicating and information gathering did not 

operate in isolation, and methods interacted with each other in feedback loops. When the 

disaster moved into the recovery phase, his role became focused on ensuring that various 

administrative forms were translated and that foreign residents would not be blocked by 

language from volunteering to help rebuild the devastated areas. This participant came from 

Christchurch in New Zealand, and his family had been affected by the Canterbury 

Earthquakes several months prior. This background certainly influenced his desire to make 

contact with his family by mobile phone as soon as possible after the disaster struck and 

influenced his relief at hearing that foreign friends who had heard him on the radio had 

posted on Facebook that he was safe. 

4.4.2.2 The interpreter 

(Participant 13: high Japanese ability; resident in Tokyo; from France; age 50-59; living 

in Japan for 27 years when the disaster struck; business interpreter) 

This participant worked in Tokyo as a professional business interpreter at the time of the 

disaster, and he had just finished interpreting for some overseas clients when the disaster 

hit. His first effort at communicating was to contact his wife and family by mobile phone 

message, and then to Skype with the clients that he had just parted company with as soon 

as he got home. As a fluent speaker of Japanese with a Japanese wife and more than twenty 

yearsô experience of life in Japan, his information gathering was largely Japanese-based. 

He read Japanese newspapers, listened to Japanese radio, and did not own a television. This 

lack of visual information seems to have delayed his understanding of the devastation 

caused by the disaster further north. He did consult online French news websites, and 
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received a lot of information by email from his clients and members of his national 

community in Japan. A recurring theme in his account was the contrast between the panic 

and sensationalism of this overseas information compared to the relatively calm tone of the 

Japanese information. His focus in the disaster quickly came to be about how he could 

make a contribution to the response. An email from his embassy recruiting volunteer 

interpreters to go to Sendai the second day after onset provided him with such an 

opportunity to contribute. He accompanied an overseas search and rescue team up to the 

disaster zone by bus and interpreted for them for about 72 hours. The mission was cut short 

over concerns about radioactivity. The interpreting that he did was basic mediation of 

instructions from the local government officials in charge of the response to the members 

of the foreign search and rescue team. He highlighted, though, that little linguistic 

mediation was required because the team was underemployed and had clearly been sent 

there as a result of political rather than practical need. His account illustrated how little 

support volunteer interpreters got in terms of explanation of their duties, the hazards they 

would face, and care after the event. 

4.4.2.3 The foreign resident confident in Japanese 

(Participant 5: medium Japanese ability; resident in Tokyo; from Ireland; age 20-29; 

living in Japan for 3 years when the disaster struck; engineer) 

This participant worked in a Japanese company, had a Japanese partner, and was confident 

in his Japanese abilities as a result of the three years he had spent living in Tokyo by the 

time of the onset of the disaster. In his account, he underlined how minimal the effect of 

the disaster had been on him personally. His focus on the day of onset was simply getting 

home to the suburbs of Tokyo, so he was interested in the information being provided by 

Japanese-language television and the information that was available on Japanese-language 

websites that he could check using his mobile phone. Overall, Japanese television and 

various Internet sites were the main methods of information gathering to which he referred 

in his account. As for communicating, he was able to use Facebook initially to let his family 

in his home country know that he was safe and to see how his foreign friends in Japan were 

experiencing the disaster. However, after March 11, he returned to using the same methods 

of phone and email that he always used to keep in touch. It was only in relation to the 

nuclear disaster that he expressed any real stress or change in behaviour. He felt conflicted 

by the different messages about the disaster that he was receiving from sources in Japan 

and from sources overseas. In trying to understand what was going on with the nuclear 

disaster, he became dependent on English-language sources, and he expressed surprise at 

how poor the standard of multilingual communication of Japanese experts was in relation 
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to the nuclear issue. It was clear from his account that his strong feelings of belonging to 

the Japanese company for which he worked guided how he responded to the disaster, and 

he saw his position as no different to that of his Japanese colleagues. 

4.4.2.4 The foreign resident with no confidence in Japanese 

(Participant 16: low Japanese ability; resident in Sendai; from Bangladesh; age 30-39; 

living in Japan for 18 months when the disaster struck; student) 

This participant was doing research in a Japanese university in the disaster zone at the onset 

of the disaster. He was working at the university when the earthquake struck, but his 

pregnant wife ï who had accompanied him to Japan ï was home sick in their apartment 

several kilometres away. Getting back to her and knowing that she was safe were his main 

goals at the outset of the disaster. It turned out that she had evacuated to a refuge centre 

along with friends from the foreign community in Sendai. As a result, the participantôs first 

communication was all face-to-face and took place either in English (with his Japanese co-

workers and with other Japanese and foreign nationals in the refuge centre) or Bengali (with 

the other members of his community). Once the participant had been reunited with his wife 

and friends, his communicative focus shifted to using his mobile telephone to lobby his 

embassy to send a car to collect him, his wife, and other fellow nationals from the disaster 

zone. He thought to charge his phone at a power point in a local hospital. With almost no 

confidence in his Japanese ability, the participant was completely dependent on the help of 

other foreign nationals who were more fluent in Japanese. He managed to gather 

information about the disaster largely by having television broadcasts in Japanese received 

through a car navigation system translated for him by a friend, by contacting his embassy, 

and by telephoning a fellow national located in a safe part of the city who would access 

online news websites on his behalf and report back. While the participant was 

complimentary about how the Japanese government responded to the disaster overall, he 

showed surprise at the fact that Sendai, a city which claims to be an international city and 

which has a large number of overseas university students, offered so little information in 

other languages, especially through television broadcasts. 

4.4.3 How participants experienced Japanese disaster culture 

One final element of contextual information that is useful to understand before proceeding 

to the findings in the second half of this chapter is the idea that Japan has a unique way of 

responding to disasters. Twenty of the twenty-eight participants in the study chose to talk 

about this unique culture in their accounts. They underlined that response to disaster in 
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Japan is community- or group-based. Room is generally not given for individual response 

strategies, and Japanese people are socialised from a young age into how to respond as part 

of a group. Aside from this leading to the efficient rationing of limited resources in a 

disaster, there was a feeling that responding in this óone correct wayô was restrictive, 

inflexible, and sometimes alienating in their eyes. 

The feeling in participantsô accounts was that, even though this was a disaster on an almost 

unimaginable scale, Japanese people are used to disaster and are used to the idea that they 

will lik ely one day have to cope with one. Foreign residents are not always in touch with 

such feelings and do not necessarily share this Japanese sense of fatalistic stoicism. Some 

participants highlighted that this national character in response to disaster was conveyed in 

the Japanese ideas of  (gaman) and ⇔╞℮⅜⌂™ (shǾganai), which are used to talk 

about how certain things must be endured or about how certain things cannot be helped. 

The participants also made clear that the discourse surrounding Japanese disasters tends to 

centre on not showing panic and remaining calm. They also suggested that disaster 

discourse in Japan is not particularly open, and they suspected that elements of this 

discourse are suppressed if they are deemed likely to induce panic. 

In practical terms, participants talked about how they struggled with the standard Japanese 

instruction to stay inside a building following an earthquake. This seemed counterintuitive 

to many and was often ignored. Participants also struggled with the typical Japanese 

response strategy that you should continue with your responsibilities and return to normal 

operations as soon as possible. This focus on getting back to work seemed callous and 

pointless to some foreign nationals, but was, on the other hand, admired by some others. 

In short, it was determined by foreign nationals who participated in this study that a group-

based, well-rehearsed way of responding to disaster was characteristic of Japanese culture 

and that this led to a fatalistic stoicism and a focus on calm recovery at all costs that created 

some alienation and suspicion in foreign nationals who were confronted by this disaster 

culture. 

The chapter so far has delimited what this thesis aims to study and demonstrated what it 

was like to experience the 2011 disaster and how issues of communication and information 

gathering impacted on these experiences for foreign residents. The next section will build 

on this contextual information by discussing in detail how the participants in this study 

communicated and gathered information. 
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4.5 Communication and information gathering by foreign residents 

Communicating and gathering information were vital tasks for official responders to the 

2011 disaster. The Cabinet Office ï the branch of the Japanese government responsible for 

coordinating the national emergency response ï listed the provision of means of 

communication as third in its list of main activities after the restoration of roads, and the 

distribution of relief goods (Cabinet Office Government of Japan 2012: 10). Were 

communicating and gathering information also important tasks for foreign residents? One 

indication of the significance of these acts to the experiences of some foreign residents can 

be seen in the milestones chosen by the participants in this study to mark the end to the 

disaster. From Table 4ï2, we can see that 7 of the 23 participants who felt that the disaster 

had ended defined this end point by a change in their communication and information-

gathering activities. 
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Table 4-2. M ilestones chosen by participants to mark the end of the disaster 

Proceeding, then, on the assumption that communicating and gathering information were 

likely important to foreign residents, why have these activities been examined as separate 

categories in this research? 

4.5.1 Communicating and gathering information as separate categories 

It has been established in the disaster studies literature that gaining ósituation awarenessô is 

a key goal in communicating during a disaster. Situation awareness is a concept used in the 

study of emergency response to talk about how people individually and collectively gather 

and analyse information in complex and changing circumstances in order to understand 

and cope with a situation (Endsley and Garland 2000, Vieweg 2012). In this thesis, this 

type of communicative act has been termed óinformation gatheringô, while all other 

communicative acts have been referred to simply as ócommunicatingô. Another reason 

behind the functional separation of these two communicative categories came from an 

Participant identifier number Functional definition of ending 

6 When information seemed more reliable and Fukushima seemed less of a risk

10 When community bonding (e.g. the positive atmosphere, information sharing, and communication when lining up 

together for supplies) ended

15 When he could purchase items without lining up for a very long time and when he could meet friends and contact 

anyone any time (but he does not think that Fukushima has ended and thinks the situation is not under control)

19 When his 'fight or flight' reaction eased and when he was no longer sharing information back and forth with people 

non-stop

20 When he lost the voracious need to have up-to-date information (e.g. when he was no longer checking Twitter on 

waking or after leaving a room) (but he still considers that the disaster is not over in terms of Fukushima)

21 When Japan was no longer the top story on CNN

24 When he and his colleagues in local government changed from reacting to the disaster to asking 'how can we use what 

we have learned to prepare for the next disaster?'

1 When her non-stop worry and being on edge - especially about a big earthquake coming to Tokyo - had ended

2 When he had a base, a home, a fixed job, and a regular schedule again in his home country

3 When he was transferred by his work out of Japan (but he feels continuing high radiation levels at Fukushima means 

that aspect of the disaster has not yet ended)

4 When he returned from the west of Japan (where he had temporarily taken refuge)

5 When his parents overseas were less worried about the shortages he was experiencing and when activities stopped 

being cancelled or rescheduled

7 When streetlights and shops' neon signs were back on

8 When she had returned from her Golden Week holiday

12 When trains had started running normally again, when Disneyland had reopened, and when he had returned from his 

Golden Week holiday in his home country

13 When stressful daily aftershocks abated

14 When the special feeling of seeing a new type of food in the supermarket wore off and when regular supplies were 

available again

16 When aftershocks had abated and when camps in the worst-affected areas that he was volunteering at seemed to 

need less physical support

17 When he returned to Japan from his home country (where he had temporarily taken refuge)

18 When his wife stopped collecting emergency supplies in their home to send to relatives in the worst-affected areas 

and when he started to relax a bit and feel comfortable

22 When he had returned from his home country (where he had temporarily taken refuge) and was able to start steady 

work in Japan 

23 When her parents agreed for her to return to Japan from overseas (where she had temporarily taken refuge)

28 When the worst of the aftershocks had abated (e.g. he was no longer sleeping in his clothes)

9 Not applicable (because there are cracks still in the streets of his hometown and the local community is still divided 

over the nuclear issue)

11 Not applicable (because he is still constantly worried about the threat to Fukushima from aftershocks, so much so that 

he has sold business and moved away from disaster zone)

25 Not applicable (because she still thinks about disaster all the time, defines life events as pre-earthquake and post-

earthquake, and is still fundraising)

26 Not applicable (because he is still worried about possible radiation poisoning)

27 Not applicable (because he is still running a daily disaster blog  - however by August 2011 [5 months] the main issue on 

the blog had become long-term food safety not disaster response)

Defined end point by a change in their communication and information gathering activities

Did not feel the disaster had ended at the time of interview

Defined end point by some other milestone
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initial intuition in this research; it was assumed that, when foreign nationals were 

communicating with people they already knew (e.g., making calls to confirm their safety, 

getting emails from their employers on how to respond, using social media to give moral 

support to their friends), there was a high chance that these acts would have been carried 

out in a familiar linguistic and cultural context, whereas when trying to gather information 

about the disaster, there was more chance of them coming into contact with Japanese ï the 

dominant linguistic and cultural context of the disaster ï and that this might not have been 

as familiar. It will be shown in subsequent sections that interesting differences have been 

found in the data between these two functionally-separated categories of communicating 

and gathering information to gain situation awareness. 

4.5.2 Methods used to communicate and gather information 

The word cloud at the beginning of the chapter gave some indication of the ways in which 

participants in the study communicated and gathered information in the 2011 disaster; 

ónewsô (21st), óFacebookô (41st), óphoneô (50th), óTVô (64th), and ómediaô (90th) all appeared 

in the hundred most frequently occurring words in the set of codes analysed in this chapter. 

Looking at the number of participants in the study who chose to mention certain methods 

of communicating or information gathering in their accounts, we see eight broad methods 

emerge: 

¶ Internet 

¶ Face-to-face 

¶ Telephone 

¶ Television 

¶ Social media 

¶ Specialised disaster communication methods 

¶ Print 

¶ Radio 

Of these, only the category of Internet was mentioned by all participants. Face-to-face and 

telephone were mentioned by all but one, and the remainder ï except for radio ï were 

mentioned by more than half of participants. An early pattern, then, is that some methods 

of communicating and information gathering were more prominent than others in 

participant accounts. One of the striking features of participant accounts, however, was the 

diversity of methods that were relevant to their experiences, and the broad categories listed 

above hide some of this detail. Table 4ï3 allows us to see that email on a desktop machine, 
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online news, word-of-mouth, mobile phones (including calls and SMS but also emails), 

Japanese TV news, and Facebook dominated participantsô accounts of the disaster. 

Table 4-3. Specific methods of communicating and gathering information 

Thus, the chapter so far has begun to provide an answer to the first research question in this 

thesis: how did foreign residents communicate and gather information during the 2011 

disaster? However, the chapter has not yet told us anything about the quality of participantsô 

experiences of using these communicative and information gathering methods. Let us look 

first at communicating. 
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4.5.3 Qualitative assessment of methods of communicating 

Table 4ï4 summarises various units of meaning coded in the interview data to give an 

overview of the quality of participantsô communicative acts. It summarises how 

participants connected the use of a method of communication (explicitly or implicitly) with 

a positive, negative, or neutral experience.12 

                                                 

12 Definitions of the codes used in the creation of Table 4ï4 (How the communicative act was carried out, 

Communication positive, Communication negative, and Communication neutral) can be found in Appendix 

F. 
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Table 4-4. Methods of communicating (includes qualitative associations) 

Examining the transcripts in this way reveals the great variety in communicative methods 

used (participants talked about 19 different methods in total) and indicates that mobile 
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phones, email, word-of-mouth, and Facebook were mentioned particularly frequently. 

Table 4ï4 also summarises the qualitative associations that participants made with these 

acts of communication, and variety was once again evident. To explore the connections 

(either explicit or implicit) that participants made between each communicative method 

and a positive experience, Table 4ï5 and its graphic representation in Figure 4ï4 present 

the numbers of participants who talked positively in their interviews about certain methods 

of communication cross-referenced with how they connected this method of 

communication to a positive experience. Some clear patterns emerge: 

Table 4-5. Numbers of participants who talked positively about a method of communication cross-

referenced with how they made this positive association 

Figure 4-4. Numbers of participants who talked positively about a method of communication cross-

referenced with how they made this positive association 

A : 

Automated 

message 

boards

B : Email (not 

on mobile)
C : Facebook D : Interview

E : Landline 

phone

F : Letters 

pamphlets

G : Mobile 

phone (call, 

email, SMS)

H : Public 

payphone

I : QQ & 

WeChat 

(Chinese only 

social media)

J : Satellite 

phone
K : Skype L : Twitter

M : Word-of-

mouth

1 : Access to power where it might 

not have been expected

1 1 5 1

2 : Allowed a person to express 

their ideas about the disaster

1

3 : Allowed a person's safety to be 

confirmed

1 3 6 2 3 1 2 1 1

4 : Chance to contribute to 

response and recovery

1

5 : Facilitated the sharing of 

gathered information

2 1

6 : Improved response

6

7 : Increased community bonds

1 1 4

8 : Positive aspects of the method 

of communication itself

3 1

9 : Provided useful advice

1 4

10 : Provided useful linguistic 

mediation

2 2

11 : Reduced feelings of isolation

2 1 1 1 2

12 : Relieved panic or stress

2 1 1 2 3

13 : Robust connection where one 

was might not be expected

1 2 1 1 1

14 : Showed the value of Japanese 

ability

1
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At a glance, we can see that the participants viewed word-of-mouth, Facebook, and mobile 

phones positively (the top three methods talked about by the largest number of participants) 

for slightly different reasons. The big advantage presented by Facebook as a method of 

communication was the ease with which it allowed someone to confirm another personôs 

safety: 

Luckily, {my wife} w as able to get on Facebook, and let my family know that 

I was okay, because obviously they were pretty worried about me. Because 

everyone here [Note: in Christchurch] just saw Sendai, tsunami, and, you 

know, put two and two together, I lived in Sendai so I was probably dead, 

basically [laughter] which is kind of horrible to think about. But yeah, luckily 

she was able to get on Facebook for me and let people know that I was okay. 

Facebook was really good for that purpose. It was a really good way to get in 

touch with people. (Participant 28) 

Mobile phones proved to be a good way to communicate because they were portable and 

battery-operated and could be recharged in ways that might not have been possible for other 

electronic methods: 

So, the battery ran out of the phone that morning, so I had the charger inside 

in the car, so I went into the car. I was able to charge away, and I rang them 

on Skype, just told them, ñLook, thereôd been an earthquake. It was all grand.ò 

(Participant 2) 

For many participants though, it was clear that word-of-mouth ï in other words direct, face-

to-face interaction with another human ï was the best way to communicate, especially 

when it came to responding more effectively to the disaster: 

I remember one of my colleagues shouting, foreign guy was shouting, ñAh, 

Japanese, what are we supposed to do?ò Anyway, I thought that was good. I 

just followed. (Participant 8) 

In addition, word-of-mouth was valorised by participants for the bonding it allowed them 

with members of the broader community: 

People I didnôt really know in my community, I would just have passed, you 

know, weôd nod or whatever, would say, ñOh, are your parents worried? Are 

you going to go back home or are you okay? And she was like, ñIf you ever 

need rice or dahdahdahdahdah, please let me know.ò So I felt part of the 

community. And I really think, having been here and having Japanese 

language, Japanese language ability really was so helpful, because I canôt 

imagine people living in areas where thereôs only foreigners who, you know, 

expat housing and all that kind of thing. (Participant 25) 

According to participants, word-of-mouth was also a quick and easy way to get advice in 

the disaster: 
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You know, thereôs a colleague that I work with who has a background ï well, 

while he works in advertising ï he has a background in nuclear physics, so his 

Undergraduate slash PhD/Masters kind of understanding of stuff just became, 

one of those people that you went to, ñSo what is a millisievert exactly?ò and, 

ñSo how am I supposed to interpret this?ò (Participant 20) 

It should not be taken from the above, however, that the story of communication in the 

disaster for foreign residents was a purely positive one. More participants spent more time 

talking about the negative aspects of communication. Table 4ï6 and its graphic 

representation in Figure 4ï5 now present the numbers of participants who talked negatively 

in their interviews about certain methods of communication cross-referenced with how 

they connected this method of communication to a negative experience. 

Table 4-6. Numbers of participants who talked negatively about a method of communication cross-

referenced with how they made this negative association 

A : 

Automated 

message 

boards

B : 

Automated 

warning

C : Blog
D : Email (not 

on mobile)
E : Facebook F : Interview

G : Landline 

phone

H : Letters, 

pamphlets
I : Mixi

J : Mobile 

phone (call, 

email, SMS)

K : PA 

announceme

nt

L : Skype M : Twitter
N : Word-of-

mouth

1 : Connection

1 20 1

2 : Culture

1 2

3 : Emotion

2 3 1 2

4 : Increased the danger of the 

situation

1 1

5 : Induced panic or stress

2 1 6 4 2 4 3 1 1 1

6 : Lack of clear instruction

2 3 3

7 : Lack of communication where it 

might be expected

1 3 1 3 1 4

8 : Language

1 1 1 10 1 4

9 : Legal issues

1

10 : Negative aspects of the method 

of communication itself

1 2 1 1

11 : Politics

1 1 2

12 : Power

4

13 : Time

1 1 3 2 1
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Figure 4-5. Numbers of participants who talked negatively about a method of communication cross-

referenced with how they made this negative association 

Two things become clear about what led participants to feel negatively about how they and 

other foreign nationals experienced communication in the 2011 disaster. Firstly, they could 

not use their mobile phones because of problems with connectivity and power as a direct 

result of infrastructural damage and overload: 

I tried to call my wife to the mobile, but at the time the network was collapsed, 

there was no network around here. I tried to call my friends or other friends 

around {the area where the university accommodation was located}, but there 

was no network. (Participant 16) 

Secondly, language now emerged as a factor to be taken into account. When looking at the 

positive aspects of communicating above, language had not really been part of the story, 

but now language issues were preventing smooth communication for the foreign residents 

in this case study, especially when they were trying to receive communication from the PA 

system or, to a lesser extent, by word-of-mouth: 

I remember the tsunami warning, which I didnôt understand but was translated 

for me. I do remember it being broadcast that there was the possible risk of a 

tsunami up to two-metres coming to Tokyo. That never materialised. It did hit 

parts of Chiba, but we were in that little inlet, the Tokyo Bay inlet, like, it was, 

where the earthquake happened, I donôt think it could have come in there. I 

remember that. I remember it being broadcast loud. I think some came in the 
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coming days, like, maybe once or twice, but, itôs possible Iôm confusing that 

with those loud vans going around. I donôt know. I canôt say. There definitely 

were some PA announcements, and they were impossible, utterly impossible 

for me to understand, because it was, kind of, static-y, you know, like, crackly 

[Note: the participant then covers his mouth with his hand and produces some 

incomprehensible sounds] over the system so, but the Japanese people around 

understood. (Participant 12) 

 

When I got to the supermarket, it was, they were, like ï yeah, Iôve forgot even 

the term, I forgot it already ï it was like kigen or ki [Note: the participant is 

probably referring to the term seigen which is used to talk about restrictions 

on something], it was, you couldnôt get two bottles of this and I didnôt know 

at first what they were saying and then my wife had to tell me or I asked 

somebody behind us it. (Participant 9) 

In summary, this section has illustrated the qualitative detail of how participants 

communicated in the disaster and shown some of the reasons behind why such 

communication went on in the way it did. A diverse range of some 19 methods was used 

to communicate, and mobile phones, word-of-mouth, Facebook, and email were 

predominant among these. Mobile phones were portable and could be recharged in multiple 

ways. Word-of-mouth helped foreign nationals to respond more effectively to the disaster, 

bond with the immediate community, and get advice in the disaster. Facebook provided an 

easy method to confirm another personôs safety, and email seemed to be a method of 

communication that was certainly used by participants but elicited few qualitative 

associations. At the same time, two clear problems arose in all this communication; mobile 

phones could not be used as much as people wanted to as a result of problems with 

connectivity and power, and language issues prevented smooth communication, especially 

over the PA system and by word-of-mouth. Let us now move on to show how the way 

foreign residents gathered information in the 2011 disaster painted a different picture. 

4.5.4 Qualitative assessment of methods of gathering information 

Table 4ï7 summarises various units of meaning coded in the interview data to give an 

overview of the quality of participantsô information gathering acts. It summarises how 

participants connected the use of a method of information gathering (explicitly or 

implicitly) with a positive, negative, or neutral experience.13 

                                                 

13 Definitions of the codes used in the creation of Table 4ï7 (How the information gathering act was carried 

out, Information gathering positive, Information gathering negative, and Information gathering neutral) can 

be found in Appendix F. 
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Table 4-7. Methods of information gathering (includes qualitative associations) 

Once again, great diversity in the methods mentioned is evident (participants mention 23 

different methods of information gathering), and word-of-mouth is once more prevalent. 

However, this time, television news (delivered both traditionally and online) and websites 

appear as dominant methods. To explore the connections (either explicit or implicit) that 

participants made between each information gathering method and a positive experience, 
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Table 4ï8 and its graphic representation in Figure 4ï6 detail the numbers of participants 

who talked about various methods of information gathering in a positive light cross 

referenced with how exactly this information gathering act was related to a positive 

experience in their minds. 

Table 4-8. Numbers of participants who talked positively about a method of information gathering 

cross-referenced with how they made this positive association 

Figure 4-6. Numbers of participants who talked positively about a method of information gathering 

cross-referenced with how they made this positive association 

It immediately becomes clear that there was less agreement among participants here than 

when the topic was positive communication. This could simply indicate that a wider variety 

of information gathering options brought a wider array of benefits to those who made use 

of them than was the case for other communicative acts. There was some agreement 

between participants evident in the data. One repeatedly mentioned benefit centred on 

A : Car 

navigation 

TV

B : Email (not 

on mobile)
C : Facebook

D : Japanese 

news online

E : Japanese 

radio news

F : Japanese 

TV news

G : Landline 

phone

H : Mobile 

phone (call, 

email, SMS)

I : Online 

forums

J : Overseas 

news online

K : Public 

meeting
L : Skype M : Twitter

N : Website 

(non-news)

O : Word-of-

mouth

1 : Access to information where it 

might not have been expected

1 2 1 1 0

2 : Chance to contribute to 

response and recovery

1 1

3 : Could give useful information to 

Japanese people

1 2

4 : Improved awareness of situation 

on a broad scale

2 3 1 4 1 1 1 2 2 1

5 : Improved awareness of situation 

on a local scale

1 3 1 1 1 1 2

6 : Improved response

1 1 1 1 2 4

7 : Improved technical knowledge

1 1 1 1 2 1 1

8 : Language

2 2 1 2 1 1 1 5 3

9 : Provided accurate information

1

10 : Provided trustworthy 

information

1

11 : Relieved panic or stress

2 1 1 2 1 1 3
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being able to gather information in multiple languages. In particular, certain websites and 

translated Japanese television news broadcasts seemed to be associated with this benefit, 

and this seemed to help participants become more aware of what was happening on a 

broader scale: 

The information is there, like, even before the earthquake there is always, like, 

drill, thereôs always, like, they sending, the website of the city government or 

the local government, there are all the information necessary in Japanese and 

English as well. Probably in other language. Iôm not sure. Like where to go in 

case of the earthquake, and what to do. (Participant 7) 

 

NHK English was very important for me, definitely. (Participant 6) 

In addition, word-of-mouth was once again seen in a positive light by participants as a way 

to improve how they responded to the disaster. But this time, instead of communicating to 

get instructions to follow, they used direct, face-to-face contacts with people to access 

useful information about the disaster on which they would base their own response 

decisions. Participant 18 explains how people like himself who were in a theme park when 

the disaster struck gathered information from theme park staff to decide what to do: 

Now, I think a lot of people stayed because they were also telling us that, if 

you leave, thereôs no trains, the roads have been shut down, thereôs no way to 

basically, unless you walk or were staying in some of the nearby hotels, so 

they were giving information, which was useful information, especially if you 

were there with young kids, and thereôs a lot of people there who said, ñWell, 

if I get out, what am I going to do?ò (Participant 18) 

When dealing with the negative views on gathering information in the disaster, it is clear 

that news delivered through television broadcasts and online both in Japan and overseas 

came in for the most criticism. (See the data represented in Table 4ï9 and Figure 4ï7.) 

Table 4-9. Numbers of participants who talked negatively about a method of information gathering 

cross-referenced with how they made this negative association 

A : Email (not 

on mobile)
B : Facebook C : Fax

D : Japanese 

news online

E : Japanese 

news print

F : Japanese 

radio news

G : Japanese 

TV news

H : Mobile 

phone (call, 

email, SMS)

I : 

Noticeboards

J : Online 

forums

K : Overseas 

news online

L : Overseas 

radio news

M : Overseas 

TV news

N : Public 

meeting

O : QQ & 

WeChat 

(Chinese only 

social media)

P : Skype Q : Twitter
R : Websites 

(non-news)

S : Word-of-

mouth

1 : Conflicting information

1 1 1 2 2

2 : Contradiction between Japanese 

sources and overseas sources

5 1 1 8 6 3

3 : Culture

1 1 1 1 1

4 : Distrust of information

1 1 4 1 4 1

5 : Induced panic or stress

3 2 3 2 3 5 1 1 1 1

6 : Information changed 

continuously

1 1 1 1

7 : Lack of awareness of the 

situation where it might be 

1 1 2

8 : Lack of information

3 1 1 2 1 2 2 1 1 1 1 3

9 : Language

2 4 1 3 10 1 2 1 3 2

10 : Repetitious

1 2 4 1 2

11 : Sensationalistic and out of 

touch with lived experience

2 1 1 3 8 4

12 : Suppression of information

3 3 1 1

13 : Technical nature of information

2

14 : Too much information

1 1 1 1 1
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Figure 4-7. Numbers of participants who talked negatively about a method of information gathering 

cross-referenced with how they made this negative association 

News media dominated how foreign nationals gathered information to improve their 

awareness of the disaster situation, so it seems reasonable that the most frequently talked 

about method of gathering information would also incur the most criticism. It also explains 

why news and media featured so highly in the word frequency of the units of meaning 

being considered in this chapter. The big complaints about news were the sensationalism 

of overseas news reports on the disaster and the contradiction that participants saw between 

Japanese and overseas news sources: 

Hereôs the thing that was hard for foreigners, because the foreign media, the 

way that they covered it, and the way that the Japanese covered what was 

happening were just so completely different, you know, and, it was just hard 

in a situation where youôve, you know, you donôt have power, you donôt have 

electricity in your flat, or you donôt have food, to be able to look at these two 

different sources, multiple sources and interpret for yourself whatôs happening 

and whatôs your best bet for behaving, you know, as to what to do, it was 

pretty stressful for a lot of people, myself included. (Participant 14) 

In addition, though, language proved to be a reason why foreign residents viewed their 

efforts at gathering information from Japanese news broadcasts and from websites in the 

disaster in a negative light: 
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So then the reactor exploded [Note: participant sighs deeply] and so thatôs 

when, thatôs when I realised ï this is probably where the translation stuff 

comes in ï thatôs when I realised I was completely alone, and listening to 

Japanese news and had no idea what was going on, like, none at all. So it was 

like, ñWhat? The building just exploded?ò (Participant 21) 

 

So from my perspective, it wasn't even a question of whether information was 

available in English or not, what was available where it was directly translated 

made absolutely no sense. So I think Kyodo and NHK are exceptions to it 

because they have pretty savvy reporters who understand that you need to take 

a different approach, I mean, NHK obviously has its international arm which 

is all foreign, or the majority are foreigners, they take a different approach to 

reporting which is part of the reason they were particularly valuable. But the 

Japanese government in particular, they were producing difficult to 

understand direct translations because they are all focused on approvals and 

avoiding risk, and ñit has to be exactly the same as the Japaneseò was the 

mandate, right. (Participant 6) 

To summarise the findings in this section, we can say that foreign residents behaved 

differently when they were gathering information to improve their awareness of the disaster 

situation than when they were carrying out other types of communicative act. Television 

news (delivered both traditionally and online) and websites proved beneficial methods 

because information could be gathered from them in multiple languages. Word-of-mouth 

was as useful for information gathering as it had been for communicating, but this time it 

was because it allowed foreign residents to access useful information on which they could 

base their own disaster response decisions. One consistently negative aspect to information 

gathering in the participantsô accounts was the contrasting tones of forced calm in Japanese 

news and of sensational panic in overseas news. Neither of these tones seemed to 

correspond with participantsô lived experiences, and participants were left confused, angry, 

and hungry for information that they could trust. In addition, though, language proved to 

be a factor worthy of further analysis, and linguistic barriers caused foreign residents to 

experience some information gathering acts negatively. 

The chapter so far has provided a sense of the environment in which communication and 

information gathering were being carried out in the 2011 disaster, the types of foreign 

resident who were involved in these acts, the methods that these people used to 

communicate and gather information, and some of the reasons behind how they made these 

choices. All that remains is to provide an illustration of what some of the content of these 

communicative and information gathering acts looked like. 
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4.5.5 Illustrative examples of real communication from the 2011 disaster 

There were 354 references to instances of communicating and 281 references to gathering 

information coded in total to the transcripts of the 28 participants who agreed to be 

interviewed for this case study. Such multiple references, while varied, presented enough 

common characteristics for the researcher to summarise them into five main types of act: 

¶ Warning about the disaster 

¶ Instructing people how to respond 

¶ Developing situation awareness of the disaster 

¶ Administering the disaster 

¶ Supporting others through the disaster 

This section uses a small corpus of real communication from the disaster compiled by the 

researcher to provide one illustrative example for each of the five communicative acts in 

the above typology. 

4.5.5.1 Warning about the disaster 

The following is an English translation created by the researcher of the transcript of a 

televised early warning that was broadcast about one minute before the first tremors were 

felt in Tokyo. The original Japanese transcript is available in Appendix J. This warning 

was made by the Japanese national broadcaster, NHK, and interrupted live proceedings of 

a parliamentary debate.14  The warnings were in Japanese only. Some background 

information and contextual information not provided in the original transcript has been 

added to the English translation. This extra commentary on the transcript is represented by 

the italicised, bracketed sections. 

(An alarm sounds and a pre-recorded warning is played) 

This is an earthquake early warning. Be prepared for strong tremors. 

(The prefectures thought to be at risk are shown on screen on a map) 

(The same alarm and warning are played again) 

This is an earthquake early warning. Be prepared for strong tremors. 

 

(A human announcer now speaks over the live broadcast of a parliamentary 

debate that the warning interrupted) 

This is an earthquake early warning. Be prepared for strong tremors in the 

following areas: Miyagi, Iwate, Fukushima, Akita, Yamagata. There is little 

time before the tremors will start. Protect yourself so as not to get hurt. Stay 

                                                 

14 The transcript of the original Japanese broadcast is also available here: http://sekihi.net/stones/19338 

[Accessed 12 June 2015]. The broadcast has been archived here: http://www.nicovideo.jp/watch/sm13889097 

[Accessed 12 June 2015]. 
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clear of furniture or other items that could fall on you. Also, be careful of 

things falling on you from above. An earthquake early warning has been 

issued. The warning is for Miyagi, Iwate, Fukushima, Akita, Yamagata. 

Ensure your personal safety to avoid injury. Stay clear of furniture or other 

items that could fall on you. 

 

(It took about one minute from the automatic warning being issued to the 

tremors being felt in Tokyo) 

The tremors are now also being felt here in the parliament building. Earlier 

(the announcer pauses and then changes what he was about to say) the 

tremors are still continuing even here in the parliament building. More than 

10 seconds have passed since the beginning of the tremors (most earthquakes 

in Japan only last a few seconds). Graduallyé 

 

(A chime announces the sudden switch to a live broadcast from the NHK news 

studio in Shibuya in the centre of Tokyo) 

We interrupt this live broadcast of parliamentary proceedings to bring you 

earthquake and tsunami information. Now, our Tokyo studio is also shaking. 

Our Tokyo studio is also shaking. An earthquake early warning has been 

issued. The earthquake early warning is for Miyagi, Iwate, Fukushima, Akita, 

Yamagata. And the tremors are also being felt here in our Shibuya Studio in 

Tokyo. Our studio in Shibuya, Tokyo is also shaking. 

 

(From off camera we hear, ñ[The building is] swaying!ò) 

To all those people in areas that have experienced strong tremors: Please keep 

calm. Once the tremors have subsided, extinguish any open flames. (Fires can 

be one of the biggest dangers when an earthquake hits) 

 

(From off camera we hear, ñ[It's] really swaying!ò) 

First, watch out for falling objects. 

 

(From off camera we hear, ñ[It's] really shaking!ò) 

Currently, our studio in Shibuya, Tokyo is shaking violently. Our studio in 

Shibuya, Tokyo is shaking violently. 

 

(From off camera we hear, ñ[It's] really shaking: [this is] crazy!ò) 

There is a danger of collapsing buildings and landslides. 

 

(From off camera we hear, ñ...because it's shaking!ò) 

Protect yourself from falling objects. Currently, our studio in Shibuya, Tokyo 

is shaking extremely violently. Our studio in Shibuya, Tokyo is shaking 

violently. 

 

(From off camera we hear, ñShoot footage of Tokyo!ò) 

Protect yourself from falling objects. (the sound breaks up slightly during this 

sentence) Stay in a safe place until the shaking has subsided. 

 

(From off camera we hear, ñShoot footage of Tokyo!ò) 

Once the tremors have stopped, extinguish any open flames. 

 

(From off camera we hear, ñTokyo is swaying!ò) 

We will pass on any new information as soon as we receive it here at NHK. 

Please do not switch off your TV or radio. A strong earthquake struck the 

Tohoku region at about 2:46 this afternoon. The seismic intensity was 7 in 
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northern Miyagi Prefecture. (7 is the strongest level on the Japanese seismic 

intensity scale.) Northern Miyagi recorded a 7 on the seismic intensity scale. 

 

(From off camera we hear, ñ7! It was a 7!ò) 

In addition, an intensity of lower-5 was recorded in Yamagata. (The 

announcer stutters as if updated information is being given to him.) An 

intensity of upper-6 was recorded in central Miyagi, Fukushima Chuodori, 

Fukushima Hamadori, northern Ibaraki. Lower-6 was recorded in the southern 

part of the Iwate coast, the northern part of Iwate inland, the southern part of 

Iwate inland, and the southern part of Miyagi. 

 

(From off camera we hear, ñChange! Change!ò) 

(The screen changes to a fixed camera shot of Sendai Train Station with the 

sound of car alarms going off in the distance) 

(The screen changes again to a map of Japan with a flashing tsunami warning 

graphic) 

This illustrative example of a televised earthquake early warning shows that foreign 

residents who had access to a television and who could speak Japanese would have had 

access to detailed information about the disaster and to useful advice on how to respond, 

with an emphasis on repeating calls to keep calm and on repeating practical advice that can 

easily be forgotten in the midst of a disaster. However, this information and advice would 

not have been available to foreign residents who did not speak Japanese and, while some 

visual clues were given onscreen with maps and live feeds, knowledge of Japanese would 

have been needed to make sense of them. 

4.5.5.2 Instructing people how to respond 

The next example from the corpus changes the mode of delivery of information from a 

television broadcast to a website. The site from which the sample text is taken is the portal 

site for foreign residents provided by the Japanese Cabinet Office. (As explained in 4.5 

above, the Cabinet Office is the branch of the Japanese government responsible for 

coordinating national emergency response.) The site went live four days after the onset of 

the disaster. This possibly explains its rushed and amateurish quality.15 It has a design that 

is not user-friendly, and presents information in only Japanese, English, Portuguese, and 

Spanish. (Only the English translation created by the Cabinet Office has been included 

here, but the Japanese original is available, once again, in Appendix J.) Korean and Chinese 

versions ï the languages of the two largest groups of foreign residents in Japan ï are not 

provided on the website. The purpose of the website is to give initial instructions to foreign 

nationals in Japan on how to respond to the disaster: 

                                                 

15 The website is available here: http://www8.cao.go.jp/teiju-portal/jpn/etc/disaster/index.html [Accessed 14 

October 2014]. 
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An extremely severe earthquake centered in the Tohoku district struck on 

Friday, March 11. Official information on the earthquake is available on the 

following websites. Please stay calm and act on correct and accurate 

information. (A list of links to seven other websites followed.) 

 

Please be warned about chain emails. 

Incorrect information concerning Great East Japan Earthquake in the form of 

chain emails, electronic bulletin boards and mini blogs is being circulated. 

Please check to see whether this information is correct by checking reliable 

sources of information such as the websites of government agencies or of 

reliable media, and please do not panic through these chain mails, etc. 

Moreover, forwarding these chain emails results in creating more panic. If you 

receive one of these chain emails, please delete it immediately and do not 

forward it to anyone else. 

 

We ask for your cooperation with electric power saving. 

Due to the earthquake, severe damage has been caused to the power supply 

equipment of Tokyo Electric Power Company and Tohoku Electric Power 

Co., Inc. We ask everybody to cooperate in saving as much electric power as 

possible when using electrical appliances. 

From these instructions, we can see that foreign residents without Japanese ability or with 

only limited Japanese ability or who could speak English, Portuguese, or Spanish may have 

been able to access these instructions. However, to have done so, they would have had to 

have thought to access the Cabinet Office website and then been able to connect to it. We 

can see that the focus of information provision from official responders in Japan to foreign 

residents at this stage was to instruct them to keep calm and to save electric power. 

However, more than anything, the instruction being given was for foreign nationals to avoid 

spreading misinformation. 

4.5.5.3 Developing situation awareness of the disaster 

With the passing of a little more time, foreign residents would have been trying hard to 

understand what was happening in the disaster as a whole and trying to figure out their 

relation to these events so that they could make decisions on how to respond. To illustrate 

this type of communicative act, the mode has been changed from a website to an email. 

The first email to be sent to all Irish citizens in Japan to help them to understand the disaster 

situation (arriving five days after the onset of the disaster) has been included below: 

16 March 2011, 12:30 JST 

 

To all Irish citizens in Japan 

 

The Embassy of Ireland is actively monitoring the aftermath of the recent 

earthquakes and aftershocks and is paying particular attention to the situation 

regarding the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant. We are liaising closely 

with the Japanese government and EU/international partners in this regard. 
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Given the current situation, we are encouraging Irish citizens to consider the 

necessity for their presence in the north east of Japan and the Tokyo region 

(this is particularly the case for people with small children or women who are 

pregnant). Those seeking to leave these areas should make a travel reservation 

as soon as possible. We are not specifically advising people to leave Japan. 

 

The Embassy's website is updated with the latest information as it becomes 

available to us as well as appropriate travel advice. This website will remain 

the primary method of conveying information on the situation to Irish 

nationals in Japan. The website may be accessed via the following link: 

www.irishembassy.jp. 

 

We are also advising Irish nationals to closely monitor the advice provided by 

their local authorities. 

 

If you are in an affected area, please contact the Embassy (if you have not 

already done so) to confirm your status and location or if you require consular 

assistance. 

 

The Embassy can be reached as follows: 

Landline:   +81 3 3263 0695 

Mobile:     +81 80 1076 0103 

Fax:        +81 3 3265 2275 

Email:      tokyoembassy@dfa.ie 

We can see here that strongly directive information was not being given by this embassy 

at this time in the disaster. Irish citizens were being encouraged to gather their own 

information about the disaster where possible and to make themselves aware of the 

situation. Some advice was given to them by the embassy on how to do this. What is clear 

from this communication, though, is the central role that the Internet played as a way for 

some foreign residents to gain situation awareness in the 2011 disaster. 

4.5.5.4 Administering the disaster 

Once the first month after onset had passed, foreign residents would have started to think 

about how they were going to recover from the disaster and begin to rebuild their lives. At 

such a time, communication related to the administrative steps needed to go about this 

recovery would have started to become important. Dated May 1, 2011, the following is an 

English translation created by the Sendai International Relations Association of an 

announcement by the Sendai City Government on the documentation needed to claim 

disaster-related assistance. The Japanese original of this document is available in Appendix 

J. These forms and information about them would have been available in hard copy at the 

offices of the local government and the mode of communication would have been 

mailto:tokyoembassy@dfa.ie
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newsletters and pamphlets circulated to residents of the city.16 

A Disaster Victim Certificate / Disaster Victim Report will be issued to those 

with a damaged house or building (apartment/company) resulting from the 

Tohoku Pacific Ocean Earthquake and the following tsunami. These 

documents are essential when applying for various disaster assistance services 

offered by the City of Sendai. 

ǒA Disaster Victim Certificate shows the degree of damage to houses and 

buildings and will be issued upon assessment. 

ǒA Disaster Victim Report shows that the applicant has filed a claim for 

damage to their house, building and personal property. 

ǒThere are some disaster assistance services that only require a Disaster 

Victim Report and not a Disaster Victim Certificate. The Disaster Victim 

Report will be issued on the day of application. Please contact each 

organization that provides assistance services directly 

ǒApplication Hours: 8:30 a.m.-5:00 p.m. on weekdays 

ǒThings to bring when applying: Identification card (resident registration card

⁸driverôs license⁸passport etc), photographs showing the extent of damage 

*Please contact us when you cannot prepare these. 

ǒA letter of proxy is necessary when you ask someone outside of your family 

who lives at the same address to apply on your behalf. 

What we see here is that the procedures to claim disaster-related assistance from the city 

government were complex. An English translation of the necessary procedures is, 

therefore, extremely useful, but what was the situation for foreign residents who had 

difficulty reading either Japanese or English or who did not receive one of the above 

pamphlets or newsletters? 

4.5.5.5 Supporting others through the disaster 

The final mode of communication shown here is social media. It illustrates the way in 

which, one month after the onset of the disaster, foreign residents were supporting each 

other and trying to help each other through the disaster. Specifically, this example is of an 

anonymised Facebook exchange taken from one of the many publicly open groups on 

Facebook that were created by foreign residents to help each other to get through the 

disaster. The details of the particular group have not been given here to attempt to protect 

its membersô privacy. In the exchange, the members of the group try to figure out how 

seriously to take the rumour that a massive earthquake was going to hit Tokyo and try to 

encourage each other to think positively: 

                                                 

16 Soft copies of the original pamphlets and newsletters can be seen here in Japanese 

http://www.city.sendai.jp/report/2011/1198131_1413.html and here in English http://tinyurl.com/oeu5ls4 

[Accessed 14 October 2014]. 
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GROUP MEMBER 1 Tokyo earthquake expert says Tokyo is expected to have 

a 7+ earthquake to balance out so called tectonic plate forces. Does anyone 

have more info on this? 

12 April 2011 at 00:25 via Mobile 

 

GROUP MEMBER 2 Do you have the link or article for this expert to share 

with us.please: 

12 April 2011 at 00:26 

 

GROUP MEMBER 1 No, heard a "rumor" that an expert made this comment 

on tv so wondered how credible it might be. 

12 April 2011 at 00:30 

 

GROUP MEMBER 3 JMA isn't saying anything... 

http://www.jma.go.jp/en/quake_tokai/ 

12 April 2011 at 00:40 Å 1 

 

GROUP MEMBER 2 I heard this rumours too, but hear that the chances was 

decreasing with the weeks. In NHK TV, they always say that after shocks with 

6+ has great probability to occur in the areas affected by the 3/11 earthquake. 

In the last hours, I heard this many times, after the shakes. I don't forget that 

Tokyo is waiting for the Big One since the 90s. 

12 April 2011 at 00:43 

 

GROUP MEMBER 2 i wonder how many hours or days it takes to JMA 

upgrade informations in English. 

12 April 2011 at 00:48 

 

GROUP MEMBER 4 well, they've been waiting for the Big One (Tokai) since 

the 70s - at least, that's when the theory was proposed. The epicentre is 

expected to be around Shizuoka city, so of course Tokyo would be affected 

pretty badly... not as badly as Shizuoka-ken though, I imagine. I'm in 

Hamamatsu... about 9km from the shore. The bright side is that it's the most 

earthquake-prepared prefecture in Japan (so I guess that makes it the most 

earthquake-prepared place in the world)... 

12 April 2011 at 01:19 

 

GROUP MEMBER 3 @GROUP MEMBER 2, why? What does it say in 

Japanese??! 

12 April 2011 at 01:42 

 

GROUP MEMBER 2 @ GROUP MEMBER 3 I am wondering, because I can't 

read Japanese and as can see by NHK Japanese TV and NHK World(They are 

24h turned on at my home) there is a delay to release English Information. 

Not always they broadcast JMA or TEPCO's conference with English 

translation. 

12 April 2011 at 01:50 

 

GROUP MEMBER 3 Oh. Well, the JMA is pretty snappy with the info when 

an earthquake actually happens. And I think the "Prediction of the Tokai 

Earthquake" is more a longer-term warning thing anyway, right? I mean, its 

not gonna be like "run for your life NOW" or anything...at least I hope... 

12 April 2011 at 01:55 
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We can see from this exchange that Japanese television played a central role in the 

information gathering of foreign residents, even when they could not speak Japanese. We 

see, too, how other foreign nationals acted as informal translators and mediators of such 

information. The exchange also alludes to the role that rumour may have played in the 

experiences of foreign residents when attempting to communicate or gather information in 

the 2011 disaster. 

4.6 Conclusion 

In conclusion, what this chapter has attempted to argue is that the context of the 2011 

disaster is important to an understanding of the issues dealt with in this case study, but that 

the scale and complexity of this contextual information could overwhelm the research. For 

this reason, the boundaries of what is being examined and what is not being examined in 

this study have been explicitly established. Though the study is an exploration of the 

phenomena of translation and interpreting, it is exploring these issues by focusing on 

people, and so ethnographic techniques to incorporate peopleôs lived experiences of the 

disaster have been employed. The intention of setting up tightly bounded contextual and 

experiential information in this way has been to enable the reader to better interpret the 

findings and illustrative examples of real communication described in the second half of 

the chapter. 

The main findings were that a diverse array of methods was used by foreign residents to 

communicate and gather information in the 2011 disaster and that the methods used, the 

issues encountered, and the qualitative assessments made by these foreign residents 

differed depending on whether they were communicating or gathering information (taken 

to mean only those communicative acts designed to improve a personôs awareness of the 

disaster situation). Mobile phones, Facebook, and word-of-mouth were the predominant 

methods of communication, while television news (delivered both traditionally and online), 

websites, and word-of-mouth were the main methods of information gathering. Mobile 

phones were portable and could be recharged in multiple ways, and Facebook provided an 

easy method to confirm another personôs safety. Television news and websites enabled 

foreign residents to gather information in multiple languages. At the same time, word-of-

mouth helped foreign nationals to respond more effectively to the disaster, bond with the 

broader community, get advice in the disaster, and access useful information on which they 

could base their own disaster response decisions. Despite all these positive points, 

communicating and gathering information in the 2011 disaster proved problematic for the 

participants in this study. Problems with connectivity and power meant that mobile phones 
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could not be used as much as people wanted. Also, the conflicting impressions given by an 

overly calm Japanese news media and an overly sensationalistic overseas news media 

caused great confusion and stress for foreign residents. In addition, language issues 

appeared in the data as a barrier to smooth communication, especially over PA systems and 

by word-of-mouth, and as a barrier to accessing the information that was being distributed 

through Japanese news media and websites. 

Some questions, then, begin to arise from these findings. How, in fact, did translation, 

interpreting, or any other form of linguistic or cultural mediation fit in to this 

communicative scene? If we can show that mediation of some sort existed, how can we 

properly define translation and interpreting in this disaster? Seeing as how language and 

culture came up as problems more than as solutions in how foreign residents communicated 

and gathered information, what exactly were the linguistic and cultural barriers that they 

faced? Aligned to this, what were the topics that required translation or interpreting? Who 

carried out this translation and interpreting and who were the other parties in such acts? 

Where were they translating or interpreting, and what supports did they have available? Do 

we need to look at the influence of Japanese ability on peopleôs experiences of translation 

and interpreting? Then, what about diversity? Seeing as diverse methods of communication 

and information gathering were used, were the translation and interpreting solutions offered 

also diverse? These are some of the questions that will be addressed in the following 

chapter. 
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óIt is normally supposed that something always gets lost in 

translation; I cling obstinately to the notion that something can also 

be gained.ô 

Salman Rushdie, Writer (1947-Present) 
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Chapter 5 ï Translation in the 2011 disaster 

Interpretive analysis: 
 

Beginning to answer the following research question: 

ÅHow did translation and interpreting form part of foreign residentsô communication and 

information gathering in the 2011 disaster? 

Figure 5-1. Word cloud from coded data used primarily in the creation of Chapter 517 

  

                                                 

17 This word cloud has been created (using NVivo 10 software) from text contained under the following 

codes: Culture; Language; Relationship negative; Relationship neutral; Relationship positive; Topics needing 

cultural mediation; Topics needing linguistic mediation. The word cloud displays the 100 most frequent 

words with a minimum length of 1 character. Only the default stop words for US English pre-set in NVivo 10 

software (generally articles, pronouns, conjunctions, and prepositions) have been applied to this list. 
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5.1 Introduction 

This chapter will show how translation and interpreting fitted in to the communicative 

scene that foreign residents experienced in the 2011 disaster. The main aim of this chapter, 

therefore, is to explain the ówhoô, ówhatô, ówhenô, ówhereô, and óhowô of these phenomena 

in this one disaster context. The ówhyô of translation and interpreting in this disaster ï why 

translation and interpreting might have been significant or important ï will be dealt with 

separately in Chapter 6. 

The content of this chapter moves away from largely participant-led analysis toward 

interpretive analysis. In the previous chapter, the statements of the participants at interview 

were analysed. In this chapter, their statements at interview are still analysed, but inferences 

about translation and interpreting based on what they said are also made, and further 

systematic interconnectedness between key ideas in the interview data and observations in 

the secondary data is also shown. This change of focus is in line with the thematic analytical 

strategy adopted in the methodology for this research (see Section 3.6.7), but the change 

was also necessitated by the fact that participants mentioned the terms ótranslationô and 

óinterpretingô relatively infrequently. Notice, for example, how neither term appears in 

Figure 5-1, the word cloud created from the codes used mainly in the analysis of this 

chapter. Nevertheless, references to linguistic and cultural barriers and their mediation 

peppered the accounts of the participants, as will be shown throughout this chapter. 

As a result, before positioning translation and interpreting within the 2011 communicative 

scene, the chapter begins by showing that core ideas related to translation and interpreting 

were evident in participant accounts. Then, a definition of translation and interpreting for 

this study is operationalised based on how participants viewed these concepts. The 

remainder of the chapter discusses in detail who performed translation and interpreting 

activities in the 2011 disaster, who the other parties to these acts were, the topics that 

required translating and interpreting in the disaster, when and where this all took place, and 

how precisely translation and interpreting were carried out. 

5.2 Evidence for translation and interpreting as categories 

Chapter 2 of this thesis showed that translation and interpreting in disaster settings are 

relevant categories that are worthy of academic exploration. This section will show that 

these same categories are relevant objects of enquiry for this case study. 
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Participants referred to the terms ótranslationô and óinterpretingô relatively infrequently.  

Figures 5ï2 and 5ï3 display references made by participants to these terms and their 

derivatives (such as translator, interpretation, etc.) during their interviews: 

 

Figure 5-2. References coded to the wildcard term ótransl*ô broken down by participant 

 

Figure 5-3. References coded to the wildcard term óinterp*ô broken down by participant 
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These figures illustrate that participants spent more time referring to the term ótranslationô 

(and its derivatives) than they did to the term óinterpretingô (and its derivatives). 

Additionally, two participants dominated the discussion of these terms; this is 

understandable in that Participant 24 (see Figure 5ï2) worked as a translator in the disaster 

and Participant 13 (see Figure 5ï3) worked as an interpreter in the disaster. From a 

qualitative perspective, the signficance of all these participant references needs to be 

moderated: many of these references only came about as a result of prompting from the 

researcherôs line of questioning/commenting; many references were short and lacked 

detailed content; in several references, the terms were used to denote a process of 

understanding and not interlingual transfer.18 On the surface, then, it might seem that 

translation and interpreting were not relevant objects of enquiry for this case study. 

However, a different story emerged by looking at the units of meaning that related to the 

concepts of translation and interpreting rather than at the specific terms themselves. Four 

units of meaning ï linguistic barriers, cultural barriers, linguistic mediation, and cultural 

mediation ï were thought to be central to conceptualising translation and interpreting, and 

participant accounts were explored for such meanings. Table 5ï1 illustrates the number of 

participants who made reference to these units and who, therefore, may have been talking 

about the concepts of translation and interpreting. For instance, there were more than 200 

passages in the participantsô transcripts that were identified by the researcher as being 

related to linguistic barriers and their mediation, and more than 50 passages identified as 

being related to cultural barriers and their mediation. 

                                                 

18 For instance, one participant uses translate to refer to how he understood the various foreign communities 

in Japan: óThere is, of course, something which translate into associations of residentsô (Participant 13, 

emphasis added). In another example, a participant used interpret as a way to describe how the actions of the 

US government were understood: óHad the Americans actually said, ñOkay, everybody get out,ò  then that 

would have been a sign of, then people would have been interpreting that, ñOkay, right, got to go.òô 

(Participant 20, emphasis added). 
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Table 5-1. Participants who talked about linguistic or cultural barriers or their mediation 

In Table 5ï1, the participants are ranked in terms of their self-reported confidence in using 

Japanese, and a tick mark is used to indicate that they mentioned the relevant unit of 

meaning during their interview.19  As the table shows, all participants talked about 

experiences of linguistic barriers in the 2011 disaster, and many talked about experiences 

of cultural barriers. In this discussion, participants did not restrict themselves to their own 

personal experiences of barriers and talked, at times, of the experiences of other foreign 

                                                 

19 Before each interview, participants were asked to give themselves a mark out of a possible total of 40 to 

represent their confidence in using the Japanese language as a tool for speaking, reading, writing, and 

listening. Thus, the higher the mark, the greater the overall confidence of the participant. See Section 3.6.5 

for further details. 

Participant 

number

Self-

reported 

confidence 

in Japanese

Linguistic 

barrier 

present

Cultural 

barrier 

present

Linguistic 

mediation 

by the 

participant

Cultural 

mediation 

by the 

participant

Linguistic 

mediation 

by another

Cultural 

mediation 

by another

1 33 V V V V V

13 32 V V V V

14 32 V V V

24 32 V V V V V

25 32 V

11 30 V V

4 29 V V

17 28 V V

19 28 V V V V

12 27 V V V

18 27 V V V

5 26 V V

7 25 V V

6 24 V V V V V

2 23 V V V V V

9 21 V V V

10 20 V V V V

27 17 V V V

26 16 V V V V

28 16 V V V V

3 15 V V V

21 15 V V V V

20 14 V V V V

23 14 V V V

15 12 V V V

8 10 V V V

22 6 V V V V

16 3 V V V

Mediation

Participant Another
Barriers
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nationals in Japan for the disaster.20 For instance, to illustrate some discussion of linguistic 

barriers, one participant spoke of the challenges faced by Assistant English Teachers 

(AETs) working in the rural Ibaraki school system who could not speak Japanese and who 

were stranded in their homes in the disaster, unsure of what was going on: 

They were just left in their apartments, and if food was out, they were like, 

ñWhere do we get food? Where do we get water?ò [Laughter] No one came 

around to help, they said. I mean, they, someone came around and just said 

something, and that was it. They didnôt really understand what they 

saidé(Researcher: Because it would have been in Japanese?)...in Japanese. 

Because a lot of these schools that have the AETs donôt, you know, youôre 

lucky to have anybody who speaks English, and if the teacher is commuting 

from {nearby large cities in Ibaraki}, the one that does speak English, theyôre 

not going to come in. (Participant 11) 

Furthermore, it was not just the Japanese language but the Japanese culture that participants 

felt acted as a barrier or somehow caused complications in how foreign residents 

experienced the 2011 disaster. One participant highlighted how a reticence about intruding 

on a stranger in Japanese culture prevented her from calling on the support of Japanese 

neighbours in Tokyo during the crisis and how she felt that this would not have been the 

case in her native culture: 

Because of the culture, because of the Japanese culture and the way they 

interact with people, I think thereôs this thing where you donôt want to intrude. 

And then, thereôs another thing thatôs, kind of, not an embarrassment, but just 

different from just going to talk to people you donôt know. And therefore when 

itôs not quite at the point of extreme crisis, everybody just carries on, 

everybody just tries to carry on as they did before. So people were still trying 

to go to work and carry on completely normally, but trains were down, and 

there was no water, and I think, you know, in {the participantôs home country}, 

it would have just been like, ñLook, stay home, look after your families.ò Or 

people would have been knocking on their neighboursô doors saying, ñLook, 

weôre around here.ò (Participant 1) 

Table 5ï1 further illustrates that the interviews of all participants but two (Participants 17 

and 25) contained passages that explicitly mentioned acts of linguistic and cultural 

mediation. To give an example of one such mention of linguistic mediation, note how one 

participant who could not speak Japanese explains how her Japanese neighbours used 

English to help her respond to the disaster: 

The chairman of the group who takes care of all the things in the, eh, how 

would say, call it? Apartment community? He can speak English, so I have in 

                                                 

20 The definitions for these codes (available in the codebook in Appendix F) illustrate this point: Linguistic / 

Cultural barrier present - reference made by the participant to the presence of a linguistic / cultural barrier 

relating to Japanese in the context of the disaster. This is an a priori code. 
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my building, a few people who lived, maybe abroad, and some retired but, one 

time, they grabbed me and said, ñOh I need to explain to you all the emergency 

things.ò (Participant 8) 

With respect to cultural mediation, note how another participant focused on the work done 

by the company he worked for to mediate the communication style (not the language) used 

by Japanese media outlets in the disaster: 

Communication in general in Japan, I find, is all about providing all [Note: 

this last word was said with great emphasis] of the background and detail, you 

know. Itôs context as opposed to content, and that was really clear with the 

news reporting. They give you all of this information but not explain what it 

actually means, and people just wanted to know, ñAm I safe?ò and ñAm I not 

safe?ò ñWell, becquerels are at this level?ò Well, what the hell does that mean?ò 

It was not helpful to be reported in that way. So again at work, a lot of our 

focus was to try and put things in context. ñThis is what becquerels are. This 

is what you are exposed to in daily life. Every time you fly, this is what you 

are exposed to, and it is perfectly safe.ò And explain it in those terms so that 

people could understand, ñOkay, maybe weôre not at risk here.ò (Participant 

6) 

Finally, an idea that Table 5ï1 also suggests is that, while both language and culture were 

being mediated in the disaster, confidence in Japanese did not seem to be a necessary 

condition for mediating the disaster linguistically; in some interviews, participants with 

relatively low confidence in their Japanese abilities still talked about how they mediated 

language aspects of the disaster for another foreign resident. For example: 

I had a friend who injured his leg maybe one or two months prior and he was 

in a hospital in Japanéand well, so he experienced the earthquake in the 

hospital, but his Japanese is pretty much non-existent, so he didnôt really know 

what was going on, and he couldnôt really reach anyone to tell him. He was 

stuck in a hospital bed without really knowing anything so I chatted to him a 

bit. He was, was a French guy I work with. I donôt really remember exactly 

what we chatted about, like, I guess, actually I think I chatted to him a bit later 

about Fukushima and so on. (Participant 26) 

In short, this section has shown that, while the terms ótranslationô and óinterpretingô may 

not have been used frequently by participants, they did discuss linguistic and cultural 

barriers and their mediation. What is not yet clear, though, is how strongly participants 

related these ideas to other units of meaning found in standard conceptualisations of 

translation and interpreting. In other words, by talking about linguistic and cultural barriers 

and their mediation, how sure can we be that participants were talking about what we in 

translation studies might recognise as translation or interpreting? To answer this question, 

the next section will work to operationalise a definition of translation and interpreting for 

this case study based on how the participants perceived these concepts. 
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5.3 Defining translation and interpreting in the 2011 disaster 

This is a case study into the phenomena of translation and interpreting, and yet these 

phenomena have meant different things to different people at different times in different 

places for different reasons. This section seeks to make clear how the participants in this 

study perceived and conceptualised translation and interpreting. That is to say that the aim 

of the section is to operationalise a definition of translation and interpreting for this research 

based on what was expressed by these participants at this time in this place. 

It is beyond the scope of this thesis to review the many different definitions of translation 

or interpeting that have been used over the years. However, it is possible to identify 

recurrent categories that have featured and continue to feature in how translation scholars 

conceptualise these phenomena. With these recurrent categories as a background, then, this 

section will pinpoint the ideas that this case studyôs participants chose to focus on. To begin, 

let us establish the categories that have commonly been used to talk about the concepts of 

translation and interpreting in the domain of translation studies. 

5.3.1 Areas of interest when making a study of translation or interpreting 

Translation and interpreting are studied from linguistic, technological, cognitive, 

behavioural, social, cultural, and ideological perspectives, among others (adapted from 

Bartrina 2005: 178), and, as such, ó[a]lmost every aspect of life in general and of the 

interaction between speech communities in particular can be considered relevant to 

translationô (Baker 1992: 4). Even so, this thesis argues that, whatever the perspective used, 

the main thrusts of enquiries into translation and interpreting revolve around three major 

categories: the act of translating or interpreting; the products of translation or interpretation; 

the roles and profiles of the translator or interpreter. Also, certain key themes appear 

frequently in relation to these three major cateogories. These themes include (in no 

particular order): equivalence; shifts; translatability; technology; ethics; globalisation; 

power relations; corpora; genres and contexts; reception; professionalism; gender and 

sexuality; community; hermeneutics; minority; domestication and foreignisation; 

metaphor; (in)visibility; centre and periphery; different cultural, historical, and geographic 

traditions of translation (Baker and Saldanha 2009: xiv-xxii ). Other major concerns are said 

to be: fidelity; quality; functionality/Skopos; norms; language interference; 

tactics/strategies; responsibility (Gile 2010: 256-257). If it can be accepted that the above 

themes represent some of the major concerns of translation studies with respect to the 

phenomena of translation and interpreting, can it be shown that the participants in this case 
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study held similar concerns when discussing their experiences of these phenomena or did 

they associate translation and interpreting with other significant ideas? 

In fact, this section will show that participants in this study did talk in general about the 

acts and products of translation and interpreting and about the roles and profiles of the 

translator and interpreter. More specifically, they associated the phenomena of translation 

and interpreting with ideas of globalisation, power relations, reception, professionalism, 

community, and quality, all of which were identified above as typical concerns in the 

domain of translation studies. In addition, though, the participants in this study also focused 

on the issues of timeliness and of trust. 

5.3.2 The act of translating or interpreting 

The first point to consider when looking at how participants talked about translation and 

interpreting in their interviews is to note that they did not make a distinction between 

translating and interpreting; between written, textually-mediated interlingual transfer and 

between an oral mode of interlingual transfer. Acts that we in the domain of translation 

studies would refer to as óinterpretingô were routinely termed ótranslationô by participants.21 

For instance, notice how one participant describes the work of an acquaintance engaged in 

mediation for a team of foreign reporters in the disaster zone: 

Actually, my old boss, heôd resigned maybe like, it turned out to be two or 

three weeks before the earthquake and, heôs from Israel and he speaks very 

good Japaneseéand so heôd actually gone up with NBC as a translator, and 

so they were, kind of, going around and he was riding around in a van, so his 

stories are pretty interestingéAnd heôs up in Fukushima, heôs up, like, theyôre 

up in Tohoku, theyôre up in, like, they were on, like, he was part of the, eh, 

animal retrieval, and all these different things, going with different news crews, 

ehm, getting scanned for radiation any time he was allowed in any facility, but 

I mean the GE guy that helped advise building it was saying óGet out.ôéso 

basically, they said to him as well, ñCome with us.ò And so, he was gathering 

his stuff, and they were at, they were on their way to the airport and basically 

two or three of the news people were like, ñThe storyôs here.ò And so, like, 

ninety percent of them went back, but a handful of them stayed on, so he 

stayed on to translate with them. (Participant 21) 

In Participant 21ôs account, there was no mention of this Israeli acquaintance mediating 

any texts for the reporters, and the contexts of the encounters that she goes on to explain in 

the interview were clearly mediated in an oral mode. While such an act would be classified 

                                                 

21 It should be noted here that taking translation to mean the transfer of written texts only is characteristic of 

the Western or Euro-American tradition of translation scholarship; oral aspects of the transfer process within 

the translation phenomenon are recognised and examined by scholars working in certain Asian translation 

traditions (Hung and Wakabayashi 2005: 4). 
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as óinterpretingô in the world of the translation studies scholar, it was clearly defined as 

translation in the participantôs world view. Passages in the accounts of Participants 1 and 

16 illustrate this point in a similar way.22 

A second point to consider is that, when participants were discussing the act of translating 

(now and hereafter understood to include both translation and interpreting), they associated 

it clearly with issues of globalisation and the relative power of languages and cultures in 

different locales. That is to say that there was a clear assumption in the dataset that the 

target language of translation in this disaster would have been English. Many participants 

mentioned only Japanese and English as languages of relevance to the 2011 disaster. To 

quote an illustrative example, one participant said: 

I live in {a part of Tokyo known for having a high population of foreign 

residents}, and I did live there at the time and still do so, and they, whenever 

they give out documents, I think they always do it in both languages, in 

English and in Japanese, so, even like for earthquake readiness things, they 

give it out in English, so that was one good thing. (Partcipant 26) 

This was as true for many of the native speakers of English (for instance, Participants 3, 4, 

and 24) as for many of the non-native speakers of English in the dataset (for example, 

Participants 8, 15, 16, and 22).23 

Having said all this, one participant ï a non-native speaker of English and fluent speaker 

of Japanese ï reacted strongly against this assumption: 

I donôt think we should blame the Japanese government for not giving 

information in, because people say English, why English? Why not Swahili, 

for example? I think itôs translation, okay, itôs not feasible that they can 

translate it in every language and I donôt think we should prefer some 

community to others. We are all foreigner here. Of course, there are 

community or people from certain country that are more, in terms of number, 

than other communities, but even the community where there is only, like, 

few dozen people, they have the right also to get information, same as the 

other people. And again, translating the information in English or in French 

or the other thing, it will not help the, the, there will be other people that really 

feel that they are left behind. And we can not also ask every foreign here in 

Japan to learn Japanese. Of course, if people are thinking to stay for a long 

time here, they should because it help for everyday life to speak the language. 

(Participant 7) 

                                                 

22 To verify the relevant passages, see Appendix E: Participant 1/Lines 146-149; Participant 16/Lines 561-

578. 
23 To verify the relevant passages, see Appendix E: Participant 3/Lines 608-622; Participant 4/Lines 1326-

1330; Participant 24/Lines 146-158; Participant 8/Lines 467-475; Participant 15/Lines 364-371; Participant 

16/Lines 1020-1039; Participant 22/Lines 275-290. 
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Indeed, the forcefulness of this participantôs reaction goes to show their frustration with the 

dominant posistion of the Japanese-English language pair in the discourse on translation in 

this disaster. Putting aside ethical issues of whether such dominance was right or wrong for 

the moment, it is clear that many participants associated the Japanese-English language 

pair (and not other pairs) with translation in their experiences of the 2011 disaster. 

A final point to consider in relation to how participants viewed the act of translating is that 

they did not restrict their conceptualisations to interlingual transfer alone; cultural 

mediation was associated by several participants with translation in different ways. In 

Section 5.2, it was shown that cultural barriers existed for participants in the case study, 

but this section shows how several participants associated interlingual transfer with cultural 

mediation to overcome these barriers. One participant ï a professional intepreter who 

volunteered his services in the disaster zone immediately after onset ï states explicitly that 

his approach to interpreting was not only about interlingual transfer: 

The law tell that the role of the interpreter is just to transfer the meaning back 

and forth and thatôs it. The problem is that there are situation where thatôs, it 

is an invitation to catastrophe because itôs not only a matter of words 

[laughter]. Words is just a tiny factor in the full relationship, okay? 

(Participant 13) 

Furthermore, a number of participants told of how they relied on native Japanese speakers 

to use another language to help them navigate the Japanese culture of disaster response. 

For instance, one participant who could not speak Japanese well explained how he fell back 

on the assistance of English-speaking Japanese colleagues when the disaster struck: 

Luckily there were some of my English teaching colleagues, Japanese teachers, 

in the staff room, so I asked one of them, ñWhat do we do now?ò So we all 

did the usual disaster routine. (Participant 28) 

Participants 1, 8, and 15 made similar comments.24 Even one participant with advanced 

Japanese abilities was helped to respond to the disaster via cultural mediation through 

another language: 

And then I looked around and I could see some people were squatting down 

and, kind of, like, ñUh, uh, uh.ò [Note: the participant gestures looking 

worriedly above his head] You know, ñJishin da!ò, like, ñitôs an earthquake!ò 

And, with that, I thought, ñWhoa! Iôm in the subway. I want to get out of the 

subway.ò So, through the turnstile, I looked around at my boss, I said, you 

know, ñLetôs go.ò And, this older gentleman, my boss, put his hand on my 

                                                 

24 To verify the relevant passages, see Appendix E: Participant 1/Lines 144-151; Participant 8/Lines 33-47; 

Participant 15/Lines 21-24. 
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shoulder, and he said, ñNo, letôs wait here. Itôs safer to be here.ò And just 

because he was so decisive, I thought that was a good thing. He said that to 

me in English, by the way. Iôm remembering now. (Participant 19) 

However, it should be remembered, too, that foreign residents themselves also used a 

common language to explain and assist other more recently-arrived foreign nationals in 

how to respond. For example, one participant explains how he invited a recently arrived 

foreign colleague who did not seem to know what to do to join him and other foreign 

nationals in a makeshift emergency shelter that they had established in the participantôs 

car: 

Then {another Irish co-worker} was only after coming out, he was only there 

maybe two monthséso he was new, and he was kind of a bit lost and that, so 

I was like, ñ{new co-workerôs name}, jump in there as well.ò (Participant 2) 

In sum, so far we can say that any conceptualisation of translation in this disaster needs to 

include both written and oral interlingual and intercultural transfer and needs to note the 

dominance of the Japanese-English language pair in the discourse on translation in the 

disaster. Still other elements of an operational definition remain to be considered, though. 

5.3.3 The products of translation or interpretation 

Participants spent time talking about certain characteristics of the products of translation 

(once again, from now on understood to include interpreting) in the 2011 disaster. In 

particular, they associated translation products with ideas of timeliness, quality, trust, and 

reception. Various participants talked about how translated information became available 

much more slowly than Japanese information, but also about how volunteer-created, gist 

translations acted as important stop-gap measures until official translations came to hand. 

From either perspective, one idea that came across strongly in participantsô accounts was 

that translated information was needed as fast as possible and that the need for speed may 

have surpassed the need for quality at times. To illustrate this, one participant who worked 

in an embassy and whose job it was to ensure that information was available to both that 

countryôs citizens in Japan and to concerned relatives and friends in the home country 

strongly associated the concept of translation with the idea of timeliness: 

Translation issues only really arose in the immediate aftermath of it when we 

were listening to the Japanese news and trying to pick up what was happening 

before the ministries had actually activated themselves, so in the immediate 

aftermath, thatôs where translation issues would have kicked in. Our local staff 

would have been our main conduit, so they looked after that. (Researcher: 

And those local staff, would they have been Japanese people?) Japanese 

nationals. (And professionally trained in translation?) Some, yeah, some 
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would have had professional translation experience, and others would have 

been with the embassy for a long time. (Participant 3) 

Other participants, such as Participants 9, 14, 20, 24, and 26, also underline a connection 

in their experiences between translation and timing.25 

Another important experiential link made by participants was between translation and the 

idea of the quality of the information provided. In general, participants seemed to hold a 

fairly low opinion of the quality of the information that they recognised as being the results 

of acts of translating, and they seemed to blame some of these quality issues on the types 

of production process that would be characteristic of Japanese institutional translation: 

The Japanese government in particular, were producing difficult to understand 

direct translations because they are all focused on approvals and avoiding risk, 

and ñit has to be exactly the same as the Japaneseò was the mandateéñThe 

Japanese has been approved. If we are going to do anything in English, it has 

to be as close to the Japanese as possible otherwise it is a separate document 

that has to go through approvals again.ò (Participant 6) 

Nonetheless, it was clear that participants struggled with the idea of whether receiving 

high-quality, accurate translated information was as valuable as just having some translated 

information available, even if that translated information was not as precise as they would 

have liked. This was a tension that was not resolved at interview, but it might be interpreted 

that óadequateô rather than óhigh-qualityô translation was what participants valorised: 

Because,{my co-worker and I}, we were the only two native speakers that 

worked at the {redacted} centre, all of the information usually came through 

us, and so it was easy for us to get that information out. When other people 

had to take over for us, we would still have to come back and check that 

English, and then it would have to go up again. So it really depended on what 

information they want to get out there. If  itôs in English and they donôt mind, 

then thatôs perfectly fine, and I guess you can only do so much, so having the 

information in English is better than not having it in English, but at the same 

time, if you get something wrong, then thatôs when problems start to occur. 

(Participant 24) 

Another significant association with the products of translation made by participants was 

an association with the idea of trust. Here again there were conflicting tensions in 

participant accounts around how trust related to the phenomenon of translation. At one 

point, a participant said that information available in their native language, but that had 

been provided by Japanese sources, was more trustworthy: 

                                                 

25 To verify the relevant passages, see Appendix E: Participant 9/Lines 255-261; Participant 14/Lines 384-

395; Participant 20/Lines 583-598; Participant 24/Lines 578-593; Participant 26/Lines 309-313. 
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What I started doing is reading a lot of, obviously English-only information, 

because Japanese information, I didnôt trust and not only that, I canôt read 

Japanese very well. So I started listening to, you know, NHK [Note: the 

Japanese national broadcaster] in English, because I think they built a lot of 

credibility during the crisis, and I knew some of the people who worked there. 

(Participant 27) 

However, later on in the interview, that same participant said that the very recognition that 

the information had been translated made it somewhat suspect and harder to have complete 

confidence in: 

So I think the, the story for what you are talking about and the fact that I am 

not doing Japanese media except the English version of it. Iôm doing Jiji and 

Kyodo and NHK, you know, Iôm going off the wires every day. But thatôs just 

a translation, and I donôt know if itôs a good translation. (Participant 27) 

Another participant displayed a similar uncertainty about whether knowing something was 

a translation or clearly receiving it as a translation might change the trust that would be put 

in the information: 

There are more and more foreigners living in Japan these days, and a lot of 

them donôt speak Japanese, and emergency announcements, if you donôt 

understand the language of the announcements, youôre pretty much, you have 

to rely on a transla, you have to get the information second-hand. And even if 

you have someone who is fluent in English translating for you, to get 

something first-hand immediately gives you a little bit more, I donôt want to 

say comfort, but gives you a little bit more security. (Participant 14) 

What consistently came through as a guarantee of trust was less the informational product 

itself than the source of that information. If the source was trusted, the information was 

more trusted, whether received by the foreign resident as a translation or not: 

I think not being a bilingual, fluent Japanese speaker, I think information was 

still accessible. I think the Internet played a big role. I think Twitter played a 

big role. Personal connections and connecting with those people through 

digital technology was importantéMaybe because I was discounting the 

official word, I didnôt feel like, ñOh Iôm not listening directly to this. Thatôs 

not a problem.ò And again, I would get it filtered through people that, whose 

opinion I trusted, so it was okay. (Participant 20) 

Participants 17 and 23 also made sure to highlight the importance of the source of the 

information in establishing whether a translation could be trusted.26 

As a final point, despite the fact that participants related translations with important 

                                                 

26 To verify the relevant passages, see Appendix E: Participant 17/Lines 423-437; Participant 23/Lines 1016-

1018. 
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categories like timeliness, quality, and trust, it must be remembered that, in many cases, 

participants did not recognise (nor were they interested in) the fact that important pieces of 

information in the disaster were likely to have come to them as a result of translation. 

Therefore, reception is also an important category to consider when defining translation for 

this research. For instance, many important pieces of information used by participants 

during the disaster would likely have been pseudo-originals. Pym (2012) defines pseudo-

originals as: 

étexts that have been produced according to translative processes but which 

are not recognized as translations in the space of the receiver ï they are not 

completely translational. Much of the televised information that we see every 

day has been translated, but is not received as a translation. (Pym 2012: 75) 

Thus, in addition to the multiple references to information broadcast on television in all 

participant accounts that likely came about as a result of translative processes, the following 

dialogues between two participants and the researcher highlight the strong possibility that 

many other products of translation in the disaster were not recognised as such. These 

dialogues also suggest that whether a piece of information was clearly perceived as a 

translation or not was not very important to the participants: 

Thereôs a fantastic guide for the Japanese shindo [Note: Japanôs seismic 

intensity scale] system on Wikipedia in English which I probably read after 

the earthquake which explains the shindo 1 through 7éBut basically, the 

Wikipedia article for the Japanese shindo explains it like that and so, em, if 

you go and read the shindo 5 entry, like, well, pretty much what happened in 

Tokyo, you know. (Researcher: Okay, thatôs really interesting. Well, 

definitely Iôm going to check that out because thatôs probably a translation.) 

It probably is a translation, yes. (Participant 12) 

 

(Researcher: for me, the interesting point is if youôre trusting, letôs say, an 

English-speaking journalist who is getting their information through some 

form of mediation, how much do you know about the mediation? Iôm interested 

in that whole topic, though, of I guess, if youôd like to call it news translation 

as wellé) I donôt know much about that. (Researcher:...itôs just interesting to 

me because, as you said, trust was a key word that came up, I think, if youôre 

familiar with the language of the place youôre reporting on, that maybe gives 

you the ability to access certain things.) Well for me whatôs more interesting 

is some of the blogs that were coming out with information. You know, 

womenôs groups, mothersô groups, that kind of thing. (Participant 27) 

To summarise, if we are to define translation for this research, this section has argued that, 

in addition to thinking of the concept as written and oral interlingual and intercultural 

transfer dominated by the Japanese-English language pair, we must also consider ideas of 

timeliness, quality, trust, and reception in our conceptualisation. 
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5.3.4 The role and profile of the translator or interpreter 

The final two frequently-occuring themes related to the concept of translation that 

participants touched on in their interviews were the concepts of professionalism and 

community. In particular, it was clear that participants positioned the people who were 

translating (again, now understood to include written and oral modes) largely toward the 

volunteer end of a volunteer-professional cline. Moreover, many of the volunteer 

translators that they interacted with were tied to them by bonds of community. Participants 

such as the two quoted below described how it was friends and work colleagues who 

spontaneously translated for them in the disaster: 

I have a good friend, {redacted}, from that group who, she and a couple of her 

friends threw together a Wikipedia of all the, the information and they did 

their best to translate it after the earthquake in fact. Itôs gone now. I was, I was 

trying to find it for you a couple of days ago, but, eh, obviously, itôs come 

downé.(Researcher: So, like, they were just basically as Japanese people, 

they were taking?) Taking, I think, just the Japanese government sources, I 

suppose. The newspaper headlines, articles, anything I suppose they could get 

their hands on, just translating it, safety information. And these were just 

college students. They were just, kind of, doing their best to, because they 

were part of this international club and because they had a lot of friends. It 

was really nice. (Participant 23) 

 

I remember the tsunami warning which I didnôt understand but was translated 

for me. I do remember it being broadcast that there was the possible risk of a 

tsunami up to two-metres coming to Tokyo. That never materialisedéThere 

definitely were some PA announcements, and they were impossible, utterly 

impossible for me to understand, because it was, kind of, static-y, you know, 

like, crackley, kind of [Note: the participant then covers his mouth with his 

hand and produces some incomprehensible sounds] over the system, but the 

Japanese people around understood. (Researcher: Yeah, this is interesting for 

me. You said, ñIt was translated for me.ò Can you be more specific?) éOh, 

the company. Again, it was people from the company. I was with, we were 

standing outside the company for a while. (Participant 12) 

Other participants, including Participants 15, 16, 20, 21, and 26, also talked about how they 

relied on friends, acquaintances, and loved ones to translate for them.27 

It must be emphasised, though, that placing the people who undertook the role of translator 

on the volunteer end of a volunteer-professional cline is not to say that they were not 

language professionals. In support of findings in other research that not all volunteer 

translators or interpreters are untrained (see, for example, OôHagan 2011), the data in this 

case study show that professionals did translate in the 2011 disaster but that they mostly 

                                                 

27 To verify the relevant passages, see Appendix E: Participant 15/Lines 131-150; Participant 16/Lines 354-

384; Participant 20/Lines 434-460; Participant 21/Lines 2284-2290; Participant 26/Lines 233-237. 
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did so in a voluntary capacity. One participant ï an interpreter by profession ï describes a 

situation where professional experience in interpreting was a feature of the role in the 

disaster: 

I quickly wanted to do something. But what was, I had no, I was not ready to 

define what would be that something I could do. But just stressing morning 

till evening was frustrating. Kind of, ñIsnôt there something to do?ò, but I 

didnôt know what. And I told my wife that I would ask to do something, you 

know, a contribution, volunteerism, whatever, but I donôt know what. And 

then it was the 13th, I think, 12 or 13, not exactly, which was almost next day. 

All  of sudden there came an email from the French Embassy. French Embassy 

was recruiting interpreters to go ï and this was unclear ï to go to Sendai, to 

go North. (Participant 13) 

Another participant ï whose company began to collect Twitter messages of support from 

all over the world for the people in Japan suffering from the disaster ï tells of how he called 

on a professional network of translators to help translate these messages: 

We had all these amazing messages coming out, but of course they were all in 

English or Spanish or German, most of them were. And we had thousands of 

these messages coming through just short little tweetséand I said, ñListen, 

weôve got this thing going, would your guys be interested in translating these 

messages?ò And they were so quick to get back on. They asked around and 

every translator on their books said yes theyôd love to do that for free, 

absolutely. (Participant 19) 

In short, the above allows us to argue that the final elements required to operationalise a 

definition of translation for this disaster are ideas of working in a voluntary capacity and 

bonds of community. 

5.3.5 An operational definition of óTranslationô for this research 

We can now synthesise the elements outlined above to propose the definition of translation 

that guided the analysis in this research. Even though it is now not unusual in the language 

industry to avoid using the term ótranslationô and to focus instead on alternative terms to 

describe special issues of concern with relation to the concept (see Koskinen 2010: 15), it 

seems appropriate that a thesis in the domain of translation studies should use the term. 

Nonetheless, in the remainder of this analysis, the convention will be adopted to use an 

upper-case T whenever referring to the definition operationalised here. Additionally, an 
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upper-case T will be used whenever referring to derivative forms of the noun defined in 

this section.28 The definition is as follows: 

Translation in the 2011 disaster was a process of written and oral interlingual and 

intercultural transfer, dominated by the Japanese-English language pair, carried out mostly 

by volunteers known to the user, to create products that were not always received as 

translations, but that were valorised when seen to produce timely information of adequate 

quality and when seen to come from trusted sources. 

This definition goes some way to illustrating how Translation fit into the communicative 

scene for foreign residents in the 2011 disaster. However, it also prompts further questions 

that need to be answered in the rest of this chapter. While it has been shown so far that the 

providers of Translation were mostly at the volunteer end of a volunteer-professional cline, 

who precisely were these volunteers? Also, while we now know that timely, adequate, 

trustworthy Translations were valorised, what exactly were the topics of the information 

being Translated? Moreover, when and where was all this Translation work being carried 

out, and how were Translations actually produced? The subsequent sections will propose 

answers to these questions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

28 These conventions have been used in other research into the phenomena of translation and interpreting to 

denote a special use of the term (e.g., Gile 2010: 251). 
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5.4 Who Translated for whom? 

The first step in establishing who Translated for whom in this case study is to establish the 

parties that were involved when foreign residents communicated and gathered information. 

Participants talked about being involved in relationships with the following parties in the 

2011 disaster: 

¶ Foreign national friends or acquaintances in Japan 

¶ Family or friends overseas 

¶ Japanese national work colleagues 

¶ Embassies 

¶ Foreign national work colleagues 

¶ Japanese national friends or acquaintances in Japan 

¶ Family or partner in Japan 

¶ Unknown Japanese nationals in Japan 

¶ Disaster responders 

¶ Overseas media 

¶ Unknown foreign nationals in Japan 

¶ Unknown foreign nationals overseas 

¶ University in Japan 

¶ University overseas 

5.4.1 Assessment of participantsô relationships 

Tables 5ï2 and 5ï3 present more detail on these relationships.29 First, Table 5ï2 describes 

the numbers of participants in the study who talked about communicating with certain 

parties during the 2011 disaster. Then, Table 5ï3 describes the numbers of participants who 

talked about gathering information from certain parties in the disaster. All these references 

have then been categorised according to whether the participant viewed the relationship in 

a positive, negative, or neutral light, and according to whether the participant associated 

the interaction with something positive, negative, or neutral. 

                                                 

29 The definitions of the codes that have been cross-referenced in these two tables (Relationship positive, 

Relationship negative, Relationship neutral, Communicating positive, Communicating negative, 

Communicating neutral, Information gathering positive, Information gathering negative, Information 

gathering neutral) can all be consulted in the codebook in Appendix F. 
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Table 5-2. Parties with whom participants communicated and the qualities associated with these 

interactions 

POSITIVE RELATIONSHIPS:
Communicating 

NEGATIVE

Communicating 

NEUTRAL

Communicating 

POSITIVE

Disaster responders 1 1 3

Embassies 1 1 4

Family or friends overseas 1 3

Family or partner in Japan

Foreign national friends or acquaintances in Japan 5 5

Foreign national work colleagues 3 5

Japanese national friends or acquaintances in Japan 6

Japanese national work colleagues 3 8

Overseas media 1

University in Japan 1 2

University overseas 1

Unknown foreign nationals in Japan

Unknown foreign nationals overseas 1 1

Unknown Japanese nationals in Japan 4

NEUTRAL RELATIONSHIPS:
Communicating 

NEGATIVE

Communicating 

NEUTRAL

Communicating 

POSITIVE

Disaster responders 4

Embassies 3 4 1

Family or friends overseas 3 7 10

Family or partner in Japan 6 2 2

Foreign national friends or acquaintances in Japan 1 6 2

Foreign national work colleagues 2 8 1

Japanese national friends or acquaintances in Japan 1 3 2

Japanese national work colleagues 1 6

Overseas media 1 2

University in Japan 1

University overseas 1

Unknown foreign nationals in Japan 1

Unknown Japanese nationals in Japan 1

NEGATIVE RELATIONSHIPS:
Communicating 

NEGATIVE

Communicating 

NEUTRAL

Communicating 

POSITIVE

Disaster responders 1 1

Embassies 6 2

Family or friends overseas 6 2

Family or partner in Japan 1 2

Foreign national friends or acquaintances in Japan 2 3

Foreign national work colleagues 4 2

Japanese national friends or acquaintances in Japan 1

Japanese national work colleagues 4

Overseas media 1

University in Japan 1

Unknown foreign nationals overseas

Unknown Japanese nationals in Japan 1 1

N.B. Any cell with a count of 4 or greater (indicating that the relevant unit of meaning was referred to

by 4 or more particiants) has been shaded grey in the table below:
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Table 5-3. Parties from whom participants gathered information and the qualities associated with these 

interactions 

What becomes clear from these two tables is that participants were communicating with a 

wider variety of parties than they were gathering information from, but that, nonetheless, 

they were seeking information from a wide array of sources. Additionally, we can see that, 

while both communicating with and gathering information from these people seemed to be 

POSITIVE RELATIONSHIPS:

Information 

gathering 

NEGATIVE

Information 

gathering 

NEUTRAL

Information 

gathering 

POSITIVE

Disaster responders

Embassies 1 1 2

Family or friends overseas 3 2

Family or partner in Japan 1 1

Foreign national friends or acquaintances in Japan 2 4 7

Foreign national work colleagues 1 1

Japanese national friends or acquaintances in Japan 1 2 6

Japanese national work colleagues 1 1

Overseas media 1

University in Japan 2

University overseas

Unknown foreign nationals in Japan 1 1

Unknown foreign nationals overseas 2

Unknown Japanese nationals in Japan 2

NEUTRAL RELATIONSHIPS:

Information 

gathering 

NEGATIVE

Information 

gathering 

NEUTRAL

Information 

gathering 

POSITIVE

Disaster responders 1

Embassies 2

Family or friends overseas 2

Family or partner in Japan 2

Foreign national friends or acquaintances in Japan 3 5 2

Foreign national work colleagues 2 2 1

Japanese national friends or acquaintances in Japan 1 2

Japanese national work colleagues 1 1

Overseas media

University in Japan

University overseas

Unknown foreign nationals in Japan

Unknown Japanese nationals in Japan 1

NEGATIVE RELATIONSHIPS:

Information 

gathering 

NEGATIVE

Information 

gathering 

NEUTRAL

Information 

gathering 

POSITIVE

Disaster responders 1

Embassies 5 1 1

Family or friends overseas 5 1

Family or partner in Japan

Foreign national friends or acquaintances in Japan 1

Foreign national work colleagues 1

Japanese national friends or acquaintances in Japan 1

Japanese national work colleagues 1 1

Overseas media 1

University in Japan

Unknown foreign nationals overseas 1

Unknown Japanese nationals in Japan 1

N.B. Any cell with a count of 4 or greater (indicating that the relevant unit of meaning was referred to

by 4 or more particiants) has been shaded grey in the table below:
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broadly positive experiences for the participants, there were significant numbers of 

participants who associated these interactions with something negative. A deeper 

qualitative exploration of these data reveals further insights. 

Looking first at the positive instances of communication and information gathering that 

took place within the context of a broader positive relationship (indicated by the green 

rectangles superimposed on Tables 5ï2 and 5ï3), we can see that several participants in 

this case study singled out their foreign national friends or acquaintances in Japan, their 

Japanese national friends or acquaintances in Japan, as well as their Japanese national work 

colleagues as categories of relationship that held some sort of positive association for them 

and that involved instances of communicating or gathering information that were in some 

way positive. For example, one participant talked with great appreciation about the efforts 

that his company made to communicate with him and to confirm his safety throughout the 

disaster: 

They do check up, like, as you, the anpikakunin system [Note: automated 

system over ICT where employees must confirm their status after an 

emergency], it checks you. It asks: How are you? How is your family? How 

is your home? Thereôs a fourth question which I canôt remember. Oh, can you 

come to work?...Like, I felt like part of the work community. People were 

checking on me, you know. (Participant 12) 

Another participant underlined how useful it was to be able to call on specialists in the 

international community to gather and disseminate understandable information about the 

nuclear disaster: 

I turned to friends in the international community. I worked with an 

international chamber to help set up a panel discussion with a specialist from 

a major overseas academic institute. So he had just written a book on radiation, 

and we invited him in to speak. It got a huge crowd, and it was all, it was the 

international community, and many of the participants were mothers who 

were concerned about radiation and, for their children, they didnôt really know 

where else to go for information, so it was very helpful for a lot them. 

(Participant 6) 

Despite such positive experiences, we should not ignore the negative instances of 

communication and information gathering within the context of a broader relationship that 

were seen by the participant in a negative light (indicated by the red rectangles 

superimposed on Tables 5ï2 and 5ï3). Here several participants in this case study singled 

out their embassies and their families and friends overseas as categories of relationship that 

held some sort of negative association for them and that involved instances of 

communicating or gathering information that were in some way negative. As an 

illustration, one participant pointed out how repeated communications via social media 
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from friends and family overseas giving their opinion on the disaster and how the 

participant should respond to it were not helpful to him: 

(Researcher: you also mentioned about social media being not that useful to 

you really, in fact it might have been counterproductive.) Oh, 

counterproductive because the people on Facebook was kind of going crazy. 

(Researcher: And when you say the people on Facebook, were they people 

that you knew here in Japan?) No, no, no, mostly friends or not necessarily 

people very close but rather, well, I mean, itôs always like this, ñOh, something 

happened in Japan. Oh my god. I think my neighbourôs daughter-in-lawôs son 

is currently there, so we need to check.ò Fair enough, I mean, so people I have 

had no contact with for ten years, fifteen years or so, I mean, all of a sudden, 

they come on, ñOh, are you still in Japan?ò, and I think that is a positive 

because itôs like, ñOh, right, great. They, they actually do care although youôre 

not best friends or whatever. But because Germans are so paranoid about 

nuclear things. Nuclear is really, everything goes into irrational mode, really 

it does go into irrational mode. (Participant 22) 

Additionally, while some participants viewed their relationship with their embassy in a 

positive light, others viewed it more negatively, and a common complaint was that, rather 

than the embassy providing information to the participant, it seemed to be working the 

other way around: 

(Researcher: And the information that you received from your embassy, was 

it useful for you?) No. It was not. It was not. Because, like, I had more 

information than them at that time [laughter]. So they were asking, ñAre you 

okay?ò and ñIs the situation okay now?ò or ñWill you stay or go back?ò ñIs 

the level of radiation is okay now, or not?ò So they were just asking, but not 

providing information. (Participant 15) 

Finally, the data indicated by the yellow rectangles superimposed on Tables 5ï2 and 5ï3 

remind us of the complexity of human relationships and highlight that it was possible in 

the disaster to experience an act of communication or information gathering negatively in 

the context of a broadly positive relationship and vice versa. To illustrate this point, one 

participant talked about how he was happy to have his Japanese partner by his side to 

Translate Japanese TV news about the Fukushima meltdown but, at the same time, how he 

was frustrated that the message that she Translated was a message not to panic: 

I turned around to {my girlfriend} and I go, ñ{redacted}, did you ever hear of 

Chernobyl? ñ And she said, ñNo.ò ñYou never heard of Chernobyl?ò She said, 

ñNo.ò I said, ñWell, we know about Chernobyl and this is very, very serious. 

Like, whatôs the news actually telling you? What are the experts saying?ò 

Because we just couldnôt understand, it was all these new words that we were 

hearing. So we had to get her to try and tell us, and, like, ñNo, theyôre just 

saying youôre okay, kind of thing.ò We were getting all this, sort of, ñDonôt 

worry about it. They are going out. Itôll be okay,ò and all that kind of thing. 

(Participant 2) 
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In sum, what has been shown in this section is that relationships in the disaster were diverse 

and complex. Relationships with friends and acquaintances who were either Japanese 

nationals or other foreign nationals seemed broadly positive, as did relationships between 

the participants and their Japanese work colleagues. At the same time, the participantsô 

relationships with their embassies and with their family and friends overseas seemed to be 

more problematic. Some of the data in this section also indicated that Translation was a 

feature of at least some of these relationships. The next section will make clear the extent 

to which Translation was involved in participantsô relationships with the various parties 

outlined above. 

5.4.2 Assessment of participantsô relationships involving Translation 

Table 5ï4 cross references the same positive, negative, and neutral relationships detailed 

in the previous section with any references made by the participants in their interviews to 

linguistic and cultural mediation in the 2011 disaster; mediation that was carried out either 

by the participant themselves or by another person.30 

                                                 

30 The definitions of the codes that have been cross-referenced in this table (Relationship positive, 

Relationship negative, Relationship neutral, Linguistic mediation by another, Linguistic mediation by the 

participant, Cultural mediation by another, Cultural mediation by the participant) can all be consulted in the 

codebook in Appendix F. 
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Table 5-4. Relationships in the disaster that included elements of Translation 

Firstly, what we see from the data is that Translation did indeed involve both interlingual 

and intercultural transfer for participants when viewed from the perspective of how they 

related to other categories of people in the disaster. Secondly, it would appear that the 

POSITIVE RELATIONSHIPS:

Linguistic 

mediation by 

another

Linguistic 

mediation by 

the 

participant

Cultural 

mediation by 

another

Cultural 

mediation by 

the 

participant

Disaster responders 2 1

Embassies 1

Family or friends overseas 1

Family or partner in Japan 2

Foreign national friends or acquaintances in Japan 4

Foreign national work colleagues 3 1 1

Japanese national friends or acquaintances in Japan 7 1

Japanese national work colleagues 7 1 3

Overseas media

University in Japan 1 1

University overseas

Unknown foreign nationals in Japan 1

Unknown foreign nationals overseas

Unknown Japanese nationals in Japan 1

NEUTRAL RELATIONSHIPS:

Linguistic 

mediation by 

another

Linguistic 

mediation by 

the 

participant

Cultural 

mediation by 

another

Cultural 

mediation by 

the 

participant

Disaster responders 1

Embassies

Family or friends overseas

Family or partner in Japan

Foreign national friends or acquaintances in Japan 1 3

Foreign national work colleagues 1 2 2

Japanese national friends or acquaintances in Japan 3

Japanese national work colleagues 1

Overseas media 2

University in Japan

University overseas

Unknown foreign nationals in Japan 1

Unknown Japanese nationals in Japan

NEGATIVE RELATIONSHIPS:

Linguistic 

mediation by 

another

Linguistic 

mediation by 

the 

participant

Cultural 

mediation by 

another

Cultural 

mediation by 

the 

participant

Disaster responders 1

Embassies 1

Family or friends overseas

Family or partner in Japan

Foreign national friends or acquaintances in Japan

Foreign national work colleagues 1

Japanese national friends or acquaintances in Japan 2 1

Japanese national work colleagues 1

Overseas media

University in Japan

Unknown foreign nationals overseas

Unknown Japanese nationals in Japan

N.B. Any cell with a count of 4 or greater (indicating that the relevant unit of meaning was referred to

by 4 or more particiants) has been shaded grey in the table below:



140 

relationships that involved Translation were experienced mostly positively by the 

participants. Finally, when we are talking about who Translated for whom in the 2011 

disaster, Table 5ï4 indicates that we are broadly speaking about foreign and Japanese 

friends, acquaintances, and colleagues on-the-ground in Japan Translating for other foreign 

and Japanese friends, acquaintances, and colleagues there. Nevertheless, it would appear 

that the efforts of Japanese national Translators may have been favoured slightly over the 

efforts of foreign national Translators by participants in this case study. These points can 

be supported by some illustrations in the participantsô own voices. Here two participants 

describe how Translation featured positively in their relationships with Japanese 

acquaintances and colleagues: 

I recruit for, mainly find Japanese people. How many people reached out to 

me and said, ñDo you need help with anything?ò Thereôs a woman, I donôt 

know like, in her forties, that emailed me out-of-the-blue and was like, ñOh 

do you need help with translation or anything?ò Or like, people that I didnôt, 

werenôt close friends or anything, but reaching out, you know, like, ñOkay, I 

know youôre alone in Tokyo, do you need any help? Do you need translation?ò 

(Participant 21) 

 

We were lucky at {the city government in the disaster zone}. They have two 

Japanese workers that had studied overseas. So their jobs were to translate into 

English. So, not only did we have the native speakers, we also had them as 

well and they would be translating a lot for City Hall, so it was a lot of the 

technical English, and we would also check their English. But, I guess we 

were lucky to have that help as well. Because City Hall is completely different, 

because once the earthquake had been 6 months to 7 months, thatôs when the 

information on how you go about getting, like, subsidies and (Researcher: 

Yeah, very technical stuff.)...that type of stuff. (Participant 24) 

Other participants underscore that it was in their relationship with other foreign nationals 

in the disaster that the benefits of Translation could be felt. The first participant quoted 

below points to the benefits of having members of his national community who could speak 

Japanese in the same refuge centre (termed ócampô by the participant) during the disaster. 

The second participant points to the benefits of being visited by foreign national friends 

who could speak Japanese at a time when the participant was taking refuge in his apartment: 

(Researcher: And what was the language in the camp?) Mainly Japanese, but 

one or two peoples could comment in English, and, to use Japanese, it was not 

difficult for us, because all peoples were the same place and many of them 

know Japanese. Because in our community, three or four peoples I said about, 

all of my friend that know Japanese, because if there is an announcement 

instantly he translated, ñOh, this like this.ò (Participant 16) 

 

We were lucky because two of our American friends who were staying with 

us had been there for about six years, I think, so they were quite good at 

speaking Japanese, which was, you know, weôd only been there for a year-

and-a-half, so we werenôt the best speakers. We hadnôt studied Japanese 
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before, or anything like thatébecause they had a car as well, they were just 

driving around, they were living in the area, and just to see how we were, and 

I think we turned on the radio in the car because they were the more fluent 

Japanese speakers that, sort of, gave us a rundown. (Participant 28) 

Secondary sources of data compiled for this case study support the assertions that foreign 

residents who were affected by the 2011 disaster fell back on local communities of 

Japanese colleagues or other Japanese-speaking foreign nationals for Translation. For 

instance, the National Diet Library (the library of the Japanese parliament) has compiled 

archives of texts, maps, video and audio recordings, photographs, and other mostly 

Japanese data produced at the time of the 2011 disaster. Twenty minutes of television 

documentary reports by the national broadcaster, NHK, featuring a Chinese, an American, 

and two Filipina nationals who experienced the disaster in some of the worst-hit areas have 

been added to these archives. 31 

In addition to providing further evidence for who was Translating in the disaster, these 

reports strongly echo other themes identified in this thesis. Specifically, despite the fact 

that these foreign residents were not all the same ï they differed widely in period of 

residence, linguistic ability, age and other demographic factors ï a discourse of community 

ran through their accounts of the disaster, especially in terms of the strengthened bonds of 

community that they enjoyed with other Japanese and foreign nationals as a result of 

experiencing the disaster together. These reports also attested to the significant linguistic 

barriers that some foreign residents came up against in the disaster, but also pointed to 

cultural barriers, particularly in terms of the tension between responding more communally 

or more individually to the disaster. Finally, the reports also underlined the extra support 

that foreign nationals may need in disaster in Japan, while at the same time showing the 

asset that foreign residents can be in contributing to disaster response, especially in helping 

other more vulnerable foreign nationals. 

While negative associations between Translation and the relationships that participants 

were engaged in during the disaster were limited, some examples from the data are 

indicative of some problem areas in the Translation that took place in the 2011 disaster. In 

particular, there were not enough Translators to go around, and those that were Translating 

were being asked to perform outside the scope of their normal capacities: 

                                                 

31 Transcripts of these reports translated into English by the researcher are available in Appendix K. View the 

footage in Japanese for: the Chinese subject here http://tinyurl.com/nvmjaot; the American subject here 

http://tinyurl.com/naaeo67; the Filipina subjects here http://tinyurl.com/pcgn6yb and here 

http://tinyurl.com/qx822uq [Accessed 5 June 2015]. 
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Some volunteer, English-speaking volunteer, like Japanese people, they tried 

to translate what, what is going on, but not all time, just, like, sometimes. 

(Researcher: And those volunteers, were they other people inside the [refuge] 

centre or did they come from another place?) No, no, other people inside the 

centre, yeah, yes. (Participant 15) 

 

There were times, like, for example, where I had to, on the spur of the moment 

- I wasnôt given any notice - but I had to go and interpret for the mayor that 

was talking to the US Army, and I donôt know, like, words, like the specific 

words that are going to come up and the vocab that they are going to use, so, 

I cringe thinking about that now. (Participant 24) 

Another area for Translation in the disaster that may have been problematic relates to the 

fact that Translators were sometimes a bridge between different groups of local and foreign 

disaster responders in a highly politicised and culturally-bound space of interaction: 

But basically, the Japanese police would say something like, ñThis is the 

territory that you check.ò Well, look for survivors, look for cadavers. There 

were rules. Rules, for people that come far away to help people, which was 

totally, disturbing, like, ñIf you see a corpse, contact the police, do not touch 

it.ò Basically, itôs: do not touch Japanese people. It was not written like that, 

but it was something like that. And also a lot of frustration because before we 

went on site in day time, we waited almost a day doing nothing, and the 

rescuers get frustrated because time is key. (Participant 13) 

To conclude this section, what has been shown is that participants in this case study were 

engaged in a wide variety of complex relationships to communicate and gather information 

in the 2011 disaster. When focusing in on the relationships that involved Translation, it 

became clear that the majority of interactions were between foreign and Japanese 

acquaintances on-the-ground in Japan Translating for other foreign and Japanese 

acquaintances. These relationships proved to be mostly beneficial for the participants, but 

they also highlighted some of the problem areas for Translation in the disaster, notably a 

lack of sufficient resources and a strongly culturally-bound space of interaction. These 

themes were also shown to interconnect systematically with secondary data. 

By now, we are starting to form a more detailed picture of the part that Translation played 

in foreign residentsô communication and information gathering in the 2011 disaster, but 

there are still aspects that remain to be explored. Having established that acquaintances 

were often Translating for other acquaintances in a voluntary capacity, what sort of 

information were they actually Translating? 
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5.5 What was Translated? 

Table 5ï5 collates the references in the participantsô interviews to the different topics that 

they felt needed Translation.32 This, of course, is likely an incomplete representation, and 

other categories of information may have needed Translating in the 2011 disaster. The 

purpose of this section is not to come up with an exhaustive inventory of topics, but rather 

to be able to speak with some confidence about patterns that were found in the data. 

                                                 

32 The definitions of the codes used to create Table 5ï5 (Topics needing linguistic mediation, Topics needing 

cultural mediation) are available in Appendix F. 
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Table 5-5. General list of topics requiring Translation in the 2011 disaster 

N
a
m

e
S

o
u

rc
e
s

R
e
fe

re
n

c
e
s

N
a
m

e
S

o
u

rc
e
s

R
e
fe

re
n

c
e
s

T
o
p
ic

s
 r

e
q
u

ir
in

g
 L

IN
G

U
IS

T
IC

 m
e

d
ia

ti
o

n
T

o
p
ic

s
 r

e
q
u

ir
in

g
 C

U
L
T

U
R

A
L
 m

e
d
ia

ti
o

n

N
e
w

s
 b

ro
a
d

c
a
s
ts

 o
r 

a
rt

ic
le

s
1
3

3
4

T
h

e
 c

h
a
ra

c
te

r 
o

f 
ty

p
ic

a
l 
J
a
p

a
n

e
s
e
 d

is
a
s
te

r 
re

s
p

o
n

s
e

1
3

1
7

E
xp

la
in

in
g
 r

e
s
p

o
n

s
e
 p

ro
c
e
d

u
re

s
1
2

1
9

T
h

e
 l
a
c
k
 o

f 
lo

c
a
lly

-s
p

e
c
if
ic

 k
n
o

w
le

d
g
e

6
6

N
u

c
le

a
r 

te
c
h

n
o
lo

g
y

, 
ra

d
ia

ti
o

n
, 
a
n

d
 d

e
ta

ils
 o

f 
th

e
 n

u
c
le

a
r 

d
is

a
s
te

r
1
0

2
7

T
h

e
 c

h
a
ra

c
te

r 
o

f 
J
a
p

a
n

e
s
e
-s

ty
le

 c
o

m
m

u
n

ic
a
ti
o

n
3

3

E
m

e
rg

e
n

c
y

 w
a
rn

in
g
s
 o

v
e
r 

P
A

9
1
1

C
u
lt
u

ra
l 
d

if
fe

re
n

c
e
s
 w

it
h

in
 f
o
re

ig
n

 p
o

p
u

la
ti
o

n
s

1
1

D
is

a
s
te

r 
p

re
p

a
re

d
n

e
s
s
 a

d
v
ic

e
7

1
5

T
h

e
 u

n
u

s
u

a
l 
c
h

a
ra

c
te

r 
o

f 
th

is
 d

is
a
s
te

r
1

1

H
o

w
 t

o
 e

v
a
c
u

a
te

 (
tr

a
n

s
p

o
rt

 o
p

ti
o

n
s
, 
s
c
h

e
d

u
le

s
, 
c
o

n
d
it
io

n
s
, 
c
o

n
tr

o
lle

d
 e

v
a
c
u

a
ti
o

n
s
)

7
1
4

W
h

e
re

, 
w

h
e
n

, 
a
n

d
 h

o
w

 t
o

 g
e
t 

fo
o
d

, 
w

a
te

r,
 p

o
w

e
r,

 o
th

e
r 

e
s
s
e
n

ti
a
ls

7
1
3

E
xp

la
n

a
ti
o

n
 o

f 
d
a
m

a
g
e
 a

n
d

 s
ta

tu
s
 o

f 
re

c
o

v
e
ry

 (
in

c
l.
 l
o

c
a
ti
o

n
s
, 
fa

ta
lit

ie
s
, 
m

is
s
in

g
, 
tr

a
n

s
p

o
rt

, 
e
tc

.)6
9

O
ff
ic

ia
l 
s
ta

n
c
e
 o

n
 t

h
e
 d

is
a
s
te

r
6

1
3

C
o
n

fi
rm

a
ti
o

n
 o

f 
a
n

 i
n

d
iv

id
u

a
l's

 s
a
fe

ty
5

7

F
o

o
d
 s

a
fe

ty
 (

e
s
p

e
c
ia

lly
 p

la
c
e
s
 o

f 
o

ri
g
in

, 
ra

d
ia

ti
o

n
 t

e
s
ts

)
4

7

H
o

w
 t

o
 i
n

te
ra

c
t 

w
it
h

 J
a
p

a
n

e
s
e
 p

e
o

p
le

 a
s
 a

 f
o

re
ig

n
 r

e
s
p

o
n

d
e
r 

o
r 

jo
u

rn
a
lis

t
4

6

E
m

e
rg

e
n

c
y

 r
a
d

io
 b

ro
a
d

c
a
s
ts

3
3

H
o

w
 t

o
 i
n

te
ra

c
t 

w
it
h

 J
a
p

a
n

e
s
e
 p

e
o

p
le

 a
s
 a

 f
o

re
ig

n
 v

o
lu

n
te

e
r

3
5

L
in

k
s
 t

o
 w

e
b

s
it
e
s

3
3

E
m

e
rg

e
n

c
y

 w
a
rn

in
g
s
 o

n
 T

V
2

2

In
s
tr

u
c
ti
o

n
s
 o

n
 h

o
w

 t
o

 b
e
 a

 v
o
lu

n
te

e
r

2
4

P
ro

c
e
d

u
re

s
 t

o
 c

la
im

 i
n

s
u

ra
n

c
e
, 
re

b
u

ild
in

g
 s

u
b

s
id

ie
s
, 
e
tc

.
1

3

In
s
tr

u
c
ti
o

n
s
 f
ro

m
 J

a
p

a
n

e
s
e
 a

u
th

o
ri
ti
e
s
 t

o
 f
o
re

ig
n

 r
e
s
p

o
n

d
e
rs

1
4

H
o

w
 t

o
 i
n

te
ra

c
t 

w
it
h

 J
a
p

a
n

e
s
e
 p

e
o

p
le

 a
s
 a

 f
e
llo

w
 v

ic
ti
m

1
1

M
e
s
s
a
g
e
s
 o

f 
s
u

p
p

o
rt

 a
n

d
 s

y
m

p
a
th

y
1

1

C
o
u

n
s
e
lli

n
g
 f
o

r 
fo

re
ig

n
 n

a
ti
o

n
a
ls

1
1

T
o
p
ic

s
 d

is
c
u

s
s
e

d
 a

t 
in

te
rv

ie
w

 i
n

 r
e

la
ti
o

n
 t
o

 a
n

y
 f

o
re

ig
n

 r
e

s
id

e
n

t



145 

Table 5ï5 indicates that news, response procedures (especially typical Japanese 

procedures), nuclear-related information, and warnings over public address systems were 

topics that large numbers of participants chose independently of each other to talk about. 

The passages referred to in the table include instances where participants were talking not 

only about their own experiences but also about the experiences of other foreign nationals 

that they knew. To focus in more precisely on those topics that were important to the 

participants in this case study, we can cross-reference the above topics with some other 

useful units of meaning that were coded separately: óLinguistic barrier present for the 

participantô and óCultural barrier present for the participantô. Table 5ï6 summarises these 

intersections in the interview data. 

 

Table 5-6. Topics that case study participants felt required Translation in the 2011 disaster 

Here again we can see that the same four topics proved particularly troublesome for 

participants from a linguistic or cultural perspective in the 2011 disaster: 

¶ News broadcasts or articles 

¶ Emergency warnings over PA 

¶ Nuclear technology, radiation, and details of the nuclear disaster 

¶ The character of typical Japanese disaster response 

Linguistic 

barrier 

present for 

participant

Participant identifier 

number(s)

News broadcasts or articles 7 2, 12, 16, 21, 23, 26, 28

Emergency warnings over PA 4 9, 12, 22, 23

Nuclear technology, radiation, and details of the nuclear disaster3 2, 5, 21

General response procedures 2 15, 26

Food safety (especially places of origin, radiation tests) 2 21, 28

How to interact with Japanese people as a foreign volunteer2 22, 23

Official stance on the disaster 2 8, 16

Disaster preparedness advice 1 15

Emergency warnings on TV 1 8

How to evacuate (transport options, schedules, conditions, controlled evacuations)1 2

How to interact with Japanese people as a fellow victim 1 23

Where, when, and how to get food, water, power, other essentials1 9

Confirmation of an individual's safety 0

Emergency radio broadcasts 0

Explanation of damage and status of recovery (incl. locations, fatalities, missing, transport, etc.)0

Procedures to claim insurance, rebuilding subsidies, etc.0

Instructions from Japanese authorities to foreign responders0

Instructions on how to be a volunteer 0

How to interact with Japanese people as a foreign responder or journalist0

Links to websites 0

Messages of support and sympathy 0

Counselling for foreign nationals 0

Cultural 

barrier 

present for 

participant

Participant identifier 

number(s)

The character of typical Japanese disaster response5 2, 3, 6, 16, 22

The character of Japanese-style communication 1 6

Cultural differences within foreign populations 0

The lack of locally-specific knowledge 0

The unusual character of this disaster 0
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Once again, further qualitative exploration of these data allows for deeper insights to be 

gained. Talking about news broadcasts, one participant referenced in Table 5ï6 shows how 

knowledge of Japanese (especially an ability to read the complex Japanese writing system) 

was required to understand news headlines: 

We were walking past, I think, a car dealerôs. Every shop on that road had 

their televisions turned out to face the windows so that people could see what 

was happening, and that was the first time that we saw anything. But then 

again, we werenôt really getting that much information because all these 

headlines were in Japanese and kanji [Note: the Chinese characters used in the 

Japanese writing system]. (Participant 23) 

With respect to emergency warnings, another participant, who had accepted a new job in 

Fukushima just before the disaster, partly based his decision not to take up the position on 

the fact that emergency PA announcements there were unlikely to have been in a language 

that he would have understood and that this would have left him extremely vulnerable: 

Not getting the information there, not being really able to, and that was partly 

my decis, why I decided not to go up to Fukushima, because I thought, ñIf 

something happens, even if they drive with an announcement, those are not 

going to be in English.ò And there, language would have been an issue. So I 

would be totally reliant on others ringing me, thinking of me ñOh, heôs 

ringing, heôs ringing because something has happened.ò And thatôs, so, I 

wasnôt in a very vulnerable situation, at least not in every respect, but I also 

chose not to put myself in a situation where I would have been worse, at least 

that was my reasoning. (Participant 22) 

The nuclear disaster created large volumes of highly technical, highly specialised 

information, and foreign residents needed this information Translated. This was true even 

for those foreign residents who were confident in their Japanese abilities. Unfortunately, it 

would seem that the quality of the scientific and technical translations that were on offer 

may have been lacking: 

Yeah, itôs funny because there was, experts they have on TV are always 

certainly, at least, theyôre fluent in their fields in English, I would imagine, 

and they would be quite good at explaining what was going on even in 

English, even on paper. And yet, for the first few days or for the first few 

weeks, the explanations that I found in English of what was going on were 

terrible. They were a mess. (Participant 5) 

As has been established earlier in this chapter, intercultural transfer was also an aspect of 

Translation in the 2011 disaster, and some cultural ideas may also have needed to have 

been Translated for foreign residents. For instance, certain slogans, such as óGambare 

Nipponô or óGambarou Tohokuô were ubiquitous following the disaster. These slogans 

might be translated in many ways, ranging from óLetôs get on with itô or óLetôs move 
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forwardô to óWe are with you, Tohokuô. The choice of how to translate these slogans would 

have involved some cultural considerations, as one participant explained, and these 

considerations indicate that the culture of how Japan responds typically to disaster probably 

needed to be Translated at times in 2011: 

(Researcher: Would translating those type of slogans into other languages 

have any effect?) On the foreign population in Japan? Iôm not sure. I think it 

loses, it doesnôt really translate into our parlance, you know. Itôs more of a 

cultural thing than a language thing, and if you were to tell, if a similar disaster 

had happened in {my home country}, Iôm not sure the population would react 

to ñOkay,ò you know, ñget on with it!ò There would be a period of moping 

required. But, you know, theyôre different mind-sets, so. (Participant 3) 

In this chapter so far, we have established that Translation is a worthwhile object of enquiry 

for this study and have operationalised a definition for Translation in this research. We 

have shown that participants were engaged in diverse, complex relationships, and that, from 

a Translation point of view, interactions between foreign and Japanese friends, 

acquaintances, and colleagues were extremely important and mostly beneficial. At the same 

time, we have shown that a lack of sufficient resources and a strongly culturally-bound 

space of interaction also created problems for the relationships that involved Translation. 

Then, in this section, we have established that news, warnings over public address systems, 

nuclear-related information, and typical, Japanese disaster response procedures were the 

types of information that participants in this case study needed to have Translated. It would 

be useful moving forward to know how elements of this picture fit with some of the other 

contextual ideas that were established in the previous chapter. Specifically, it would be 

useful to discuss the temporal and spatial features of this Translational scene. 

5.6 When and where did Translation take place? 

We can now use how the disaster was defined in time and space in the previous chapter to 

interrogate in more detail the topics that needed to be Translated. Table 5ï7 aggregates the 

topics from the previous section into the five main types already categorised in Section 

4.5.5 (warning about the disaster, instructing people how to respond, developing situation 

awareness of the disaster, administering the disaster, and supporting others through the 

disaster) and follows the same temporal progression mapping onto the recognised phases 

of a disaster discussed in Section 4.3.3 (pre-event, event, response, and recovery). 
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Table 5-7. When Translation was needed in the 2011 disaster 

From Table 5ï7, we can now say that, generally speaking, the need to Translate emergency 

warnings, response procedures, and instructions for how to interact with other parties to 

the 2011 disaster came in the early phases. The Translation of topics related to the 

development of situation awareness ï such as safety confirmations, news broadcasts, status 

reports, or evacuation procedures ï was intensively required for the first month or so after 

onset. Then, the need to Translate administrative procedures and messages of advice, 

support, and counselling became greater once the emergency had moved into the recovery 

phase. The data in Table 5ï7, therefore, underscore that Translation was required at all 

phases of the 2011 disaster. Additionally, the data seem to suggest that, of these five types 

of information requiring Translation, the need to Translate information used to develop 

situation awareness was required most of all. At the earlier phases of the disaster, 

participants ï especially those who had little Japanese ability ï spoke of being able to get 

by using sign language and pictures or by copying the actions of those around them: 

(Researcher: How did you find the evacuation centre? How did you know that 

information?) How did I know it? Actually just by, like, seeing most of people 

were going and, like, carrying their items and so on, and so I followed them 

[laughter]. (Participant 15) 

Thus, it was in trying to find out more complex information about what was going on and 

PRE-EVENT Emergency warnings over PA

(lasting seconds / minutes) Emergency warnings on TV

~ONSET~

EVENT General response procedures

(lasting about 1 week) Instructions from Japanese authorities to foreign responders

How to interact with Japanese people as a foreign responder or journalist

RESPONSE How to interact with Japanese people as a foreign volunteer

(lasting about 1 month) (CULTURAL MEDIATION) The character of typical Japanese disaster response

(CULTURAL MEDIATION) Cultural differences within foreign populations

Confirmation of an individual's safety

News broadcasts or articles

Emergency radio broadcasts

Explanation of damage and status of recovery (incl. locations, fatalities, missing, transport, etc.)

Where, when, and how to get food, water, power, other essentials

How to evacuate (transport options, schedules, conditions, controlled evacuations)

Official stance on the disaster (e.g., content of press conferences)

Links to websites

Nuclear technology, radiation, and details of the nuclear disaster

Food safety (especially places of origin, radiation tests)

(CULTURAL MEDIATION) The unusual character of this disaster

(CULTURAL MEDIATION) The lack of locally-specific knowledge

(CULTURAL MEDIATION) The character of Japanese-style communication

RECOVERY

(lasting about 1 year) Instructions on how to be a volunteer

Procedures to claim insurance, rebuilding subsidies, etc.

Disaster preparedness advice

How to interact with Japanese people as a fellow victim

Counselling for foreign nationals

Messages of support and sympathy

Warning about the disaster

Instructing people how to respond

Developing 'situation awareness' in the disaster

Administering the disaster

Supporting others through the disaster
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to make decisions on how to respond that the participants seemed to require Translation, 

and this was true even for those with advanced Japanese ability: 

Until, March 11, I had no knowledge about what nuclear was about, you know, 

the plug, the whole thing about the origin of the juice. As long as you get the 

juice, so what? You know, unless you are knowledgeable about that, they start 

using words about stuff you never heard. When something like that happen 

you have a whole chunk of what used to be technical vocabulary that falls into 

public speech. Kids started talking about cesium. 24 hours ago, nobody knew 

what cesium was. Well, when it started I, even me, nobody knew what cesium 

was except that cesium is bad for you [laughter]. (Participant 13) 

Of course, it should be remembered that the various elements of the above typology may 

not have followed such a smooth progression and may have occurred simultaneously or 

overlapped. Nevertheless, the point of presenting the typology, even if it is not a perfect 

map, is to suggest that there seemed to be a relative relationship between the various needs 

for Translation in the disaster. 

The data in Table 5ï7 can be elaborated on even further to begin to make some claims 

about where the work of Translating these various topics was taking place as the disaster 

progressed in time. In other words, by qualitatively studying the references that participants 

made to these various topics, it was possible to create Table 5ï8 which establishes the loci 

of Translation for each topic. 
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Table 5-8. Where the acts of Translation were carried out in the 2011 disaster 

LOCUS OF MEDIATION

Emergency warnings over PA

ǒ Japan Meteorological Agency (JMA)

ǒ Municipal networks subscribing to JMA's

Earthquake Early Warning System

Emergency warnings on TV ǒ TV networks

General response procedures

ǒ Municipal offices

ǒ Train stations

ǒ Office buildings

ǒ Shopping centres

ǒ Large public spaces

ǒ Embassies

ǒ Homes, businesses, and streets in the disaster zone

Instructions from Japanese authorities to foreign responders
ǒ Transportation to disaster zone

ǒ Disaster zone search and rescue sites

How to interact with Japanese people as a foreign responder 

or journalist
ǒ Homes, businesses, and streets in the disaster zone

How to interact with Japanese people as a foreign volunteer
ǒ Homes, businesses, and streets in the disaster zone

ǒ Municipal offices

(CULTURAL MEDIATION) The character of typical 

Japanese disaster response

ǒ Disaster zone search and rescue sites

ǒ Homes, businesses, and streets in the disaster zone

(CULTURAL MEDIATION) Cultural differences within 

foreign populations
ǒ Municipal offices

Confirmation of an individual's safety

ǒ Disaster zone evacuation centres

ǒ Disaster zone municipal offices

ǒ Embassies

News broadcasts or articles
ǒ TV networks

ǒ Homes of volunteer interpreters

Emergency radio broadcasts
ǒ Radio networks

ǒ Municipal offices

Explanation of damage and status of recovery (incl. locations, 

fatalities, missing, transport, etc.)

ǒ Government offices

ǒ Offices of non-profit organisations

ǒ Embassies

Where, when, and how to get food, water, power, other 

essentials

ǒ Homes, businesses, and streets in the disaster zone

ǒ Offices of non-profit organisations

ǒ Embassies

How to evacuate (transport options, schedules, conditions, 

controlled evacuations)
ǒ Municipal offices (helpdesks and helplines)

Official stance on the disaster (e.g., content of press 

conferences)

ǒ Government offices

ǒ Embassies

Links to websites

ǒ Government offices

ǒ Offices of non-profit organisations

ǒ Homes of volunteer translators

Nuclear technology, radiation, and details of the nuclear 

disaster

ǒ Universities

ǒ TV networks

ǒ Public meetings

Food safety (especially places of origin, radiation tests)
ǒ Offices of news agencies

ǒ Homes of volunteer translators

(CULTURAL MEDIATION) The unusual character of this 

disaster
ǒ Homes, businesses, and streets in the disaster zone

(CULTURAL MEDIATION) The lack of locally-specific 

knowledge
ǒ Homes, businesses, and streets in the disaster zone

(CULTURAL MEDIATION) The character of Japanese-

style communication

ǒ Disaster zone search and rescue sites

ǒ Homes, businesses, and streets in the disaster zone

Instructions on how to be a volunteer
ǒ Municipal offices

ǒ Homes, businesses, and streets in the disaster zone

Procedures to claim insurance, rebuilding subsidies, etc.
ǒ Municipal offices

ǒ Municipal offices (helpdesks and helplines)

Disaster preparedness advice ǒ Homes, businesses, and streets in the disaster zone

How to interact with Japanese people as a fellow victim ǒ Homes, businesses, and streets in the disaster zone

Counselling for foreign nationals ǒ Offices of non-profit organisations

Messages of support and sympathy ǒ Homes of volunteer translators

TOPIC NEEDING MEDIATION

Developing 'situation awareness' in the disaster

Administering the disaster

Supporting others through the disaster

Warning about the disaster

Instructing people how to respond
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These are just the locations that were mentioned by participants in this case study, and 

clearly there would have been many other places where Translation was taking place. 

Nonetheless, Table 5ï8 does allow us to claim that Translation probably took place in a 

wide variety of locations during the 2011 disaster, but that much of the Translation effort 

was likely to have been concentrated around municipal offices, homes, businesses, and 

streets in the disaster zone. Of course, it would seem that locations that may have been 

outside the disaster zone (such as the offices of TV networks, the homes of volunteer 

interpreters working at a distance, and embassies) were also significant places of 

Translation, but in terms of where Translation was taking place, it is safe to assert that it 

was mostly taking place in the disaster zone with all of the hazards and vulnerabilities that 

such a location entailed; those who were Translating in the disaster zone were also living 

with the same dangers that the people they were Translating for faced. One participant who 

was volunteering in a multilingual support centre and translating information to 

disseminate to other foreign nationals in the disaster zone described his situation in these 

terms: 

I was, sort of, in the position of giving people information to make them feel 

more comfortable, but the fact is, that was quite stressful at the time. At the 

time, hearing people ask questions about things that you are concerned about 

yourself is, thatôs stressful information, you know. Like, people would ask, 

ñWe just saw an explosion on the TV. Is it safe to live here?ò And Iôm just 

like, [laughter] Thatôs a really good question.ò And having to go by the 

information you have and stand by that, you know, and when you are 

somewhat dubious of the content or the veracity of that information, then itôs 

a little bit stressful, you know. (Participant 14) 

In addition, secondary sources compiled for this case study support the idea that Translators 

were often found to be working in vulnerable, damaged locations in some of the worst-hit 

areas of the disaster (see photograph from Government of Japan Public Relations Office 

[2011] in Figure 5ï4). 
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Figure 5-4. Foreign volunteer Translators in the disaster zone work in the darkness 

In an interview in a Japanese government publication, one Chinese national who 

volunteered as a Translator in the disaster zone explains her experience thus: 

There was no electricity the night after the earthquake and we had to rely on 

the light of flashlights. When I received training in disaster preparedness 

before the quake, I didn't fully understand why they said that radios and 

flashlights were so important. Because of the blackout I experienced first-hand 

their necessity because not only did we not have light, there was no way of 

getting information either. In the days following the quake, I stayed in Sendai 

for several days to translate information about the disaster, record disaster 

information in Chinese for broadcast on FM radio, and visited shelters to 

provide information to foreigners there. (Government of Japan Public 

Relations Office 2011) 

To conclude, this section has shown that Translation was needed throughout all the phases 

of this long-running disaster and that the relationship between the various types of need 

was relative across time. (That is to say that the need to Translate warnings probably 

preceded the need to Translation instructions, which came before the need to translate 

reports and explanations, which was required in advance of administrative Translation, 

which was carried out prior to Translating messages of support.) Moreover, of the types of 

information requiring Translation, the greatest number and variety of needs seemed to 

come about when foreign residents were trying to develop situation awareness in the 2011 

disaster. Furthermore, Translation was shown to have been taking place in a variety of 
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locations, but that much of the Translation effort was likely to have been concentrated 

around municipal offices and on-the-ground in the disaster zone with all the attendant risks 

and stresses that operating in such a location would entail. Again, some of these claims 

were shown to be supported by data from secondary sources. 

5.7 How was Translation carried out? 

In an effort to show how Translation formed part of foreign residentsô communication and 

information gathering during the 2011 disaster, the chapter so far has defined Translation, 

and discussed the ówhoô, ówhatô, ówhenô, and ówhereô of Translation. This section will treat 

the óhowô of Translation and will look at the communicative and information gathering 

methods that were used by Translators and the users of Translation products and services. 

In addition to detailing the methods themselves, the section will try to determine which of 

these methods worked well and which of these methods did not work well with regard to 

Translation. These determinations are provided in the hope that they can be informative 

when preparing Translation services and products for future disasters in Japan. 

Table 5ï9 cross-references the communicative methods mentioned at interview by 

participants with mentions of linguistic and cultural barriers and their mediation. Table 5ï

10 then displays a similar cross-reference, but this time for the information gathering 

methods that participants mentioned at interview. 
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Table 5-9. Methods of communicating used in Translation 

Communicative method with NEGATIVE association

Cultural 

mediation by 

another

Cultural 

mediation by 

the 

participant

Linguistic 

mediation by 

another

Linguistic 

mediation by 

the 

participant

Automated message boards

Automated warning

Blog 1

Email (not on mobile)

Facebook

Interview

Landline phone

Letters, pamphlets 1

Mixi

Mobile phone (call, email, SMS) 1

PA announcement 1

Skype

Twitter 1

Word-of-mouth 1 1 2

Communicative method with NEUTRAL association

Cultural 

mediation by 

another

Cultural 

mediation by 

the 

participant

Linguistic 

mediation by 

another

Linguistic 

mediation by 

the 

participant

Automated message boards

Automated warning

Blog

Email (not on mobile) 1

Facebook

Fax

Interview

Landline phone 1

Letters, pamphlets

Mobile phone (call, email, SMS) 1 1

PA announcement 1

QQ & WeChat (Chinese only social media)

Skype

Twitter

What's App

Word-of-mouth 1 2 3

Communicative method with POSITIVE association

Cultural 

mediation by 

another

Cultural 

mediation by 

the 

participant

Linguistic 

mediation by 

another

Linguistic 

mediation by 

the 

participant

Automated message boards

Email (not on mobile) 2 2

Facebook

Interview

Landline phone

Letters pamphlets 2

Mobile phone (call, email, SMS)

Public payphone

QQ & WeChat (Chinese only social media)

Satellite phone

Skype

Twitter

Word-of-mouth 4 3

N.B. Any cell with a count of 3 or greater (indicating that the relevant unit of meaning was referred to

by 3 or more particiants) has been shaded grey in the table below:
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Table 5-10. Methods of information gathering used in Translation 

Information gathering method with NEGATIVE association

Cultural 

mediation by 

another

Cultural 

mediation by 

the 

participant

Linguistic 

mediation by 

another

Linguistic 

mediation by 

the 

participant

Email (not on mobile) 1

Facebook

Fax

Japanese news online 1 2

Japanese news print

Japanese radio news 1

Japanese TV news 3 1

Mobile phone (call, email, SMS)

Noticeboards 1

Online forums

Overseas news online 2 2 3

Overseas radio news

Overseas TV news 1 3

Public meeting

QQ & WeChat (Chinese only social media)

Skype

Twitter 1

Websites (non-news) 1 1

Word-of-mouth 1 1

Information gathering method with NEUTRAL association

Cultural 

mediation by 

another

Cultural 

mediation by 

the 

participant

Linguistic 

mediation by 

another

Linguistic 

mediation by 

the 

participant

Email (not on mobile) 1

Facebook 2

Helplines 2

Japanese news online 2

Japanese news print

Japanese radio news 1 1

Japanese TV news

Mobile phone (call, email, SMS) 1

Noticeboards 1

Overseas news online 3

Overseas TV news

PA announcement

Public meeting

Skype

Twitter 2

Website (non-news) 1 2 1

Word-of-mouth 1 1

Information gathering method with POSITIVE association

Cultural 

mediation by 

another

Cultural 

mediation by 

the 

participant

Linguistic 

mediation by 

another

Linguistic 

mediation by 

the 

participant

Car navigation TV

Email (not on mobile) 1 1

Facebook 1 1

Japanese news online 1

Japanese radio news 1

Japanese TV news 3 1

Landline phone

Mobile phone (call, email, SMS)

Online forums 1

Overseas news online

Public meeting

Skype

Twitter 1

Website (non-news) 4

Word-of-mouth 3 3 1

N.B. Any cell with a count of 3 or greater (indicating that the relevant unit of meaning was referred to

by 3 or more particiants) has been shaded grey in the table below:
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The two tables show that more Translation using a greater diversity of methods was 

involved in gathering information than in communicating. They also underscore the overall 

diversity of methods used to communicate and gather information via Translational 

processes in the 2011 disaster. In terms of making an assessment of these methods, word-

of-mouth and non-news websites were broadly associated by several participants with 

positive experiences. Email, Facebook, and helplines also featured more consistently in the 

positive parts of participantsô accounts of Translation in the disaster. Then, the associations 

made with Japanese TV news and overseas news viewed online as ways to propagate 

Translations were more mixed; while some participants associated them with positive or 

neutral experiences, others saw them in a negative light. Finally, the use of overseas TV 

news for Translational purposes was broadly viewed in a negative light by participants in 

this case study. Secondary sources compiled for this case study once again provide some 

support: a survey of 282 foreign residents in Sendai (including Chinese, Korean, 

Indonesian, American, Vietnamese, and Malaysian nationals) carried out by Sendai 

International Relations Association in 2011 found that the most useful methods to gain 

information among their respondents were the Internet, word-of-mouth from an 

acquaintance, television, newspapers, and radio, in that order. See Sendai International 

Relations Association (2011) for the survey. 

5.7.1 Word-of-mouth 

One notable trend in the data relating to word-of-mouth is that it was used mostly by people 

in close proximity to and usually known by the user of the Translation. Loved ones, friends, 

colleagues, and institutional supports on site were providing valuable Translation by word-

of-mouth: 

I went to University dormitory called {redacted} a big kaikan or big dormitory 

[Note: in this case, kaikan would mean óhallô but the function is probably more 

like a centre for international exchange.]. So I went there and asked in the 

office about information and they gave me a lot of information. This was the 

second day at night. Second day. I went with some of my friend, so we went 

to ask about, the information about, for example radiation, and this happened 

before the electricity came. (Researcher: So, what type of information could 

they give you?) The level of radiation, when the electricity will come to 

Sendai, and gas, when it will come to Sendai, when they will repair it. 

(Researcher: And this was all just face-to-face?) Face-to-face, yes. And they 

tried to give us as much information as they could at that time. (Researcher: 

In Japanese?) In English. (Participant 15) 

 

I think the general impression was that trains wouldnôt start that day, but Iôm 

not sure where, where I got that information. (Researcher: Yeah, thatôs what 

I was about, just about to ask. Did you check websites or did you ask 

colleagues or?) Yeah, I think it was more of a word-of-mouth thing. Other 
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colleagues probably checked somehow, maybe Japanese-speaking colleagues. 

I guess the conclusion was the trains werenôt running and they werenôt going 

to start any time soon. Maybe also people speaking to their relatives over the 

phones, and so on. (Participant 26) 

Word-of-mouth was a fast and flexible method for propagating Translations. It could 

provide tailor-made context for the user and could allow for the userôs understanding to be 

checked. However, it demanded Translators being on-the-ground. This explains why 

people physically closest to the participants at the time became word-of-mouth Translators. 

Additionally, though, óon-the-groundô often implied being in some of the worst-hit areas, 

and getting Translators from outside the disaster zone to these areas was highly problematic 

at first: roads were blocked or unusable for long periods after the onset of the disaster, and 

motor vehicles in the worst-hit areas were reserved for first responders in the first few days 

(Machimura 2011, WHO Regional Office for the Western Pacific 2012). Moreover, some 

evacuation centres had to refuse offers from volunteer Translators as the centres lacked the 

resources to support any additional mouths to feed (Kelly 2011). This further goes to 

explain why those closest to the participants with any sort of language ability were called 

on to Translate using word-of-mouth and why a common complaint in participant accounts 

was that there were just not enough Translators nearby to help them when they needed it. 

The above is not to say that Translation using word-of-mouth as a communicative method 

was an entirely untrained phenomenon. As has already been mentioned in this thesis, one 

participant was a professional interpreter who volunteered his services to Translate for an 

overseas search-and-rescue team. He used word-of-mouth communication mostly to be a 

bridge for instructions between the local forces in charge of disaster response and the 

overseas team: 

So, communication was needed in order to get directions, directives from the 

local authorities, the Japanese police mostly and army. ñOkay, tell us what to 

do, where, what to do and weôll do it.ò So that was our role as interpreters. 

(Participant 13) 

It should not be assumed, though, that a trained Translator from outside the disaster zone 

would necessarily have been of more benefit to a foreign resident than an untrained local 

using word-of-mouth. It is asserted in disaster studies that Translators need significant 

knowledge of the local area ï especially concerning place names and geographic conditions 

ï to be truly useful in an emergency (Valuch 2011). Data from this case study would seem 

to support this assertion. Though the following quote from a participant is not strictly 

speaking about Translation using word-of-mouth communicative methods, it does indicate 

how important it could be for a Translator to understand the local geography and context 



158 

of the disaster to be able to explain in useful terms the likelihood that a foreign resident had 

been exposed to a certain hazard: 

The way it was broadcasted abroad was that Sendai was hit by the tsunami 

and Sendai, there was a nuclear meltdown by Sendai, and thatôs all the 

information they had. But it sounded like, that everything had been hit. Well, 

the earthquake happened everywhere, but the destruction was only, the mass 

destruction was only on a part of Sendai. It wasnôt all of Sendai. But if one of 

your friends is living in Sendai, even if you donôt know that they donôt live by 

the sea, you hear Sendai is hit by an earthquake, youôre going to worry. 

(Participant 14) 

Secondary sources of data in this case study also support the strong need for word-of-mouth 

as a method to facilitate Translation in the 2011 disaster. For instance, the searchable 

archives of one professional translation forum, Honyaku Mailing List, show that calls for 

interpreters outweighed calls for other types of Translation in the early stages of the 

disaster.33 

Thus, to summarise, word-of-mouth was a fast and efficient method to facilitate 

Translation, but it called for Translators on-the-ground, meaning that it was used by 

Translators in close proximity to the users, either nearby locals or specialist Translators 

who could make it into the disaster zone. The main problem was that there were just not 

enough Translators available to satisfy demand for the word-of-mouth communication and 

information gathering that required Translation. 

5.7.2 The Internet and translation technologies 

The Internet was also a place where many participants encountered Translation in a broadly 

positive way in the 2011 disaster. As one participant put it: 

Look, if youôre going to be looking for information in your native language, 

youôre going to look for information, I suppose, from, in my case, from 

websites from English-speaking countries, you know? (Participant 4) 

While much Translated information in the disaster was provided via the websites of news 

organisations both in Japan and overseas, the participants often found the information 

provided by these websites to be untrustworthy or otherwise problematic, as will be 

explained in more detail later. However, certain non-news websites, such as speciality 

community forums or video-sharing sites, were singled out by some participants as 

methods that facilitated valuable Translated communication and information gathering: 

                                                 

33 The archives can be consulted here: http://tinyurl.com/njtljye [Accessed 5 June 2015]. 
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Thereôs actually a website, forums and things like that. I have an interest in 

technology, so thereôs a couple of English-language technology websites that 

Iôve subscribed to, or, part of these little communities. And a lot of these guys 

are people that have been in Japan for a long time and have educational 

backgrounds ï theyôre professionals but not necessarily, kind of, expats, but 

people that are all fluent in Japanese, but we have a shared interest in 

technology. So, on one of those sites, one of the guys was a professional 

translator and he actually does a lot of technical translations, and a lot of the 

people did. So it happened that this guy actually had done some of the 

technical translations for, I believe, G.E. when they were building the reactors. 

So his background was also in sciences, and there was another guy who was 

a TǾdai guy [Note: this means a graduate of Tokyo University, Japanôs most 

prestigious academic institution]. And there was some very active discussion 

on the these boards about óhow do you see this?ô or ówhat do you think about 

this?ô and ówhat about this?ô or óI read this thing. What do you think about 

that?ô And, you know, broadly speaking, we are like-minded which is why we 

are in the group already, but I think there was a steadying influence about that. 

(Participant 20) 

 

They had some programs where they showed the disaster preparedness 

resources they had, because apparently this massive underground facility in 

one central area, it has blankets and clothes and food and water, so it was 

reassuring to know thatôs there. If that earthquake had not hit, it wouldnôt have 

been promoted in the way they did. And that, that kind of promotion, was that 

all through Japanese or was it provided in a variety of languages? Thatôs 

actually a video I saw on YouTube, but itôs one of those things, you know, 

that came from a news program, it may have been Japanese originally, 

someone took it on themselves to dub it and then spread it around, so there 

was so many cases where people just couldn't find the information, so they 

were doing their own homework and sending it out. (Participant 6) 

The Internet was a successful method for facilitating Translation for technical reasons, too. 

While phone networks were jammed or damaged and while electric power was limited in 

much of the disaster zone, participants could use battery-operated, mobile devices and wifi 

networks to access the Internet, even in some of the worst-hit areas. For instance, the 

following participant was located in a part of Sendai that was very badly damaged by the 

first earthquake, but he explains how he was able to access the Internet on his mobile phone: 

You couldn't get signal where we were. Couldnôt get it. It was all over, there 

was wireless, but that was there was no, letôs say, phone lines or maybe the 

masts were down or the power from Docomo [Note: a Japanese mobile 

carrier], or whatever. So anytime I would turn on the phone, I used turn on the 

wifi login and thatôs how. 3G was working, so thatôs how. (Participant 2) 

Of course, not all non-news websites proved to be such successful methods for propagating 

Translations. As explained in Section 4.5.5.2, the Japanese government created various 

multilingual information portals for foreign residents and other interested groups of foreign 

nationals; in addition to the Cabinet Office website already discussed, the example of 



160 

Japanôs Ministry of Foreign Affairs can be cited.34 This website (provided in Japanese and 

English only) was launched on March 28, 2011 (more than two weeks into the disaster) 

and promoted the multilingual services of the main mobile telephone operator, the national 

broadcaster, the Red Cross, and the Japanese National Tourist Office. It is worth 

mentioning here that only 1 participant out of 28 in this case study even thought to try to 

access Translated disaster information from a Japanese government website. Worse still, 

that one participant who did check the website did not find it useful: 

(Researcher: did you check any government websites yourself?) Eh, MOFA, 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs had 

some stuff in English but it was pretty poor. Not great anyway, from what I 

can remember. It was all, it was stuff that you could get anywhere else really. 

It had those emergency pages up with the information and the picture of Japan, 

like, the little colourful earthquake epicentre and the little rings of 

earthquakes, but it was all in Japanese, I was like, ñI canôt do this, Iôm, Iôm 

too.ò I was too stressed, I think to, to, to make sense of it so. (Participant 23) 

It should be noted here, too, that mention of translation technology was almost entirely 

absent from the primary interview data in this case study. One participant briefly mentioned 

using online translation tools, pop-up dictionaries, and kanji readers to supplement his 

Japanese reading ability online: 

So my Japanese wasnôt terribly bad. I also used language tools online to 

understand things better. So, for example, one tool I really like is Jim Breenôs 

Language Tools. Thereôs several mirrors of that website, and, for example, 

with the text glossing feature, you can just copy and paste a paragraph of text 

and for the kanji [Note: Chinese characters] you donôt understand it gives you 

an explanation of what it is. |So thatôs something very useful. I still use it today 

sometimes. I also liked using the Exciteôs Japanese-to-English translation. 

You can translate URLs there. And also the Google Translate tools. 

(Participant 26) 

The participant emphasised, though, that these tools were only useful for small pieces of 

text ï e.g., lists of geographic radiation levels ï and did not produce good results for larger 

pieces of text like news reports; as a result, the participant explained how he tended to 

ignore news not in one of his languages. Most participants were unaware of the existence 

of translation technology and of its potential benefits. (For more detail on the potential of 

translation technology in disaster settings, see Cadwell [2015].) For instance, the following 

participant worked as a translator throughout the disaster without considering even basic 

technological assistance: 

                                                 

34 The Ministry of Foreign Affairs portal for foreign nationals in the 2011 disaster can be viewed here: 

http://www.mofa.go.jp/j_info/visit/incidents/familylinks.html [Accessed 5 June 2015]. 
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(Researcher: thereôs a translation memory software called Omega-t which 

you can download for free and that will store things for you and help you 

reuse themé) Oh, I wish we had known that! (Researcher: [Laughter] 

Similarly, I donôt know did you use any machine translation like Google 

Translate or?) No. We, I donôt even know why we didnôt even think to use 

that type of stuff. We were just, yeah. Based off our own knowledge and using 

a denshi jisho [Note: óelectronic dictionaryô]. (Participant 24) 

Secondary data support a limited presence of translation technology in the 2011 disaster. 

Technology companies such as Google and Yahoo! used human-aided MT to make their 

Japanese crisis information pages available in English, Korean, and Chinese (see Google 

Crisis Response [2012] for detail).35 In another effort, volunteers collaborated to create a 

map called sinsai.info that took social media messages ï mostly via Twitter ï translated 

them using the Google Translate API, and displayed them using the GPS information 

contained in the messages.36 Translation technologies were also used to enable interpreting 

at a distance; one online interpretation service called Babelverse provided its platform for 

free to crisis workers and bilingual volunteers, and more than 100 volunteers provided 

about 400 hours of interpreting in the first two days of operation.37 

A possible reason for the limited presence of translation technology in the 2011 disaster 

was the preponderance of word-of-mouth Translation needs detailed in Section 5.7.1. 

Word-of-mouth produces no text or recording, is often spontaneous, unplanned, and face-

to-face, and, therefore, is not dealt with well by technology. Another reason was that any 

technology in a disaster setting is dependent on functioning infrastructure and ample power 

supplies, but these were problematic (see Section 4.5.3). In addition, as several participants 

pointed out in their accounts, implementing specialised technology requires investments of 

time, money, and specialised skills that may not be a priority in high-stress disaster 

situations where resources are already limited and where the needs of foreign residents may 

be relatively small compared to the needs of the overall affected population. 

We can now draw some conclusions about the Internet and translation technology with 

respect to Translation in the 2011 disaster. Firstly, their usefulness was dependent on access 

to power and network connections, but creative ways could be found to access power and 

networks even in the worst-hit areas when the need was strong. Secondly, foreign residents 

were more likely to turn to Internet sites and technologies that they already used and trusted 

                                                 

35 The Google site can still be consulted here 

http://www.google.co.jp/intl/ja/crisisresponse/japanquake2011.html and the Yahoo! site here 

http://notice.yahoo.co.jp/emg/en/ [Accessed 20 March 2015]. 
36 See https://www.sinsai.info/ [Accessed 20 March 2015]. 
37 See http://babelverse.com/blog/2011/12/the-babelverse-story-crisis-response/ [Accessed 20 March 2015]. 
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before the disaster to find Translated information than to seek out new sources. Finally, as 

the Translation of government sites indicated, it was not enough to merely Translate 

information in the 2011 disaster; it was just as important to let potential users know where 

that Translated information could be found. 

5.7.3 E-mail 

It was shown in Section 5.7.1 that there were not enough Translators in the direct proximity 

of participants and other foreign residents to satisfy their needs for Translation at all times. 

However, e-mail was used to enable Translation at a distance. One participant spoke about 

how he Translated for an acquaintance by e-mail in the first few hours following the onset 

of the disaster. Even though he was confident in his Japanese abilities (he scored himself 

28 out of 40 in his self-assessment at interview) and had lived in Japan for more than 15 

years, Translation under such stressful conditions was a challenge for him: 

It was probably about that time I got my first email or Tweet from a friend of 

mine in Japan, a guy that I knew in Japan that doesnôt speak Japanese. And he 

said, ñ{Participantôs name}, whatôs going on?ò And I told him what I knew, 

and he was saying, ñOkay, this is what weôre seeing in the foreign press. What 

are the Japanese media saying?ò And I do read Japanese, but I found myself 

more often than not, in that panicked time, I was looking at the English, for 

the context, then going to the Japanese to compare. (Participant 19) 

Another participant indicated how e-mails in English from a close Japanese friend helped 

her to navigate one of the most confusing and stressful incidents that she experienced in 

the disaster ï watching the hydrogen explosion at the Fukushima nuclear power plant live 

on television alone in her apartment: 

Then, I get an email from {my Japanese friend} thatôs like, ñEverything is 

okay. It exploded, but that was a good thing. Like, it released the pressure.ò 

And I was like, ñOkay?ò [laughter]éSo for example, my {Japanese friend}, 

itôs not like I asked her to help me translate, she is just the type of person that 

would, looks out for people. Like she, itôs just that kind of Japanese character. 

(Participant 21) 

Again, the usefulness of e-mail as a method for Translating was dependent on access to 

power and network connections. Nonetheless, Translation was needed by foreign residents 

throughout the long-running disaster (see Section 5.6), and needs still existed long after 

damaged and jammed power and telephone networks had been restored. It should also be 

noted here that the use of e-mail as a method for facilitating acts of Translating implied an 

existing relationship between the user and the Translator, showing once again that foreign 
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residents seemed to fall back on communities of Japanese and foreign friends, 

acquaintances, and colleagues when they needed Translation. 

5.7.4 Facebook 

Facebook was mentioned so frequently by participants in this study compared with other 

online environments that it has been presented here as a separate category for discussing 

Translation. There was a sense in some participant accounts that they saw Facebook in a 

new light during the disaster. They prefaced their discussion of the tool by underlining that 

they had not been frequent users before the disaster, but that they saw how it could be used 

as a way to effect Translation: 

Foreigners then started to come up with things like Facebook. I wasnôt a huge 

Facebook user at the time really, but thereôs a {a city in Ibarakiôs} 

International Association, they posted quite a lot of things and then, even to 

this day they still get, do pretty well on informing you whatôs happening in 

Ibaraki and the area. (Participant 10) 

However, more participants ï especially younger participants in the dataset ï were frequent 

Facebook users and fell back on this familiar method of communicating and gathering 

information when looking for Translated information. One participant who worked in an 

embassy in Japan during the disaster underlined the importance of demographic factors 

when discussing Facebook: 

There are two different demographics there. So there would have been a 

portion of our, I suppose, clientele that would have been very social-media 

orientated and another part which wouldnôt really have had a presenceéThere 

were definitely people who would have just, a lot of JET students [Note: 

government-sponsored Japan Exchange and Teaching Program], for example, 

wouldnôt have come near us with an email but would have sent us a message 

on Facebook. (Participant 3) 

One participant spoke of how a network of Japanese Facebook friends kept him informed 

in English of when power and network supplies would be restored in his hometown: 

Even before the electricity came, they uploaded some information that there 

are some places in Sendai in which there is electricity. So even you can go 

there and charge your mobile phone. So all this through Facebook. 

(Researcher: And these were your friends or?) Yes. My friendséThey were 

Japanese, but they sent the information in English at that time. They were very 

kind, at that time [laughter]. (Participant 15) 
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For another participant, Facebook surpassed other Translated sources of information 

because of the access it provided to networks of friends who held useful information while 

also providing useful extra functionalities: 

To be honest, I didnôt watch too much English news. I didnôt really check it. 

I donôt know why when I think back now. It never occurred to me to bother 

looking at it. I got everything I needed from friends, I suppose. Just asking. 

Facebook was a big source of news. And shortly after that Facebook 

introduced some sort of, emergency, what was it, I forget the, you know the 

anpi shisutemu? [Note: automated safety confirmation system] (Participant 

12) 

Here again, secondary sources compiled for this case study can provide extra insight into 

how this method of communicating and information gathering was used with respect to 

Translation. The screenshot in Figure 5ï5 shows a scene from the vlog of a native English-

speaker who was living just outside the disaster zone but who was in the disaster zone when 

the earthquake struck.38 The vlogger has superimposed a still from his Facebook page 

captured on March 14, 2011 (three days after onset) onto the image. This image shows us 

that Facebook was providing Translations of important disaster-related information (the 

scheduling of the rolling blackouts by Tokyo Electronic Power Company [TEPCO] and the 

operation of major train services) much quicker than the official government websites 

mentioned in Section 5.7.2. Also, Facebook makes clear that the external link to the 

TEPCO website was still only providing information in Japanese on March 14; official 

sources, once again, seemed to be slower with multilingual support for foreign residents 

than Facebook. 

                                                 

38 The vlog has not been referenced here and the screenshot has been cropped in an effort to protect the 

vloggerôs anonymity. 
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Figure 5-5. Screenshot of the vlog of a native English-speaker living just outside the disaster zone 

In sum, not just power and connectivity, but demographics and familiarity with the method 

of communication had an influence on the use of Facebook for delivering and receiving 

Translations. Furthermore, it seems that the positive views of Translations communicated 

and gathered via Facebook resulted from the fact that Facebook allowed access to trusted 

friends and acquaintances and provided needed information quicker than other 

communicative methods. 

5.7.5 Helplines 

Local community centres and volunteer-staffed help lines are given a central role as 

information points for foreign nationals who experience a disaster in Japan. Japanôs Fire 

and Disaster Management Agency (2007: 49) underlines the importance of a local 

community remembering its foreign members in a time of emergency and suggests the use 
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of local radio broadcasts, fliers and DVDs and, especially, multilingual support centres. 

Many multilingual centres already existed in the disaster zone prior to the 2011 disaster. 

These associations usually operated at the city or town level and were run by special 

charitable foundations and cultural exchange associations. Their missions were to increase 

tourism and promote cultural exchange and education. Almost every centre ran a 

multilingual helpline staffed by volunteers with foreign-language ability. These 

multilingual helplines were greatly promoted by the national authorities in the disaster. For 

example, the Cabinet Office website (see Section 4.5.5.2) directed foreign residents to 

twenty-one such multilingual support centres and helplines spread throughout all the 

prefectures in and near the disaster zone. Two participants in this case study worked in such 

a centre: one as part of his official employment; one as an English-speaking volunteer 

working the helpline during the first week of the disaster. Their accounts explain much of 

the Translation work that went on over these helplines: 

So, yeah, a lot of the time was translating, we were also getting calls from 

overseas to see if we knew of people that were okay. A lot of those calls were 

in English, and then, yeah, just providing information for the consulates, the 

embassies, and, I think a lot of the foreigners that know of the {multilingual 

support centre}, they would come for informationéWe had to have had 

tourists as well, but Iôm assuming with tourists, I think, their first, main 

important thing is to leave. And I think provide, if we, because we had an 

English hotline, so Iôm hoping that people knew of that hotline and they would 

ring up, because it was just asking for information: ñHow do I get out of here?ò 

(Participant 24) 

 

What it was was the official information we had about the buses running and 

anything that was provided by the city or local information, we would translate 

it and make it available to the foreigners. We had a bulletin board there, and 

one of the jobs was to answer the phones which I was doing, so, had all these 

phone calls coming in. (Participant 14) 

Secondary sources of data confirm the participantsô assertions. In an interview in a 

government publication, one Korean national who volunteered as a Translator in the same 

centre as the participants above explains her experience thus: 

Things are expressed differently in the Japanese and Korean languages, so I 

did my best to translate using words that anyone could understand. Also, when 

I spoke directly with Koreans on the phone or at the shelters, to people who 

wanted to check on the safety of others, or to disaster victims, I always tried 

to do so by empathizing with them. For example, I would listen earnestly to 

those with questions, and do my utmost to accurately communicate the 

information I had received at the Center or from the TV news. I would also 

try to make them not feel isolated by saying, "Whenever you feel anxious, 

give us a call." (Government of Japan Public Relations Office 2011) 

Here we notice that the information to be Translated for delivery through these helplines 



167 

was coming not just from official sources, but from TV news as well. This hints at an 

important emerging feature of all these methods for delivering and receiving Translations 

ï they were rarely used in isolation. Rather, it would seem that Translation took place in 

the disaster through a complex ecosystem of multiple and diverse methods of 

communication and information gathering. We can easily imagine now how some 

information may have originated on a Japanese TV news broadcast or local government 

bulletin board and then been quickly Translated, passed on, and re-Translated through a 

network of helplines, word-of-mouth interactions, email, social media, and Internet forums. 

Helplines were also important channels to provide mental health and psychosocial 

counselling in multiple languages to foreign residents in the disaster. Tokyo English Life 

Line (TELL) is a Japanese NPO that was established over forty years ago and is well known 

in the foreign community in Japan as a resource for counselling and advice in multiple 

languages. Tokyo English Life Line (2011: 5) states that hits to the TELL website increased 

10-fold after the onset of the 2011 disaster and underlines that óéthe events of March 11 

meant an even greater demand from English speakers across Japan experiencing intense 

emotional distress, caused partly by a lack of accurate and reliable information.ô One 

participant in the case study singled out the work of TELL for special mention as a charity 

that she and her associates are making sure to support: 

TELL, Tokyo English Life Line which has, you know, after the earthquake 

just not only English speakers, but, you know, they need speakers of all sorts 

of languages now, and they really need help because Iôm sure their resources 

are just overstretched. People are still, I suppose have post-traumatic stress 

disorder, or something like that, I donôt know. (Participant 25) 

Translation offered through these helplines was not without problems. A major challenge 

was the high turnover of information and the multiplicity of channels through which source 

text information was coming in: 

Getting information out was a key thing but, I donôt know whether it could 

have been faster. I mean, there was so much information going out, and so 

making sure that it was always up to date, because it was constant. And we 

would have to get information from City Hall which would be in Japanese, 

sent to the {redacted} centre, and then they would have to be like, ñOkay, time 

to translate it all.ò And then all of that had to go up on the website. And, so 

that everyone had that information available, and then to the radio station, and 

then it would all be printed out and put on boards so that people coming to the 

information centre had that information. But it would be forever changing, 

like where to get water from, like what to do if you donôt have gas. That type 

of stuff. (Participant 24) 
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In addition, the people staffing the helplines were foreign volunteers. This meant that they 

could easily empathise and identify with the concerns of other users of the Translations, 

but it also meant that they were stressed and vulnerable and working under difficult 

conditions: 

As it progressed from the earthquake to the nuclear disaster, we got more and 

more questions involving transportation and how do I get out of Sendai. ñWhat 

can I use?ò And the fact is that a lot of the transportation systems were down 

and that was, sort of, stressful, realizing that you were here and, you were, 

[laughter] kind of, stuck here in some regard if something really bad were to 

happen. Really bad, I mean, on the scale of, you know, like, a nuclear, not a 

meltdown, but something even worse like an explosion that put us into 

immediate danger, you know. That was my main concern at the time. 

(Participant 14) 

In conclusion, we can say that the Translation offered via helplines was an established and 

well-publicised method in the 2011 disaster. This method showed the complex networks 

through which Translation was disseminated among foreign residents and highlighted the 

constant turnover of information and the need to regularly update Translations. Staffed by 

foreign resident volunteers, the helplines were a source of empathy and counselling, but 

these volunteers were often as stressed and vulnerable as those they were setting out to 

help. 

5.7.6 Japanese TV news 

In the chapter so far, we have seen that Japanese TV news was at the heart of many 

Translational interactions in the disaster. Participants who were confident in their Japanese 

abilities and who were happy to have it as a direct source of information also recognised 

that many other foreign residents were not in the same position. One participant who 

gathered around a television with foreign and Japanese colleagues in the first moments 

after the earthquake hit recognised that the usefulness of Japanese TV news depended on 

the foreign residentôs Japanese ability and on the presence of Translators: 

So I was understanding completely what's happening on the television, but 

there would have been government staff that didn't speak any Japanese, but 

there was also Japanese staff, so there was a little bit of translation happening 

at that time. (Participant 1) 

Another participant underlined that English-language simultaneous interpreting offered by 

the Japanese national broadcaster (NHK) for a selection of its TV news broadcasts was 

another form of Translation going on around Japanese TV news: 
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Of course, on the NHK news they have this fukikaeban [Note: this means 

dubbed version] where they do have simultaneous interpretation going on. Iôm 

pretty sure during the disaster time as well there would have been, if you 

changed that sub-channel, you could hear information in English, translated 

information. (Participant 4) 

In line with the arguments earlier on in this section, even if a foreign resident could not 

speak any Japanese, they could often benefit from the information on Japanese TV news 

as a result of friends and colleagues Translating and passing on what they had heard or 

seen: 

And they were telling me things which would be important for me to know 

because like, for example, the emergency kit, what to have in there and that I 

would need to have, well, if it was raining, better to really cover myself 

because Fukushima may be, with all these uncertainties, the things they heard 

in the news, they would tell me. (Participant 8) 

Nevertheless, this broadly positive experience of Translation with respect to Japanese TV 

news was tinged with negativity for some participants who did not trust the content of what 

they were hearing: 

Frankly speaking, I had no illusion to get the real information from the normal 

TV channels, for example. I know thatôs not the truth. I know that every TV 

channel have its own agenda for whatever. I donôt know - itôs another topic or 

not - I donôt believe in getting information or the truth or what really happened 

from listening to the news. (Participant 7) 

Another participant expressed similar reservations over the effectiveness of Translating the 

official line that was being disseminated widely through the Japanese TV media: 

Even if the information in Japanese had been translated, I might not have 

considered it because I had lost trust in the official Japanese line and just did 

not believe what official sources were saying. (Participant 23) 

In short, what we can say about the Translation surrounding Japanese TV news is that it 

was at the root of many other acts of Translation, that it was clearly recognised and received 

as Translation, and that, while it seems to have been broadly experienced positively by 

foreign residents, there is a sense that a lack of trust in the source of the information being 

broadcast on Japanese TV news meant that Translations, even if they had been made 

available, would have been disregarded by some foreign residents. 

5.7.7 Overseas news viewed online 

In contrast to the Translation surrounding Japanese TV news, the Translation surrounding 
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overseas news viewed online or on TV sets in Japan was less clearly received as a 

Translation and fell more clearly into the category of pseudo-originals explained in Section 

5.3.3. Williams (2013) illustrates the lack of visibility of Translation in the global mass 

mediaôs response to the 2011 disaster well: 

By receiving global news reports directly in local languages, viewers and 

readers are persuaded that cultural and linguistic diversity either does not exist 

or that it is unproblematical. The resulting fabricated transparency is only 

rarely breached. A recent example of such a breach occurred on Today, one 

of BBC radioôs early morning news and current affairs programmes, shortly 

after the earthquake and tsunami which struck Japan in March 2011. The BBC 

correspondent explained that he could not provide much information because 

there was a major communication problem, namely that no one spoke English. 

This moment of non-communication revealed that Japan was a foreign 

country where communication had to be mediated by translation. In the 

circulation of global news, translation is invisible. (Williams 2013: 102) 

What came across strongly in the participant data was that participants seemed to view 

much of the news online ï whether they considered that it came about as the result of 

Translational processes or not ï as being so far removed from their own experience and 

from the news they were seeing (often via Translation) on Japanese TV that it was better 

to discount it entirely: 

They would fly these reporters in and they would stand on top of buildings 

and try to say something for five minutes but they didnôt know what was going 

on and so, you know, it wasnôt much use to pay attention to CNN or BBC. 

(Participant 20) 

 

And then you had tabloid papers, like The Sun and that kind of stuff and they 

were like, ñGet out of Tokyo,ò and all this kind of stuff, and óTokyo is 

starvingô was another headline, and I was, ñhave you ever even been to Japan, 

like?ò And you had that kind of stuff, but Iôd take all that with a pinch of salt, 

to be honest. (Participant 2) 

Several participants pointed out how they were left in the disaster in a position where they 

could not trust either the Translations they were receiving from overseas news sources or 

from Japanese news sources: 

I felt like the foreign media covered it a lot but there was just so much, there 

was too much information about that, and there was too much opinion. There 

was a lot of loud opinions going around, like about how bad that was. The 

Japanese penchant for understatement just left me with, like, where the hell 

do you draw the middle line. You donôt know how far to one side or the other 

it should have been. I didnôt trust it. (Participant 12) 

Secondary sources compiled for this case study help us to show that ï this time with respect 

to the Translation acts involved in the dissemination of overseas news online ï Japanese 
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TV news once again played a central role. The following is an extract from the first full 

article on the disaster available from the archives of the online version of The Guardian 

newspaper in the UK. This article was posted on the day of onset of the disaster and 

essentially passes on descriptions of images from Japanese TV news reports, showing how 

central this TV news was in the whole production of Translation. As an aside, the 

importance of locally-specific knowledge can once again be seen here in that the city in 

Miyagi prefecture referred to in the extract is misnamed and should read Kesennuma city: 

Television footage showed a 4-metre tsunami sweeping over embankments in 

Sendai city, bearing cars and houses ï some on fire ï across farmland, before 

reversing course and carrying them out to sea. Public broadcaster NHK 

showed images of a large ship ramming into a breakwater in Kennuma city 

(sic), Miyagi prefecture...Television footage showed a building on fire in the 

Odaiba district of Tokyo, although it was not immediately clear if the blaze 

was connected to the earthquake. Another fire was seen burning out of control 

at the at (sic) Cosmo oil refinery in Ichihara, in Chiba prefecture near 

TokyoéTV news presenters repeatedly warned people along the Pacific coast 

to head for higher ground. (McCurry and Branigan 2011) 

To sum up, what we can say about the Translation acts surrounding overseas news online 

is that they were largely not recognised as Translations, that they were mistrusted and 

discounted by foreign residents, and that they were dependent on Japanese sources which 

may not always have been accurately Translated. 

5.7.8 Overseas TV news 

The previous section spoke about the negative association surrounding Translation 

delivered and consumed via overseas newspapers online and via the online services of 

various television networks. This section shows that participants viewed the Translation 

via overseas subscription television channels in Japan equally negatively. Here multiple 

participants point out how viewing only overseas television news without an ability to 

speak Japanese and in the absence of Translators led some foreign nationals to respond to 

the disaster in extreme ways: 

I mean there was some companies were evacuating the whole, the company 

and their, I think the French moved their embassy to Osaka temporarily, and 

none of that helped the foreign community. But, again, they were listening to 

the CNN news so the foreigners that really couldnôt communicate on the 

Japanese, they were communicating from CNN and BBC, or some of the local 

embassies who would have got their information probably from, you know, 

BBC and, CNN then as well, so I felt that, I donôt think they had the correct 

information about, especially about the earthquake. (Participant 18) 

Another participant talks about how the foreign clients he was with in Japan on March 11 
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were much more panicked about Fukushima than he because they had watched overseas 

TV news while he had not: 

They were probably more hooked than I was to news sources, and as they do 

not rely on Japanese language, they were relying, I assume, on everything 

which is non, which was non-Japanese: French, they were French, maybe 

English news sources. And probably they were more aware than I about the 

matter of Fukushima. So, they were in a total panic and they asked me, they 

told me that they wanted to go to Osaka and that they would pay any means 

of transportation because they were in that, they were thinking that everything 

was stopped. And, I was not in a panic, well, I was not shaking. Worried, but 

not shaking. (Participant 13) 

One other participant, who acted as a Translator for some overseas reporters in the disaster 

zone, feared that such reporters were actively warping how they presented the information 

to make it more sensational: 

I showed a French reporter around, a French and a Spanish reporter around 

down at the harbour, but I did see a CNN reporter down there and I actually 

did catch it on TV, it was laughableéSo I mean, they were doing their best 

to, on the international news, to make it sound like we were falling apart here. 

(Participant 10) 

Thus, we can say that, in the absence of sufficient Japanese ability and in the absence of 

Translation, watching overseas television news led some foreign nationals to respond in 

extreme ways to the disaster. Also, it should not be forgotten that these overseas news 

crews sometimes called on the help of foreign residents to act as Translators in compiling 

their reports in the disaster zone, but that this still did not prevent some reports becoming 

warped, sensational, and far-removed from the reality that many foreign residents were 

living. 

Then, to summarise all the conclusions drawn in Section 5.7 with respect to how 

Translation was carried out in the 2011 disaster, we can say that this section has shown that 

Translation took place as part of a complex ecosystem of information gathering and 

communicating in which communicative methods were rarely used in isolation. It found 

that the methods used were multiple and diverse, but that word-of-mouth, the Internet and 

translation technology, E-mail, Facebook, helplines, Japanese television news, and 

overseas news viewed online and on television sets in Japan were worthy of deeper 

qualitative exploration. 

This exploration revealed important insights about each method. Word-of-mouth was fast, 

and used by Translators in close proximity to the users, but the supply of Translators did 

not meet the demand for Translation. The Internet and e-mail were useful when access to 
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power and networks was possible. Tried and trusted websites were favoured over new sites 

to facilitate Translation, and it was found that advertising Translations to potential users 

was as important as creating the Translations themselves. Technological uptake varied; for 

instance, talk of translation technology was largely absent from the disaster discourse, but 

the use of e-mail was widespread to facilitate Translation and reinforced how foreign 

residents fell back on existing bonds of community with respect to Translation in the 2011 

disaster. The use of Facebook to propagate Translations highlighted the importance of 

demographic factors when thinking about Translation in this disaster and once again proved 

that any method that allowed speedy access to Translations by trusted friends and 

acquaintances was highly valorised. Helplines were an established and recognised method 

for facilitating Translations in 2011. They underlined the complex networks of 

communicating and information gathering that Translation was part of in the disaster and 

the potential vulnerability of the foreign volunteers who staffed them. Finally, the 

Translation surrounding television news ï both Japanese and overseas, seen online and on 

regular sets ï proved to be the most problematic of all the categories. While Japanese TV 

news was at the root of many acts of Translation in the disaster, news in general ï whether 

originating from Japan or overseas and whether received or not as a Translation ï was 

widely mistrusted by foreign residents and had some negative effects on their experiences 

of the 2011 disaster. 

5.8 Conclusion 

Having reached the end of this chapter, a clear picture should now have emerged of 

precisely how Translation fitted in to the communicative scene in the 2011 disaster for 

foreign residents. By interpreting participant interview data and by linking it to secondary 

sources compiled for this case study, the chapter established that the phenomenon of 

Translation was worth the enquiry in this research, and an operationalised definition for the 

concept of Translation was made possible. The chapter showed how participants were 

engaged in diverse, complex relationships, and that, from a Translation point of view, 

interactions between foreign and Japanese friends, acquaintances, and colleagues were 

extremely important and mostly beneficial. Crucially, too, it showed that participants fell 

back on bonds of community and trust when seeking Translation in the disaster. At the 

same time, the chapter showed that a lack of sufficient resources and a strongly culturally-

bound space of interaction also created problems for the relationships that involved 

Translation. Furthermore, it showed that news, warnings over public address systems, 

nuclear-related information, and typical, Japanese disaster response procedures were the 

types of information that participants in this case study needed to have Translated. It was 
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found that the need to Translate these topics was temporally relative and that the 

Translation of information used to develop situation awareness was required most of all. 

Moreover, while Translation likely took place in a variety of locations, it was found that 

municipal offices and areas on-the-ground in the disaster zone were major loci of 

Translational action, with all the attendant risks and stresses that such an environment 

entailed. Finally, the chapter found that Translation took place as part of a complex 

ecosystem of information gathering and communicating in which communicative methods 

were rarely used in isolation and in which translation technology played only a very limited 

role. It found that the methods used were multiple and diverse, but that word-of-mouth, the 

Internet, E-mail, Facebook, helplines, Japanese television news, and overseas news viewed 

online and on television sets in Japan were particularly significant. Further qualitative 

exploration of these methods revealed the importance of diverse networks, community, and 

trust to how participants experienced Translation in the 2011 disaster. 

Indeed, it is clear now that throughout the whole chapter and throughout large sections of 

the previous contextual chapter, the theme of trust has appeared repeatedly when looking 

at Translation in the disaster from a variety of perspectives. It is this theme that will now 

be used in the following chapter to answer the final major question in this research: why 

might Translation be considered important or significant in any way to this disaster or to 

other disaster contexts? 
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│  (issun saki wa yami) 

The future is a closed book. 

Japanese proverb 
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Chapter 6 ï Translation examined within  a theory of 

trust  

Abstract analysis: 
 

Beginning to answer the following research question: 

ÅWhy are issues of translation and interpreting important to the 2011 disaster or to other 

disaster contexts? 

 

Figure 6-1. Word cloud from coded data used primarily in the creation of Chapter 639 

  

                                                 

39 This word cloud has been created (using NVivo 10 software) from text contained under the following 

codes: óBelieveô type trust; óConfidence inô type trust; Instances of belief; Instances of confidence; Instances 

of faith; Instances of reliance; Instances of trust; Instances of trust model; Trustworthy information absent; 

Trustworthy information present. The word cloud displays the 100 most frequent words with a minimum 

length of 1 character. Only the default stop words for US English pre-set in NVivo 10 software (generally 

articles, pronouns, conjunctions, and prepositions) have been applied to this list. 
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6.1 Introduction 

The aim of this research was to examine the phenomenon of Translation through the 

experiences of foreign residents of the 2011 communicative scene. In pursuing this aim, 

trust, trust-like concepts, and other concepts related to trust appeared repeatedly in the data. 

This occurred to such an extent that trust was even selected as a component of the definition 

of Translation operationalised for this research (see Section 5.3.5). Furthermore, trust was 

also shown to be an important category in the methodology of this case study (see 

especially Section 3.7). All of this suggested that it would be worthwhile to explore the 

relationship between Translation and trust in a more systematic way. If it could be shown 

that trust was important in the 2011 disaster and that Translation was an element of that 

trust, it would work to answer the first part of the final research question in this project; 

why are issues of Translation important to the 2011 disaster? Then, if it were possible to 

abstract and generalise from these data in some way, an answer to the second part of this 

research question could be proposed; why are issues of Translation important to other 

disaster contexts? Consequently, this chapter combines participant-led and interpretive data 

from the 28 participant interviews in this study with abstract analysis to argue that: trust 

was an important aspect of the 2011 disaster; Translation was a significant to some of that 

trust; Translation can be shown to be a theoretical component of certain types of trust and 

is, therefore, theoretically relevant to other contexts. 

This argument begins in Section 6.2 with data from the case study illustrating the 

importance of trust to the experiences of foreign residents of the 2011 disaster. Section 6.3 

introduces the socio-cognitive theory of trust chosen over other theories to carry out the 

chapterôs abstract analysis. In Section 6.4, in-depth analysis of observations from the case 

study data is used to show that this theory of trust provides tools to holistically and 

systematically describe and explain how trust was experienced by some in the 2011 

disaster. With the theory shown to be robust and useful, Section 6.5 posits an important 

theoretical role for Translation in this theory of trust, supports this theoretical position with 

observations from the case study data, and argues that viewing Translation through a lens 

of trust could, indeed, be theoretically useful in other contexts. 

6.2 The importance of trust in the data from this case study 

Section 2.4.1.2 showed that there is wide consensus in the literature on trust on two ideas: 

the idea that trust is a vital component of the social world; the idea that trust requires the 

presence of risk, uncertainty, or vulnerability. It is not hard to imagine that the 2011 disaster 

was a time of great risk and uncertainty and that trust, therefore, was vital to the people 
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who experienced the disaster. This section will explicitly illustrate how trust was 

experienced by the participants in this case study and will argue for its importance to those 

experiences. 

General-purpose definitions of trust conceptualise it in terms of reliance, confidence, belief, 

and faith. For example, one dictionary defines trust as óreliance on and confidence in the 

truth, worth, reliability, etc., of a person or thing; faithô (Collins English Dictionary 1994: 

1651, emphasis added), while another explains it as a ófirm belief in the reliability, truth, 

or ability of someone or somethingô (Oxford University Press 2015, emphasis added). 

Thus, it is reasonable to assert that the terms órelianceô, óconfidenceô, óbeliefô, and ófaithô 

can all also be used to talk about the concept of trust. Table 6ï1 indicates the terms used 

by participants to talk about trust, and provides a snapshot of how the concept was 

discussed during the interviews.40 

                                                 

40 A tick mark in Table 6ï1 indicates that the participant used the respective root term or one of its variants at 

least once in their interview to talk about trust in the 2011 disaster. For instance, for the root term ótrustô, 

instances involving ótrustedô, ótrustingô, ótrustsô, ótrustworthyô, etc. would all have been coded. However, for 

the term óbeliefô, any use where the participant was addressing the researcher or expressing some uncertainty 

about an assertion they were making was not coded. For example, passages like, ñI believe that it was ten 

minutes before the first tsunami hitò or ñBelieve me, it was difficultò were not coded. 
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Table 6-1. Use of trust or trust -related terms by participant s at interview 

This simple quantitative indication is not intended to be an evaluation of whether or how 

participants trusted during the disaster. It is merely included to show that trust and trust-

like terms were a feature of the talk of all participants except Participants 15 and 26. More 

detailed qualitative examination of how the participants used these terms would show more 

convincingly that concepts like trust, failed trust, or insufficient trust were significant 
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categories in how the participants experienced the 2011 disaster. The next section 

undertakes this examination. 

6.2.1 Data relating to trust using the term ótrustô 

Of the 28 participants in this research, 10 chose to talk about their experience of the disaster 

using the term ótrustô or some of its variants. Some participants used the term to talk about 

when trust failed, was lacking, or was absent, but more used it in a positive sense, with 

some even indicating that trust was a factor that helped them to make decisions or guided 

some of their information-gathering activities in the disaster: 

Because I never really thought of leaving at all, and I know that there was that 

information coming from overseas and from Japan. I trusted in the New 

Zealand Embassy. I knew that if they wanted me out of Japan, they would tell 

me to leave. (Participant 24, emphasis added) 

 

[This participant had been talking about staying in a hotel in Tokyo the night 

of onset of the disaster] It was a terrible night because every hour there were 

huge aftershocks, no gas, no water. It was just a place to sleep, and that was 

fine with me. The first train home in the morning ï that was at 6am ï as soon 

as I got home, I turn on the Internet, and started reading the New York Times, 

because I trust the New York Times for information. (Participant 27, emphasis 

added) 

 

All this sort of misinformation started pouring out, so it was a very strange 

time. I remember looking at these, trying to piece it together for yourself and 

with people that you trusted, you relied on the judgment of people that kind 

of knew what they were talking about a little bit. (Participant 20, emphasis 

added) 

Yet when talking about ótrustô, it was not unusual for participants to highlight that different 

people held very different levels of trust or to underscore that trust still occurs in an 

environment of uncertainty and risk. For instance, many foreign residents had concerns 

about the safety of drinking tap water in the aftermath of the disaster, but some people, like 

Participant 18, accepted the risk and trusted the authorities: 

Sometimes I was going for a run around the palace there, and Iôd stop and 

have water, so I, maybe Iôm just too trusting in nature, but some people 

werenôt. (Participant 18, emphasis added) 

Moreover, in their talk of ótrustô, some participants indicated that creating trustworthy 

information for a foreign resident in the disaster was a more complex task than merely 

providing information for them in a language that they could understand: 

I wouldn't have necessarily implicitly trusted Japanese sources even through 

English, but the lack of them was ominous and perhaps did impact my feelings 
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of isolation and danger after my other foreign friends had left Japan. 

(Participant 23, emphasis added) 

6.2.2 Data relating to trust using the term órelianceô 

The term ótrustô is not the only way to talk about the concept in general-purpose English. 

12 out of the 28 participants in this research chose to talk about their experience of the 

disaster using the term órelianceô or some of its variants. Several participants used these 

terms to highlight that their ability to trust depended on the context: 

Obviously, the media is getting it from different sources as well unless they 

have a crew on-the-ground, you canôt really rely on it. So we took the decision 

that our information for the most part would have come from official sources. 

(Participant 3, emphasis added) 

They also used the term órelianceô to indicate that, not just the presence of trust, but also its 

absence or its insufficiency sometimes spurred on their decision-making: 

[This participant was talking about the decision he and his wife made to 

temporarily leave Tokyo after the disaster struck] My decision was based on 

the uncertainty, really. There wasnôt enough solid information coming from 

Fukushima. I mean the reason that we decided to go there was that, because 

of concerns of radiation, and there just wasnôt any reliable information 

coming through. (Participant 4, emphasis added) 

Participants also used órelianceô to underscore that, while depending on others might have 

been a feature of the disaster for some foreign residents, depending too much on anyone or 

anything might not be a good idea: 

If youôve come to live in ï this doesnôt apply just for Japan ï if you go to live 

in any country, and because it is Japan, you should know that there is a 

possibility of an earthquake happening or a typhoon or a tsunami, and you 

should basically know if that happens where to go and what to do, and you 

should, itôs up to you, and you shouldnôt rely on the government to do it. 

(Participant 18, emphasis added) 

6.2.3 Data relating to trust using the term óconfidenceô 

The term óconfidenceô and some of its variants were also used by participants to talk about 

the concept of trust in 3 out of the 28 interviews. Again, the ideas of sufficient thresholds 

and of using these thresholds to guide decision-making in response to the disaster arose. In 

addition, though, óconfidenceô was also used to indicate that trust in the built and natural 

environments really became a big question for certain foreign residents during the disaster: 
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The only issue for me was the nuclear fallout, I think, and I felt confident 

enough in the information we were getting that it wasnôt a problem where we 

were in Sendai. (Participant 28, emphasis added) 

 

But as it turns out, Japanese buildings are actually very, very, very good at 

withstanding earthquakes. Shockingly good at it. So I have a lot of confidence 

in that now. Except for the building where I work, where you worked, because 

it does feel a little bit old. (Participant 12, emphasis added) 

6.2.4 Data relating to trust using the term óbeliefô 

Of the 28 participants in this research, 15 chose to talk about their experience of the disaster 

using the term óbeliefô or some of its variants. Many participants used these terms to 

emphasise how they were constantly required to evaluate the sources of the information 

that they were gathering about the disaster: 

And thereôs two kinds of foreign sources that I read [Note: the past tense of 

the verb]. One which is experienced experts and one is, letôs say, the 

outrageous, over-the-top, ñthereôs no food in Tokyoò, like, do you know that 

way [laughter].And one of the reasonably believable experts abroad that I did 

hear said, ñThereôs radiation going as far as California.ò They had measured 

it, like. (Participant 5, emphasis added) 

Some other participants underlined that, in the end, these evaluations came down to their 

own individual reasoning or instinct: 

Like, there are certain country who just send airplane to, for people to go out 

from Tokyo, from Japan for free even, where other country were, ñOh, donôt 

worry. Itôs okay. There is no, the situation is under control,ò and so on. Who 

to believe? Again, you just have to rely on my inner, I donôt know, radar 

[laughter]. (Participant 7, emphasis added) 

It can also be seen by examining the use of the term óbeliefô that views on the concept of 

trust among foreign residents were far from uniform. These views may have depended on 

the participantsô particular situations, their personalities, or other contextual factors. For 

instance, compare the views of Participant 8 with Participant 2 below with respect to the 

type of information that was being provided by the Japanese government about the nuclear 

disaster: 

Well, it was difficult, you know, in a way that, ñAh, maybe they are not telling 

everything.ò At the same time, I still believe, itôs a democratic and open 

transparent country. (Participant 8, emphasis added) 

 

And I was like, ñAw, I donôt believe one word, now, that weôre being told by 

the Japanese government.ò (Participant 2, emphasis added) 
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6.2.5 Data relating to trust using the term ófaithô 

Finally, ófaithô and some of its variants were also used by participants to talk about the 

concept of trust in 3 out of the 28 interviews. óFaithô was used by some participants to 

discuss the idea that other people occasionally take charge in a disaster. It would appear 

that this attitude of leaving things to someone or something else was not universal; indeed, 

elements of the concept of trust may be culturally- or at least contextually-bound: 

Iôm not concerned with radiation levels. I mean, you cannot escape radiation 

in the world. And itôs Japan. Iôm sure if it were China or somewhere like that, 

Iôd be out of there, and maybe this is silly in a way, but I think in Japan ï I 

mean a lot of things have been covered up, and whatever, but ï people do their 

job, except Tepco people, but people, you know, I have faith in the people 

trying, doing their best to deal with that situation and Iôm not into sharing 

horror stories about whatôs going on. (Participant 25, emphasis added) 

 

From my point of view, the Japanese have much faith in their government. 

[Laughter] On the contrary, so, Chinese, we donôt have much faith in the 

government. So we have to save ourselves. Thatôs also very different thing. 

From the very, very beginning, our thinking is different. (Participant 17, 

emphasis added) 

In sum, this section has shown that trust was important to the experiences of the foreign 

residents in this case study and that, therefore, trust merited further abstract analysis. 

However, it has also shown the terminological and conceptual complexity involved in 

choosing to use trust as an analytical category. For this reason, before being able to 

systematically analyse whether Translation was relevant to trust in the data (and, therefore, 

begin to answer the final research question in this thesis), a robust and well-delimited 

theory of trust was needed. Such a theory was found in the work of Castelfranchi and 

Falcone (2010), and this theory will be described in the following section. 

6.3 A socio-cognitive theory and model of trust 

Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) side with the general consensus in the literature about the 

antecedents of trust in social life already reviewed in Section 2.4.1: the future is difficult to 

predict, making predictions about the future can carry risks, and, in such an environment 

of risk and uncertainty, social beings recognise their inability to fulfil all their needs alone 

and somehow must come to trust. The authors argue that social beings feel the need to 

accept some of this risk, to reduce this uncertainty, to count on their predictions about the 

future, to act with more confidence, and ï crucially ï to cooperate with each other and 

exploit each otherôs abilities and talents in order to achieve their individual desires 
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(Castelfranchi and Falcone 2010: 265-266). This is what makes trust vital in our social 

lives. 

From these foundational arguments, the authors adopt a socio-cognitive approach to 

theoretically explain the phenomenon of trust by identifying and formalising the conceptual 

components and relationships that are necessary and sufficient to this explanation. Their 

theory categorises trust as a mental state in socially situated agents and is based on social 

context (ibid.: 147). The objective in their work is to provide óan explicit anatomy of trust, 

an integrated and justified model of its ingredients, of their integration, and of how it worksô 

(ibid.: 359); essentially, they aim for a universal theory of the concept that could be applied 

in multiple, diverse contexts. 

6.3.1 Why Castelfranchi and Falconeôs theory was chosen 

Section 2.4.1 showed that there are a number of influential theories of trust. Many of these 

theories limit their explanatory power to their domain; Nooteboom (2002), Sztompka 

(1999), and Hardin (2002, 2006) do not claim that their theories can be usefully applied 

beyond the realms of organisational studies, sociology, or politics respectively. Other 

theories ï though still domain-specific ï are frequently applied more widely. In particular, 

the work of Deutsch (1958, 1973), Luhmann (1979), and Gambetta (1988) can be seen in 

a broad range of fields. Even so, the focus of each of these works is still specific: Deutsch 

mainly discusses calculations of probability; Luhmann emphasises the relation between 

trust and power; Gambetta mostly investigates the causality of cooperation. Thus, the first 

reason for choosing Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) was its claim to broad applicability 

or even to universality. The second reason, though, was that the socio-cognitive 

disciplinary heritage of this theory is not uncommon in translation studies. While trust is 

used as a category in some theories of translation (see Section 2.4.2), there was no theory 

of trust available in translation studies at the time of writing, but applying a theory using a 

sociological or cognitive approach would not be unusual.41 The third reason to select 

Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) was its claim to being holistic and context-based. This 

suited the ethnographic frame in which this case study was situated better than many of the 

other influential theories that were already discounted for their domain-specificity; as 

shown in Section 2.4.1, many of these theories adopt a reductionist and linear approach. 

Despite the fact that Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) was more appropriate for this 

research than other theories of trust as a result of its broad applicability, disciplinary 

                                                 

41 See, Pym, Shlesinger, and Jettmarová (2006) or Wolf and Fukari (2007) for an overview of sociological 

approaches and O'Brien (2010) for an overview of cognitive approaches in translation studies. 
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heritage, and holistic approach, their theory came with several limitations. 

6.3.2 Limitations of Castelfranchi and Falconeôs theory and of its 

application in this thesis 

The Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) theory of trust is limited in its scope largely because 

it adopts a limited viewpoint on the phenomenon of trust and because it describes only a 

limited range of trust phenomena observed in the world. It almost exclusively explains trust 

from the point of view of the trustor, and attempts mostly to describe and explain how the 

trustor comes to trust or not.42 For instance, in a scenario where a client employs a new 

translator for the first time, their theory would explain the trust from the perspective of the 

client (trustor) and not the translator (trustee). The authors admit that it could be equally 

useful to model trust from the opposing point of view and to theoretically describe and 

explain being trusted, but they recognise that this is not the focus of their theory (ibid.: 

282).43 In addition, their theory only deals with a limited range of trust phenomena in the 

world; it models an explicit, reason-based form of social trust. However, some forms of 

trust can simply be procedural and grounded in perceived regularities in our experience of 

the world: 

Trust in our own natural information sources (our memory, our eyes, our 

reasoning) and trust in some social information sources that do not need 

additional justification and meta beliefs are examples of this default-

trusté(ibid.: 63) 

Other forms of trust can be implicit; ó[t]hey can be just presupposed as logical conditions 

or logical entailment of some (explicit) beliefô (ibid.: 63). For instance, if you are told that 

a potential trustee is a professional translator, you may implicitly trust that she is 

linguistically competent, knowledgeable in certain domains, technically able, and so on. 

Still other forms of trust can be irrational or intuitive, and come based in faith (ibid.: 107) 

or can derive in part from the personality of the trustor or the culture in which they 

experience trust (ibid.: 174). Finally, of course, the authors recognise that trust need not be 

social; trust can equally be the trust we hold in artefacts or unanimated processes (ibid.: 

84). Take, for example, the trust we place in the ground or gravity. None of these trust 

phenomena ï procedural trust, implicit trust, irrational trust, personality- and culture-based 

                                                 

42 Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) use the terms ótrustorô and ótrusteeô to describe one social agent (the 

ótrustorô) potentially trusting another social agent (the ótrusteeô). 
43 The authors propose a model for trust as capital that adopts the point of view of the trustee briefly in 

Chapter 10, but they recognise that this is not representative of their overall socio-cognitive model (Ibid.: 

281). 
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trust, or trust in inanimate objects ï is dealt with in the Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) 

theory.  

There are also limitations to how the theory has been applied in this thesis. The reason for 

employing this theory was not to provide a complete and adequate account of trust in the 

2011 disaster. Rather the purpose was to apply the theory to systematically examine 

whether Translation was significant to the trust observed among the case studyôs 

participants.44 As a result, there are many topics covered by Castelfranchi and Falcone in 

their óexplicit anatomy of trustô (2010: 359) that are not dealt with in this thesis. This thesis 

does not consider: their quantitative evaluations of degrees of trust and trust thresholds 

(ibid.: Ch. 3); their examinations of negative forms of trust, like mistrust, diffidence, 

suspicion (ibid.: Ch.4); their attempt to cohere affect-based trust with their model (ibid.: 

Ch. 5); their explorations of how trust evolves in time or transfers from one agent to another 

or between similar agents (ibid. Ch. 6 & 9); or their study of how their theory relates to 

control and monitoring, to social capital, or to technology (ibid. Ch. 7, 10 & 12). These 

arguments have been omitted from this thesis because they were surplus to the central 

model and because they involved a level of abstraction that did little to help answer the 

research questions of this thesis. The conceptual tools that have been taken from the 

Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) theory for application in this thesis are explained in the 

following section. 

6.3.3 Theoretical components and relationships in the model 

This model describes how a trustor moves from an attitude of trusting a potential trustee 

towards a decision to trust that trustee, and then finally towards the act of trusting that 

trustee. For the authors, trust as an attitude (an evaluation, a belief, a disposition) is just 

one part of the picture. The other fundamental interrelated notions are trust as a decision 

and trust as an act: that is to say, taking the risk to count on somebody (Castelfranchi and 

Falcone 2010: 250). Formulated within a socio-cognitive frame, as explained above, the 

model is based on goals, predictions, context, and actions, and is designed to be holistic; 

i.e., the individual components of the model are all interconnected and can only be fully 

explained with reference to the whole. 

 

                                                 

44 Such a subjective application of theory is consistent with the constructivist philosophical goal of viable 

explanation adopted for this research and is a valid strategy in a case study once these subjectivities are made 

explicit, as is being done in this section. (See Sections 3.3 and 3.5 for further argumentation in this regard.) 
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6.3.3.1 Goals 

The Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) theory of trust derives its explanatory power initially 

from a category taken from cognitive psychology ï the concept of the ógoalô. They argue 

that when a trustor evaluates a potential trustee, the trustor does so in terms of motives, 

needs, desires, projects, preferences, objectives, and so on. In cognitive psychology, a 

ógoalô is defined as a mental representation against which we evaluate the world, and, thus, 

subsumes all these evaluative terms (ibid.: 46). The key point about the goal is that, in a 

situation of trust, the trustor perceives that the potential trustee will adopt the trustorôs goal 

and that it will prevail over other goals that the potential trustee may have (ibid.: 82-87). 

In other words, if I trust you, I predict and expect that you will be good for achieving my 

goal (ibid.: 43). But how can the trustor evaluate the potential trustee to make this 

prediction or to hold this expectation? 

6.3.3.2 Predictions about internal trust 

The authors argue that there are three necessary dimensions internal to the potential trustee 

(dimensions which they categorise as óinternal trustô) along which the trustor evaluates this 

potential trustee. Firstly, the potential trustee should be perceived as being sufficiently non-

threatening. The trustor evaluates the benevolence, moral reasons, or external sanctions 

preventing the trustee from causing her/him harm (ibid.: 60-61). With a sufficient 

evaluation, the trustor may begin to think that the potential trustee could be disposed to 

adopt and realise the trustorôs goal (ibid.: 61), but will s/he be able to do so? Secondly, 

then, the potential trustee should be perceived as being sufficiently competent to realise the 

trustorôs goal. The trustor evaluates the potential trusteeôs skills, knowledge, abilities, 

know-how, techniques, expertise, and so on (ibid.: 48). In this way, the trustor has so far 

evaluated that the potential trustee is sufficiently free of harmful intent and sufficiently 

competent to realise the trustorôs goal, but will s/he really have the intention to do so and 

persist with this intention (ibid.: 48)? Thirdly, therefore, the potential trustee should be 

perceived as being sufficiently willing to realise the trustorôs goal. The trustor evaluates 

how the potential trustee is likely to behave, and evaluates how predictable s/he is, as well 

as the extent to which s/he can be counted on (ibid.: 48). On the basis of these three beliefs 

that the potential trustee is sufficiently harmless, competent, and willing, the trustor 

predicts, believes, and wants that the potential trustee will realise the trustorôs goal (ibid.: 

43-53). For example, if I hire a professional interpreter to accompany me to a business 

meeting, I want her/him to help me communicate with my business contacts and to win 

their business (my goal), and I believe that s/he has no intention to reveal my trade secrets 

(is harmless), knows how to interpret at a sufficient level (is competent), and will show up 
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on the appointed day (is willing). In other words, we can say, then, that internal trust is in 

place. This internal trust is the ócognitive kernelô of trust as a concept (ibid.: 48). However, 

it is a necessary but not sufficient kernel to fully explain trust because social trust does not 

exist in a vacuum. 

6.3.3.3 Predictions about external trust 

The authors argue that the trustor trusts a potential trustee only within a specific context: 

changing the context may present new opportunities and obstacles that may go on to change 

the trustorôs evaluations and predictions of the trustee and, by corollary, their final decision 

to trust or not (ibid.: 84). The authors categorise these opportunities and obstacles as the 

external conditions favouring, allowing, inhibiting, or impeding the realisation of the 

trustor's goal (ibid.: 149), and so the trustor will also evaluate this óexternal trustô before 

fully evaluating the potential trustee and deciding whether to trust her/him and to act on 

this trust. The types of contextual opportunity and obstacle that the trustor may evaluate 

include the factors directly affecting the possibility to really achieve the goal in a good 

way, as well as the information and sources available to the trustor, her/his mood and basic 

social disposition, and her/his risk perception and acceptance, among others (ibid.: 83). In 

short, trust is context-dependent, and there can be different trusts about a potential trustee 

in different social contexts (ibid.: 84). For example, a professional interpreter may be 

trusted by her clients but not by her boss for the same job. Furthermore, the authors assert 

that a contextual component is vital to any theory or model of trust because trust can 

migrate from one task to another, from one trustor to another, from one trustee to another, 

and from one social context to another (ibid.: 84). Similarly, a special event could be 

considered by the trustor as crucial for trusting (ibid.: 84). For instance, I might not 

normally trust a trainee translator to translate my companyôs report, but I might do so if the 

document type was one they had translated before and was intended for internal use only. 

6.3.3.4 Predictions about dependence and the delegation of an action 

Even at this point, we still do not have the full picture. Trust is not just an evaluation or 

attitude about how good you are for my goal or about how opportune the circumstances for 

trusting you are. Any act of trusting must imply some risk (ibid.: 74), as has also been 

supported in Section 2.4.1. In Castelfranchi and Falconeôs model, the trustor makes 

her/himself vulnerable and open to some risk only when s/he delegates an action; this is an 

action that s/he cannot or will not fulfil independently in order to realise her/his broader 

goal, and, thus, s/he becomes in some way dependent on the trustee (ibid.: 53). The reasons 

why I may predict a situation of dependence on a potential trustee could be that I lack the 
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skills or resources to achieve the goal by myself, or it could simply be that having someone 

else help achieve my goal will cost me less effort or produce a higher quality result (ibid.: 

79). With a sufficiently trusting attitude and context in place, I now count on the trustee, 

and make myself dependent on her/him (ibid.: 61), and I, thus, risk that s/he will fail to 

fulfil  the action and bring me to my goal, that s/he will waste my time or other resources, 

or that in delegating the action to her/him, s/he will bring some unexpected harm on me 

(ibid.: 76). In sum, the authors argue that it is when a prediction of dependence and the 

delegation of an action take place that the trustor opens her/himself up to some risk and 

that trust moves from being an attitude to being a decision and an act. 

6.3.3.5 Summary 

Figure 6ï2 reproduces the model used by Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010: 91) to represent 

all the conceptual components and relationships outlined above. Figure 6ï3, then, presents 

a simplified version of this model created by the researcher for use in this thesis in which 

some subcategories have been removed or renamed to improve readability and simplify 

explanation.45 

 

                                                 

45 This adaptation was made on the basis that the authors themselves describe their representation of the 

model only as a potential frame (Castelfranchi and Falcone 2010: 92). Furthermore, the adaptation in this 

thesis is entirely consistent with the theory described in their entire 2010 work. 
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Figure 6-2. Original Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) model of trust 

 

Figure 6-3. Adapted Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) model of trust 
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In these models, trust exists as an attitude, a decision, and an act in a recursive structure. 

The trustor wants to achieve a goal and is trying to reason whether or not to delegate an 

action to a potential trustee to work towards the realisation of this goal. If the trustor 

predicts that the potential trustee is sufficiently willing, competent, and free of harmful 

intent (internal trust) within a given context of opportunities and obstacles (external trust) 

to be counted on to accomplish the action, the trustor will expose her/himself to the risk of 

being dependent on that trustee, and we can say that the trustor trusts the trustee. 

6.4 Observations supporting Castelfranchi and Falconeôs model of trust 

This section describes how an in-depth analysis of observations in the participant data for 

this research supports the usefulness of the theoretical model of trust put forward by 

Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010). As was shown in Section 6.3.2, their socio-cognitive, 

reason-based model of trust uses goals, predictions, actions, and context to explain the 

components and relationships relevant to the theory. It cannot be argued that the 

methodology used in this thesis (ethnographic interviews supported by secondary data 

within a case study framework; see Chapter 3) provided access to the goals or the 

predictions of the participants; it cannot be claimed that this research possesses data relating 

to their beliefs, their affective states, or their deeper motivations at the time of the disaster, 

nor to how they might have evaluated potential trustees at this time. However, it can be 

argued that this methodology provided some access to what the participants in the case 

study reported to be their actions at the time of the disaster, to their reasoning behind some 

of these actions, and to the context in which these actions took place. As a result, it is 

claimed here that direct observations in these interview data were able to be combined with 

interpretations, inferences, and educated guesses to paint a picture of the trusting attitudes, 

decisions, and acts of the participants in this case study. 

Specifically, with the aforementioned methodological limitations in mind, the interview 

data were examined to look for passages which corresponded to the model of trust proposed 

in Section 6.3.3. To do this, any instances where participants spoke of some risk, 

uncertainty, or vulnerability were first identified; this was done because of the broad 

consensus in the trust literature that trusting necessarily involves some form of risk (see 

Section 2.4.1). At this first stage of coding, 149 passages were found across all 28 

transcripts that related to some sort of risk, uncertainty, or vulnerability, and it was assumed 

that these passages might be meaningful to a concept of trust and could potentially fit 

Castelfranchi and Falconeôs (2010) model. To confirm whether or not this was the case, 

each of the 149 risk-related passages was re-examined to confirm the presence of a clearly 
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delegated action. At this second stage of coding, it was found that 51 passages could be 

shown to relate to a clearly delegated action and so might be usefully described and 

explained by the trust model. It was necessary, though, to delete 2 passages here because 

they described incidences in which no foreign resident was involved as trustor, as trustee, 

or within the broader context.46 As foreign residents are the case being studied in this 

research, it was felt that only incidences of trust involving a foreign resident should be 

included in the analysis. At this point, then, there were 49 instances where a delegated 

action and its context could be found in the participant data, and these 49 instances came 

from 24 of the 28 interviews.47 These 49 passages (fully described and categorised in 

Appendix H) represent the concrete support for the trust model as a way to systematically 

describe and explain the trust observed in these data. From this action- and context-related 

information, then, it was possible to infer: the broader goals that the participants might have 

held with respect to these delegated actions; the predictions that they might have made 

about the person to whom they were delegating; the predictions about the context in which 

the delegation was taking place; the predictions about the dependence and vulnerability 

they were opening themselves up to by delegating in this way. This is more abstract, logic-

based support for the trust model, but it is still useful for making the arguments that will 

follow in the subsequent sections of this chapter. These inferences are also fully described 

and categorised in Appendix H, but the major patterns in this dataset will be outlined in the 

next section. 

6.4.1 Major patterns in the trust dataset in Appendix H 

Before describing the major patterns present in the dataset, it is worth highlighting that, 

while this thesis argues that the data show 49 instances in which trust existed in a way 

corresponding to the Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) model, it is not arguing that these 

49 instances of trust were well placed or that they all ended in success; trust ending in 

failure was still trust and was included in the dataset. To give an overview of the data in 

Appendix H, the following elements of the data will be summarised in the subsequent 

sections: who the trustors and trustees were; what actions were being delegated; what type 

of context these delegated actions were being performed in; the broader goals of the trustors 

that can be inferred from what the participants said; the likely predictions that the trustors 

made. 

                                                 

46 Specifically, a passage described by Participant 14 in which Japanese parents were shown to have trusted 

Japanese teachers and a passage described by Participant 27 in which residents of a Japanese village in 

Fukushima were shown to have trusted the Japanese authorities were excluded from this analysis. 
47 No passages matching the model were found in the interviews with Participants 4, 7, 23, or 25. 
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6.4.1.1 The trustors and trustees 

Tables 6ï2 and 6ï3 show the number of incidences of the trust model in which a participant 

mentioned a particular category of trustor or trustee. From these tables we can see that the 

incidences of trust that corresponded to the model were largely cases in which a participant 

or some other foreign national in their acquaintance trusted another foreign national, a 

Japanese local, or an embassy. 

CATEGORY OF 

TRUSTOR: 

Participants 

in this study 

Other foreign 

acquaintances 

Employers 

in Japan 

Embassies Japanese 

authorities 

Other 

Japanese 

NO. OF 

INCIDENCES: 

36/49 7/49 2/49 1/49 1/49 2/49 

Table 6-2. No. of incidences of the trust model in participant data broken down by category of trustor 

CATEGORY 

OF TRUSTEE: 

Japanese 

locals 

Other 

foreign 

residents 

Participants 

in this 

study 

Embassies Scientific 

and 

technical 

experts  

Japanese 

authorities 

Foreign 

nationals 

outside 

Japan 

NO. OF 

INCIDENCES: 

13/49 11/49 6/49 7/49 5/49 4/49 3/49 

Table 6-3. No. of incidences of the trust model in participant data broken down by category of trustee 

6.4.1.2 The delegated actions 

Table 6ï4 shows the number of incidences of the trust model in which a participant 

mentioned a particular category of action to be delegated to the trustee. Essentially, instead 

of carrying out the actions themselves or instead of doing nothing, the trustors delegated 

the actions below to a trustee in an effort to realise a particular goal state. The data show 

that most incidences of the trust model revolved around finding and handling information 

and making decisions; rather than find or handle the information or make the decision 

themselves, the trustor delegated this to someone else. This pattern in the data is not 

surprising considering the focus of the research on how foreign residents communicated 

and gathered information. It works to further illustrate the importance of trust in the 

communicative scene during a disaster. 
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CATEGORY 

OF 

DELEGATED 

ACTION: 

Find or 

spread 

information 

on disaster 

response 

Find and 

interpret 

nuclear-

related 

information 

Arrange an 

evacuation 

Decide 

whether 

to stay or 

evacuate 

Lead the 

initial 

disaster 

response 

Translate 

information 

Confirm 

the 

safety of 

an 

individual 

Other 

NO. OF 

INCIDENCES: 

9/49 8/49 7/49 6/49 6/49 5/49 4/49 4/49 

Table 6-4. No. of incidences of the trust model in participant data broken down by category of action 

6.4.1.3 The contexts 

The above actions were, of course, mostly delegated in a context and set of special 

circumstances broadly relating to the outbreak of a disaster. However, some finer analysis 

of this broader context was made possible by the interview data. In particular, it was 

possible to categorise some of this contextual information as either an opportunity for or 

as an obstacle to the existence of trust. While the disaster sometimes presented great 

obstacles to trust existing for the trustors ï especially as a result of linguistic and cultural 

barriers, of problems with infrastructure not working as it should, or of disruption to 

peopleôs standard routines ï overwhelmingly the context in which the trustors came to 

delegate the above actions in this disaster was one of opportunity: it was sometimes as a 

result of having friends, acquaintances, or colleagues with certain abilities, contacts, or 

information that the trustor came to delegate the action; it was also sometimes as a result 

of the trustorôs own particular status as a citizen of a particular country, as an employee of 

a particular company, or a result of the trustorôs own particular resources in terms of 

language ability that it proved opportune to delegate the action. Tables 6ï5 and 6ï6 

summarise how frequently such contextual information was observed in the interview 

data.48 

 

                                                 

48 Note that these incidence counts do not total 49 (the number of passages believed to correspond to the trust 

model in the interview data). This is because not all passages contained an obstacle to the existence of trust 

and not all passages contained an opportunity for the existence of trust. 
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CONTEXTUAL 

OPPORTUNITY 

FOR TRUST: 

Friends etc. 

with certain 

abilities, 

contacts, or 

information 

TǊǳǎǘƻǊΩǎ 

own 

particular 

status 

(citizen, 

employee, 

Japanese 

speaker) 

Infrastructure 

being better 

than expected 

NO. OF 

INCIDENCES: 

27/49 13/49 3/49 

Table 6-5. No. of incidences of the trust model in participant data broken down by contextual 

opportunity  

CONTEXTUAL 

OBSTACLE TO 

TRUST: 

Linguistic 

and cultural 

barriers 

Infrastructural 

problems 

Disrupted 

routines or 

habits 

NO. OF 

INCIDENCES: 

13/49 7/49 4/49 

Table 6-6. No. of incidences of the trust model in participant data broken down by contextual obstacle 

So far, this section has summarised the relevant data in Appendix H to describe those 

involved in these instances of trust, the actions involved in the trust, and the type of 

circumstances in which the trust existed. The next section will now summarise the goals 

and predictions in Appendix H that could not be observed in the interview data but that 

could be inferred from what the participants said. 

6.4.1.4 The goals 

It was inferred from the above actions and contexts that the trustors most likely had the 

goals of being kept safe from worse harm, of responding in an appropriate manner to the 

disaster, and of ensuring that communication was possible during the disaster. More detail 

on the goals inferred from the relevant passages in the interviews can be seen in Table 6ï

7. 
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INFERRED 

GOALS: 

Be safe 

from 

worse 

harm 

Respond 

appropriately 

to the 

disaster 

Ensure 

communication 

was possible 

Reduce 

ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ 

worry/anxiety 

Support 

or 

instruct 

others 

Other 

NO. OF 

INCIDENCES: 

21/49 16/49 5/49 3/49 2/49 2/49 

Table 6-7. No. of incidences of the trust model in participant data broken down by inferred goal 

6.4.1.5 The predictions 

It was further inferred from what was observed in the interview data that participants were 

probably making certain predictions about the potential trustee (internal trust), and about 

the obstacles and opportunities in the environment (external trust), as well as predictions 

of how dependent they could be on the potential trustee. Summarising all of these 

predictions is beyond the scope of this section (though all this in-depth analysis is detailed 

in Appendix H). Instead, only the one prediction that is most relevant to the chapterôs 

subsequent arguments will be summarised here; the prediction of dependence. It is likely 

that the trustors counted primarily on the ability, contacts, and information that the trustee 

possessed, as well as on their relationship with the trustee. Furthermore, it is likely that 

they predicted that they were risking their personal safety, their ability to respond 

appropriately, and their reputation in counting on the trustee in this way. This meant that 

participants predicted that they would either strongly or weakly depend on the trustee. A 

prediction of strong dependence meant that, having made all the above evaluations, the 

trustor predicted that s/he lacked some essential resources to achieve her/his goal. In 

contrast, an evaluation of weak dependence meant that, while the trustor predicted that s/he 

had sufficient resources to achieve the goal, depending on the trustee would cost less effort 

or assure higher quality. Having satisfied her/himself that these predictions and all others 

not mentioned here met the threshold for the potential trustee to be depended on, the trustor 

likely felt satisfied to be open to the risk or bet that delegating to the trustee would entail. 

Table 6ï8 breaks down the strong and weak predictions and shows that more trustors in 

the dataset predicted weak dependence; i.e., they had sufficient resources to achieve the 

goal, but chose to depend on the trustee because it cost less effort or assured a higher quality 

realisation of the goal. 
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INFERRED 

DEPENDENCE 

PREDICTIONS 

Strong: Weak: 

NO. OF 

INCIDENCES 

15/49 34/49 

Table 6-8. No. of incidences of the trust model in participant data broken down by inferred dependence 

prediction 

6.4.2 Illustrative examples of the trust model found in the data 

While the previous section gave an overview of the dataset on trust in this thesis, this 

section will provide two concrete illustrations to exemplify how trust in the dataset existed 

in a way that could usefully be described and explained by the Castelfranchi and Falcone 

(2010) model. (The detail of all other examples can be consulted in Appendix H.) 

As a first example, we can say that Participant 9 trusted his acquaintances in the nearby 

nuclear power plant in a way that corresponded to the model. Here is what he had to say in 

his interview: 

After three months, I went surfing one time. The people at the power station 

were testing the water every day. They said it was fine, but on the news they 

said it wasnôt fine. Different information here and there, but those workers at 

the power station are sending their kids here {to my school} to learn English, 

I mean. They were saying the water was okay. I mean, it was higher than usual, 

but not going to grow a third eye [laughter], but I, we wonôt know, actually, 

until, in the fu, twenty years or whatever, but. (Participant 9) 

Let us first remember that, in this model, trust exists as an attitude, a decision, and an act 

in a recursive structure. Participant 9 wants to be safe from damage by nuclear radiation 

when he goes out surfing. This is his goal. To achieve this goal he wants to know the levels 

of radiation in the water off the local beaches. He does not have the skill or expertise to 

measure the radiation himself, so he delegates the action of measuring to the workers at the 

nearby nuclear power plant. He probably predicts that these workers are sufficiently 

willing, competent, and free of harmful intent (internal trust) because they are nuclear 

professionals in his acquaintance who send their children to study English at the school run 

by him. Having people he knows and who know him with this specialised skill presented 

Participant 9 with a special opportunity to trust (external trust) that someone who did not 

have this contact might not have enjoyed. But let us not forget that he is still taking a risk 

in counting on these nuclear workers ï the future is still uncertain ï and Participant 9 is 

probably betting his personal health and safety on their ability to measure accurately, 

communicate the information honestly, and so on. As Participant 9 says, he will not be able 
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to tell whether trusting these nuclear workers was a success or failure until some twenty 

years into the future. 

In a second illustrative example, we can say that a certain Japanese government office 

trusted Participant 6 and his colleagues in the PR firm for which he worked to create the 

government officeôs English-language Twitter feed during the disaster: 

And we were feeding the {Twitter feed of the Japanese government office that 

was our client} so we were picking up information generally off of NHK and 

Kyodo in English and feeding that out through {the Japanese government 

office that was our client} so that foreign nationals could get access to 

information. (Participant 6) 

This particular Japanese government office wants to be able to provide information about 

the disaster to interested parties inside and outside Japan. One part of achieving this goal 

is having information available on Twitter in English. The ministry does not have the 

resources to carry out this action alone, so they delegate it to the PR firm for which 

Participant 6 works. The government office probably predicts that the staff of this firm, 

including Participant 6, is sufficiently willing, competent, and free of harmful intent 

(internal trust) because they have previous experience of their work as existing clients and 

know that the firm has international staff. Having an existing relationship with a firm with 

such expertise presented the Japanese government office with a special opportunity to trust 

(external trust) that other government offices who did not have this contact might not have 

enjoyed. But let us not forget that the government office is still taking a risk and is probably 

betting their ability to communicate effectively with interested English-speakers on the PR 

firmôs expertise at gathering and selecting appropriate information to disseminate and its 

know-how in ensuring that it is linguistically and culturally appropriate. 

In sum, it can be shown that, with the dataset in Appendix H, the theory of Castelfranchi 

and Falcone (2010) allowed for the creation of viable, robust, and convincing descriptions 

and explanations of trust phenomena in the data. Therefore, this theory of trust was a good 

candidate to use in suggesting a role for Translation. Examining the role of Translation 

within this theory is the topic of the next section. 

6.5 The role of Translation in Castelfranchi and Falconeôs theory of trust 

In addition to supporting the usefulness of the Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) theory of 

trust, in-depth analysis of the dataset in Appendix H showed that Translation was, at times, 

one or more of the components of how trust was conceptualised in the 2011 disaster. 

Several clear patterns in the data worked to make this argument. 
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6.5.1 Major patterns in the trust dataset in Appendix H 

Of the 49 passages that were identified as corresponding to the trust model put forward by 

Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010), 25 passages presented no real evidence of a role for 

Translation in bringing that trust into existence. However, this left 24 passages in the 

dataset which suggested a possible role for Translation. As Table 6ï9 shows, 19 passages 

indicated that considering Translation as a component in the theoretical model would help 

better describe and explain the trust phenomena that were being observed. As for the 5 

other passages that also pointed to a role for Translation, these passages pointed to a role 

for ónews translationô ï a definition of translation that considers its function in the 

production of global news reports, especially surrounding major international events (see, 

for instance, Doorslaer [2010] or Schäffner [2010]). óNews translationô falls within the 

scope of the definition of Translation operationalised for this research in Section 5.3.5. 

However, as there was not enough contextual information in the interviews relating to news 

translation to make defensible inferences about how exactly it featured in the instance of 

trust, the passages relating to news translation have not been considered in any subsequent 

analysis. 

Type of evidence  No. of incidences 

Evidence for Translation in the incidence of trust:   19/24 

 Translation by a Japanese resident: 8/19  

 Translation by a foreign resident: 8/19  

 Translation, but unclear whether by a Japanese or foreign resident: 3/19  

9ǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ΨƴŜǿǎ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘǊǳǎǘΥ   5/24 

Table 6-9. Summary of trust incidences suggesting a role for Translation 

The 19 passages containing some clear evidence for Translation were then analysed in more 

detail and certain significant patterns could be discerned. These patterns suggest a role for 

Translation in relation to the ócompetenceô, ócontextô, ódependenceô, and ódelegated actionô 

components of the trust model described in Section 6.3.3. 

It can be inferred from the data that, when evaluating the competence of a potential trustee 

(a component of internal trust), trustors may have predicted that the trustee in question 

would have had a sufficient level of Translation skills available to them to fulfil the 

delegated action before fully moving to a decision to trust. In addition to these specialised 

skills, though, it can be imagined from the data that the potential trusteeôs local, cultural, 
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and technical know-how may also have been considered when reasoning whether to trust 

the trustee or not. 

Translation seems to have also strongly impacted on trust in these data as an element of the 

context (external trust). Happening to be around someone in the disaster or having someone 

in your network who spoke another language or who had Translation skills often presented 

an opportunity that encouraged the trustor to move towards a decision to trust, once the 

other components of the trust model met their required thresholds. Translation only seemed 

to be a contextual obstacle that the trustors likely considered in their evaluations in relation 

to the cost of resources; it is likely, at times, that the cost of finding another Translator 

alternative to a Translator who was already available was considered too costly and could 

have helped move the trustor towards a decision to trust. 

Furthermore, these data would suggest that Translation impacted on trust when participants 

were trying to predict how much they would depend on the trustee. In a large number of 

instances, the trustor lacked a skill or resource necessary to achieve her/his goal, and it was 

only with the help of Translation that this lack could be addressed. In such instances where 

the trustorôs options were limited, s/he likely felt strongly dependent on a trustee with the 

Translation skills, linguistic ability, or cultural know-how s/he lacked. However, in a small 

number of instances, the trustor likely only predicted her/himself to be weakly dependent 

on the trustee; s/he may have had alternative channels through which to receive the 

Translation that would have helped realise the relevant goal, but s/he predicted less effort 

would be expended or a higher quality result achieved by delegating to the trustee. 

Of course, Translation was also, in a few instances, the action that was to be delegated to a 

potential trustee, and this was another way in which Translation was involved in the trust 

in the 2011 communicative scene. Here the trustor may have reasoned that delegating the 

action was preferable to doing nothing or to trying to accomplish the Translation 

themselves, and so finding a potential trustee who could Translate became a component of 

their reasoning around the decision to trust. Table 6ï10 presents an overview of the 

instances from Appendix H described in this section. 
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Impact of Translation  No. of incidences 

¢Ǌŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƳǇŀŎǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳǎǘƻǊΩǎ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘǊǳǎǘŜŜ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎŜΥ  18/19 

 Skills: 15/18  

 Know-how: 7/18  

Translation was a feature of the context:   17/19 

 Opportunities: 17/17  

 Obstacles: 2/17  

¢Ǌŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƳǇŀŎǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳǎǘƻǊΩǎ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳǎǘŜŜΥ  11/19 

 Strong: 8/11  

 Weak: 3/11  

Translation was the delegated action itself:   5/19 

Table 6-10. Summary of evidence for Translation acting as a component of the trust model 

Based on the patterns summarised here, and with the further support of the detailed analysis 

available in Appendix H, Figure 6ï4 represents how considering Translation as 

components of the Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) model helps to describe and explain 

how certain people who experienced the 2011 disaster trusted.49 

                                                 

49 The roles for Translation in the Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) model of trust are shown in red in Figure 

6ï4. 



202 

 

Figure 6-4. The roles of Translation in the Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) model of trust 

In sum, Figure 6ï4 illustrates that Translation was a part of certain peopleôs reasoning about 

trust in the 2011 disaster in various ways. Translation sometimes needed to be evaluated as 

a component of internal trust; specifically, it was one of the competences of a potential 

trustee for which a certain threshold needed to be met in a given context before sufficient 

internal trust in the potential trustee could be established. Translation was also a feature of 

the trust context, especially in presenting opportunities to come to trust potential trustees 

who might not otherwise have featured in the trustorôs reasoning. Moreover, Translation 

was sometimes a factor for trustors in evaluating how strongly they would have to depend 

on the trustee and in evaluating how much they would risk by delegating to them. Finally, 

Translation was sometimes a component of the trustorôs reasoning in that Translation was 

the very action s/he wished to delegate, and this influenced the selection of individuals that 
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s/he could potentially trust with the task. It would be instructive at this point to move from 

these generalised and abstract assertions to some concrete illustrations from the dataset. 

6.5.2 Illustrative examples for Translation acting as components of trust 

To cite a first example, we can say, from the data in Appendix H, that certain French 

business visitors decided to trust and trusted Participant 13 (a foreign resident of Japan 

employed as a professional business interpreter) in part because of Translation. The 

following is the passage in Participant 13ôs interview that suggests that this was the case: 

Also, I started being busy with my customers who were in a big hotel in 

Tokyo. So I got in touch with them, I think we used Skype. Yes, they 

explained me that, we parted five minutes before, they explained me that it 

started shaking while they were boarding a taxi and itôs shaking like hell in 

the taxi. And so they were in a panicky mood [é] They, they were probably 

more hooked than I was to news sources and as they, they do not rely on 

Japanese language, they were relying, I assume, on everything which is non, 

which was non-Japanese: French, they were French, maybe English news 

sources. And probably they were more aware than I about the matter of 

Fukushima. So, they were in a total panic and they asked me, they told me that 

they wanted to go to Osaka and that they would pay any means of 

transportation because they were thinking that everything was stopped. And I 

was not in a panic, well, I was not shaking. Eh, worried, but not shaking. And 

they said that the trains are not running. Tokyo-Osaka is something like, letôs 

say, two hours, okay? Bullet train. So, I told them, ñOkay. Iôm going to check. 

The Internet is working.ò (Participant 13) 

The goal of the French business people was to be safe from worse danger ï particularly, 

the danger of nuclear radiation ï by getting out of Tokyo and Japan as quickly as possible. 

They needed to arrange an evacuation to achieve this goal, but the context of them being 

in a foreign country (where a language they did not know was spoken and where they 

lacked locally-specific knowledge) put obstacles in the way of them arranging the 

evacuation by themselves. For this reason, they delegated the action. We can imagine that 

they could have tried to delegate the action to a variety of potential trustees: the staff of 

their embassy, their hotel, Japanese people nearby. However, it is likely that they already 

had sufficient internal trust in Participant 13; they likely predicted that he would have the 

Japanese and French language skills, the local knowledge, and the Translation techniques 

to be able to plan and explain their evacuation. Furthermore, they probably predicted that 

he would be concerned to ensure the safety of potential future clients and may have felt 

morally obliged to help them, seeing as how he had been hired previously as their 

professional interpreter. Therefore, it is likely that the French business people reasoned that 

trusting Participant 13 and delegating the evacuation planning to him would risk them less 

wasted effort or harm than pursuing another potential trustee, than trying to achieve the 
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goal by themselves, or than simply doing nothing. Here, then, we see how Translation 

influenced the existence of trust as an attitude, as a decision, and as an act in this instance, 

and we see how useful the Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) model is in explaining the role 

of Translation in the existence of this trust. 

In another example, Participant 10 was trusted by other foreign residents in his community 

to find and communicate to them in English disaster-related information from Japanese 

sources. Here is what Participant 10 said in his interview: 

Iôve been here a long time. Once I was back, I was inundated with the locals 

asking me for information and what to do. And luckily for me, I do have a lot 

of Japanese friends, so I could help most people. If not, they could come here 

and I could feed them and look after them and whatnot. But, yeah, that would 

be very helpful, I think, someone knowledgeable in the area, knowledgeable 

in the language and that interacts with that source of information would 

definitely help the foreign community. (Participant 10) 

Here, having in their acquaintance a long-term foreign resident with Japanese and English 

ability ï that is to say a Translator ï presented the foreign residents in this part of the 

disaster zone with a great opportunity and likely helped to move them towards trusting 

Participant 10. They may have predicted that Participant 10 would have had access to 

privileged information about the disaster due to his long time living in the city, his many 

Japanese friends, and his central position as a well-known pub owner. They also may have 

predicted that he would try hard to find relevant information for his own safety and that of 

his family, and that he might be willing to share this information with other foreign 

residents out of his own benevolence or as a result of sympathy for their shared experience 

and vulnerability as foreign nationals experiencing a disaster overseas. Delegating at least 

part of their information gathering to Participant 10 was likely preferable to the effort of 

seeking out other sources or trying to find and understand Japanese information by 

themselves. Nevertheless, there was still a risk for these foreign residents in trusting 

Participant 10. For example, his abilities as a Translator might not have been up to the task 

of understanding and communicating complex nuclear information or, more cynically, the 

continued presence of foreign customers for his businesses in the city might have caused 

him to hide the dangers he was hearing about in Japanese. But, as Participant 10 said, he 

was inundated with requests for help from foreigners, so all the other elements of their trust 

calculations likely told them that this was not the case; trusting Participant 10 was worth 

the bet, and here once again, Translation was a central component in how these foreign 

residents came to this decision. 
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At this point, it is worth re-emphasising that the definition of Translation operationalised 

for this thesis involves not just interlingual but intercultural transfer, too, and that this form 

of cultural mediation may also have influenced the decisions of foreign residents to trust. 

Let us take one such example from the dataset in Appendix H. 

The data suggest that Participant 8 and her foreign colleagues trusted their Japanese 

colleagues to lead the disaster response initially and that Translation ï particularly in the 

sense of intercultural transfer ï was a factor in their reasoning: 

I thought, ñOkay, I look at my Japanese, eh, colleagues and see what they are 

doing and they wait a bit, of, of course everyone was quiet and they waited 

until the announcement came that we could go out of the building, because 

apparently after earthquake there will be, eh, eh, aftershocks and then you just 

have to wait until, em, there is no aftershocks so that itôs okay to go 

downstairs. So that was maybe five minutes later. I remember one of my 

colleagues shouting, foreign guy was shouting, ñAh, Japanese, what are we 

supposed to do?ò [laughter] Anyway, I thought that was good. I just followed. 

(Participant 8) 

The goal of Participant 8 and her foreign colleagues was to keep themselves safe from 

worse dangers after the earthquake first struck. To achieve this goal they could have done 

nothing or they could have led the response themselves, but instead they delegated this 

action to their Japanese colleagues in the same office. Internal trust in their English-

speaking Japanese colleagues may have been sufficiently high that Participant 8 and her 

foreign colleagues predicted that these potential trustees would know how to respond to a 

disaster and would be able to instruct them how to do so in English. In addition, they may 

have predicted that their relationship as co-workers and shared experience of the disaster 

would make the potential trustees concerned for their welfare and would have prevented 

them from leading them into greater danger. Having the disaster strike when English-

speaking Japanese colleagues were around presented Participant 8 and her foreign 

colleagues with an opportunity to access greater disaster experience and local knowledge, 

and this external trust also likely moved them towards a decision to delegate decisions on 

how best to respond to these others. Nonetheless, trusting does not eliminate risk, and there 

was still the chance that the Japanese colleagues would not, in fact, know how best to deal 

with a disaster of this scale and complexity. 

In the chapter so far, trust has been shown to be important to how foreign residents 

communicated and gathered information in the 2011 disaster (see Section 6.2), the 

Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) theory of trust has been shown to be a useful tool for 

holistically and systematically providing convincing descriptions and explanations for trust 

phenomena in this disaster context (see Sections 6.3 and 6.4), and this theory has been 
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shown to be an appropriate lens through which to view the data to argue that Translation 

was a part of certain peopleôs reasoning about trust in the 2011 disaster (see this section). 

Thus, an answer to the first part of the final research question in this thesis has been given: 

issues of Translation were important to the 2011 disaster because Translation was 

sometimes a component of trust, and trust influenced some of the decisions and actions 

made by foreign residents in the disaster and was highly significant to how they 

experienced communication and information gathering. 

Up to now, though, the Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) theory has only been used to 

describe and explain what has already happened. Can it be used to talk about how trust 

might change in the future? If it can, and if Translation can be shown to be relevant to this 

change, an answer can be proposed to the second part of the final research question in this 

thesis: why are issues of Translation important to other disaster contexts? The next section 

will show how the theory deals with an element of future trust and how it can be argued 

that Translation is relevant to the trust dynamics involved. 

6.5.3 Translation and future trust in Castelfranchi and Falconeôs theory 

In their theory of trust, Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) argue against the view that there 

is a confirmation of or increase in the perceived trustworthiness of the trustee involved 

when trust succeeds or that the trusteeôs perceived trustworthiness is correspondingly 

reduced when trust fails (ibid.:150). Because their theory separates the internal and external 

components of trust, they argue that it is only when the trustor attributes the success or 

failure to internal trust that the perceived trustworthiness of the trustee is affected. 

Otherwise, the causes for the success or failure will be attributed to the environment or 

context of the instance of trust (ibid.: 52). For the authors: 

[T]he important thing is not only the final result of the trustee's performance 

but in particular the trustorôs causal attribution to all factors in producing that 

result. It is on the basis of these causal attributions that the trustor updates her 

beliefs about the trustworthiness of the trustee, of the environment, and of 

their reciprocal influences. (ibid.: 154). 

To understand and evaluate the individual role of each component involved in the instance 

of trust and, therefore, to appropriately attribute the causes of success or failure of that trust 

requires a well-informed trustor (ibid.: 152). In a multilingual and multicultural context, 

Translation might be expected to be a factor in how or how well the trustor becomes 

informed. It could be argued, therefore, that Translation is important to some instances of 

trust in that it can assure that causal attribution is done appropriately and can be used as a 

tool to foster better trust in the future. With these ideas in mind, Figure 6ï5 describes the 








































































