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Abstract
Drawing from Sino Sono’s 2013 film The Land of Hope and Kubota 

Nao’s 2014 film Homeland, this paper points to the psychological traumatic 
problems that have afflicted the victims of nuclear explosion and radiation in 
Fukushima, Japan, since March 11, 2011.  The tsunami and radiation leaks  
have transformed the Fukushima area (towns) into what CNN news has called  
a “ghost town.”  In the Pacific side of the Tōhoku regions, “the end of nature”  
(Bruno Latour) has been highlighted and many living in the affected areas 
become “the dispossessed.”  Based on the films, in which both directors spent  
time filming in the affected area and interviewing the residents, this paper ex-
plores how objects have an impact on people’s living before/after the radiation  
leaks and whether narratives of recovery from elemental ecocriticism are work- 
able in both films.  My question is when calamities or toxicities become irre- 
trievable, what does “home,” “sense of place,” “native-soil,” mean to those living  
in of “the land of hope (lessness),” especially when craving to return back “home”  
is shown in Kubota Nao’s Homeland. How credible and trustworthy is the infor- 
mation from the public media and government when something jeopardizes 
authoritarian patronages?  By examining the narratives of recovery in both 
films, the paper will see how the “pastoral” landscape has been transformed to  
the (post-)traumatic landscape (The Land of Hope) and how the post-traumatic  
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landscape can presumably be traced back to a “therapeutic landscape” 
(Homeland).

Keywords:	 Fukushima, tsunami, radiation, slow violence, post-traumatic 
landscape
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Recently, more and more feature films have been made about the 2011 nu-
clear plant disaster in Fukushima Japan,1 and documentary films have revolved  
around this issue for quite a while.  This essay focuses on Sion Sono’s The Land 
of Hope (2012) and Nao Kubota’s Homeland (2014) because these films share 
themes of “family” and “home,” unravel the notion of psychic numbing as a 
form of slow violence in relation to environmental justice issues, and propose 
narratives of recovery in the form of slow living.  Sono is a famous and talented 
Japanese filmmaker, and his The Land of Hope won the Best Asian Film award at 
the 37th Toronto International Film Festival in 2012.  Homeland is set in post-
nuclear Fukushima and is Japanese television documentary maker Kubota’s first 
feature film.  It won the Best New Director award at the 36th Yokohama Film 
Festival in 2015.

While appreciating the filmmakers’ concern about the 2011 nuclear power 
plant disaster, reviewers still criticize these two films: The Land of Hope was cri-
ticized for coming “too soon for such a fictional treatment” (Schilling), just one 
year after the disaster, and Homeland purportedly ignores the political dimension  
by presenting “a generic domestic drama” that “belittles the trauma of evacuees and  
dodges issues of gross government/corporate injustice” (Lee).  The Land of Hope 
tells the story of the Ono and Suzuki families, who raise cattle and manage 
farms in the fictional Nagashima (a combination of Hiroshima and Nagasaki)  
prefecture.  Homeland tells the story of a Fukushima family.  In this essay, I argue  
that the two films tell stories of vulnerability, change the way people frame “infor-
mation” (Slovic and Västfjäll 36) about the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster,  
and provide “the open channel to compassion” (Williams 147).  According to Barbara  
Kingsolver, compared to newspaper articles, fictional stories elicit more empathy  
among viewers because “a novel could take just one of those hundred lives and show  
you exactly how it felt to be that person” (Kingsolver 231).  Through “first-person 
testimony” the stories and images are “personalizing human suffering” and can 
“help to make human rights violations ‘real’ to those unlikely to suffer them”  
(Farmer 67).  Both films involve “multiple victims unitized as a family” (Slovic and  
Slovic 18) to react to the environment and family crises in the Japan 3/11 disaster.

Sono’s The Land of Hope (“Kibo no Kuni”) tells the story of an elderly couple,  
Yasuhiko and Chieko, who run a family farm.  After the massive earthquake and 
subsequent nuclear power plant explosion they insist on staying in their home-

1	Japanese cinema that relates to the Great East Japan Earthquake is as follows, to name just a few: 
Ryoichi Kimizuka’s Reunion (2012), Nobuteru Uchida’s Odayaka (2012), Kiyoshi Sasabe’s Blind Men 
Feeling An Elephant (2014), Akihiko Shiota’s Lifeline (2014), Ken Ochiai’s Dance! Dance! Dance! (2015), 
Shunji Iwai’s Friends After 311 (2012), Nobuhiko Obayashi’s Casting Blossoms to the Sky (2012), No-
buhiko Obayashi’s Seven Weeks (2014), Sion Sono’s Himizu (2011).
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town, but ask their son Yoichi Ono and daughter-in-law Izumi to leave their 
home immediately due to the risk of radiation fallout.  While the young couple 
reluctantly leaves the family farm and stays in a nearby city, their neighbors in-
cluding the Suzuki family (whose houses are within the evacuation line) are all 
compelled to stay in temporary housing outside the exclusion zone.  The story 
ends with the suicide of the elderly parents and the “hopelessness” that the son 
Yoichi probably senses when their radiation detector alarm still sounds after he 
and his pregnant wife Izumi are far away from their hometown.

The story in The Land of Hope reflects the “stay-or-leave” dilemma when fac-
ing the radiation threat, whereas Kubota’s Homeland (“Ieji”) is a story of evacuees’  
life in cramped temporary housing.  “Going back” is a major theme that Kubota 
emphasizes in the film.  Jiro Sawada, who left his hometown for Tokyo when he 
was a teenager, returns to the exclusion zone after the evacuation to restart small 
farming, while his older half-brother Soichi and his wife Misa, their daughter, 
and Jiro’s mother Tomiko are all living in temporary housing outside the exclusion  
zone.  Ironically, the film ends with a peaceful and serene scene in which Jiro and  
his senile mother calmly grow green rice seedlings in a “pastoral-like” field within  
the radiation-affected area.

Although they adopt different filmic and narrative strategies to tell Japan 3/11  
stories, both films focus on family themes to describe the slow violence that in-
dividual family members suffered in post-apocalyptic life.  The term “slow vio-
lence” was coined by Rob Nixon in Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of 
the Poor, in which the word “poor” does not necessarily imply low-income con-
ditions but means the marginalized in society: those who are deprived of their 
rights of survival, health, discrimination, shelter, and information.  In the case of  
the aftermath of Fukushima disaster, slow violence involves slow poisoning, 
meaning “a violence that occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence of delayed 
destruction that is dispersed across time and space, and attritional violence that is 
typically not viewed as violence at all” (Nixon 2).  In other words, slow violence  
is small, attritional, and almost invisible and does not lend itself to easy interpre-
tation and representation.  I argue that Sono’s The Land of Hope and Kubota’s 
Homeland not only bring the slow violence suffered by survivors to the fore but 
also encourage ethical thinking about nuclear power issues.

Ecocinema: Narratives of Slow Violence

On the afternoon of March 11, 2011, a huge earthquake that registered an 
M.9 on the Richter scale struck the pacific coast of the Tōhoku region of Japan, 
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resulting in a massive tsunami up to 23 feet and an INES Level 7 explosion at  
the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant.  Around 20,000 people were drowned  
by the tsunami and more than 150,000 people were forced to evacuate their homes  
after the 2011 nuclear disaster (Villar and Lies).  Disasters that occur on a large 
scale beyond our imagination and cognition can usually only be described using 
numbers.  These numbers and data might initially arouse public emotions and 
feelings but possibly remain vague over time.  As the saying goes, “a single death 
is a tragedy, a million deaths is a statistic” (qtd. in Dillard 109).2  People feel less 
sympathy for suffering and loss when the numbers of victims increase, as Scott 
Slovic and Paul Slovic note in the New York Times.  Whether natural or man-
made, large-scale disasters and genocides ironically lead to “apathy and inaction” 
(Slovic and Västfjäll 34) and a form of “psychic numbing,” a term coined by 
Robert Lifton in his study on the aftermath of the 1945 Hiroshima bombing, 
meaning “a diminished capacity or inclination to feel” (Lifton and Michell 62).

Support from the donations and humanitarian aid is temporary, but the slow  
violence that many victims experience can continue for their lifetime.  This is  
where eco-cinema has the potential to intervene.  A term coined by Scott MacDonald,  
“eco-cinema” is a way to elicit people’s compassion and ethical concerns.  For Paula  
Willoquet-Maricondi, eco-cinema traverses across “genres and modes of production”  
and strives to “play an active role in fostering environmental awareness, conser-
vation, and political action” (10).  Under this definition, Sono’s The Land of Hope  
and Kubota’s Homeland exhibit the nuclear radiation fallout beyond its geograph-
ical territory, evoking what Pietari Kääpä and Tommy Gustafsson describe as  
“transnational eco-cinema,” in which “cinematic depictions of ecological considera- 
tions are rarely contained within human-made borders” (12).  Due to the trans-
national ecological effects in the eco-cinema, the two films show how the “nuclear  
radiation effect” moves.  Their films enable us to see and imagine a disaster area that  
most of us have never visited.  But the films do not just present images: viewers  
and filmmakers want stories.  As Adrian Ivakhiv has indicated, “Because cinema  
is a visual temporal-sequential medium, it takes us places through what it shows us.   
Because it is an auditory temporal-sequential medium, it takes us places through 
what it sounds and speaks to us, auditorially, musically, and linguistically” (6).

The Land of Hope and Homeland both conceptualize the survivors’ relation-
ships with the places that they inhabit and the psychological trauma that they 
endure after being uprooted from their homes.  Fukushima evacuees have been 
labeled by outsiders in a similar way to the survivors of Chernobyl.  “Radiation 

2	The quoted remark was originally made by Joseph Stalin.
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stigma” has been attached to the survivors of the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Di-
saster, and as Michelle Heath notes, “the stigma against radiation exposure and  
stigma against mental health problems” will lead to “employment troubles, marriage  
difficulties, and further psychological problems” (3).  As the films reveal, Fukushima  
evacuees suffer from a severe stigma in society.  In The Land of Hope, a gas station  
employee recognizes the evacuees’ license plate, infers that they are from the Fuku- 
shima Daiichi nuclear plant evacuation area, and refuses to fill up their tank for  
worry of contamination by their “radiation” (0.27.49-0.28.50).  An increasing  
number of news stories tell how evacuee children have been bullied by new school- 
mates.  As Rachel Mealey reports about one eight-year-old boy, “at his new school,  
the other students treated him like he was radioactive and called him a germ.”  
Sono incorporates this scene in his film: “He escaped from Nagashima.  He’s radi- 
oactive!”  (0.42.10-0.42.45).  Similarly, in Homeland Soichi also worries about his  
daughter Naho: “Will a girl from Fukushima be able to get married?  Will Naho  
be bullied if we move to another place? Will she be shunned?”  (0:43:42-0:43:58).   
Responding angrily at this unfair accusation, Misa retorts, “Have we done some- 
thing wrong?  Have we stolen from other people? Do we deserve to be criticized?   
Of course not” (0.44.15-0.44.26).

The NIMBY (not-in-my-back-yard) attitude entails a form of psychic num- 
bing where people avoid discussing toxic waste disposal locations and do not care 
where the waste is put as long as it is not in their backyard.  In this sense, the 
NIMBY phenomenon can possibly become an extension of the reaction of “sec-
ondary or vicarious trauma” or “empty empathy.” According to E. Ann Kaplan’s  
analysis of emotional response to images of catastrophe: “secondary or vicarious 
trauma [VT]” refers to a response in which “the viewer is shocked to the extent of  
being empathically over-aroused,” and “empty empathy” underlines “the transitory,  
fleeting nature of the empathic emotions” (Kaplan 4).3 Even though people near  
the affected area know what happened to the victims, “vicarious trauma” or “empty  
empathy” turns off their feelings.  Psychic numbing is a “useful defense mechanism  
[that] prevents the mind from being overwhelmed and perhaps destroyed by the  
dreadful and unmanageable images confronting it,” but it can also become prob- 
lematic when it does not enable us to feel appropriate empathy (Lifton and 
Mitchell 62).

In The Land of Hope, Yoichi and Izumi reluctantly leave the family farm and  
out of concern for their unborn child and relocate to a nearby city where Yoichi 
finds a construction job.  Due to the radioactive fallout threat, pregnant Izumi 

3	The last is “witnessing—a response that may change the viewer in a positive pro-social manner, and  
that, more than the first two sorts of response, invokes ethics” (Kaplan 4).
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seals her house with tape and wears chemical and biological protective clothing 
when seeing the gynecologist or shopping in the supermarket.  Wearing fully 
protective suits to protect her child in her womb, a “home” for her baby, Izumi 
bravely ignores teasing from passersby.  Her husband Yoichi is worried about 
gossip and teasing by neighbors and his colleagues, who accuse Izumi of making 
a fuss and humiliating the residents in the neighborhood.  They even ask her 
with heavy sarcasm to leave the area if she is so paranoid.  Repudiating the claim 
that his wife has become the object of ridicule, Yoichi retorts, “What’s wrong 
with her [desire] to protect her own baby?”  He then interrogates their psychic 
numbing on “radiation exposure” by questioning them individually: “You had a  
mask and gloves not so long ago!  You wouldn’t use tap water to cook rice!  You  
didn’t dry laundry outside!  You used bottled water to cook rice too!  One month  
and it’s forgotten! You’re just following the crowd!  . . . Why aren’t you worried?”   
(1.04.22-1.04.50).  It seems that the indifferent attitude, evidence of psychic numbing,  
“enables [survivors] to withstand the psychological trauma of this experience” (Slovic  
and Slovic, “Arithmetic”).

Slow violence in the form of radiation exposure gradually wields its trans-cor- 
poreal influence not only on visible matter, like the soil, land, air, and water, causing  
diseases, gene deficiency, cancer, and endangering animals and humans, but also  
in psychological conditions.  It is hidden from our cognition and emotion.  Both  
film directors maintain that once a nuclear accident occurs, nobody can escape its  
effects.  The original sustainable life disappears overnight.  To some extent, “home”  
no longer exists.  Psychological problems go hand in hand with the slow violence  
faced by the survivors of Japan 3/11.  The very first scene of The Land of Hope—
which shows eating, cooking, planting, chatting, laughing, socializing, and two-
generations’ simple life—is what the ending of Homeland desires to retrieve.   
The aftermath of the disaster has left people traumatized.  As Kaplan explains how  
traumatic events function in our brain, “the event by-passes the brain’s meaning-
making sites and is lodged in the body, dissociated from ordinary consciousness.   
In this view, trauma is known by its symptoms—that is through phobias, flashbacks,  
hallucinations and nightmares—rather than by memory per se” (Kaplan 4).  The  
overwhelming traumatic feelings choke and haunt survivors in every hour and 
moment.  They see no long-term future.  News of dairy farmers’ suicides provide  
background stories to The Land of Hope and Homeland.4  In The Land of Hope, 

4	According to CNN, one dairy farmer killed himself after learning that dairy products produced near  
the nuclear power plant were no longer saleable.  Moreover, “A 64-year-old vegetable farmer from Sukagawa  
City in Fukushima Prefecture also committed suicide in the wake of agricultural bans in the ongoing 
nuclear crisis” (Lah).
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the elderly cattle raiser Yasuhiko Ono reluctantly obeys the government by 
slaughtering contaminated cattle, but then he kills himself and his dementia-
suffering wife.  In Homeland, Nobuaki carries the soil from his rice paddy in his  
truck and puts down his cows before committing suicide.  “It’s a dead end,” laments  
Soichi, a friend of Nobuaki (1.41.28).

Life in temporary housing fails to live up to the expectations of earthquake  
and tsunami survivors especially when they are struck by a sense of “displacement.”   
Fukushima Prefecture was previously one of Japan’s most important agricultural 
regions.  The nuclear disaster has uprooted thousands of farmers and families and  
forced them to move somewhere else.  In Homeland, the slow violence occurs 
quietly and unnoticeably.  As Nixon suggests, slow violence “never materializes in 
one spectacular explosive cinematic scene” (14).  After the apocalyptic event life  
slowly falls apart.  Kubota’s film documents mental health challenges in family 
relationships.  As Frances Martel indicates, “Given the option of leaving their 
hometowns or risking radiation poisoning five years ago, families living near the 
Fukushima radiation disaster are falling apart, facing divorce, suicide, and cancer”  
(Martel).  Katherine Harmon also notes that “Stress, such as that caused by dis- 
location, uncertainty and concern about unseen toxicants, has been linked to  
increased risk for physical ailments” and mental illness.  In Homeland, Jiro Sawada’s  
older half-brother Soichi and his wife Misa sink into despondency while in cramped  
temporary housing with their senile mother and small daughter.  Because the tem- 
porary housing is so crowded, jobless Soichi pretends to be his wife Misa’s sex-trade  
client to share a hotel room, which, as Soichi admits, “is the only place we can have  
some privacy” (0.42.58).  Although their marriage is not on the rocks, they both 
worry about the uncertain future.  Later, Soichi also finds that his stepmother 
Tomiko is losing her memory and suffering from gradual dementia, probably due  
to the temporary housing conditions.  This is also one of the reasons that Yasuhiko,  
in Land of Hope, insists on staying with his dementia-suffering wife because up- 
rooting or “removing her from familiar surroundings could exacerbate her already  
fragile condition” (Ahad).  A 2016 Harvard research group survey supports Kubota’s  
representation of dementia diagnosis in Homeland.  According to Hiroyuki Hikichi  
et al., “housing damage appears to be an important risk factor for cognitive decline  
among older survivors in natural disasters” (E6911).  Their research result shows 
that “recovery after major disaster poses potential risks of dementia for the elderly  
population” (E6911).  In Homeland, Tomiko’s memory and mental abilities gra-
dually worsen, leading to difficulty in recognizing her way “home.”

In the refugee shelter, people indulge in mutual recrimination because visions  
of environmental degradation influence their understanding at both individual 
and societal levels.  In The Land of Hope, the survivors in the temporary housing  
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accuse each other of supporting nuclear power and taking compensation from the 
power plant: “We have a nuclear power advocate here!” “What’s this outburst?”  
“A man from the power company’s here!” “We’re in it together.  We come together  
in trouble.  Am I right? Don’t blame me.”  “He’s the axis of evil!”  “Did you get  
yourself an electric cooktop?”  (0.29.26-0.29.56).  The asymmetry of trust (defined  
below) between the government/TEPCO and the public takes effect after the onset  
of the nuclear accident.  The Land of Hope shows how cover-ups by the government  
and TEPCO throughout the crisis aroused resentment among the victims.  Yasuhiko  
Ono asks his son to evacuate from their home even though they are outside of 
the 20-km line: “Remember the Fukushima crisis? The authorities said nothing.   
It’s always the same.  They pretend it’s all OK” (0.21.40-0.21.51).  Using a metaphor  
of the stake symbolizing “separation and isolation from family or others” (Ahad),  
Sono illuminates the asymmetry of trust through Yasuhiko, “It’s like we had a stake  
put through us.  It happens over again as long as you live.  This time the ‘stake’ is  
radiation.  Yoichi.  You have to decide for yourself.  The nation, the prefecture, the  
city, the Prime Minister . . . none of them can be trusted.  It’s for you, your wife and  
child to decide.  The government is not on your side.  If you left it to them, they’d  
keep pounding stakes into your home” (1.00.04-1.00.55).  Yasuhiko’s words 
suggest that in the nuclear and radiation accident, “trust is ‘asymmetrical’—
difficult to create, relatively easy to erode” (Slovic and Slovic, “Narrative” 81).5

Instead of showing a “radical” attitude6 toward the government based on the  
“asymmetry of trust,” Homeland shows how victims are worried that they will put  
themselves at risk if they dare to challenge authority.  When Soichi asks the police  
to arrest those responsible for the crisis, the police just simply state that he should  
be pleased with the compensation and cease complaining.  After learning about 
Soichi’s request to the police, other victims confront him over the compensation:  

5	In response to the comment that he was “too fast to produce this film,” Sono simply wants to ex-
plore the asymmetry of trust from the government through his film as soon as possible.  The Land of Hope,  
which did not get full sponsorship from Sono’s own country, “was completed as a Japan-UK-Taiwan co-
production with financial support from film production companies in the UK and Taiwan” (“Sion”).  As  
Sono admitted, “The moment I told (my usual investors) that this was a film about nuclear power, they 
told me it was just taboo . . . In the end we just had to cobble together money to make it, including  
from overseas . . . People don’t want to think about the nuclear issue” (Villar and Lies).  Unlike the eco-
nomic dilemma faced by The Land of Hope, Homeland (2014) gained funding from the Agency for Cul-
tural Affairs, of the Government of Japan, but it draws on “slow cinema,” which will be discussed in the  
next section, slightly dodging the radical nuclear proposal “without making it too obvious” (Villar and Lies)  
because “the sensitive nature of the nuclear issue tends to turn off viewers to movies with heavy political 
overtones” (Hofilena).

6	In his interview, Sono explains, “even though the Japanese government promised it would be nuclear  
power free by 2030, we don’t believe it.  This is from hearing these types of promises many times before.  
Right now, a lot of Japanese people don’t trust the Japanese government.  The situation is a lot like in my  
movie.  People think they have to do something by themselves, like in the movie” (Q&A).
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“Try not to step out of line.  Don’t try to outdo us.  We’re in for a long battle” 
(0.37.45-0.37.51).  In this sense, they do “distrust” the government but are 
satisfied once the compensation is paid.7  Soichi, however, does not succumb to 
peer pressure.  Nobuaki had loaded the contaminated soil from his paddy into 
the truck before committing suicide, and Soichi now decides to dump the soil in  
Tokyo as a form of protest.  This protest scene is not shown, and the film instead  
ends with Soichi going “home.” Thus, Maggie Lee criticized the film for taking  
“larger issues such as victims’ compensation and cleanup of toxic waste” too lightly  
and only giving them “passing references” (Lee).

Eco-cinema: Slow Living as a Narrative of Recovery

It is true that Kubota’s Homeland does not represent the issues of the Fukushima  
Daiichi nuclear disaster as bluntly as Sono’s The Land of Hope in terms of its rhy- 
thm and tempo, dialogues, narration, and optical and sound effects.  To Maggie  
Lee’s critical eye, its story “highlighting ordinary families” is “a narrative that per- 
versely refuses to engage on a dramatic or emotional level, or to look its unavoid- 
able political context in the eye,” and also “mistakes the prosaic for the universal, 
wasting his cast’s acting chops on humdrum activity and bland dialogue” (Lee).  
Likewise, Sijia Jiang notes that “Homeland is so calm, quiet, and restrained that it 
risks boring impatient viewers” (Jiang).  Although Homeland has been criticized  
for its political incorrectness on the Fukushima nuclear explosion, Mark Shilling 
compares Kubota’s Homeland to Sono’s The Land of Hope and affirms Kubota’s 
strategy, stating that ““Homeland” is totally unlike Sono’s over-amped but im-
passioned film.  Somehow, I think its restrained approach and elegiac tone will  
strike the aforementioned critics as more appropriate to its subject matter” (Schilling).   
For Schilling, the elegiac tone with restrained emotion that Lee criticizes is actually  
“more appropriate to its subject matter.” For survivors, life is nothing but to sur- 
vive and it is filled with uncertainty and endless waiting because temporary housing  
is never a “home.” In an interview Kubota explained that “he aims to make people  
reflect on how beautiful and terrifying the soulless Fukushima is” (Jiang).

7	The “Why bother attitude” remains when the whole society intends to keep silent and avoids talking,  
for instance about the issue of nuclear power plants and nuclear radiation.  To maintain the status quo, 
Fukushima victims prefer not to be in the limelight and to accept whatever compensation the government  
promised, regardless of whether it is sufficient.  However, on March 17, 2017, a Japanese court for the  
first time determined that “the Japanese government and the electric utility that operated the Fukushima  
Daiichi nuclear power plant were negligent in not preventing the meltdowns in 2011 that forced thousands  
of people to flee the area, a district court in eastern Japan ruled on Friday.”  In other words, the lawful 
“decision could influence dozens of similar lawsuits filed by close to 12,000 evacuated residents now living  
across the country” (Rich).
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It is normal for people to have an overwhelming feeling when facing abstract  
and big data, as Terry Tempest Williams admits: “When I hear all of the statistics,  
I become mute, my spirit crushed by information that becomes abstracted into  
despair.  My human frame cannot accommodate it all” (Pope 45; emphasis mine).   
Psychologists have analyzed how our brains function when encountering big data.   
In regard to our brains’ accommodation ability, in his book Thinking, Fast and Slow  
(2011), Daniel Kahneman proposes two ways of how human brain processes infor- 
mation: fast and slow.  Fast thinking includes “intuitive thought” and “the entirely  
automatic mental activities of perception and memory,” whereas slower thinking  
involves a “more deliberate and effortful form of thinking” (13).  Kahneman’s fast  
thinking invokes what Polish poet Zbigniew Herbert has called “the arithmetic of 
compassion,” which is “a similar desensitization [that] occurs when we rely on our  
quick intuitive feelings to judge the value of amounts of money or numbers of en- 
dangered lives” (Slovic, “Psychic”).  Fast thinking, gut response, or intuition, as psy- 
chologists Slovic and Västfjäll explain, “unschooled by analysis and deliberation, 
fails us in the face of genocide and other disasters that threaten human lives and  
the environment on a large scale” (35).  “Slow thinking” is a way to overcome psychic  
numbing “by teaching individuals to be compassionate and helpful” (Västfjäll, 
Slovic, and Mayorga 48).

Nao Kubota adopts slow cinema as a form of slow thinking to retell a family  
story of the Fukushima disaster from Jiro’s perspective, who returns back “home” 
(to the exclusion zone)—without hesitation after the disaster.  Kubota’s film 
shows exactly “how it felt to be that person” (Kingsolver 231)—that survivor 
from the Fukushima disaster.  Viewers taste Jiro’s rice, which was in storage before  
the disaster, see the green and devastated landscape of his hometown, understand  
his determination to go home, and know that the possible way for his senile 
mother to release the stress from living in temporary housing is to go back “home” 
and resume her work as a farmer, living a simple life with her son even though 
Jiro is well aware of the contamination.

Responding to Williams’s statement that “my human frame cannot accommodate  
it all” mentioned above, Kubota adopts “slow cinema.” The slowness reflects slow  
violence and a slow rhythm of life.  Homeland is a work of ecocinema, according  
to MacDonald’s definition, that “offers audiences a depiction of the natural world  
within a cinematic experience that models patience and mindfulness—qualities 
of consciousness crucial for a deep appreciation of and an ongoing commitment 
to the natural environment” (19).  Adopting a quiet, rather than catastrophic look  
at the Japan 3/11 disaster, Kubota is suspicious of the function of the doom and 
gloom narrative.  He asks viewers to take time to contemplate the post-nuclear 
landscape with the characters.  For Kubota, long takes, slow pacing and a focus  
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on an individual family story is a way to “promote contemplation along ecological  
lines” (Ingram 44) and a way to “accommodate” it in Williams’s sense.  From the  
perspective of “an eco-aesthetics of slow cinema” (Ingram 45), in Homeland cin-
ematographer Yoko Itakura “makes use of low saturation shots of the disaster-
struck present and contrasts them with flashbacks rendered in vivid colour”  
(Jiang).  These long, slow takes of landscape devoid of human presence “can foster  
heightened ecological awareness in the viewer” (Ingram 47) and make them ponder  
what has happened after the catastrophe.  Soichi candidly expresses his feeling 
to his brother Jiro: 

The No.1 Nuclear Power Plant exploded, right? I have no memory of the several 
months following that day.  I don’t remember what I did or how I did it at all.  When 
I came to my senses, Mom and Misa and Naho were with me.  It felt so strange,  
I can’t remember how we all evacuated.  But the fear and anxiety wouldn’t let go of me.   
“It’s over,” I thought.  “Everything’s gone.”  “What’s happening? What’s going to happen  
from now on?” (1.36.11-1.37.04)

Kubota explained that he used “the blood ties” as the focus in his film because  
he wanted to “create an affinity with audiences” and he wanted to “make a film 
about the nuclear plant disaster that would be relevant to them [audiences].”  He  
hoped that this would be “a film [that] will exist for a long time to come, which 
people could watch years later and hopefully resonate with the issue” (MOViE  
MOViE).  For Kubota, a film “with family as a topic” is able to reach more people,  
or to use Scott Slovic’s term, “enchant” more people.  For Slovic, “enchantment” is  
“a form of meaning, emotional intensity, engagement, interest, something good”  
(“Keynote”).  How can we re-enchant the world, to increase “affect, attention, and  
action” when reframing large-scale problems in the age of Big Data (Slovic and  
Västfjäll 36)?  The strategy that Slovic and Västfjäll recommend, based on psy-
chological experiments, is to change the way people “frame information” because  
“the identified individual victim, with a face and a name,” draws much more atten- 
tion than a large number of victims, when it comes to eliciting compassion (36).  
For Sono, the film is his way to help people “frame information” about the Japan  
3/11 disaster because a film featuring narratives of tragic stories “is able to touch 
audiences more deeply than a documentary on Fukushima, allowing them maybe  
to come to terms with the ‘horrible reality . . . of living with radiation’ without 
forcing people to ‘relive’ the disaster of March 11, 2011” (Ahad).  Sono’s defense  
for the feature films evokes German sociologist Ulrich Beck’s “second-hand non-
experience” (71-72).  Most viewers have never experienced a disaster as terrible as  
Japan 3/11.  The films make the second-hand non-experience tangible.

Eco-cinema is meant to promote “environmental consciousness” through ac- 
counts of tragic stories and also help “re-enchant” insensitivity by telling stories of 
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vulnerability.  Stories of individuals provide a way to apprehend information and  
make sense and meaning.  Individual stories are more emotionally resonant than  
collective ones.  As Paul Slovic and Scott Slovic elaborate, the psychological notion  
of “the singularity effect” makes readers “open up” and “absorb more of the tech- 
nical data” by way of individual stories because “human stories and math can . . .  
work together” (167, 168).  Individualized information is comparatively more appre- 
hensible to the public (Paul Slovic and Scott Slovic, “Introduction” 18).  Director  
Kubota asserts that Homeland is a story of an individual: “deprived of returning to  
their own land is a very serious issue to an individual” (qtd. in Jiang).  As the film  
reviewer Sijia Jiang argued, Kubota’s film invites “viewers to sit down with in-
dividuals suffering in the aftermath, and feel their frustration, their sense of 
injustice, and desperation.  It should be of enduring interest to a wide audience” 
(Jiang).  Focusing on a single exemplar, also conveying vulnerability, is a way to 
generate greater emotional resonance.  As Scott Slovic notes, particular images, 
narratives, personalizing stories, and faces are all steps by which people process 
information (“Enchanting”).8

From interviews with victims and survivors in the exclusion zone,9 the di-
rectors share their findings, cover the fields of psychological trauma and outsider 
apathy, and present a panoramic view of the disaster area.  With subsidies from 
the Japanese government, Homeland “got a license to film in forbidden areas” 
with limited time and Kubota describes how serene and beautiful the landscape 
has become.  “The birds were singing and we felt like we were intruding.  But 
despite the beauty, everything was frozen in time” (Villar and Lies).  Behind the 
astonishing beauty is the ugly fact that everything is contaminated by nuclear ra-
dioactive fallout although it is invisible to the eyes.  As Villar and Lies recalled, “it 
was beautiful but no one could live there.  In a way, there was something men-
acing.  You couldn’t smell it, the colours hadn’t changed, and you couldn’t see 

8	Scott Slovic introduces another example of stories of individuals that represent slow, invisible vio- 
lence.  “Awarded of the 2015 Nobel Prize winner for Literature, Svetlana Alexievich, from Belarus collects  
stories of individuals and then powerfully represents these individual cases rather than writing collectively  
about survivors of the Chernobyl nuclear disaster in 1986.  She tells numerous individual stories of Chernobyl  
survivors and soldiers who fought for the Soviet Union in Afghanistan, showing how their experience in the  
war has had lasting bad effects on their lives” (“Enchanting” June 2016).  See Alexievich, Svetlana.  Voices  
from Chernobyl: the oral history of a nuclear disaster.  Translation and preface by Keith Gessen.  New York:  
Picador, 2006.

9	In an interview with AFP, Sono recalled that he spent six months researching Fukushima and found 
that “Japanese peasants are shy, but they opened up to me much more than they did with journalists  
who covered the disaster,” he said.  Some of their conversations were used as dialogue for the film (Ahad).  
In Homeland, “99% of the scenes in the film were shot in Fukushima.  Some scenes include the deserted  
shopping street and shots of the protagonist shuttling between the abandoned field and the town on a 
bicycle” (MOViE MOViE).
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or physically feel it.  There’s that sort of fear” (Villar and Lies).  Adrian Ivakhiv  
explains the geomorphic dimension in the cinematic experience (in this case the  
post-nuclear landscape), it deals with “cinema’s production of territoriality, of here- 
ness and thereness, homelessness and awayness, public and private spaces, alluring  
destinations and sites of repulsive abjection—the objectscapes that make up the 
world and the ways these frame, envelop, highlight, and mark the action of a film  
narrative” (Ivakhiv 7-8).10 Both films lead viewers to “visually” see the post-calamity  
areas in Fukushima, their homelessness and awayness, their public and private spaces,  
their desires and fears, and their dreams and nightmares, and emotionally identify  
with them.

The Land of Hope seemingly ends with no hope at all: landscape of ghost-like  
ruins, the old Ono couple’s suicide, and the sound of the Geiger counter that the  
young Ono couple hears in a place “far away” from home.  In an interview Sono 
asserted that the Geiger counter scene is a warning that “We are in the same pre-
dicament today.  If something like that happens again, I think there is nowhere in  
Japan you can go.  The scene is a warning that it doesn’t matter where you go” 
(Q&A).  As Izumi says in the film, “This is an invisible war! Invisible bullets and  
missiles are around us!” (0.52.45-0.52.49).  However, Sono did provide “hope” 
in the film through the mouth of two specter-like children: “Don’t walk in that 
showy way.  From now on, us Japanese will take one step at a time.  Like this.  
One step, one step, one step . . .” (0.56.22-0.56.38).  Sono explained this insis-
tence on “walking one step by one step.” “After Japan’s defeat in World War II,  
our country carried out industrialization at a rapid pace, without weighting [sic] 
the consequences . . . My point with the characters walking one step by one step 
is my wish for the Japanese people to go forward slowly … one step by one step” 
(Q&A).  The ending in Homeland is more poetic and peaceful than the ending in  
The Land of Hope.  Sono’s advocated “slow down” is realized in Jiro’s return home,  
when he insists on slow living with his senile mother, smiling while transplanting  
rice seedlings with her son.  Losing her memory day by day, she asks Jiro, “It’s rather  
quiet.  Did something happen?” (Kubota, 1.53.00-1.53.08).  Perhaps at this moment,  
the one who loses her memory is the luckiest.

Critical viewers of Homeland might notice that Jiro’s slow living in Homeland  
seems quite suggestive in the present world of speed but is also possibly characterized  
by “the pathetic fallacy” in terms of living in a radioactive contaminated area.  
Jiro’s slow living is in stark contrast to Wendy Parkins and Geoffrey Craig’s slow  
living, which is not a nostalgic retreat from 21st century life and is above all “an  

10	According to Ivakhiv, the other two dimensions are biomorphic or animamorphic and anthropo-
morphic.  See Ivakhiv, 8-9.
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attempt to live in the present in a meaningful, sustainable, thoughtful and pleasurable  
way” (Parkins and Craig, ix; emphasis original).  Unlike such a “pleasurable” choice  
of slow living, Jiro is compelled to “retreat” from everyday life in Tokyo and seems  
to return to the “past, the good old days,” except that his homeland has been per-
manently contaminated.  Jiro’s classmate laments: “It’s like slow suicide.”  Deter- 
mined, Jiro explains why he returns to these radioactively contaminated fields: 

Juro: “I decided when I left that I would never return.  No matter how homesick I 
got, or how much I lost heart.  I swore to myself that I’d never return.”
Soichi: “Why?”
Jiro: “Because it was miserable.  The way Mom used to work so hard like a peasant, 
afraid of troubling Dad.  I hated that village.”
Soichi: “Then why did you return?”
Jiro: “They called out to me.  They told me to come home.”
Soichi: “Who did?”
Jiro: “The rice paddies.  The fields.  The cows.  The mountains.  Everything.  They 
called out, ‘Nobody’s here now.  They’ve all left.’  I became so unbearably homesick.  
I thought I could finally live without constraint.”  (1.37.43-1.39.00)

The homeland summons him back.  Kubota uses cinematic language and tech- 
niques (establishing shot, stop-motion, long shots and long takes, background noise,  
blocking, etc.) to represent the simple agricultural life: plowing, digging, irrigating,  
and transplanting rice.  He thus touches viewers’ hearts with this emphasis on the  
relationship between land and people.  The final scene of the film also features the  
serene natural beauty of paddy fields, but an uneasy feeling lurks there as well.   
Everything in such a devastated land is so green, so apparently immune to humans’  
wrongdoings.

Instead of violent protest against the eradication and annihilation, Kubota’s 
poetic film highlights the sounds that are a natural part of the scene: cicadas 
singing, sounds of farming, sounds of eating, and other sounds of nature.  In the  
film, non-human soundscapes illustrate that the world is composed of interconnected  
ecosystems, and humans are vulnerable in the face of devastating disasters.  Jiro is  
left with no other choice to go back to the toxic land against his will and at the 
expense of his health.  However, in an article entitled “Why Eat Toxic Food?   
Mercury Poisoning, Minamata, and Literary Resistance to Risks of Food” Japanese  
ecocritic Masami Yuki maintains that “the blind endorsement of a scientific dis-
course on contaminated food” overlooks the complex perspectives of “how food  
represents the values of those who eat as well as their relationships with the envi-
ronment” (“Why” 735).  Jiro’s return to the contaminated homeland challenges 
our perception of the scientific facts of contamination and “opens up a conceptual  
realms of human interactions with the environment” (Yuki, “Meals” 62).
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Conclusion

The two directors use images of vulnerability by focusing on a single family  
and the slow violence they have suffered for 6 years.  In response to gut reaction  
and fast thinking, the films propose slow living, similar to Kahneman’s slow think- 
ing, to help viewers conduct trans-scalar imaginary because understanding big data  
is always beyond “human-scale sensory apparatus and cognitive processes” (Paul 
Slovic and Scott Slovic, “Introduction” 20).  Coincidentally, both directors 
point out that slowness is the solution to the suicidal tendency of technological 
rule.  Using “slow cinema” or still images in Homeland and the “walking one 
step by one step” in The Land of Hope, the directors provide advice on how to 
face the Japan 3/11 disaster.  The trans-scalar imaginary that both films touch 
on encourages us to have second thoughts about nuclear power and its effects 
on people’s lives.
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日本311災難之後：《希望之國》與 
《家路》中的慢暴力和慢生活

摘　要

史洛維克父子所編纂的《數字與神經：數據世界中的資訊、情感和意義》

一書提問人們為何對某些訊息高度敏感、對某些訊息則無動於衷？當訊息以不

同的方式呈現時，是否較具警世的功用？循著這樣的思路，本文檢視在2011年

3月11日在東日本所發生的地震與海嘯所引發的核災事件中的心靈麻痺、假性

無效率、慢思、和跨層級想像。園子溫在2012年所拍攝的《希望之國》和久保

田直於2014年的《家路》皆至災區拍攝電影、並訪問災區居民、探討受到核輻

射污染被迫離鄉背井的太平洋岸的日本東北地區的受災居民的心理和生理層面

的煎熬，以及檢視這兩部生態電影如何協助人們理解「憐憫的算術」這樣的概

念。《希望之國》講述的是不同世代面對核災的故事，核災發生時，離開還是

留下成為兩代人最生離死別的痛，並召喚出人們面對輻射災民的心靈麻痺等議

題。而《家路》則採用不同的攝影手法，除了聚焦於核災後住在組合屋的辛酸

艱難之外，也讓回「家」似乎成為一種慢活的選擇，也帶出「家」對於災民的

意義似乎超越科學所定義的毒物環境。本篇論文主張兩部關於日本311災難事

件的劇情片不但呈現脆弱的力量的故事，也認為此兩部劇情片可以「再魅」人

們重新思索人類紀下的兩面刃的科技問題。

關鍵字：福島核電站、海嘯、核輻射、慢暴力、后創痛的景觀




