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Psychology of False Rumors during

the Great Kanto Earthquake (1923):
Based on Tetsuro Watsuji's Chii Insho-ki
and Other Accounts

KURIHARA Ken

Immediately after the outbreak of the Great Kanto Earthquake (September 1923), the false
rumor, that Korean terrorists were setting fire to the destroyed cities and poisoning wells,
spread. In consequence, thousands of Korean people were massacred in Tokyo and the Kanto
areas. While much has been discussed regarding the social, economic, and political aspects of the
massacre, the psychological mechanism of the mob violence has not fully been analyzed. The
purpose of this article is to clarify the psychological factors behind the killings, based on the
accounts of the earthquake survivors. The account of Tetsuro Watsuji strongly suggests that
the sense of powerlessness, caused by the rapidly spreading fire, intensified the people’s anger
against the imaginary lesser threat (the Koreans attack). The shock of the earthquake made
people extremely vulnerable to all kinds of baseless rumors. Some survivors, such as Ransen
Somekawa, automatically believed the fake news upon seeing captured Koreans, despite the fact
that they had no idea whether the prisoners were actually carrying weapons. As Sakuzo
Yoshino insisted, the prejudicial fears of the Japanese, which were projected onto the oppressed
Korean peoples had to be a significant factor underlying these Killings. This history shows that
understanding the psychological mechanisms behind rumor-mongering is crucial to prevent

future interracial violence.






