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TEPCO, you have a problem: The Fukushima meltdown through an alcoholic lens.      

Abstract: This paper frames the conduct of the Tokyo Electric Power Company (TEPCO)
following the meltdown at the Fukushima nuclear power plant as those of an alcoholic still 
searching for their “bottom.” The actions and legal contortions of TEPCO are coupled with my 
fieldwork among Tokyo’s sobriety groups, using the definitional apparatus of alcoholism and 
recovery to better make sense of events at Fukushima. The notion of “hitting bottom,” that an 
alcoholic must loss everything before change is possible, allows for an understanding of 
TEPCO’s response to the Fukushima crisis as one mired in an untenable desire to control a 
chaotic situation.     
 
 Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) “fabricate[s] and stabilize[s] particular versions of the 
self. . . even though their relation to the complex and contradictory domain of authorized… 
knowledge is one of bricolage, translation, and hybridization” (Rose 1999: 265). AA, and 
sobreity organizations generally, fosters reinterpretations of past events, allowing individuals to 
understand them as the actions of alcoholics. Alcoholics are in turn understood as ill individuals 
living “in recovery.” I argue here that we can substitute individual alcoholics with the larger 
range of actors currently working to manage, constrain, and control Japan following the 
devastating events in Tohoku and at the Fukushima nuclear power plant. This paper applies the 
discourse pertaining particularly to risk in Tokyo sobriety group meetings, discourse that is used 
as a tool to demonstrate personal transformation, as a useful lens to interpret the actions of the 
Tokyo Electric Power Company (TEPCO) following the meltdown and ongoing crisis at the 
Fukushima reactor. Alcoholism in this framework is constituted by membership in one of Japan’s 
two major sobriety organizations (AA and Danshukai or Sobriety Association). Connections are 
made through ethnographic examples to the nuclear catastrophe in Fukushima and its environs. 
The emphasis in sobriety groups on the need to “hit bottom,” the place of despondency an 
alcoholic must reach to recognize they have a problem and seek help beyond themselves, is 
offered as a useful means to understand TEPCO’s response to the initial meltdown and ongoing 
efforts to reassure and reassert control over the stricken plant and wider communities.          
 Alcoholism occupies a paradoxical place in Japan. In both stereotype and practice the 
tolerance afforded the intoxicated in Japan is well documented (Christensen 2010, Smith 1998). 
“All you can drink” specials are a staple of the cheap Izakaya (pub) and vending machines 
dispensing beer remain common, despite recent legal challenges. Further and as the images 
below illustrate, numerous facilities to deal with the consequences of over-consumption are 
tucked into Japan’s urban infrastructure. Prominent examples include sawdust canisters on 
station platforms for the desiccation of vomit and public safety announcement posters telling 
commuters to be “extra careful” on their way home after drinking too much. It is also a tolerance 
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for alcohol consumption that offers an immediate point of comparison with Japan’s relationship 
to “peaceful” nuclear power (Tanaka & Kuznik 2011). Nuclear power plants tucked into rural, 
small, and often costal communities are a largely unseen and unquestioned source of energy for 
Japan. Like the marginal and secretive lives of alcoholics, the voices that might raise concerns 
about the consequences, both potential or realized, pertaining to nuclear power in Japan are 
consistently muted.      
 A consequence of this social tolerance for consumption upon the alcoholic (and today 
more than 50,000 individuals throughout Japan identify as such through membership in a 
sobriety organization) is a compromised and guarded social position. As alcohol consumption is 
the indulged norm of socialization, admissions of alcoholism and the requisite sobriety become 
difficult, often to the degree that individuals hide their membership in a sobriety organization 
from others. Yet group ideology and literature mandate individual transformations of the self as 
an outcome of membership, allowing the members to find “happiness in sobriety” (Christensen 
2010: 46). Sobriety becomes a tasked and tasking component of self-identity often at odds with 
wider discourse on the necessity and normalcy of alcohol consumption. In an attempt to find 
other avenues for locating and then talking about their individual transformation, Japan’s 
sobriety group members invoke their exposure to a range of risks, as a means of participating in 
meetings and facilitating their sobriety. By looking at these admissions and manipulations of past 
and often risky or dangerous behavior, this paper provides a framework for understanding the 
reactions of TEPCO, as well as for those potentially affected by radiation poisoning following 
the meltdown of Fukushima’s nuclear reactor.   
 Coupling the media reports of the Fukushima disaster is my ethnographic work taken 
from eighteen months of fieldwork in Tokyo from March 2007 to August 2008. I forward the 
position that the discourses on exposure to risk, abnormality, and secrecy at sobriety group 
meetings hold relevance for how the bodies of Fukushima residents and others affected by the 
nuclear meltdown are framed and discussed. Invocation of risks undertaken, in the form of 
exposure to disease and in actions that could potentially lead to physical harm or arrest, allow 
alcoholics in Japan to engage sobriety group ideology and demonstrate a transformation of the 
self from a deviant heavy drinker to reformed and sober alcoholic. However, such descriptions of 
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past risky behavior also facilitate the secrecy and notions of bodily abnormality frequently raised 
by individual members in group meetings. Exposure to bodily and social risk becomes a tool to 
demonstrate the depth of personal change and a barrier to increased societal awareness of 
alcoholism in Japan beyond the sobriety group meeting. Below I give background information on 
Japan’s two major sobriety organizations, followed by ethnographic data from sobriety group 
meetings on symbolic bodily contamination, secrecy, and shifting notions of normalcy. Each of 
these ethnographic episodes is positioned alongside recent events related to the Fukushima 
meltdown and TEPCO’s response to the crisis. Finally TEPCO’s preparedness and response to 
the meltdown is interpreted through the sobriety group lens. I argue that like the individuals who 
have not yet found their bottom, TEPCO viewed through sobriety group ideology is likely to 
relapse, resisting fundamental change and denying the existence of systemic problems or 
concerns.           

Sobriety Group Ideology

 AA and Danshukai are methodologically similar, mandating abstinence and meeting 
participation as the central components to staying sober and “living in recovery,” (Chenhall & 
Oka 2006-2007, Christensen 2010, Smith 1988). In both organizations “a system of norms that 
‘explains’ various alcoholic behaviors” is used to construct alcoholism as a lifelong illness from 
which total recovery is impossible and reconstruct past behavior as the actions of a sick 
individual (Rudy & Greil 1989). Alcoholism becomes both illness and “lifelong social identity,” 
necessitating continued membership in a sobriety group and the development of a narrative 
pertaining to the individuals experience with drinking that mirrors group ideology. In short, 
sobriety group members must demonstrate ongoing transformation that invokes past actions and 
memories. 
 Memories of risk and transgression among alcoholics are maintained in sobriety group 
meeting speech acts that allow individuals to actively demonstrate transformations of the self. 
While unlikely that individual discourse pertaining to the Fukushima catastrophe from TEPCO 
officials will take on the same format found in sobriety group meetings, their actions offer an 
understanding of “risk discourse [that] corresponds with the conceptual boundaries of a 
‘collective’ body situated between risk and safety” (Yamada 2011). Much like the alcoholics, 
TEPCO’s struggles to control the Fukushima plant, evident in the secrecy governing the 
dissemination of information or the increasingly desperate changes to Japan’s labor laws 
governing appropriate exposure levels to radiation, are following a path easily recognized at 
group meetings (Jobin 2011). TEPCO’s handling of the Fukushima meltdown mirrors the actions 
cited in sobriety group meetings as being indicative of larger systemic problems. Placing TEPCO 
within the framework that defines alcoholism, and noting the ongoing attempts at control, denial, 
and furtiveness, allows the logic of their decision making process to gain a previously absent 
focus. The Fukushima nuclear meltdown now straddles the definitional categories of recent event 
and memory. As the events recede further into the past, an anthropological role will be to 
document how these events are remembered (or more likely forgotten), noting the transformative 
power behind these invocations upon the individual, the affected region, Japan, and the global.     
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Symbolic Contamination

 Yasu is a short, slightly portly man in his late thirties.1 In group meetings he typically 
spoke hesitantly at first but gained confidence while talking. His audience on this particular day 
in March, 2008 was the approximately thirty other sobriety group members gathered for this 
weekly meeting in central Tokyo. The initial sentences of Yasu’s speech were similar to those of 
others, set-phrases concerning his ongoing struggles with sobriety. He then began to talk about 
his past and frequent trips to “Filipina bars,” inexpensive hostess clubs where women brought 
from the Philippines and typically scantily-dressed, entertained men with karaoke, flirting, and 
paid companionship. Yasu attributes his patronage of these bars to his alcoholism as, in his 
words, “women are zurui (sly/cunning)” and trapped in an alcoholic grip he was powerless to 
resist their requests for him to consume more drinks (it should also be noted that such a position 
is in contradiction to Danshukai and AA’s emphasis upon personal responsibility when looking 
back at past drinking behavior). Yasu ended his speech that evening by noting that after a night 
of drinking he would often visit a brothel before going home, typically one providing prostitutes 
brought, likely illegally, from the Philippines to Japan. 
 The outlined cycle of drinking - initially and typically with coworkers, followed by a 
solitary visit to a hostess club and a final stop at a brothel - marked Yasu’s speech acts at 
numerous sobriety group meetings. It also led to Yasu’s eventual bankruptcy and ongoing fear of 
exposing himself to a high risk for contracting a sexually transmitted diseases through his brothel 
visits. In sobriety and group membership, Yasu rebuilt these past actions as those of a sick 
individual blinded by intoxication to the polluting dangers he was subjecting himself to. He 
marveled that he had managed to avoid “getting AIDS” and wondered aloud at the meeting why 
he was so lucky. 
 Yasu’s comments on bodily exposure to pollutants mirror not only emergent reports of 
discrimination directed towards Fukushima area residents believed to be contaminated with 
radiation, but also larger frameworks around individual roles in this ongoing crisis. Yasu 
remembers the bodies of the prostitutes he visited as sites of contamination, imagined in his 
retelling as riddled with AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases. Inversely, Yasu frames his 
statements as a story of personal triumph over the invisible dangers of contamination in a 
narrative that borders, at least in his telling, on the personally heroic. Not only do the prostitutes 
he frequented remain nameless and contaminated, but Yasu’s position in his narrative is one of 
perseverance in the face of challenge. Much like the often anonymous individuals displaced by 
tsunami damage or radiation exposure and presented to the world in images of contamination 
screenings from stern faced officials in protective garb, these evacuees are the bodily carriers of 
an invisible pollutant.  
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 In contrast, Yasu assumes for himself a role not unlike that given the “faceless 50,” the 
TEPCO employees tasked with containing and bringing under control the failing Fukushima 
nuclear plant in the days immediately following the Tohoku earthquake and tsunami. As reports 
of discrimination directed towards evacuees from areas affected by radiation exposure 
demonstrate, lingering fears of pollution, particularly in an unseen form, and the need to remake 
individual narratives in order to confront such exposures are centrally important. Analogous to 
recent events, Yasu’s separating himself from bodily pollution and exposure to risk provides 
contextualization for the manner in which the events at Fukushima are being confronted.
 TEPCO, in its role as operator of the failed reactor, is engaged in a delicate manipulation 
familiar to alcoholics looking back on their years of heavy drinking. Just as heavy drinking is 
often indulged in Japan, the acceptance of TEPCO’s nuclear plants has made many, both local 
residents and those farther afield, reliant on Fukushima as a source of employment and provider 
of energy. This creates a situation where critique, of the failed reactor, its position within the 
Japanese state, and of the role given nuclear power in Japan, appears at least thus far to be only 
superficially enacted. Much like the sobriety group member reflecting back upon years of 
dismissed health problems that eventually could no longer be ignored, TEPCO’s failures at 
Fukushima beg the question of what larger changes this meltdown potentially represents in the 
weeks and months ahead.                
       
Secrecy

 Kumiko is a self-identified housewife in her forties and a regular attendee at the already 
mentioned sobriety group meeting. She began her speech at a meeting in January, 2008 
mentioning her past patronage of the Saizeriya chain of Italian-themed family restaurants found 
throughout Japan. At the time Saizeriya offered a half liter bottle of wine for 500 yen and enough 
Tokyo locations that Kumiko was never in danger of frequenting the same one too often and 
potentially being remembered by an employee. Saizeriya also kept unguarded rolls of toilet paper 
in their bathrooms that Kumiko consistently stole and her family assumed she purchased. This 
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arrangement, coupled with other modest schemes to surreptitiously shave a few thousand yen 
from the monthly household budget, allowed her to put this money towards wine and keep her 
alcohol consumption hidden from her family. 
 Kumiko’s meeting speech offers a twist to the “kitchen drinker phenomenon.” (Hendry 
1994: 184). “Kitchen drinkers” can “refer to any women who drink at home, but generally refers 
to women who are said to drink while at home alone, perhaps while preparing meals” (ibid). In a 
shift, perhaps indicative of larger changes within contemporary Japanese society, Kumiko’s 
drinking occurs outside the kitchen and in-between errands for pre-made meals and other 
household necessities. Yet following from Hendry’s analysis, it is drinking that is kept hidden 
from others and only discovered when Kumiko fails to fulfill her domestic responsibilities to the 
family.  
 In Kumiko’s story, one that shares characteristics with other women alcoholics at Tokyo 
sobriety group meetings, secrecy defines her consumption and sobriety. First her drinking and 
then her alcoholism are thought of as manageable risks despite assertions in meetings that 
suggests otherwise. In a manner similar to TEPCO’s handling of the nuclear crisis at the 
Fukushima plant, the dominant narrative to emerge is secrecy in the face of being unable to 
control moments of crisis. Like radiation contamination as the unseen contagion, alcoholism is 
invisible. This invisibility becomes a source of anxiety, evident in the breakdown of control that 
both Kumiko and TEPCO experienced. Increasingly TEPCO’s conduct can be framed as that of 
an alcoholic, at least as it is defined in AA or Danshukai, as company officials struggle to 
maintain order over a catastrophically chaotic situation.                               

Return

 As a post March 11 future descends upon Japan and discussion centers on a return to 
normalcy, the content of sobriety group meetings provides a final example for understanding that 
process. While a collectively framed desires for return to the ordinary, evident in the catharsis 
attributed to social events like the delayed beginning to the baseball season on April 12 and its 
larger implications of normalcy, the question of if such a return is possible must be raised (New 
York Times, April 12, 2011). If the desired ordinary dwells in post March 11 Japan, then any 
notions of return discount the lessons learned from the catastrophe. The sobriety groups attention 
to past and often destructive individual actions, reinterpreted through the lens of alcoholism, 
provides a framework for transformation following from past actions. If the events of March 11 
are to be remembered as transformative by Japan’s government, TEPCO, and other affected 
individuals, then it will be done so by shifting notions of normalcy away from how they were 
understood prior to the series of disasters.             
 The lack of normalcy that marks the lives of alcoholics, evident in encounters with police 
and incarceration, emerged as the evening’s dominant theme at a sobriety group meeting in 
November, 2007. Several attendees spoke of the times they had been arrested for typically minor 
crimes while drunk as moments indicative of their dependency on alcohol and its ability to cloud 
their judgment. The consistent format of these incidents was finding oneself in a compromised 
situation due to drunkenness and having to either flee the scene or steal. A young woman, who 
rarely attended this particular meeting during the course of fieldwork but was a well known 
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sobriety group member in Tokyo, spoke of the numerous times she spent all of her money while 
out drinking, took a taxi close to her apartment building in the western Tokyo suburbs knowing 
she could not pay for the ride, and then ran from the car when it stopped. She did this so often 
that her description had circulated among Tokyo taxi drivers, as she was told after trying to flee a 
cab, falling, and being apprehended by first the driver and then the police. Others at the meeting 
recounted similar stories of not paying train or subway fares, shoplifting, fighting, and damaging 
public property while drunk.
 Hiro, a popular member of this meeting who was tasked with managing the group’s 
finances, spoke near the meeting’s end of his own encounters with the police. Hiro’s commute 
home began at Tokyo’s Ueno Station, and he would often stop for “a few drinks” at a bar near 
the station on his way home in the evening. These few drinks, he said, typically became a 
drinking session lasting until he ran out of cash and well past the last train of the evening to his 
home. Leaving the bar and facing a walk of several miles, he would start walking in the direction 
of his home while checking the numerous bicycles that fill Tokyo’s streets for one that could be 
easily unlocked. His system was to find a simple three-number combination lock and move the 
tumbler on the lock’s ends one numeral up or down. This system, he said, generally resulted in 
an unlocked bicycle after several attempts which Hiro would unsteadily ride home. Because of 
the late hour, dearth of people on the street, and conspicuousness with which Hiro conducted 
himself, his actions also frequently attracted the attention of neighborhood police.             
   He was arrested multiple times for stealing bicycles, often being stopped almost 
immediately after beginning to ride by an officer who had watch Hiro move unsteadily from lock 
to lock. Hiro’s growing record of legal troubles also included arrests for stalking, while drunk, a 
women he found attractive, and stealing ¥500,000 from a former employer. Hiro added that 
while his legal troubles mounted he was consuming increasing levels of alcohol at all hours of 
the day. He was racing towards his bottom, the moment in AA parlance when the alcoholic 
recognizes the strength of the grip addiction has upon their actions and turns to others for help. 
 Japan’s promotion and reliance upon nuclear energy with seemingly secondary concerns 
about the posed risks from such technology has similarities to the cycle and outcomes of 
psychoactive substance addiction. As the New York Times recently highlighted, Japan’s more 
than fifty nuclear power plants are concentrated in rural communities, primarily along the coast, 
providing well paying jobs and a glut of subsidies and financial incentives that minimize 
community opposition (May 30, 2011). If the language and ideological foundations of sobriety 
groups are to offer insight into how the Fukushima meltdown will be interpreted in the coming 
months, it is in locating the metaphorical “bottom” upon which change is then possible. Any 
changes that could stem from the attention given the potential for risk, damage, and destruction 
that accompanies the presence of nuclear plants must confront the ongoing need for a high level 
of cheap and consistent energy in Japan. Hiro found his stealing of bicycles to be problematic 
only after he saw his actions as those of a sick individual. In a similar vein, I have painted 
TEPCO as but one example of systemic sickness in Japan that exacerbated the suffering at and 
around Fukushima’s stricken reactor. In the manner that alcoholics speak of poisoning their 
bodies with alcohol, a swath of Japan is now equally poisoned with an invisible yet terrifying 
affliction.        
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Conclusion

 AA asks all members to consistently make “a searching and fearless moral inventory of 
ourselves” as a means of avoiding relapse and a return to drinking. Members are further charged 
with promptly admitting when wrong. These two steps within the twelve steps process (Steps 
Four and Ten respectively), and Danshukai maintains a similar set of processes, ensure both an 
ongoing process of remembered individual actions while drinking and an interpretation of those 
actions as that of a sick individual. This is done in order to demarcate between who one once was 
and who one is now, a process of marking oneself as “sick” and “in recovery.” In a similar 
fashion, and as I have argued in this short paper, Japan now faces a moment of historical 
demarcation. Insight into how the Tohoku earthquake, tsunami, and Fukushima nuclear 
meltdown will shape Japan in the coming months and years can be taken from the content of 
sobriety support association meetings. 
 Alcoholics often speak of their bodies as “abnormal,” both damaged by the years of 
heavy drinking and unable to “drink like everyone else,” meaning in at least slight moderation 
and at times of the day deemed appropriate. These bodily abnormalities then manifest in a range 
of behaviors (visiting prostitutes, deception, loss of control over bodily function, and personal 
injury) that are cited in sobriety group meetings as both the conduct of an ill individual and 
indicative of the depth of undergone transformation as such behavior is absent in their current 
sobriety. Likewise the bodies of so many throughout Japan are now being reinterpreted in ways 
that remain largely unknown following the tragic events of March 11. What is known is that 
national policies are now inscribed, or at least presumed to be inscribed, upon individuals in 
Fukushima and other affected regions of the country (Walker 2010: 11). These inscriptions, 
coupled with the swirling and shifting examples of secrecy, normalcy, pollution, contamination, 
exposure, and risk that fill mass media reports culminate in a TEPCO’s actions being easily read 
as those of an alcoholic who has not yet reached their bottom. In much the same way that 
alcoholism maintains a largely invisible existence in Japan, this moment in Japan’s history is 
marked by largely unseen threats in radiation and shifting tectonic plates that shatter and upend 
periods of normalcy and demand at some point in the future introspection and fundamental 
change. Whether that change will result from the events surrounding the Fukushima meltdown 
remains to be seen.              
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