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Folkloristic Study of Ritual Practice Amidst Disaster:

Rupture and “New Haré” in the 2011 Soma Nomaoi

MATSUSHITA Sota

Keywords: Soma Nomaoi, Great East Japan Earthquake, Recurrence, Rupture, New Haré

Abstract

This article examines the dynamics and meanings of festival practices under post-disaster
conditions, focusing on the Soma Nomaoi, one of Japan’s most prominent traditional festivals,
and its post-disaster reconfiguration. Due to devastation from the earthquake, tsunami, and
nuclear accident, the Soma Nomaoi itself was not held in 2011; instead, an alternative ritual titled
the “Nomaoi Conducted by Three Shrines in the Soma Region for Recovery from the Great East
Japan Earthquake” was performed under highly constrained conditions. This study clarifies how
and why this alternative form of festival practice emerged in the aftermath of such a compound
disaster and elucidates the transformations and reinterpretations that accompanied its realization.
Drawing on a folkloristic approach, this paper focuses on the life histories and life routines of
two mounted warriors (kiba musha) participating before and after the disaster. Through fieldwork
and interviews, the analysis traces their sustained engagement and situates festival practice within
the interrelation between everyday life (Ké) and non-everyday ritual time (Haré). Particular
attention is paid to how these temporal regimes were destabilized by the disaster and subsequently
reconfigured under post-disaster conditions. Rather than treating Haré and Ké as a fixed
dichotomy, this study employs them as analytical perspectives for examining shifting temporal,
bodily, and material relations. Life history and life routine analysis demonstrates how festival
participation is embedded within long-term biographical trajectories, including occupational
careers, family structures, and relationships with horses and ritual equipment. This allows for
a nuanced understanding of how disruptions were experienced and negotiated at the level of
individual practitioners. Findings demonstrate that post-disaster festival practices are neither
understood as a simple continuation of pre-disaster traditions, nor as a straightforward “return”
to ordinary life. Although elements of continuity were consciously sought by organizers and
participants, the practitioners’ life worlds were profoundly disrupted by the tsunami, evacuation,
loss of livelihoods, and long-term displacement. Under these circumstances, the Soma Nomaoi
was reconstituted as a form of “New Haré”, creatively reconstructed and recontextualized
through an aspiration for recurrence, while simultaneously presupposing rupture, loss, and
uncertainty. By closely examining differences in damage, living conditions, and social positions
between the two kiba musha, this study reveals how heterogeneous disaster experiences generated
divergent meanings and practices. This micro-level analysis challenges generalized interpretations
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of functional recovery, symbolic resilience, or community cohesion, instead highlighting
internal tensions, ambivalence, and uneven capacities for participation. Theoretically, this paper
contributes to disaster cultural studies by reconsidering the concept of “recursiveness,” which has
frequently been emphasized as a key function of intangible folk cultural heritage in post-disaster
recovery. Rather than viewing recursiveness as the restoration of a pre-disaster temporal order,
this study redefines it as a dynamic and contested process that incorporates rupture, uncertainty,
and creative reconfiguration. This demonstrates the analytical value of approaching festivals in
and after times of disaster through the life histories and life routines of individual practitioners,
offering a more nuanced understanding of cultural practice under prolonged disaster conditions.
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