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Introduction

At the turn of winter in 2019, a novel and even mysterious virus appeared unexpectedly
in China. In no time, even with the locking down of major cities in China, the virus escaped and
fled across the oceans. In January, individuals carrying the virus reached the shores of Japan, the
battle between the COVID-19 virus and global citizens started, along with the enormous
disturbance of human society. Being a highly contagious virus rampanting across the globe, the
COVID-19 virus has caused the death of millions, incurring innumerable financial loss, therefore
forming a collective and traumatizing experience for many people. Almost every nation had been
impacted by the pandemic and Japan with the infection number of over 30 million, no doubt
greatly suffered from the pandemic. There were over 200,000 confirmed cases per day at its
worst in Japan.

The pandemic shaping the collective memory of Japanese citizens residing in Japan. As
the majority of the people are getting used to covid and normalizing their life in a post covid
period, i firmly believe the oral history is an excellent way in conserving the memory in its
crudest, and most authentic form. Rather than leaving a vague memory of the COVID-19
pandemic being a rough time, I intend to construct a more holistic and detailed image of what
has really happened to the most ordinary people under the extreme circumstances. Getting a most
authentic response and memory of people, with no media portrait and filters, is indeed a
fundamental strategy in this project. The covid virus was mentioned fewer and fewer times on
the news, and most databases have already stopped counting numbers of newly
infected/recovered cases. The impact of COVID pandemic seems to be gradually fading away,

where oral history preserves their memory and its indelible impact on human society.



It helps to bridge the disconnection between the overall public image and the trivial personal
experience together, weaving a comprehensive picture of life under the COVID-19 pandemic.
This project is inspired by professor Markus Nornes from University of Michigan, who
first introduced the concept of oral history to me. Meanwhile I found this method of recording
history to be exceptionally engaging and detail oriented. I decided to use oral history in
completing the project. It’s incredibly interesting to see a clash of thoughts and experience

towards one singular incident.

Demographics

The interviewees of this project consisted of people of various demographics. Among the
interviewees, high school students, college students, retired elderly, working age workers who
work or used to work in hotel, transportation, education industries, and medical institutions.
Granted, there could be more categories, but these characteristics do provide some quintessential
insights from different perspectives.

Without a clear imagination of what the result is going to look like before I start
interviewing. I speculated the outcome to be predominantly negative and the number of people
with bad experience should overwhelm the number of the rest. The more interviews I did
throughout the process of the project. The more I realize the experience of mass is indeed a
spectrum, rather than a cluster of people having terrible experiences. This seems to be a simple
concept that people should have different experiences but my presumption of people’s attitudes
towards the pandemic completely blurred this spectrum. I assumed the reflection on the
pandemic was entirely dreadful. This project definitely taught me a lesson that not to over

generalize one event using a generic image.



Challenges and limitations

The challenges of this project occurred before, during and after the interview.

The first and foremost is the challenge in language. When interviewees speak with
dialects, unclear articulation, inaudible voices sometimes, it makes the work of transcribing
much more difficult. Some interviewees just speak with advanced words and long sentences
which exceed my ability to speak Japanese. I do believe there is a necessity of recording the oral
history in both languages. It is straightforward that having it available in two languages allows
more audience to touch on the project. Keeping the script in Japanese, only allows readers who
know Japanese to access the material while suspending other readers from reading it. Recording
the oral history in both languages exhibits the material to more audiences therefore enriches the
content of a historical event for global audiences.

I also experienced some difficulties in finding interviewees and getting their consent to
record for academic purposes. It seems there’s a lack of incentives for people to participate in the
interview. Some would ask if there’s compensation for the interview, which is completely
understandable but maybe demanding to proceed for financial hardship. Meanwhile, There were
also times when interviewees did not have enough confidence/trust for recording towards the
interviewer due to the uncertainty of how and where the materials will be used. I do not intend to
criticize this concern as being logical, but rather encourage interviewers to elucidate their
credentials and how the materials will be used beforehand.

One regret I had to admit is that the timespan of the interviews was fairly narrow, where
all the interviews were conducted after April 2023. I still contemplate how people would respond

differently if the interviewees were conducted throughout the initial outbreak to the present. The



longer the time span the more ambiguous people feel about the pandemic. The trauma,
experience and many more trivial incidents sometimes condense as “it was a hard time.”

People started to forget what little things happened during this period, and the earlier I
interviewed these people, the more vividly they could remember the incidents, and trivial things
about the pandemic.

I would also like to remind the readers of this piece, to only take the interviews as
personal experience and not to overgeneralize the collective experience of a certain group. As
one interviewee from a specific demographic is far from being enough of a good sample size.
The purpose of this piece is to enrich the story and fulfill the missing gaps of the collective

memory.
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To me, life during the pandemic, how should 1 phrase this, is unexpected I guess. I have
the image that it really sucks. Why do I think so? I think it was the working part that was so bad,
because my job is affected by the social situation. I didn't have much work to do before of covid,
and I had to spend a lot of time at home, which was quite mentally stressful. Well, yes. I had
fewer opportunities to meet people, and there were all kinds of restrictions on everything. For
example, first of all, normally Japanese people start working in April, but I was supposed to start
in July according to the company's system. However, the start date of my job was delayed again
because of Covid. Everyone else around me was working like working adults besides me, and I

was very anxious about not working yet. And then even after I joined the company there are



cases like having no work for me to do. The reality is that I only work(fly as a flight attendant)
three times a month, something like that. My initial image is that [ would work a lot just like a
regular working person does, but because of covid, I was not able to work a lot. If this situation
continues to go on, I also feel a little mentally stressed. It would have been fine if it had only
been for a month or two, but it went on for a year or so, and my motivation became quite low.

I think there were a lot of people who were working for overseas travel agencies and
such who felt a lot of stress therefore changed their jobs. I stayed at home all the time, hung out
with friends, and I don't know what else. I only worked three times in person a month, but in
order to get paid, I had to stay at home and watch work-related videos at home in order to make
more salaries. I needed to watch videos about Excel, Word, how to use PowerPoint, and other
videos that are related to the company. I just watched these videos, but I have to do it all the
time, for like 10-12 days a month. And all I do is watch the videos, and the work is kind of tiring.
I get paid only for the time I spend on the plane, so I have to get on the plane first in order to
increase my salary. Since I only got to fly only three or four times in a month, my salary was
reduced a lot, and my motivation as well. Right, like it’s very frustrating. Some of the senior
workers were happy to have less work because they worked so much before covid. But I can't do
the work of just watching videos on a computer, so if [ don't get on the plane, I can't learn and
grow. There were people who were happy to have less work, and there were people who said
that just watching videos was boring. But there were quite a number of people who had their
salary deducted, and therefore had no money. I guess it's because each person's motivation is
different.

Because my company is protected by the government, so even if I only work three times

a month, I still get paid, which is both a good thing and a bad thing, because it means I still get to



work but I'm getting paid less. My job’s start day was actually supposed to be in July, but it
ended up in September...September 2020, when the covid cases were kind of increased a few
times, then decreased then it increased and then decreased. They say the wave is like the first,
second, third, and so on, and I think it was the time of the third. That's why I don't leave the
house much.

The company's rules also said that four or more people, or two or more people should not
get together, and even when we’re talking we should wear masks etc. I really washed my hands a
lot. There is also an increase in the number of youtubers talking about covid, and talking about
the situation in Japan.The rule was very strict. For example, when you enter a restaurant, you
have to sterilize your hand with alcohol sanitizer and take your temperature before entering. If
the temperature was above a certain level, you were not allowed to enter the restaurant, and so
on. Also, the vaccine. Usually, you have to have had the vaccine three times or more. When you
come back from overseas, there is so much stuff and it is very difficult. You have to have had the
vaccine at least three times and you have to have the proof saying that you have had the vaccine
three times or more, it will be easier to enter Japan when you come back. If you don't have the
proof, you will have to wait for hours to get a doctor's appointment for PCR testing. If you have
received vaccines three times, you also get a decent discount on traveling as a support from the
government. If you have proof of the three times you have received the vaccination, you can get
a discount, a discount on hotels and other things for your trip. The government is doing a lot of
campaigns like that.

I think it was pretty scary at the beginning. “Oh, what will life be like after this?” I was
very anxious about what was going to happen to me, and I was told that I would have to stay at

home or something like that, and there were a lot of restrictions. I wasn't really worried about



work. I wasn't worried about my work, but I was certainly a little scared when I went abroad. I
probably didn't have much fear about covid itself. When I got covid, I was actually fine, but
other people were so afraid of it or didn't want to get it, or they were worried that it would make
them lose their taste. So there were times when I thought, "Oh, I don't want to get corona” for
similar reasons.Even though I tested positive, I still had a sense of my taste and my fever was not
that high, so it was not that terrible at all. So I had a lot of free time. I had a lot of time to grow
flowers and clean my room. I think the Corona period was a good time for me. At first I thought
it would be bad if I don’t get to work, but because of Corona, there are many other things that I
was able to do.

For example, I have grown a lot because of the pandemic. | was thinking that the
pandemic was the worst, so I didn't take any action to do anything, but then I thought that the
situation of the pandemic wouldn't change anyway, so I had to think about what I would do and
how I would act. It made me think about things. Because of the Corona, I was able to spend more
time at home and more time with my family.That’s the positive thing. I have more time to face
myself and hang out with myself.

Ah. Well, other than family time, Japanese people used to go to the office for five days a
week, but since the pandemic I have been working from home for three days out of those five
days. There are both good and bad things about this.

The benefits of going to work include communication with other people, and some
people do face stress when they stay at home. Going to work can be motivating for these people.
It is a good thing that I can spend more time with my family and more time at home.

I think it was good that I was able to study and try many new things, because my goal for 2021

was to challenge and learn new things in one year and the pandemic gave me the chance to do so.



But because of Covid, I stayed at home all the time, and I didn't go to restaurants. I don't
go to restaurants very often, and the people working at the restaurants were in a lot of pain.
The same goes for pubs. Right now the restaurants are allowed to open from 5:00 p.m. to 5:00
a.m, but according to Tokyo rules, Japanese rules, you could only open for three hours from 5:00
p.m. to 8:00 p.m. There are also take-out promotions, and you can buy food at a discount. Now
they don't have any restrictions on business anymore. It’s pretty free now. I know it's very late,
but from March 13th, the day after tomorrow, you can wear or not wear a mask either way, even
on the plane.

But my family, my grandmother is in a nursing home, but I can't see her in person.
I can't see her directly in the nursing home because there’s a wall or like a door, but I can talk to
her through the transparent wall. I don't like the feeling that I can't talk to her directly without the
wall. Since I don't know when my grandma is going to die, I'd like to see her in person. I think I
didn't see my friends either from April to July, after Covid started. I almost developed a
communication problem because I didn't see my friends for three months.I was so nervous that [
couldn't look them in the eye.l didn't realize how much it changes when you don't talk to people.

It’s because the way people think about Corona differs from person to person, some
people think it’s a lot of trouble but some think it’s just okay to meet others. There are people
who say, "Let's meet together," and there are friends who say, "I'm afraid I can’t go because I'm
scared of Covid. I guess there’s just a lot of disadvantages and advantages too. The disadvantage

is, how should I phrase this, a lot of limitations? Yes, the limitation of freedom.
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During the pandemic in 2020, I was working for an educational corporation. This
organization also owned a hospital, and transferred me from the human resources department at
the corporate headquarters to the medical school. Even before COVID-19 was spread across, the
medical school, located next to the university hospital, was receiving many dead bodies of those
who had died from the virus. I was essentially on the front lines when the outbreak began. In
April and May, we mainly worked remotely. At my educational corporation, each department
head could decide whether to mandate on-site work or do some remote work. In my department,
I had to go to the office in person about twice a week. However, from June onwards, I resumed
my daily commute, which took about an hour and ten minutes by train and bus. Everyone was
wearing masks, and public transport was much less crowded than before the pandemic. Many
people chose to drive instead.

With many people dying from COVID-19, I was more scared than other regular persons.
At that time, the number of infected people wasn't very high, but most of the medical faculty had
already been infected by the virus. This was because they were doing clinical work at the
university hospital, making our location a significant hotspot of infection. There weren't any
severely ill people around me, but information about who was infected was very private and
sensitive at that time. As an employee, | had no idea about the specifics of who or how many

people were infected. In 2020, such information was top secret and not openly shared.



Remote work was only feasible for me when it’s May and June, I had to return to daily
office work in person. It was really rough. Originally, my commute was so long, so I found the
remote work lifestyle much more comfortable when it first started. Additionally, as I was
working in general affairs, I had to plan lots of large events. However, due to the pandemic, such
events were canceled, reducing my workload by a significant amount, which was awesome to

me.

One interesting point was the difference between Kanagawa Prefecture, the place I lived,
and Tokyo. Some people from Kanagawa Prefecture would commute to their office in Tokyo,
making the train very crowded normally. However, right now the train and bus are both very
empty, which is also really nice. Even though Kanagawa Prefecture and Tokyo were very close
to each other, they're considered to be the same area. Restaurants in Tokyo had to close early at
around 7pm, but in Kanagawa, they stayed open later. So, people from Tokyo often came to
Kanagawa, potentially exacerbating the spread of the virus. However, they gathered around the
Kanagawa area and therefore accelerated the rate of infection. When dining out with friends or
family, we had to eat behind clear boards. Even though I did not dine out a lot with my family
members, entering the restaurant as a group, we had to have the clear board in front of us when
eating, which made communication very difficult.

Since June, I have been commuting to work as usual, so honestly, the pandemic didn't
significantly change my lifestyle. The one difference was that I definitely had more time to talk.
Well, the increase in conversation was a good thing I think. So, the pandemic was all good for
me. However, | hate commuting. Well, I only know about my own company, but I think the

amount of work definitely increased.



Communicating with friends became more difficult than before, right? I actually think the
opposite. Um, even with people I didn't originally keep in touch with, opportunities to talk to
others easily increased, like through Zoom or Skype. I think my connections with others actually
strengthened because of the pandemic. This is quite interesting. So, before the pandemic, we
would say, let's Skype, for instance. We would use chats like Messenger or LINE, or video chats,
but now, we tend to take the time for longer meetings or talking to others, which strengthen the
chance of talking to other people.

I think I benefited quite a bit from the pandemic. Especially my lifestyle, but like I could
go somewhere in Tokyo at the weekend, or go to big downtown areas. There are cities like
Shinjuku and Shibuya. During the pandemic, I didn't have to go to such places by train to meet
friends, so I actually had more time for myself. Therefore, I was able to go to the gym or study
on my own, which was very good to me. Drinking parties are common in Japan. Like parties at
the end of work, going to pubs, things like that. But those opportunities decreased, and I was
happy about it. So when such events were canceled, I could go home early, which made me feel
good. Especially since I was thinking of going to graduate school in America at that time, [
needed to study. So being able to study at home on weekdays or go to the gym was just excellent
to me. [ didn't want to go to the dangerous office in medical school, so I think it's safer in
America. My case is probably very special.

Around the winter of 2021, when the pandemic calmed down a bit, I went out with my
university friends. I went to Gunma Prefecture, and it's a town about two hours by train and
bullet train from Tokyo, where there's a hot spring. Ah, hot springs might be prone to infection.
But for me, since the office was the most dangerous place, everywhere else was safe.

Interestingly, none of the staff in my medical department got infected. The staff at my previous



company were very strong. The teachers got infected, but I was an office worker. You have to
think differently about the office workers. Even if teachers get infected, office workers can't take
a break from work. It's different and not affecting the office workers.

When the pandemic first started, I worked at Kitasato University. Kitasato University is
quite famous in Japan for infectious disease research. So, every April, all the teaching staff have
a blood test as part of a health checkup. Our blood was collected, and after the pandemic
outbreak, I heard that the blood collected was used for coronavirus research. We were told that
“If you have any complaints about that, please file a claim.” Ah, I think that's ethically out of
compliance. So, I think my workplace is pretty bad in terms of not being able to maintain work

ethics.
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Only about one in five people are infected with this disease(Covid), and many of them
may have children. It is quite easy for children to become infected at kindergartens. Children
often talk loudly without wearing a mask, so it seems that many children are infected, causing
their parents to also have a higher infection rate. I don't think kindergartens and schools are
canceling classes, but there was a time when schools were having classes remotely. Remote
basically means that classes are held via the Internet. This was especially the case in universities.
There were a lot of universities, so there were complaints from parents in Japan, like, "Why can't
I go to school when I'm paying for it? There were a lot of complaints, and that kind of thing.

The problem with COVID in Japan is that people are sick due to covid and go to the

hospital. Up to now, about 70,000 people in Japan have died from COVID. Well, that's quite a lot



to me. I think the number is probably around 70,000, although it may have increased a little.
More than half of the people died in 2022. At the time of the highest number of deaths, it reached
200 or 300 people a day. People are used to it now, so it looks like it has always been like this. At
the beginning of the pandemic, there were not so many deaths.

The number of deaths gradually increased after Omicron was discovered in Japan.
Omicron is less likely to cause serious illness, but the number of people who were infected by it
increased. As a result, the number of deaths also increased along with it. Especially in 2020,
there were very few cases before Omicron. When I watch TV programs in 2020, I think, "What?
There will be so few people infected? But at that time, a state of emergency was declared, and
although the number of infected people was very small, people were very scared about the virus.
The number of infected people at that time was very small, but looking at it now, the number of
infected people then was really small, but [ was surprised there were so many cases at that
moment. My impression from watching TV is that there is a problem for the people who work in
the medical institutions, such as hospitals. The emergency doctors, nurses, and orderlies had a
very hard time during the pandemic. I really feel sorry and empathetic towards them. I think it is
the same in the U.S., too, and they had to wear protective clothing all the time and could not take
it off forbreaks because of the risk of infection.

Also, travelers and food service workers, those in the travel industry and food service
industry, also have a very hard time. In Japan, people in the travel and restaurant industry have a
hard time because of, let's see, business hours, and places where people drink alcohol. In Japan,
the expert said that the major cause of infection is talking and eating. They claimed that when

you eat, you talk and spit, and this is how you get infected. I thought I would try to keep



everyone from eating outside as much as possible. From 2020 to 2021, there were restrictions on
the opening hours of restaurants and other places where people could drink alcohol.

“Please close the restaurant at 9PM.” This was some kind of administrative guidance. At the time
of the pandemic, there was a big impact on the restaurant business, because they were not
allowed to stay open until late at night or close at 10 pm. People in the restaurant business
received some subsidies, but not many, not many at all, so they had to close their stores because
their deposits were reduced. So there were quite a lot of places that closed their stores.

It is the same in the travel industry. There were restrictions on travel, and I forget the
specifics, but it became very difficult or impossible to travel much. The government would say
something like, please do not go to other provinces, and everyone stopped going out, so we don't
see each other outside very often.

It didn't really affect me much, my job is just talking into that microphone here at home
all the time. So it didn't affect me too much at all. I used to volunteer in the community, but |
stopped right away because | didn't want to get infected since people were face to face, and we
are both old people. My family is older than 80 years old, so if there was some kind of Delta
variant or something like that, I don't know what. At that time, I thought that if my father or
mother had covid, there was a high possibility that they would become seriously ill, so I decided
not to go to the hospital to volunteer. Before that, I was working at a bookstore or something, and
I don't think it had much to do with me. I am not that affected.

My parents had to pause their hobbies and activities, such as going to church. However,
overall, the pandemic didn't impact life in Japan as severely as in other countries like France or
Italy. I think families with children had a harder time, especially when childcare centers and

kindergartens were closed, and parents had to look after their kids themselves. Also, as we talked



about the restaurants, people don’t go out to drink. It’s getting less and less common now.
Because of having remote work, it’s getting more common for people to not need to go to
offices. Remote work has become more accepted in Japan, a significant change since working
from home wasn't common before the pandemic. Japan's internet infrastructure was somewhat
behind, and remote work wasn't a popular concept. But when the government encouraged
working from home, those who could do their jobs remotely started doing so. This change even
led some people, like my brother, to move away from Tokyo to less populated areas.Being able
to work remotely is one of the biggest changes in society. There was no such idea of working
remotely before in Japanese society.

Not many people used to work from home in Japan because the use of the internet and IT
industry in general was quite behind. Japan wasn't a country that heavily relied on the internet,
but when the pandemic hit, the government requested companies to encourage working from
home whenever possible. So, there was a time when people could work from home and those
who could not. People who could work at home and don’t need to be at the office do work at
home remotely, and those who could not work at home remained going to office and work. This
really led to an increase in remote working.

Even now, companies prefer employees to work from home as it saves them the cost of
office rent and other expenses. There are offices which don’t need to pay rent, so they stop
renting the building floor for business. Due to this shift, some people, like my younger brother,
moved farther away from Tokyo. In less populated areas, there weren’t as many COVID-19
cases, except for Okinawa, which was different and had a high number of cases. This might be
because of the numerous American military bases there. Japan's COVID-19 measures vary by

prefecture, and each prefecture, for example, like Tokyo Metropolis, has a governor who decides



their own approach toward Covid. Some governors, like the ones in Okinawa, might not have
handled it very well. They prefer fewer and loose restrictions just like in the United States.

Each governor had their own approach to handling the pandemic. There are also
governors who set a lot of restrictions. I personally think more PCR tests should have been
conducted and hospital beds need to be secured. Osaka was really bad at giving out PCR tests
and securing beds. There were numerous Covid cases in Osaka. Osaka is a little weird because of
the political party 'Ishin no Kai', which has ideologies similar to the American right-wing. They
didn’t prepare adequate hospitals or quarantine facilities. The famous prefecture that did these
measures very well is Wakayama prefecture. The governor was really nice and they prepared
hospital facilities very well. People also write about how good the quarantine was conducted in
the prefecture.

Regarding inflation in Japan, it wasn’t much affected by COVID-19 but more by the
situation in Ukraine and inflation in the U.S. I think. The U.S. was using a lot of money in order
to stimulate the economy, which caused the inflation of the world. Also affected by Ukraine,
Japan’s inflation started to hit in the last six months or so. Before that, Japan didn’t experience
much inflation, although wholesale prices were rising. Recently, utility prices, especially
electricity and gas, have increased significantly, around 10-15%. Their fee even increased for 20
or 30% depending on the locations. However, the price hike hasn’t been long enough for people
to feel a significant impact. I think people are not mad about the rising price yet.

As the remote work has increased, and many meetings with clients are now conducted
remotely instead of traveling for face-to-face meetings. People now stop going for business trips
and start using Zoom for meetings instead. I don’t worry too much about the Covid. As for me, I

don’t go out much except for shopping at the supermarket, so I don’t feel much risk of infection



since I do not meet people other than my family. My parents still go out for their hobbies, like
church, where I wish they would stop singing hymns due to the infection risk. Also, My father
participates in Noh performances, which I’'m concerned about as singing can easily spread the
virus.

There was a time when Tokyo had a high number of Covid cases, around 50,000
infections per day, making me wonder if almost everyone in Tokyo would get infected. Japan’s
lack of PCR testing was quite unique, I feel like people don’t do the PCR testing that much in
Japan. The vaccine rollout, initiated by then-Prime Minister Suga, has been quite extensive.
“Please get vaccinated, please get vaccinated”, as he says. That’s why Japan has a lower number
of deaths compared to other countries. With elderly people receiving up to four or five doses,
while younger people have had about two or three doses. Even though young people were pretty

late to get vaccinated.
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I was planning to study abroad, but as the pandemic started in March, the plan had to be
stopped due to the pandemic. I was not so afraid of the disease itself. However, | was worried
and anxious about not being able to study abroad and what I was going to do with my career.

I think there are many students who study abroad during their sophomore or junior year
of college, and I was one of them. It is like an exchange program, and there are many
sophomores and juniors who study abroad for graduate school. If I were to put it in percentage, |
would say that about 10% or 20% of the students are in their second or third year. My school is
Kyoto University by the way. | came to the U.S. for my current study abroad program in August
last year, so it was about half a year ago. My plan to stay abroad was halted and I thought |
would go to graduate school in the US then, and that’s why I am here today.

Compared to the virus itself, I was more afraid of having to go to a doctor if [ had an
adverse reaction to the vaccine I had been given. Since I am pretty young and it seems I would

not be seriously ill, at least that’s what people are saying. | was given the vaccine three times.



(Japanese people) usually have three shots of the vaccine. In my case, I had decided to come to
the U.S. for graduate school, so I was required and had to get three shots. Japanese universities
took the initiative in setting up venues to create a relatively easy environment to get the vaccine.
So it was an environment where it was relatively easy to be accepted, and many people did
receive the vaccines.

The biggest impact of the pandemic on my life was on internships. In Japan, there are
short internships, like three to five-day workshops, but they all shifted online, which was quite
challenging to conduct in the first place. I found my internships in finance, mainly in banks and
stock companies. These were supposed to be in-person in Tokyo, and it ended up being remote.
The companies would have covered my travel and accommodation expenses, for example, the
expense for my hotel stay, the money for me to travel from Kyoto to Tokyo by Shinkansen, was
all supposed to be provided by the company. I was looking forward to visiting Tokyo with the
company's money, but that was all canceled. It was all pretty common before the pandemic.
Another thing I missed was the post-internship dinners where interns and employees would go
out, eat together, and talk — that was all gone. I was really sad about that.

We were divided into groups of 10 for remote internships and did meetings and
everything through Zoom, which was an all-day project from morning to evening on Zoom
non-stop. The tasks sometimes extended beyond the scheduled hours, so we'd organize our own
Zoom meetings after the regular hours to complete them. The internships were useful in terms of
understanding the actual job content, but the lack of face-to-face communication due to
COVID-19 was such a downside. The understanding of the business itself was perfect enough I

think.



The biggest lifestyle change for me was the absence of drinking parties. Before
COVID-19, it was common for adult people over twenty to go to pubs and izakayas, but these
were banned in my athletic club after the pandemic hit, which was quite disappointing. We felt
bad that our fun time was gone, and it’s like a big change in our life. We would secretly gather at
a friend's house with a few people to drink, even though it was technically not allowed. We did it
a couple times but only with 3 or 4 people. Before the pandemic, we had large gatherings with
the whole club, sometimes up to fifty or a hundred members, and we rented out places just for
the drinking parties but that completely stopped and gone.

I'm not entirely sure about the current policies, but the Japanese government recently said
that masks are not required in public things like that. Still, as everyone around me is wearing
masks, I feel like I can't stop wearing mine unless others do too.

There were like almost a hundred members in the club, but only one or two people got
Covid, which is really rare. We were not so scared of it. For people who got Covid they remain
pretty anonymous that we don’t really know who had Covid. I don’t hear about people around
me getting infected. It’s true [ saw on TV how many people are infected everyday, but since
people don’t really talk about and don’t know about who was infected, I only know a few people
near me who had it. I didn't really feel the reality of it there, or the sense that it was encroaching
on my personal life, even though the numbers were going up. Personally, in my family, only my
father works, and my mother is a housewife. My father's work hasn't really changed, and even
though there's been an increase in remote work, it doesn't seem like there's been a decrease in the
amount of money. They were saying on TV to get vaccinated and wear masks, but for me

personally, it's more about seeing others around me doing it rather than the government telling



me to. Even though the government said it's okay to take off masks, if the people around me are
still wearing them, I would still have to wear one.

There are mandatory lockdowns In Japan. But for businesses like izakayas and
restaurants, it’s more like a half mandatory, which they were asked to close early, not by force
but as a request. There were no direct restrictions on individual movements; it was more about
limiting the availability of services. People refrained from going out because there were fewer
places to visit as there was no service being provided. I don’t dine out a lot and only do take outs.
I mostly cook for myself, buying ingredients from supermarkets. Ubereats orders usually have a
lot of extra fee, and since I am a student, I need to save my money from that. Rich people may

use that a lot but for me even though we have the pandemic, I have not used it even once.
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Before the COVID-19 pandemic hit, my mother had just quit her job at the end of the
previous year. She was in the midst of job hunting when the pandemic escalated, making it
extremely difficult to find work. I remember the panic buying in Japan, or maybe it was
worldwide, of masks and toilet paper, fueled by rumors on Twitter. It was a chaotic time, with
essential items running out and prices skyrocketing.

I remember a particular incident with a popular fried chicken snack from 7-Eleven, which
couldn't be restocked due to factory issues in China. Personally, my activities were quite limited
during the pandemic. I focused more on club meetings or studying after school rather than going
out. There were times when we planned to eat out after club activities, but some parents were
concerned about us removing masks to eat, even in small groups, so we often canceled our plans.

At my university, many of the seniors missed out on typical social events like drinking
parties. For about two years, there were hardly any opportunities to drink, as gatherings were
discouraged due to the pandemic. I noticed a general sense of fear and caution in my community;
people were careful about going out, often carrying disinfectant wipes, and avoiding public
places at the height of the pandemic.

I was also very cautious, especially when accompanying my grandfather to his hospital

visits. We were acutely aware of the potential presence of COVID-19, and I often chose to wait



in the car and not get out, minimizing my time of staying outside. But even when I did get out,
I'd quickly return in about five minutes. There was this fear of being around people who might
have COVID-19. The regular nurses and doctors wore their usual attire, but there was a tent set
up at the back of the hospital, which I couldn't see inside. I assumed that was where the
COVID-19 patients were being treated, and the staff inside probably wore protective gear.

I didn't undergo many PCR tests myself. Generally, I don't catch colds, and I only feel
under the weather when the seasons change from autumn to winter. Besides that, I've been quite
healthy. I used to get regular flu vaccines, but since the pandemic, I haven't gotten the influenza

vaccine anymore.
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The most significant change I experienced due to COVID-19 was in the way I worked. |
was in a service-oriented profession that didn't necessarily require me to physically be at the
workplace and I can still get effective communication. My company quickly shifted to a remote
working environment when the pandemic started, which meant I mostly worked from home. I
spent almost an entire year at home during the lockdown. This shift had a substantial impact on
my personal life as well. I found myself becoming less active and my interactions with others
decreased, which also affected my motivation for work. I noticed that not only did my lifestyle
change, but so did the lifestyles of my colleagues. Some of them developed depression due to the
lack of social interaction and the isolation of living alone in small apartments with limited

exposure to sunlight.



Also, when new employees who joined the company, especially young graduates from
college, faced particular challenges, they couldn't meet their colleagues and peers in person, and
there’s a limited chance of speaking to each other, making it difficult to start their careers without
any face-to-face interaction. Some of them struggled to adjust, leading to them being sick or
early resignations due to mental psychological distress.

Many young people have become mentally ill, and some have retired early because of it.
It was a period when the remote environment and the situation before the so-called COVID-19
pandemic were connected, so there were still people who were not used to the remote
environment. I think there were quite a lot of people who became ill and collapsed during that
time. So, in summary, the way people work has changed drastically, and I think the change in the
way we work has had a significant impact on our private lives.

As for working hours, the company didn't originally set specific working hours, and I
think that has had both positive and negative aspects. On the positive side, being able to take a
break when needed is a big advantage. Having the bed close to you and being able to take a
proper nap when getting tired from work, and to work along with building up the body is a good
thing. Additionally, for those people living with families, being able to take care of children and
do household chores while working, even if it means working to a little later time and not being
confined to the company's office all the time was a really nice thing.

The downside is that it has become an environment where you can be made to work at
any time. It is my personal experience but I get messages from the Teams and on Slack, they
would come at any time, and there were even meetings held late at night like 9pm and sometimes
lasting until around 10 or 10:30 pm. This has made it very possible to work endlessly and made

you work at any time, and it really made me lose my work life balance , which I think is not very



good. In terms of the environment, especially human relationships, I think the bond has become
weaker and looser. This may be a cultural aspect of Japan, but before COVID, we used to go out
for meals or attend social gatherings to strengthen teamwork and networking outside of work in
my workplace. However, during COVID, there were times when social gatherings were not
possible due to legal restrictions and company policies saying in order to prevent the spread of
the virus gatherings with over 4 people were also discouraged. Since the company set out the
policy to ban the gathering of mass, the building of interpersonal relationships became really
difficult in my opinion. Of course there were Zoom social gatherings but they were also not as
enjoyable at all, as it was difficult to find the right timing to speak. Many people seemed to
participate out of obligation rather than genuine interest. Therefore, like I said just now, the
chances for younger people to build up relationships were sadly gone, and I am very sympathetic
towards them.

My job is in the consulting industry, and it’s aiming to provide solutions for business
management issues. Basically, I had to go to the company in person. Originally there was no
such concept of working from home and it wasn't really a trend before COVID, especially in
Japan, where remote work was not widely accepted in most companies. There was a concern that
working from home might lead to slacking off, so the norm was to work in the office
face-to-face, and going to the office to work was just what people naturally do .

I also lack physical exercises. I feel like my physical strength has declined, I get really
tired when I go to the office. I had to walk a lot to get to the office, and even within the office, I
walked around quite a bit, so I realized that I had been walking a lot without really noticing it.
When I'm at home, If I don't consciously think about exercising and then I just don’t exercise. |

don't think about going to the gym or going for a run, and especially in Tokyo, where I used to



live, there are a lot of convenience stores nearby. There are also plenty of places to eat within a
two- or three-minute walk, in that environment, I realized that I don't walk much in my daily life.
Now that I think about it, my habits and routines have changed a lot. There have been a couple
times when I've cooked myself, but there are also times that I was really busy. When I'm busy, |
use UberEats and once I start using Uber Eats, I don't go out of the house, so I thought that
wasn't really good for me, but during busy times, that's what I did. Living alone, cooking can be
quite a hassle for me, so I eat out about 60% to 70%, cooking at home is about 20%, and
UberEats was about 10% or maybe 5%. My eating habits have changed a lot. During the period
when COVID was really prevalent, disinfection and masks were necessary to enter the
restaurants, and we were also asked to do so by restaurants. Towards the end of the pandemic, it
wasn't mandatory as per government regulations, so these regulations became optional, but I
think most Japanese people still wore masks and disinfected while living in Japan. I started to
take off my mask and things like that when COVID was no longer prevalent, but I think most
Japanese people are still doing it.

When the waves of COVID started to rise, people's level of caution gradually increased.
During the initial period of the Omicron and Delta variants, quite a few people died, including
some famous celebrities, so I think everyone was paying attention to the infectiousness and
severity of the symptoms when infected. However, I felt that when the recent wave came with all
kinds of infections, people weren't as cautious. The contagiousness of the virus was still there,
but there were not many people dying. It feels like influenza and other diseases are more severe
than Covid, and I heard that there is a higher possibility of people dying or becoming seriously ill
from other diseases. People are paying attention to those as well. The recent trend seems to be

very different from the trend when I was in Japan.



Regarding the psychological distance between me and my family and friends, I wasn't
particularly conscious of it initially, but um, yeah it did change a bit. We all started to contact
each other more frequently, especially in terms of concerns about each other's health. My parents
live far away in Shiga Prefecture in the Kansai region, and there was a period when both of them
and my grandparents got COVID-19. Given their age, there was a real concern as older people
were more likely to lose their lives to the virus. So, we communicated more often during this
period and contacted each other a little more which in a way, which I think brought us
psychologically closer.

I also participated in virtual drinking sessions and chats on Zoom with friends. I had
friends who were regularly organizing such virtual meet-ups. Personally, though, I started
meeting friends in person quite early, even during the pandemic. While I didn't engage much in
private interactions over Zoom, I did regularly update with friends, especially those who were
studying abroad or pursuing an MBA degree. Me hanging out with friends probably has nothing
to do with Covid but was also driven by my personal goals, such as preparing for exams, etc.

I also picked up some new hobbies. I developed a consciousness of spending time with
nature and started spending more time outdoors. With places like malls and cinemas posing a
higher infection risk, since it’s usually crowded with tons of people. I found myself enjoying
more open environments, and developed more hobbies. I got into outdoor activities like golf,
camping, and barbecues.

When I look at trends in Japan, I feel like camping videos were quite popular among
Japanese people during that time, probably due to the influence of COVID. I think the pros and
cons of COVID have given us an opportunity to think about what is necessary and unnecessary

in our daily lives. For example, working remotely and considering the balance between private



and remote work. There is a clear distinction between private and public, and people who can
work efficiently without unnecessary social events or work can probably work more effectively. |
would feel pretty happy if we could get rid of some unnecessary drinking parties or work in
general. In such a society, the ideology of individualism has increased, and people have become
able to choose the kind of work they want to do. On the downside, this may be unique to
Japanese society, but I feel that there has been an increase in demands for unified behavior from
society. For example, even though it is not mandatory to wear masks in Japan now, it has become
a habit, so people tend to stare at those who don't wear masks on trains. There are also cases
where people are forced to conform to the group because of what people write about on SNS,
and I think that this kind of society that forces individuals to conform is quite noticeable. With
COVID, even though there were laws only stating that it recommended early closure of
restaurants and bars, it became more of a mandatory social norm, and I think that this kind of
society that unnecessarily restricts people is quite prevalent in Japan. I feel that society has

become quite restrictive and narrow in that sense.
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In the beginning, I was quite scared of the virus, especially because the fatality rate of the
virus was totally unknown. I was working at a hotel in Yokohama at that time, and
coincidentally, it was around Yokohama where the first major cluster outbreak happened on a
luxury cruise ship. Everyone at work was joking, "Are we going to die?" The hotel business,
particularly in Yokohama, suffered a lot as people were afraid to come to the city, resulting in a
lot of sudden cancellations. Despite being very busy the previous month, work in the hotel
suddenly became much freer. However, my salary didn't change. The initial measures we took
were wearing masks. Even when other people in Japan had not started wearing masks yet,
everyone in our company was required to do so already. But that was about it and there was no
disinfection at first. Perhaps it's a Japanese thing to feel safer with masks than using
disinfectants. I think there's a belief that if you wash your hands properly and wear a mask, you
can prevent most common colds.

I could still travel quite freely compared to other countries' restrictions. Generally, there
were no overall travel bans across Japan, but state of emergency declarations were issued in

areas with high infection rates, advising people to not travel to and from those prefectures.



However, it wasn't really enforced as a regulation. The government always sent out messages
advising non-essential outings, but it was more of a recommendation than a strict rule.

During the first year of the pandemic, in 2020, there was a lot of social pressure instead
of strict government policies, especially since Japan has a large elderly population. Young people
like me weren't too worried about getting infected ourselves, but there was concern about
transmitting the virus to older generations. I felt there was a significant social pressure not to
infect others. Young people wanted to go out, but they refrained from doing so because the older
generation would disapprove of this behavior. I noticed a big gap between the views of my
friends, who are young, and what was shown on TV or the internet. The media was constantly
discussing the number of infections and emphasizing the importance of everyone working
together to reduce the spread. It felt like the same news was being repeated every day and it is
getting me sick to hear the same news over and over.

In terms of socializing with friends, everyone, including me, initially held back from
going out and having meals together. The number of invitations really reduced a lot. Inviting
someone out felt almost wrong, especially in the first year. From 2021, the attitude started to
change, with more people thinking, "It's okay now, we don't need to worry so much now." , and
you hear this a lot from your friends. Everyone was just getting really tired of the restrictions.

I used to live in Tokyo before, but then I moved back to my parents' home in Kobe.
Interestingly, my grandfather lives in a very rural area, and it seemed like people weren't wearing
masks at all in the rural area. It seemed like the virus hadn't reached there, or perhaps they were
just lucky. My grandfather told me that he had not heard of anyone in his area being infected,
and they were living their daily lives without masks as if nothing had happened.They live at a

place called Noto Peninsula, and there were very few people. | asked my grandfather and he said



it’s because there’s no people coming from outside, therefore Covid is not coming either. They
barely worried about it at all. I think it was just my mother being absolutely careful when going
to my grandfather’s place.

The pandemic also made me more conscious about exercising. I'm not sure if it was due
to the virus or my job shifting to complete remote work, but I definitely walked less without the
daily commute. I almost felt threatened for losing my chances to walk and I started putting
"walk" in my calendar to ensure I did it every day. My lifestyle did change in that regard, and
walking has become a part of my daily routine.

One personal gain from COVID-19 was spending a lot of unexpected time with my
family at home after coming back from Mexico. As an adult, it was the first time I got to spend
so much time with them, and I started to see them more as regular people than just as parents.
My family wasn't very close, and they had a really bad relationship. The pandemic helped us
understand each other better. I feel grateful for not being able to go abroad as it allowed me to fix
my relationship with my family a little bit. This is very personal to me, and it probably does not

apply to other people.
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First of all, regarding my work style, I used to work for a company in Tokyo. At that
time, I worked five days a week, but I started working remotely two or three times a week since
the pandemic. I had to deal with power harassment and other problems at my previous
workplace, and I often had to worry a lot about the relationships with other employees. By
changing to remote work, I was able to work and prioritize my own time, and I discovered that
remote work is a great fit for me. [ worked remotely three times a week, and the other two days I
came to work at the office. There were both cases. There were very few people who came to
work in person at all. For example, if there were ten people working in the same room, only

about three would come to work that day. [ would eat lunch at 11:00 a.m. and the others would



eat at 12:00 p.m. We would try to avoid overlapping and not eat at the same time, and I would
wear a mask immediately after eating. It was very rough during the summer. Even though the air
conditioner is turned on, I had to open the windows to let the air flow. It was so hot in the
summer, which made it even more difficult. We always used alcohol disinfectant and the
company provided all of that, which was really nice. But of course, I also carried an alcohol
disinfectant spray with me on a regular basis, and whenever I took the train or used the public
transportation, I would always use the alcohol spray to sterilize my hand for handrails and straps
as soon as | touched them. It has become a habit for me.

I think(the number of power harassment cases being reduced) was really good for me. I
feel much better and easier right now. However, it does depend on the person whether you
consider it as power harassment or not. But I am not very good at handling when I hear a strong
word or expression, I often feel pressured and anxious, as if they are angry with me. I'm glad |
don't need to have that kind of person in my life due to remote work and I could work calmly.
But of course, that is just one example, and I am not the person to talk all about this.

Also the limited working hours, is like, when I work, I work from 10am to 6pm, which is
totally fine with me, and I am happy with it. I usually went to work before covid, if someone
asked me to go out for a drink after work, it was a little difficult to say no, so I would say, "Well,
just a little bit.” Right now it was great that I didn't have to say, "Well, I'll just go for a short
period of time," and then have to go out for a drink after work. The company as a whole has a
rule that says, "Please don't go to these drinking parties” due to the pandemic. Thanks to this
rule, I don't have to go out of my way to say no, and reject intentionally. For example, after work,
I can go home and prepare my own dinner right away. Of course, it is also difficult to separate

work and private life, but the biggest thing is that I can close my computer immediately after



work and go to the supermarket without having to spend time commuting. In my case, it took me
40 minutes to get to work, so the round trip took about two hours. I was able to spend more time
on my own, which was awesome.

For example, I can freely use my time to read a book or watch a movie, etc. I thought this
way of working was great that [ am able to use my own time freely. When I was going to work
every day, I had drinking parties that I couldn't refuse, and ended up coming home around 11:00
p.m., took a bath, went to bed soon, got up in the morning, and went to work. What am I really
working for? What am I really living for? I used to ask myself those questions every day. Now
that [ am able to do remote work, I'm a little more delighted about this.

For meals, I mostly make my own bento boxes, but there are also times when everyone
just doesn't eat. For example, since I was the youngest person in the company, when the boss or
the president didn't seem to be able to go out to buy lunch, they asked me to go out and buy
lunch for them.

Actually, I was not that afraid of this virus. To say why, It was a good thing that the way
of working changed quite a bit for me but of course depending on the way people felt. I probably
shouldn't say out loud that the pandemic is a good thing. There are many people who have lost
their lives, so I can't say "it was good" too loudly and openly, but personally, I think there are
many people that acquired something from the pandemic. I am bad at rejecting people. My
personality is such that when I am asked to go out for a drink, I tend to think that I will be
disliked by others and this way of thinking really forced myself to attend the events, but changed
by the no gathering due to Covid policy. So, I found myself in an easier state and realized that I
can reject the invitations without worrying too much. This is when I discovered that I really don’t

want to go to these events.



Especially in the case of relationships in the workplace, I feel like we have a
responsibility to work well with others and that’s why I think there are good parts of the drinking
party. For example, you can talk about things you normally can't talk about using the chance of
drinking wine, but because it's a drinking party, you can talk about how you feel on the day. Like
“What do you think I should do?” You can talk to your boss about what you think should be done
and get advice afterwards, you may be able to improve your image of your work or the way you
work. However, there is also a disadvantage in that it slows down the meeting, so not all drinking
parties are bad, but there are both sides to it.

The department I used to work in was the sales department, so we had to go to a nice
restaurant to talk about business not only with people from the company, but also with our
clients. I had to eat at fancy restaurants three times a week or so, and I had to eat until it’s late. |
am in work mode all the time, and I get exhausted, and if I eat out all the time, it is not good for
me in terms of health, but I really had to do it.

I really started to enjoy cooking and found it quite fun to cook for myself when remote
work became the norm. For example, with the decrease in social gatherings and eating out due to
COVID, I started cooking for myself, which not only helped me save money, but also made me
realize that cooking can be surprisingly enjoyable. Instead of going to social events and drinking
parties, I started making healthy meals for myself, and occasionally working from home allowed
me to start walking around and doing stretches a little bit, which made my life much more
fulfilling. This had a significant impact on my daily life and work. At first, I wasn’t able to cook
at all, and it took a lot of time to get used to it. As I said, I used to spend 40 minutes commuting,
however, when I think about it, the time I used to spend commuting was replaced by cooking.

Initially, I was following recipes to prepare meals, but as I got used to it, [ found ways to cook



that didn't take much time, such as cutting and freezing a lot of chopped vegetables and meat in
advance. It took a while to get used to it, but eventually, it didn't take much time. I even started
documenting and posting my cooking on Instagram every day. The pandemic really made me
enjoy cooking.

I thought remote work was great and even considered changing jobs. When I was
working at my previous company, [ had a lot of problems with my boss, and when I turned 30, I
started thinking about my future and how I wanted to live my life. The timing of thinking about
my life and transitioning to remote work due to the pandemic coincided. I realized that I didn't
like my current lifestyle, and since I was interested in becoming a Japanese language teacher, |
started working as an online Japanese language teacher. I saw people working exclusively online,
both as Japanese teachers and at Japanese language schools, who post videos on YouTube and
blogs. I have always been interested in the mindset and values of people from other countries,
plus I had experience studying in France. I realized that I could connect with people from other
countries, no matter where [ was. Thanks to the pandemic, I transitioned to become a Japanese
language teacher.

People who work at the school were all wearing masks but there were many students who
wanted to not wear masks. There are a lot of people who don’t like to wear masks from overseas,
especially those from the West. Right now wearing masks aren't something rare anymore, but
back then, there were many people who didn't want to wear masks.

Since it was at the beginning of the coronavirus, around 2020 or 2021, I had a friend who
worked as a receptionist at a hospital. We had been close friends since high school and used to
meet each other many times a month. We often met at places with a lot of people, like Shibuya or

Shinjuku. However, due to her work at the hospital, she said that she couldn't meet for a while



because the hospital was very busy at that time. She mentioned that if either of us got sick,
especially with COVID, it would cause trouble for her colleagues, so she apologized and said we
couldn't meet for a while. I felt sad and lonely about it, but I understood that it was related to her
job and couldn't be helped. That's when we started having Zoom drinking parties and chatting
while having tea or beer, in my case, I really liked beer. The opportunities to meet with that
friend decreased due to the impact of the coronavirus, but it was really nice to be able to talk
online.

In fact, my grandmother was in the hospital just before the coronavirus outbreak, and I
had visited her several times. I live in Tokyo, but my grandmother lived in Gunma Prefecture. It's
about two hours away by train and I used to visit her occasionally. However, due to the hospital's
COVID-19 restrictions, I couldn't visit her. As a result, I couldn't see her for about two or three
years, and then unfortunately my grandmother passed away. It was really disappointing not being
able to see her for the last time due to the coronavirus. I think many people might have had
similar experiences. | spoke about the good things, but there were also disappointing things. I
really wanted to hold her hand, and I think it was even more important to cherish the time with
family. It's good to think about cherishing the time with the people around you now. My
grandparents on my mother’s side, who live in Hokkaido, are very healthy and never go to the
hospital. We used to visit them during the summer vacation and at New Year's, around December
and January. However, they now want us to stay away for a while. They do want us to visit, but
since it's the countryside, if people from Tokyo are seen visiting, it could lead to bad rumors.
People might say things like, "Can they not understand the situation?" Even though that's not the

case. It's just that their daughter and grandchildren apparently came from Tokyo. Because it's the



countryside, any little thing can quickly spiral and become a rumor, and it can really damage the

relationships among the people in the countryside.

Afterthoughts

We saw a lot of similarities in the interviewees' reactions towards the pandemic. Many of
them had complaints about things like plans being interrupted by the pandemic, but meanwhile
they discover things they never thought to be beneficial to them. This project is very different
from the ones I did for my academic journey. Instead of relying entirely on papers, and
documents done by other scholars, this project has an extensive focus on first hand material that
is memory. As someone who has been dreaming of conducting practical research and study for a

long time. I indeed experienced a thorough training on interviewing and recording the materials,



which I firmly believe is what I desire to learn from the real world. Hoping my project of oral
research could potentially serve some purpose in academia or for research, where the narratives

of collective memory are needed.



