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Museum and Social Movement: Redefining the Minamata Disease Incident
through Exhibit and Narratives
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Located in Minamata, a city in southwest Kyushu, the Minamata Dis-
ease Museum was opened as a memorial to the Minamata disease incident
and to question the way we live and the basis of our livelihoods. It is a pri-
vate museum run by the victims and their supporters. Museum studies have
presented a view of museums memorializing a catastrophe as vehicles for
empowerment, where the victims can point out historical injustice and restore
the right to narrate their own experience in public, while failing to fully doc-
ument their possibilities as social movement. In this paper I argue that, by
focusing on what the museum defines through its exhibit and guiding narra-
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tives on the incident and how it communicate with those who have no experi-
ence of it, the Minamata Disease Museum can be considered as a countermu-
seum both in the sense that it presents alternative visions of the incident from
the victims’ point of view and in the sense that it functions as an agent of
social change, which differs from the framework of a facility for exhibition.
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