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Genesis of a Museum Movement: Soshisha and Transformation in
the Minamata Disease Movement Field

Kyonosuke Hirai
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Increasing scholarly interest surrounds the relations between museums
and social movements. Although museum scholars have argued about how
museums became sites of controversy or protest, or contributed as agents of
social change, social movement scholars have almost entirely neglected how
social movements created a museum or the roles which museums take in
social activism. By referring to the concepts of habitus and field defined by
French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, this article presents an exploration based
on the author’s fieldwork conducted at an NGO in Minamata City: Soshisha,
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Minamata Disease Support Center (Soshisha). The article explains how they
established a “homemade’ museum within the site and why they shifted their
main emphasis of activity from demanding relief measures for victims and
supporting victims materially and spiritually to transmitting the truth and sig-
nificance of the Minamata disease incident to society. This article states that
Soshisha’s activity of transmitting the history of Minamata disease depends
upon the resources they had accumulated in movements, the members’ habi-
tus of resistance, and the transformation in the Minamata disease movement
field. Their genesis and success can be understood more deeply by examining
the social conditions which the Minamata disease movements produced.
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