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Historical Anthropology of Remembering of Minamata Disease Experiences: Diachronic Analyses of the

Resonance of Artifacts and Narratives

Summary of Thesis:

In 1990, part of Minamata Bay in Kyushu, the south-western region of Japan, was reclaimed
by the Kumamoto prefectural government. The bay had been heavily polluted with organic
mercury from a Chisso Corporation factory. In 1995, a variety of people affected by this
pollution founded Hongan-no-kai, and members of the group have since carved various stone
sculptures; these works include Buddha <Jizo statues in traditional and modified styles. They
have cumulatively placed a total of 52 statues along the sea-side edge of the landfill site as
mementos of the tragedy. The pain felt by these victims has not been mitigated, despite
acknowledgement by politicians and compensation payments for those who suffered severe
mercury poisoning (known as Minamata disease). My fieldwork, which took place over 26
months between 2006 and 2015, revealed that these statues are not merely static
representations of the Minamata disease incident. Rather, the victims continue to live their
experiences both sequentially and contingently. Their memories of Minamata disease are
articulated through the creation of the stone artifacts and their associated narratives. Any
analyses, therefore, should focus on the temporal processes of the mutual resonance between
artifacts and narratives.

First, temporal changes in style and arrangement indicate that these statues, remaining at
the landfill since their placement, were made through communications among the members of
Hongan-no-kai and by referring to existing statues. Second, my scrutiny of the temporal
interaction between the narratives of three members of Hongan-no-kai and their statues,
based on interviews and a number of historical documents, revealed the following: (a) their
experiences of carving the stone statues seem to have evoked feelings that are difficult to
express in words; (b) these statues have helped their creators to recount these emotions
repeatedly; and (c) gradual transformation of their statues by natural weathering and changes
in the surrounding landscape have created possibilities for the members to awaken various

emotions relating to their experiences of Minamata disease. These results suggest that these
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people live in both constructed and constructing landscapes that continue to allow them to
experience sequential and contingent remembrances of Minamata disease.

The principal aim of this thesis is, by situating “making history” in which certain events are
selected, characterized, and recontextualized within a broader and longer diachronic process,
to illustrate that oppositional objectification of past experiences is one phase of sequential
remembering. It should have become clear that while experiences of Minamata disease have
in part been intentionally constructed, they have been transformed sequentially and
contingently as well. Chronologically reconstructing sequential chains of narratives, which
are virtually momentary because of their verbal nature, and properly describing the resonance
of narratives with artifacts in a diachronic ethnography will contribute to methodological
discussions on overcoming dichotomies such as victim and wrongdoer, text and context, subject

and object, and reality and representation.
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