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294 — Abstract —

Functions of Disaster Remains in the Formation of Disaster Culture

Izex1 Mutsumi

This study examines the interrelationship between disaster remains (including earthquake remains)
and changes in local residents’ perceptions of disasters in the formation process of disaster culture.
Disaster culture refers to the norms, acts, and ways of thinking that have become entrenched in social
structures and people’s lives from repeated experiences of disasters over the years. Disaster remains
are one of the cultural elements involved in the transfer of knowledge and disaster prevention in
disaster culture. Disaster remains have inherent diachronic phases: the pre-disaster phase when they
functioned as community facilities, the destruction phase due to disaster, the discussion phase for their
selection, preservation, and maintenance, and finally the phase when they are displayed to publicize
the threat of disaster. While the reconstruction of towns in the affected areas is progressing and the
local landscape is changing, the disaster remains continue to exist in a destroyed state. Therefore, it
is highly likely that changes in the attitudes of local residents can be projected onto their perceptions
of these disaster remains.

This paper focuses on the disaster remains of the Unzen-Fugendake eruption and the Great
East Japan Earthquake as case study analyses. The “fixed point,” one of the disaster remains from
the Unzen-Fugendake eruption, which had served as a filming location for the mass media during
the eruption, was finally preserved in 2021, 30 years after the disaster. At the "fixed point", members
of the press who did not follow evacuation orders, and a few local taxi drivers and a group of local
firefighters who got caught up in their media coverage activities became the victims of the massive
pyroclastic flow. It took a long time for the emotional conflicts of the local residents over this event
to be resolved and for the “fixed point” to be recognized as a disaster remain.

In the case of the Great East Japan Earthquake, the former Kadonowaki Elementary School, a
disaster site in Ishinomaki City, is discussed. The former Kadonowaki Elementary School became
the last disaster remain to be opened to the public in the areas affected by the Earthquake. This
is thought to be due to the fact that this structure is located in the area designated as inhabitable.
Initially, local residents were reluctant to coexist with the damaged structures that reminded them of
the Earthquake, but as reconstruction work progressed and the local landscape changed, they came
to the conclusion that this earthquake remain was the only thing that would preserve the image of
their lost hometown.

As seen in these two cases, the process of deciding to preserve the remains can be a time for
residents to sort out their inner experiences and feelings about the disaster. The process of preservation
and maintenance itself becomes part of the memories associated with the disaster remains. Even
after the maintenance is completed, the disaster remains continue to reflect the changing perceptions

of local residents through periodic memorial events, tourist visits, and restoration works. In other



295

words, the disaster remains themselves can continue to function dynamically as a memory device
that remembers the pre-disaster hometown, the occurrence and damage of the disaster, preservation

activities, and subsequent maintenance activities.
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