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War Exhibitions Around the World : From the Perspective of Politics and the Function of “Museums”
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War Exhibitions Around the World : From the Perspective of Politics and
the Function of “Museums”

MoriyaMA Atsushi

What form should museum exhibitions on war take ? In order to consider this difficult question,
the author decided to uncover the possibilities presented by war exhibitions all over the world.

First, a study was made of the ideological functions that museums themselves have (their contri-
bution to making the state “sacred” by way of creating a symbolic structure of the modern state).
This first issue addressed in this paper is an examination of how this is played out in war exhibi-
tions. The most explicit war exhibitions faithfully follow a museum’s ideology. Here, there is a clear
demarcation between “us” and “the enemy” and a single sense of values is presented that takes us
from the past to the present and into the future. A good example is to be found in the Intrepid Sea,
Air and Space Museum in New York.

However, there are cases to be found all over the world through history of the inevitable ideologi-
cal breach between the time when a war was fought and the present day. Difficulties associated
with this kind of exhibition are not limited to Japan. Exhibitions on the Southern Confederation that
lost the American Civil War and the Vietnam War, as seen from the American perspective, present
some insights into such difficulties.

One function of museums is to free technology from ideology. The Enola Gay, which was the
subject of controversy at the atomic bomb exhibition held by the National Air and Space Museum
(Smithsonian Institute) in 1995, is currently on display at the Dulles annex on the outskirts of
Washington D.C. How should the plane that dropped the atomic bomb be handled ? It is useful
when considering the relationship between technology and “patriotic orthodoxy”.

What is more, it is not possible to distance the character of a museum from the political situation
of the day. However, armed with the modern values of study and enlightenment as weapons, it is
possible to confront the myths of the modern state. One site for such a clash discussed in this pa-
per is the exhibition titled the “Price of Freedom,” which opened at the National Museum of Ameri-
can History (Smithsonian Institute) in the autumn of 2004. The museum makes pictures available
on its website, an a comparison of the exhibition with the exhibition on the website is used to dis-

cuss its relationship with present—day politics.
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