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Canada and Japan share a history of industrial contamination that has resulted in mercury poiso-
ning; the inhabitants of both Minamata, Japan and the Indigenous community of Grassy Narrows, 
Ontario have suffered from what would come to be known as Minamata disease. Environmental 
activists, proponents of industrial progress, individuals in the affected communities, and novelists 
Michiko Ishimure and Thomas King discuss and weigh the possibilities of economic and material 
progress against the problems of environmental degradation and industrial contamination leading 
to disease and death for humans and ecosystems. This paper will show how Ishimure and King 
discuss the possibility of hope and renewal through the tourist industry, but will also question the 

lives have been destroyed by industrial contamination with the need of those who remain to make 

the actual recovery and tourist industry generated in the aftermath of the Minamata poisoning and 
subsequent clean up efforts. Is it possible to reimagine and reclaim industrial wreckage as sites of 
pleasure and recreation? Do these regenerated sites of industrial destruction promote the common 
good or further victimize the individuals and communities destroyed in the name of progress?

Canadá y Japón comparten un largo historial de contaminación industrial que ha derivado en en-
venenamientos por mercurio; los habitantes tanto de Minamata, Japón como de la comunidad 
indígena de Grassy Narrows, Ontario, han sufrido lo que se ha llegado a conocer como ‘la enfer-
medad de Minamata’. Activistas medioambientales, partidarios del progreso industrial, individuos 
en las comunidades afectadas y los novelistas Michiko Ishimure y Thomas King discuten y sopesan 
las posibilidades de progreso económico y material en contra de los problemas de degradación 
medioambiental y contaminación industrial que están suponiendo la muerte y enfermedad de seres 
humanos y ecosistemas. Este artículo expondrá cómo Ishimure y King discuten sobre la posibilidad 

-

vidas han sido destruidas por la contaminación industrial con la necesidad de los que siguen pro-

por King junto a la recuperación real y la industria turística generada a partir del envenenamiento 

a partir de la destrucción industrial el bien común o victimizan a los individuos y las comunidades 
destruidas en nombre del progreso?
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Canada and Japan share a history of industrial contamination that has resulted in 
mercury poisoning; the inhabitants of both Minamata, Japan and the Indigenous com-
munity of Grassy Narrows, Ontario have suffered from what would come to be known as 
Minamata disease. Environmental activists, proponents of industrial progress, individuals 
in the affected communities, and novelists Michiko Ishimure and Thomas King discuss 
and weigh the possibilities of economic and material progress against the problems of 
environmental degradation and industrial contamination leading to disease and death for 
humans and ecosystems. This paper will show how Ishimure and King discuss the pos-

1 Is it possible to balance an ethics of care and respect for those whose 
lives have been destroyed by industrial contamination with the need of those who remain 

King alongside the actual recovery and tourist industry generated in the aftermath of the 
Minamata poisoning and subsequent clean up efforts. Is it possible to reimagine and re-
claim industrial wreckage as sites of pleasure and recreation? Do these regenerated sites 
of industrial destruction promote the common good or further victimize the individuals and 
communities destroyed in the name of progress? 

Instead of beginning this discussion by looking into the historical past or the related 

-
aration in both Japan and Canada, I would like to mention a possible and probable future 
scenario of mercury poisoning, which the Newfoundland and Labrador government and 
related industry Nalcor are currently working towards creating in the name of clean energy, 

-

-

recent independent studies commissioned by the Nunatsiavut Government and led by 
researchers from Harvard University and the University of Manitoba, among others, show 

-
sure of local Inuit people [to methylmercury] . . . depending on the clearance of trees and 

 

scientists have made a number of recommendations to lower and monitor mercury levels, 
but Nalcor disregards these and makes no plans to alter the mercury-releasing strate-

across the continent are being torn down, Nalcor and the Newfoundland and Labrador 

face of growing dissent and concerns about the overall health impacts of the reservoir on 
Indigenous peoples.

I draw attention to this contemporary debate and media discussion because it repli-
cates the discussions and problems of the past —ones I will be discussing at some length 

and now infamous mercury poisoning incident in Minamata, Japan, in the 1950s. This was 
followed by a second incident of mercury poisoning in Niigata, along the western coast 
of northern Honshu. In this second incident, the chemical plant owned by Showa Denko 

people were poisoned and seventy died. The people of Grassy Narrows reserve outside of 
the town of Dryden in northern Ontario were similarly affected in the 1970s by the mercury 
coming from the chemical process at the Dryden pulp and paper plant. These stories are 
told and retold by various community members, leaders, activists, academics, and novel-
ists, and contribute to the seemingly cyclical toxic narratives2 that have become ubiquitous 

2 Lawrence Buell’s Writing for an Endangered World: Literature, Culture, and Environment in the 
U.S. and Beyond -

-

in the era following the widespread expansion and demise of extraction and processing of primary 
resources as the leading economic mover. I am referring particularly, however, to the post-industrial 
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Toxic Archipelago: A History of Industrial Disease in Japan

-

health depends on the permeability of our bodies to the very nature from which we imagine 

-
mans experience as a result of this toxicity is very possibly nature’s way of communicating 

of agency—even the power to communicate—not accorded to it in the earlier models of 
nature as a resource for human exploitation. 

-

Stacy Alaimo and Susan Hekman argue in Material Feminisms
-

will follow the lead of these scholars in exploring the inseparable materiality of humans, 
-

vironment is explicitly revealed when nature tells the human, often through physical pain, 
that industrial progress is destroying nature, of which humans are an inseparable part. 

industrial activity on the human and more-than-human landscape. Jonathan Campbell’s Tarcadia 

Julie Salverson’s Lines of Flight: An Atomic Memoir 

of Canada. More widely known works such as Margaret Atwood’s MaddAddam trilogy are likewise 
characteristic. John Joseph Adams’ Loosed Upon the World: The Saga Anthology of Climate Fiction 

impacts of human industry on the climate and a variety of global regions.   

in Minamata, Japan— is in many ways a case study of the porousness of humans and na-

Mercury poisoning in Canada resulted from the building of dams and the use of mercury in 

Japanese industrial poisoning and was caused by the dumping of mercury into the water by 
Chisso, a manufacturer of pesticides and plastics. According to Minamata disease scholar 

an expansionist, industrial, capitalist culture and an authoritarian, imperial nation-state that 

by a fragile ‘democratic’ system that has tended to restrict and control citizens’ autonomy 
 In the Canadian context, Minamata disease and mercury 

poisoning can be related to a neoliberal capitalist model that favours industrial expansion 
and economic growth over the health and welfare of its most vulnerable citizens. Mercury 
poisoning in Canada has particularly affected, and continues to affect, the customs, health, 
and livelihood of Indigenous communities, causing a host of social and cultural problems 
beyond the biological effects of the poison on the body. 

poisoning that lead to dire consequences for both the environment and the humans who 
are part of that environment, this paper intends to focus on the havoc wrought particularly 
by mercury poisoning. I will begin with the now most infamous case in Minamata, Japan, 
and then look at the corollary situation of mercury contamination in the Canadian com-

the everyday effects of industrial capitalism on the players in industry, the scientists, and 

through tourism. 

Minamata

-

-

Paradise in the Sea of Sorrow: Our Minamata 
Disease. Monnet’s introduction serves as a conduit for a variety of Japanese sources of information 
on Minamata disease that would otherwise not be available to English readers. 
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ties, however, could not know that this was the prelude to an environmental disaster that 
would ruin their livelihoods and destroy their families, leading to years of court battles 
and stigmatization of the effected individuals and communities at large. Initially the local 
leaders welcomed Chisso, a company that promised to replace the local industries of salt 
production and coal transportation. As a result of Chisso, the community grew and Chisso 
channelled money into modern infrastructure to support the expansion of the company 

-

-

the people. Dr. Hajime Hosokawa, director of the Chisso hospital, began treating patients 

of the disease’s source by their own doctor and related experiments. The people affected 
by what came to be known as Minamata disease were ostracized by the community, in 

economy.
Michiko Ishimure lyrically weaves the testimony of mercury disease survivors, fami-

to the eventual reparation by government and industry for Minamata disease victims and 
families. This account attempts to balance the needs of the community for employment 
and progress against the devastating and life-destroying forces that contaminated the 
people and environment of the community. Ishimure’s account could be considered, in 

Bodily Natures
Audre Lorde’s The Cancer Journals, Alaimo delineates the genre of the material memoir 

Bodily Natures Par-
adise in the Sea of Sorrow

Bodily Natures

Bodily Natures
to the experience of the community, further undermining and emphasizing what she cri-
tiques as modernity’s silencing of the rituals, stories, and belonging that are part of the 

Bodily Natures
larger community, Ishimure provides compelling evidence through a number of what could 
be considered case studies, thus lending credence to the experience of the individual. In 
fact, it seems that Ishimure has anticipated this critique and thus expanded the potential 

for recognition of Minamata disease and her memoir continues to be used as evidence in 

one at Grassy Narrows reserve.
Ishimure’s account of Minamata disease is not, however, the only perspective or 

even personal account offered on the devastating environmental impacts of mercury poi-

most infamous case of mercury poisoning are the focus of, among others, Akio Mishima’s 
Bitter Sea: The Human Cost of Minamata Disease Rowing the Eternal Sea: 
The Story of a Minamata Fisherman Toxic Archi-
pelago: A History of Industrial Disease in Japan and Jun Ui’s Industrial Pollution in Japan 

Rowing the Eternal Sea, 
the effects of the mercury poisoning on himself and his immediate and extended family, is 
also an account worthy of some attention; it documents his central role, over the course of 

company— and the government, for recognition and reparation for the suffering and loss 
of livelihood caused by the mercury poisoning. I will return to this account in relation to 
the promise offered by the tourist industry, as this is an aspect of the reparation that was 
strongly resisted by Masato and other people personally affected by mercury poisoning. 
In fact, the celebrations and tourist promotions planned by the company and supported 
by the government could be viewed, according to Masato, as sustaining and continuing 



[2254-1179 (2018) 7, 9-14]8

the damage and outrage Chisso perpetuated in the name of progress. Masato claims that 

the graver issues of humanity’s dependence on technology. Speaking about progress in 

accounts offered by members of the community, takes an in-depth look at Chisso, includ-
ing its long history of exploitation of workers in Korea and its early knowledge, furnished by 
its own scientists and studies, of the effects of mercury on organic bodies. Together, these 

and activists, and the more lyrical account offered by Ishimure.
Livia Monnet, the translator of Michiko Ishimure’s Paradise in the Sea of Sorrow: Our 

Minamata Disease 5 

promoting environmental conservation and reconciliation with the Minamata disease vic-

many of the activists and victims, who still feel overlooked and pushed away by the main-
stream economic efforts of the community. The victims themselves are still locked away in 
wards of hospitals or taken care of by family members who must assist them in the simple 
tasks of eating and cleaning themselves. The pittance offered and given by the govern-
ment for the maintenance of some of the victims of mercury poisoning does little to change 
the life-altering and community-destroying effects on the lives of the already marginalized 

-
tions are mentioned by Ogata Masato in Rowing the Eternal Sea: The Story of a Minamata 
Fisherman. He boycotted these events and views the proceedings both as diminishing the 
damage done to his life and family and as trying to force closure on the event—closure that 
is not possible for the people poisoned and the families destroyed. Masato was delighted 
when it rained on the day of a major celebration; the downpour forced people away, result-
ing in a less than successful turnout. The victims, including Masato, have a long memory of 

-
ta community following the destruction of the community by mercury poisoning. There is no English 
translation of the name for the movement offered by the translators of any of the texts.

in 1968, is but one of the battles that continues to divide community members and victims. 

-
ease Museum, the Environmental Education Center, the Minamata Memorial, the Mina-

campaigns contribute to the revitalizing efforts of the community. Minamata, then, has be-
come a centre for the study of mercury poisoning and a model for citizen activism resulting 
in repair of the environmental damage in the community. Minamata could even be viewed 
as a tourist —or at least educational and activist— destination, which hosts conferences 
and gatherings and has become the centre for interdisciplinary Minamata disease stud-
ies. Nonetheless, beginning the introduction to Ishimure’s work with a discussion of the 
modern, industrial, capitalist response to the problem of industrial poisoning is a strange 
way to introduce the work of an author who rails against the changes wrought in the name 
of industrial progress and the destruction, for some, of a way of life that celebrated com-
munity, family, spirituality, and connectedness through tradition. In fact, the institutions 
of modern reclamation and memory keeping are hollow reminders of the way of life that 
was destroyed but is memorialized and celebrated by Ishimure in her writing. If anything, 

lament and testimony the author is setting down in Paradise in the Sea of Sorrow. In Dark 
Tourism: The Attractions of Death and Disaster

Ishimure is repulsed by the government- and industry-funded museums created to study 
the disease, and rather describes and enters into the individual lives most affected by the 
mercury poisoning. Paradise in the Sea of Sorrow -

Minamata poisoning incident, yet it is also a kind of counter-hegemonic memory —one that 
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in its very lyricism contests the medicalization and academicizing of human suffering. In 

accounts of victims, often quoting Ishimure’s work at length, leaving her words and con-
stant repetitions intact. 

Grassy Narrows
In charting the environmental, social, cultural, and economic degradation of the Ojib-

wa community of Grassy Narrows in northern Ontario, I will be looking particularly at two 
Grassy Narrows 

Shkilnyk’s A Poison Stronger Than Love: The Destruction of An Ojibwa Community 
which detail both the events leading up to the mercury poisoning and the lives of the Ojib-
wa people in the aftermath. 

Even before the rivers were poisoned with mercury, and the way of life and liveli-

destroyed, the people of Grassy Narrows were in a state of distress. Crime, murder, and 
suicide rates were higher than anywhere else in Canada, including other reserves. They 

promised a school and housing, the infrastructure provided undermined the traditions of 

had been promised, the community disintegrated into violence and hopelessness as a 
result of the loss of space, loss of privacy, and loss of pride in their village. The poisoning 

waterway for severely disrupting the ‘cycle of life’ at both Grassy and the neighbouring 

-

Similar to the debates in Japan regarding who was responsible for the situation, the 
-
-
-

impact on the environment was seen as an unfortunate necessity of an industrialized so-

for their levels of mercury, the results were not explained.6

understanding the dire effects on their health. According to Aileen Smith, the government 

1975, a coalition of doctors and activists from Minamata, Japan, came to the Grassy Nar-

-
darity, testimony, and evidence for the effects of mercury poisoning, but even with the input 
of the Japanese doctors and activists, the Canadian government remained unmoved and 
unwilling to acknowledge that there was a problem. In July 1975, a delegation from the 

dread of mercury is. It will be a blessing if our long years of suffering can help 

the pouring out of poisons and pollution that is spreading over this earth. If we 
can help you in changing the anxiety that you have in your hearts in even one 

The people of Minamata provided solidarity and an example of the long battle for 

-
tually came, the money could not give people back their way of life or their previous har-
mony with nature.

6 There was a public meeting where an unnamed government man told the people of Grassy Na-

Stopps gave out envelopes to people with their mercury readings, but there was no explanation 
about what the mercury levels in peoples’ bodies meant or any information about symptoms or 
effects.
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The Back of the Turtle
In his novel, Thomas King grapples with the question of individual and industrial respon-

sibility from the shifting perspectives of Dorian Asher, a captain of industry and the CEO of 
Domidion; Gabriel Quinn, a scientist coming to terms with his role in creating a defoliant that 
spilled and killed his family and Indigenous community; and the people who remained and 

The Back of the Turtle.  
King embeds intersecting and interrelated toxic narratives within the larger and 

looming problems of climate change. Dorian Asher, the CEO responsible through his deci-
-

dicted, the matter studied until the public had gotten tired of being told what was going to 
happen. Yet now that it was happening, everyone was indignant and annoyed, as though 
the longer, colder winters, the lost springs, and the tentative summers were somehow an 

-

his various ventures as CEO of Domidion, his body calls attention to the problem of his 

money to purchase luxury items like expensive condos and watches, he is also experienc-

7 in the text that loom large —those that decimate life 
and make international news— there are also markers of increasingly ordinary aspects of 
life that are marked by toxicity —a toxicity that is well within the recognized government 
regulations, but that nonetheless keeps him awake at night. Asher is due to go for tests at 
the hospital, however, he is unable to face the possible results of these tests because he 
is repeatedly reminded that all his money and all the money the company controls cannot 
stop the growing personal and global toxicity that is now invading and changing his body. 

in furniture, and wonder[ing], once again, if his health issues might be related to the bed 

7

paragraphs in the text, this short, strange incident with his mattress points to an interlock-
ing system of toxicity that the responsible companies, media, and, in this case, the sales 
person attempt to control with special coverings, deals, and reframing of the questions 
of health into personal sensitivities, thus redirecting the questions and story. In this case, 
Dorian wonders again if the symptoms he is having and the months of health problems he 

have begun to register; his mind and body are signalling danger in spite of what the gov-
ernment has deemed acceptable levels of risk or the price of doing business.   

ongoing; the third occurred in the past but continues to haunt the narrator, Gabriel Quinn. 
These narratives are clearly based on a number of other historical industrial accidents 
that are repeatedly invoked, remembered, and in some ways commemorated in the text. 
The repetition of these stories mirrors the oral storytelling quality of Ishimure’s memoir. 
Gabriel Quinn, the scientist responsible for developing a defoliant that killed his family 
and destroyed all life on his mother’s reserve, writes the names of various environmental 

connects King’s novel to the mercury poisoning of the previous discussion. 
The third major environmental/toxic narrative in the text is the missing Anguis, inter-

-
iments. The Anguis
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Postcolonial Eco-
criticism: Literature, Animals, Environment, is a classic example of environmental racism 

economically disadvantaged peoples, and in the transference of ecological problems from 

length study of just this practice, Jennifer Clapp’s 2001 Toxic Exports: The Transfer of 
Hazardous Wastes from Rich to Poor Countries opens with an excerpt from a leaked 

-

Bank be encouraging more migration of the dirty industries to the LDCs [less developed 
countries]? . . . I think the economic logic behind dumping a load of toxic waste in the 
lowest wage country is impeccable and we should face up to that. … I’ve always thought 
that under-populated countries in Africa are vastly under

toxic waste.
In King’s novel, the problem with using the Anguis to dispose of toxic waste was that  

not sink to the bottom of the ocean as Domidion hopes, it does return to the site of the 
central toxic narrative of the text. This is something of a return home, as the barge ends up 

and more-than-human life of Quinn’s mother’s reserve —a former tourist destination for 
turtle hatchings in British Columbia.

-

expensive. It used enormous amounts of fresh water and produced four times the green-
house gases of extraction from wells. More troubling was the proximity of the processing 

furans, chlorinated dioxins and phosphorous into the watershed. The river would eventu-

want us looking guilty, because we’re not. …[T]he occasional spill is the price we pay for 
-

This discussion echoes the type of rhetoric surrounding the Grassy Narrows and 

isolate the cause of the problems as mercury poisoning because of the already existing 
problems of poverty, alcoholism, drug use, and so forth. This is clearly an example of what 

Japanese and Canadian governments in relation to mercury poisoning, is unapologetic 

-

King draws attention to the disproportionate impact of oil extraction, and industry more 
generally, on nature and the lives of Indigenous people —surely an extended example of 

-

through their actions, that Indigenous lives are worth less in the daily business equations 
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-

was running clean again, and you could reach into the water and draw your hand back 

King’s ruined community and the possibility of renewal are connected to the tourist indus-
try. However, as the victims of Minamata make clear, there is also the potential through 
tourism of covering over and forgetting the suffering of the people destroyed by the toxic 
industry. Thus, one type of industry is simply replaced by another type of industry. In the 
end, regardless of how the media spins the solution, both types of industry —toxic and 
tourist— celebrate and support the same destructive model of neoliberal progress. Like-
wise, any form of tourism will have an impact on nature and the lives of the people in the 
community, whether in Minamata or on the reserve in King’s version. However, another 
version of events would suggest that by restoring the area and creating a tourist destina-
tion, the community is being given another way to survive and possibly heal. 

following the death of all nature the reserve becomes a site of dark tourism. Mara8, describes 

-
duction to Dark Tourism and Place Identity: Managing and Interpreting Dark Places, one of 

8 Gabriel is in the beginning stages of a relationship with Mara. Mara grew up with Gabriel’s sister 

thus providing livelihood for the members of the community, healing for Gabriel comes 
through community and engaging once again in the rituals of the drum circle and story-

Anishinaabe culture and in diverse ways is important to the characters in The Back of the 
Turtle
is an Anishinaabe story that has many versions and is told in different ways and by different 
characters in many of King’s works.9 The other story that is told and retold by Crisp and 

-

people sickened and died? How they continued to die in the weeks and months after? How 
the turtles and every living thing in the river’s path were destroyed? . . . It can be quite a 

The Back of the Turtle, 
appears to mirror Ishimure’s hope for the possibility of renewing the story and renewal 
through the story, as evidenced by a discussion of the survivors of the defoliant tragedy. 

widely as much as it holds true for the community of Minamata. King’s Green Grass, Run-
ning Water likewise provides a powerful example of how changing the historically racist 

Green Grass, Running Water depicts a variety of acts of resistance to the building of a 
10 Ishimure’s 

Green 
Grass, Running Water; Truth and Bright Water; and The Truth about Stories: A Native Narrative, 
among others.  

and Democracy in Thomas King;s Green Grass, Running Water
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novel Lake of Heaven likewise revolves around the long-term impacts of damming on 
Indigenous land in Japan. Ishimure is particularly concerned with the ways in which the 
relocation of the village has an impact on the local traditions, way of life, and stories of 

story, the story is still far from over. Beothuk energy is now proposing to build an off-shore 

further and future impacts of hydro-electric dams in the province. 

Strong Hearts, Native Lands: The Cultural & Political Landscape of Anishinaabe Anti-Clear-
cutting Activism

welfare in Grassy Narrows and a change to their understanding of the relationship between 
environmental degradation and their health. This understanding, as a result of the history of 
mercury poisoning their waterways, led to the Grassy Narrows community actively protest-

Nations residents’ views of the natural world. These changes ultimately set the stage for the 

grand chief and blockade supporter Leon Jourdain has to say about the connections be-

social health and, for Anishnaabe people, social health depends heavily on cultural relation-

land and health as a result of what they have learned from the impacts of mercury poisoning 

employment as a community destroyed by mercury, this more recent study shows evidence 
-

Narrows to re-write the story of the destruction of their community. The destruction of one 
way of life becomes part of the story and the prelude to the rebirth of the community.

ways in which King demonstrates forms of resistance to the building of a dam on Indigenous land. 
Importantly, Lousley connects King’s story to historical situations and legal battles around the buil-
ding of dams on Indigenous land. 

The Back of the Turtle also suggest the possibility of rebirth. There 
is the return of a turtle and the return of people to the area. However, whether the potential 
revival of tourism and return of tourists is something to celebrate or one of the problems 
related to the entire capitalist enterprise, encapsulated in this text by the all-powerful Do-
midion, is not, in fact, a part of the The Back of the Turtle. Although Mara is bitter about the 
reserve being a site of dark tourism, the return of tourists to the area as a site of nature 
tourism is seen by the members of the community as hopeful. It seems, though, that Michi-
ko Ishimure and others who fought for recognition of Minamata disease fully recognize the 
dangers of tourism as a way of forgetting the destruction of the community. However, in 
Minamata, Grassy Narrows, and the community in King’s story, survival and the life of the 
community is shaped in part by how the story is told and who is telling the story. Ultimate-
ly in the bleakest situations of poisoning and death, individuals and the environment are 
connected and both show the possibility for resilience and rebirth, in part through active 
participation in the process of telling the story. In all of these situations it is up to the indi-
vidual and community to reclaim the story from industry and government in order to shape 
the future stories to celebrate the protection of the land and people.
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