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The Ashio copper mine incident is one of Japan’s 
�rst and most famous industrial pollution cases. An 
industrialist close to the government took charge 
of the mine in the Tochigi Prefecture mountains at 
the end of the 1870s. The mine was modernized and 
extensively worked until, less than �fteen years later, 
it was ful�lling a third of the nation's copper needs. 
The exploitation of this copper deposit on an industri-
al scale lead to environmental contamination that 
spread across �ve prefectures. In response, a protest 
movement arose that lasted for almost two decades.
The protest movement forms the major part of the 
case's historiography. However, while bene�ting from 
its �ndings, this talk will rather concentrate on the gov-
ernment and the measures it took to handle the social 
and ecological crisis. Among others, the establishment 
of pollution investigation committees in 1897 and 1902 
is particularly informative, as the process of legitimiza-
tion towards a public opinion increasingly aware of the 
events leant largely on data gathered and created by 
the o�cial representatives of fast-growing disciplines 
(agronomy, medicine, engineering, etc.). Despite its 
importance, such process of legitimisation-by-scientif-
ic-knowledge has been, until now, barely studied.
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