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Locality and contamination
along the transnational asbestos
commodity chain

Jessica van Horssen

Natural resources often take widespread, diverse paths as they are
removed from their natural habitat, shipped to factories either near or
far, and processed into marketable goods available around the world. But
what happens when a natural resource is toxic? How does contamination
change at each stage along its global commodity chain? How have the
risks toxic resources pose to human health been regulated by those in
positions of power in ways that overlook those most vulnerable in society?

This chapter examines these questions by following transnational
contamination along the Canadian asbestos commodity chain, which
I call the ‘contamination chain’. For the purpose of this chapter, I will
focus on the transnational path asbestos took from Canadian mines to
factories and homes in Greater Manchester during the interwar and post-
war period. Canada extracted the majority of the world’s asbestos in the
twentieth century, and British politicians, city planners and consumers
saw the fireproof mineral as being crucial to creating safe, long-lasting
communities. When it came to asbestos, however, it was never as simple
as supply and demand, and with this chapter, I intend to broaden our
understanding of environmental and social justice through a close exam-
ination of how the people of Manchester came to experience toxicity in
both the workplace and the home.

Philosopher of science Bruno Latour calls asbestos ‘a perfect sub-
stance’, and ‘one of the last objects that can be called modernist’ before
the illusions of its modernity were revealed by large-scale disease
rates and workers’ compensation cases.! It is important to remember,
as outlined in the opening chapter of this volume, that environmental
artefacts like asbestos could only be deemed both a ‘perfect substance’



and a tool of contamination after going through an intense technological
process. In this way, asbestos is a technological artefact, reflecting both
society’s ambition to protect itself from the dangers of fire and society’s
fear of being harmed by the very thing thought to protect.

Asbestos is a fireproof mineral formed deep within the Earth’s crust
during the Devonian period between 410 and 355 million years ago, as
large land masses broke apart and collided. This occurred throughout the
world, but in the case of Canada’s ‘asbestos belt’, the mineral developed
along with the Appalachian Mountain Range in what is now the Eastern
Townships region of the French Canadian province of Quebec. The
friction and heat involved in the formation of the Appalachians chem-
ically reconstituted the serpentine rock at this particular site, and in its
re-crystallisation, the chemical composition was changed and veins of
asbestos fibre formed.? The asbestos located in this region is composed
of magnesium, silicon and oxygen (Mg,Si,Os(OH),) and is able to with-
stand temperatures in excess of 3,000°F.°

Although formed millions of years ago, the largescale human use
of asbestos only really began in the late nineteenth century when rising
population rates and the industrialisation of the Western world enabled
the development of the technological systems required to process the
mineral into marketable, fireproof goods. Surveyors for the Geological
Survey of Canada first noted the presence of asbestos in the Eastern
Townships in the 1840s and described it as a nuisance that ruined per-
fectly marketable slate.* Indeed, it wasn’t until the 1870s that the fire-
proof qualities of the mineral became more widely known and market
demand began to grow. With this came a technological revolution of the
landscape, as farms and forests began to be replaced by massive open pit
asbestos mines in the Eastern Townships of Quebec.

Examining the path asbestos took from local mine to global market,
from Canadian mines to Manchester factories and homes, informs us of
the different ways society has interpreted risk, blame and the legacies
of environmental contamination and justice. Environmental contamin-
ation rarely, if ever, respects artificial borders: wind, water and species
transport toxic resources and waste beyond seemingly contained sites,
and result in different forms of exposure and contamination.> What'’s
more, these different forms of exposure often result in different diseases,
and this chapter examines the impact history of asbestos as a techno-
logical artefact impacting health and safety in a multitude of ways within
different environments.

Asbestos exposure causes three main diseases: asbestosis, lung
cancer and mesothelioma. Asbestosis is the hardening of the fluid lining
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of the lungs due to the inhalation of large amounts of asbestos fibre
over a number of years, resulting in death by suffocation, when lungs
can no longer expand and contract with each breath. This was particu-
larly common in factory workers in places like Manchester, where large
amounts of asbestos dust would be raised in the process of manufacturing
marketable goods. Lung cancer and mesothelioma were more difficult for
medical researchers to diagnose because they usually occur after fairly
limited exposure to asbestos — a carcinogenic mineral — and so the causal
factor in these cases was often overlooked, although mesothelioma is
only caused by exposure to asbestos.

In this chapter, I analyse the different ways Canadian miners and the
people of Manchester, England became exposed to asbestos at different
stages along its contamination chain. Left untouched, deep within the
Earth’s crust, asbestos is a benign substance. It was only when humans
decided to extract the mineral and apply it to modern technologies that
the issue of contamination arose, but it did so differently along the com-
modity chain, at place-specific stages of exposure. While there can be
end points for extracted natural resources, the method of processing
and moving large quantities of the environment through technological
systems creates legacies of contamination and disease far beyond a single
resource community or end destination. Thus, this chapter examines the
significance of how locality works to define resource toxicity along trans-
national commodity chains of natural resources.

Canada’s asbestos culture

The first site of exposure to Canadian asbestos was in the mining com-
munities of the Eastern Townships of Quebec, where citizens lived (and
breathed) the industry on their doorsteps.® The residents of these com-
munities were the French Canadian Catholic ‘worker bees’ and their fam-
ilies who were disconnected from the information and resources of their
American or British counterparts due to language barriers and access
issues. Foreign companies like Britain’s Turner & Newall and America’s
Johns-Manville supplied wages, housing and medical care to these
workers, and the Catholic Church supplied the union.

Asbestos was mined in these communities in large, open cast pits
that allowed for maximum fibre extraction without the risk of collapsing
tunnels underground. Geological engineers at the turn of the twentieth
century saw open cast asbestos mining as a real advantage long before
anyone was aware of the hazards the mineral posed to human health, as
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it allowed workers access to fresh air throughout the extraction process,
which was significantly different from other mining industries like coal.”
This was a ‘healthy’ way to mine.

Indeed, once the dangers of the mineral started to become known
in places like Manchester, industry officials and doctors used Canadian
miners as evidence to prove that asbestos was not dangerous to human
health, and their open air exposure to the mineral was a key factor in this
campaign. Because of the open pits in these communities, the level of
hazardous dust exposure in the mines themselves was fairly low in com-
parison with the factory-based exposure in places like Manchester. While
there were factories in the Canadian mining communities, they were
mostly for light processing of the mineral before shipping it to larger-
scale operations located along the transnational commodity chain.

This does not mean Canadian asbestos workers were not adversely
affected by their exposure to asbestos, but rather that their diseases
often differed from those of other workers at other stages in the techno-
logical process of making asbestos marketable, resulting in lung cancer
and mesothelioma, which occurred around 30 years after first exposure.
What’s more, the companies that owned these mines kept the workers
away from independent medical researchers, and much of their disease
realities were obscured by a sophisticated and deliberate corporate effort
to hide the hazards of asbestos.® As long as those exposed to the min-
eral in its purest form remained healthy, the companies invested in the
industry could claim the diseases that occurred in Manchester factory
workers, for example, were caused by other materials added along the
technological process.

Company doctors did not inform these isolated Canadian workers
when they contracted asbestos-related disease. The French Canadian
workers themselves did not have access to literature on the hazards of
the mineral written in their own language. Union leaders were primarily
interested in showcasing the mild temperament of their members to make
the industry appealing to foreign investors, especially in comparison to
the more radical socialist movements sweeping Britain and the United
States in the first decades of the twentieth century. This culminated in
an intense local pride in Canadian asbestos communities, rooted in the
mistaken belief that their work was helping make the world safe, and
their product was not what was causing workers at other sites along the
commodity chain harm. Once we follow shipments of raw asbestos out of
the Canadian mines and mining communities, however, it becomes clear
how site-specific exposure during the technological process of making
the mineral marketable changes understandings of risk and toxicity.
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Manchester’s asbestos culture

While Manchester may be more widely known historically as
‘Cottonopolis’ and a birthplace of the Industrial Revolution,? it is this
city’s history with the cotton industry that made it an ideal place for an
asbestos processing industry to develop.!® Because it is a fibrous min-
eral, asbestos is broken apart during the technological process it requires
to become a marketable good. In many cases, the mineral’s fibres are
initially carded and woven much in the same way as cotton, and the
two were often blended to create asbestos cloth for a variety of goods,
including firefighting and military uniforms, as well as aprons, ironing
board covers and oven mitts.

While the fireproof qualities of asbestos had been known for cen-
turies, with Charlemagne even having an asbestos table cloth for
party tricks,!' it is a natural resource particularly suited to modern,
industrialised societies. The intense industrialisation process undertaken
during the World Wars, combined with the fact that Britain owned sev-
eral of the Canadian asbestos mines, meant that it was one of the only
European countries importing this valuable material, which the American
Minerals Yearbook termed ‘indispensable to modern life’ in 1939.12

Over the span of the first half of the twentieth century, asbestos
became part of the culture in Manchester. Not only was the cotton industry
particularly suited for an asbestos transition, but so too were the people.
Manchester shared this ‘asbestos culture’ with those in the mining com-
munities of Canada, although it had important, site-specific differences
as well, rooted in the different forms of exposure that occurred on the
factory floor, compared with the open mine.

The context in which British factory workers experienced and
accessed information on industrial disease also differed from that of their
Canadian counterparts. Britain had a much longer history of a strong
labour movement, workers generally went to doctors who weren’t paid by
the companies they worked for, and the asbestos workers in Manchester
spun, wove and processed the mineral in a way that created much more
dustin a confined space compared with the Canadian miners who worked
in an open pit.'* These British factories were a new ‘site of contamination’
for Canadian asbestos and they fostered a disease awareness that was
simply non-existent in Canada at this time.

Although Britain had no domestic asbestos mines, it is where the
first recorded death from asbestos-related disease in the world occurred
in 1907. This death of a British textile worker was subject to an inquest,
which discovered the victim’s lungs had hardened due to the inhalation
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of asbestos fibres, but no action against the resource or the industry
followed, and market demand for the mineral continued to grow. The
fact that the first recorded asbestos-related death occurred in Britain,
rather than in any of the mining communities that interacted with the
mineral in its rawest form, is indicative of the impact of technological
processing on the resource, bringing it into contact with humans in a way
that had never been experienced before.

After the textile worker’s death in 1907, the British medical com-
munity was tuned into the asbestos situation. When asbestos textile fac-
tory worker Nellie Kershaw died in 1924, her cause of death was quickly
determined as being asbestos, and her family was the first to successfully
sue an asbestos company for wrongful death.!* Kershaw had worked as
a spinner for British asbestos magnates Turner & Newall in Rochdale,
Greater Manchester. Turner & Newall owned and operated mines in both
Canada and what is now Zimbabwe, and used a mixture of asbestos fibres
in their operations.'®

Kershaw had worked for Turner & Newall from 1903, when she
was 12, until 1922, when she was unable to work due to her increasingly
severe disease, and obtained a National Health Insurance certificate of ill
health due to ‘asbestos poisoning’. She would have been exposed to large
amounts of raw asbestos at work, and would have taken it home in her
hair and on her clothing at the end of each shift.!” Despite this obvious
connection, Turner & Newall refused to assist the Kershaw family when
she became unable to work.

Dr W.E. Cooke investigated Kerhsaw’s death for the British Medical
Journal in 1924 and discovered that her lungs were hardened beyond the
ability to function due to being packed full of asbestos fibre. Two years
later, American asbestos giant, the Johns-Manville Co., faced its first
claim for compensation from textile workers in New Jersey, although
there remained no claims from Canadian miners, again supporting the
corporate lie that Canadian asbestos was benign.'® Cooke coined the
term ‘asbestosis’ in 1927 to describe the fatal disease that Kershaw and
others had developed.'® This was the first asbestos-related disease to be
named, and textile factory workers were particularly vulnerable to it due
to the high amount of fibre they were exposed to in an enclosed space.

Asbestosis resembled another industrial lung disease rooted in
a natural resource that British factory workers were quite familiar
with: byssinosis. Especially common in the textile factories located
in and around Manchester, byssinosis occurs when lungs fill up with
microscopic cotton fibre, resulting in a hardening of the lining and suf-
focation.?’ Thus it appeared that while a different natural fibre caused
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asbestosis, its symptoms and progression were similar to other industrial
diseases British textile workers were all too familiar with. The British
state had shown little inclination to prevent byssinosis, and the same was
true for asbestosis. As long as the disease remained within the factory
walls, it was not of prime concern to legislators, especially when regu-
lating dust exposure in workers would likely result in slower production
rates and lower profits.

By comparison, at this point Canadian asbestos miners had very
little information about the state of their bodies, nor did they have any
legal recourse if and when they did get ill: asbestos-related disease was not
eligible for workers’ compensation claims in Canada, and most Canadian
asbestos workers were not even unionised by the time of Kershaw’s
death.?! While asbestosis grew to be particularly common in British fac-
tories, only a fraction of Canadian asbestos miners were diagnosed with
the disease, largely because their exposure to the mineral occurred in a
completely different site of contamination, with open pit mining being
the majority worker activity, rather than indoor processing.?

Industrial vs domestic exposure

While Cooke’s identification of asbestosis made both local and national
news in Britain,? it seemed to be simply yet another industrial disease
that the working class was vulnerable to, not the general public, so there
was no immediate risk prevention regulation to address this problem.
Dust was simply a fact of life for many factory workers in Britain at the
time,>* and it was not seen as something that could — or should — be
changed. Throughout this period, reporting on dust exposure and dis-
ease was common practice for the British press, especially the local
newspapers in the north-west of England. Knowledge about this risk to
workers’ health was very public, yet action to prevent it was very slow.
A public acknowledgement and discussion of asbestosis was almost non-
existent in Canada at this time, with the first newspaper article on asbes-
tosis only appearing in 1949.%° There were research articles in Canadian
medical journals prior to this, but these were inaccessible to French
Canadian asbestos miners, and they were largely edited by the British
and American companies that operated the mines.?

Despite a general awareness of the dangers asbestos posed to
human health in Britain, the problem appeared to be in the dust that
was raised while processing asbestos, not in the actual material that was
becoming increasingly embedded in so many homes and businesses. This
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was a problem with the technological system the natural resource was
processed through on its way to becoming home insulation, an additive
to paint, shingles and cement or even brake pad linings for the growing
automobile-reliant population. In fact, it wasn’t until asbestos-related
disease began appearing outside the factory walls that public awareness
morphed into public fear.

Indeed, early twentieth-century newspaper advertisements from
Manchester indicate how all-pervasive the mineral was in the everyday
life of the region’s residents. A large advertisement published in the
Manchester Guardian in 1919 claimed that asbestos was ‘the most per-
fect scientific building material ... fire-resisting, economical, weather-
proof and durable’, and would allow homes to be built faster and better
than wooden houses.?” Another ad, published one year later, boasted
about how ‘ideal’ asbestos cement was for bungalows and schools in the
Manchester region.?® Because of the manufacturing tradition of north-
west England, the factories of the region were particularly adaptable
to all types of asbestos processing, whether it be for fabric or building
materials. Furthermore, companies like Turner & Newall, as well as Bell’s
Asbestos, were active in the Manchester community. Although Turner &
Newall did not assist Nellie Kershaw’s family when she became too ill to
work due to her occupational exposure to asbestos, in 1923, they proudly
donated to the hospitals and infirmaries of Manchester and Salford,
helping raise two million shillings and appearing on the Roll of Honour
given to the Duke of York on 6 November 1923, less than a year before
Kershaw’s death.?

Homes and hospitals were other ‘sites of contamination’ along the
transnational asbestos commodity chain. Because the asbestos in these
sites was usually contained behind walls or underneath flooring, exposure
to the mineral was significantly less than occurred in factories. It took
much longer for awareness of this contamination to develop because it
took longer for the diseases caused by this sort of slow exposure to mani-
fest in the families who lived in these homes, or to catch the attention of
the medical professionals who worked in these hospitals. In fact, hospitals
often used asbestos in the treatment of other diseases. In 1935, the min-
eral was used to line baths used by patients suffering from rheumatoid
arthritis and was deemed a ‘versatile ally of medicine’, along with tech-
nologies such as the X-ray.*° Despite rising disease rates in factory workers,
it appeared as though Britain could not get enough asbestos.

As an industrial hub, Manchester was a main target during the
Second World War, which brought the local population an appreciation
for fireproof homes, as well as an urgent need for new ones.*! Thousands

LOCALITY AND CONTAMINATION

69



70

of homes were destroyed by German bombing in Manchester, as well as
other urban industrial centres like London, Liverpool and Birmingham.
Children were evacuated to the countryside, factories were destroyed
and entire neighbourhoods were erased. Realising this was a growing
crisis, especially as the displaced population continued to increase, the
British government passed the Temporary Housing Act in 1944, which
saw over 100,000 prefabricated asbestos homes assembled all over
Britain, including in Manchester. The Canadian Parliament discussed
these prefabricated homes, as many of them were constructed with the
mineral mined in Canada’s asbestos belt.

After much of Manchester’s city centre and industrial zone was
destroyed by German bombing campaigns, the town council saw an
opportunity.®? The people who lived in these parts of Manchester were
typically poor working-class families, and there were a lot of them: over-
population was a serious problem. When their homes were destroyed,
Manchester City Council attempted to influence or change the social
standing of its displaced residents while rebuilding the town so it had
a modern urban centre. At the time, even though there was a general
awareness about the health risks of the mineral in the UK, the need for
fireproof, durable homes was too great to omit one of the most important
natural resources of the modern era.

While these prefabricated houses were purchased under the ‘tem-
porary homes’ programme, many of the small prefabricated asbestos
bungalows remained on Britain’s urban landscape for decades following
the war, and many still remain today.>* Asbestos was a fundamental part
of these prefabricated homes, as sheet after sheet of asbestos cement
were used as walls, floors and ceilings to ensure the families who lived
in these structures would be safe from the dangers of fire.>* By the end
of the Second World War, medical and newspaper reports of asbestos-
related disease still only focused on those who developed it through fac-
tory exposure. As far as regulators were concerned, the general public
was safe once housed in structures that had indoor plumbing, electri-
city and state of the art insulation: these homes offered modernity to an
urban working class previously stuck in city centre slums.

From the factory to the home: changing sites of
exposure and contamination

Medical knowledge of asbestos-related disease beyond asbestosis and
beyond the factory walls took decades to develop, and even longer for
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this knowledge to spread further than confidential industry memos.
However, the slow exposure to asbestos that occurred in domestic sites of
contamination, as well as in schools, hospitals and government buildings,
was eventually the mineral’s undoing.

Asbestos causes cancer. Asbestos-related cancers, such as lung
cancer and mesothelioma, largely occur in people who are exposed to
smaller levels of asbestos fibre. This is the type of exposure that occurs
in home renovations, or simply through interacting with asbestos-based
products in the home, including aprons and oven gloves. It also widely
occurred in Canadian asbestos miners working in an open pit, where dust
levels were relatively low.

While the industry used the apparently low rates of asbestosis in
Canadian asbestos workers as evidence that the mineral was safe, they
also secretly studied the health of these workers because they knew this
was untrue. The studies took a variety of forms, but culminated in the
secret autopsy of deceased Canadian miners’ lungs, which were then
transported across the international border to Saranac Laboratory in
upstate New York, where they were studied without any public knowl-
edge or repercussion in the 1940s and 1950s.%° It was at this lab in 1943
that chief researcher Dr Leroy Gardner ‘unintentionally’ discovered that
asbestos caused cancer.’® Saranac researchers discovered 70 cases of
unreported asbestos-caused lung cancer in these lungs by 1958.5” The
families of these deceased miners were never notified, and the risk of
cancer to those with low exposure to asbestos was covered up by industry
leaders.

As with the case of asbestosis, it was more difficult to hide asbestos-
related disease from workers and the public in Britain because of an
engaged labour movement and independent medical researchers who
had access to those working with the mineral. The low exposure that led
to cancer developing in Canadian miners was also the type of exposure
factory workers were vulnerable to once regulation had reduced the
amount of fibre dust in the workplace. Manchester’s asbestos workers
were among the first to be publicly diagnosed with asbestos-related
cancer.

In an article published in a 1960 edition of the Lancet, Dr E.E. Keal
examined the causes of death of men and women suffering from asbes-
tosis in British processing and manufacturing plants over a prolonged
period of time. Keal found that while the majority of male subjects
with asbestosis died of carcinoma of the lung, the bulk of the female
asbestos-related deaths were caused by carcinoma of the ovary and
breast, suggesting that the interaction between asbestos and the female
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body was unique.®® While the asbestos industry did not want the dangers
asbestos posed to human health to become general knowledge, it espe-
cially wanted to avoid any connection between low exposure to asbestos
and cancer, which was a disease workers and the general public under-
stood much more than they did asbestosis.

As reports on the connection between asbestos and cancer spread
through British society, Liverpool dockworkers refused to unload
shipments of asbestos in 1967 unless they were packaged in dust-proof
containers, and in March 1968, the British government banned imports
of crocidolite asbestos because of the risk it posed to both workers and the
general public.®® Britain continued to import chrysotile asbestos beyond
this point, however, as the health realities of Canadian miners remained
hidden, and thus the mineral was still understood to be safe. However,
low exposure disease rates remained threatening to the industry because
it meant that the domestic and public realm could also be vulnerable to
industrial — and environmental — contamination.

Houses in Manchester were a prime location of this contamination.
In 1931, Manchester purchased a neighbouring part of Cheshire, on the
southern border of the city, in order to address the rising crisis of urban
overpopulation. The city had been developing this land since the 1920s,
and following the devastation of the Second World War the council fully
developed the suburb of Wythenshawe to rehome displaced families.** In
her examinations of the South African asbestos industry, historian Nancy
Jacobs explains that, ‘it is necessary to recognize that environmental and
social justice are linked and that power imbalances will determine the
ways men and women, rich and poor, and blacks and whites live with
each other and the natural world’.*' While asbestos was used in most
post-war homes and other buildings because of its remarkable ability to
prevent the spread of fire, once the threat of domestic asbestos exposure
became public, this was a low-income community that was forgotten by
the city when it was arranging asbestos-removal plans, despite the homes
largely being owned by the council.

From its beginning, urban planners saw Wythenshawe as the ideal
location to house underprivileged families from Manchester’s city centre,
because it was more or less a blank, green, and leafy canvas. Tree-lined
streets, grassy parks and asbestos-filled homes soon came to define
Wythenshawe, and it was part of ‘the Garden City’ movement that began
in Britain at the start of the twentieth century, which emphasised the
importance of green spaces.*

Wythenshawe quickly went from open farmland to one of the lar-
gest social housing communities in Europe. Asbestos was fundamental to
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this community project, as well as many others like it. This all sounded
ideal, and as though asbestos and Manchester were a perfect match, not
only in the region’s factories, but also in its homes.

The illusions of Wythenshawe’s modernity can be seen as a social
experiment designed to elevate the status of the urban poor through
Victorian notions of the benefits of green space. In fact, the motivation
for this project was similar to the sentiment expressed in early asbestos
building material advertisements relating to the speed and perfection it
would add when building family homes: governments and businesses
looked to the natural environment to shape the behaviours of its
population.

In reality, moving poor working-class families out of the urban
centre where their jobs were based, and into a distant suburb that didn’t
have access to reliable public transport, shops or other community infra-
structure, eventually became a major problem. Parents were home late
from work, the leafy streets and parks offered good cover for criminals,
and the asbestos-containing materials and products in these homes posed
a serious threat to the health of local underprivileged families, which has
yet to be addressed.

Conclusion

Despite the corporate interest in keeping contamination in factories,
asbestos was used in new housing and public buildings in Britain for
much of the twentieth century, not just those inhabited by the working
class. This was a domestic toxic time bomb just waiting to go off. Once
the public realised the threat of non-industrial contamination, however,
middle- and upper-class homeowners had the disposable income to get
rid of the asbestos in their homes.

Residents of communities like Wythenshawe, however, were
less able to make these changes. A pamphlet sent to residents of
Wythenshawe by the council’s Community Housing Group in the 2000s
acknowledged the threat of asbestos in the community’s homes, but
emphasised that residents should not panic, stating that as long as they
did not do any renovations or other activities that could disturb the fibre,
they would be fine.** Access to safe homes and reliable knowledge about
asbestos contamination remains limited for Manchester’s working-class
residents, and these limitations have deep historical roots.

Asbestos as a technological and environmental artefact has
impacted human health in different ways depending on the locality
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in which people were exposed to the mineral. This varied from open
air exposure in Canada’s asbestos mines, intense dust exposure in
Manchester’s factories, and limited, yet still harmful exposure in com-
munities like Wythenshawe. Social class has been a significant factor
in the degree to which people were exposed to the mineral, as well as
the speed by which government regulators managed — and continue
to manage — the risk. Understanding the different ways asbestos was
deemed to be toxic in different localities along its transnational com-
modity chain informs us of the ways in which techno-environmental
artefacts are manipulated and managed, and the human repercussions
of these processes.
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