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The Significance of Our Returning to the
Starting Point of Japan's Modernization
—The Bicentennial of C. P. Thunberg’s Arrival in Japan—

Managing Director, Prof. Yuzo Takasu

Under the auspices of the Swedish Embassy and the Botanical
Society of Japan, commemorative events were held in Tokyo,
Kyoto and Nagasaki to celebrate the bicentennial of Carl

PeterThunberg’s arrival in Japan.

When we consider the western scholars who came in Japan during the Tokugawa period
of national isolation and introduced Japan -to the west by their writings, usually the fol-
lowing three names are singled out as most representative: Engelbert Kaempfer (the
German surgeon), Carl Peter Thunberg (the Swedish botanist and surgeon), and Philipp
Franz von Siebold (the German scientist). When Kaempfer stayed in Japan between 1690
and 1692, there did not exist a cultural climate favourable to the acceptance of western
knowledge and scientific thinking. His work in Japan therefore had very little impact.
In the case of Thunberg (1743-1828), however, this visit took place in 1775-76 during
the liberal rule of Tanuma Okitsugu. Although Tanuma is now remembered as a
notoriously corrupt official, it is also true of him to have held a most open attitude
toward western culture and learning in spite of the seclusionist policy of the Tokugawa
government at the time.
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Africa. Although Thunberg was foremost a botanist and physician, he was also well
acquainted with the theories of his day in various other fields, such as physics and
astronomy. This wide knowledge, which he disseminated among the Japanese scholars
that he met, became the foundations of modern science in Japan. In return for his
teachings, specimens and knowledge on the flora of Japan were offered him by his
Japanese disciples. In December 1776 he left Japan with his collections and newly-gained
knowledge on the country and its plant-world.

Returning to his homeland, he published in 1784 his monumental work “Flora Japonica”,
a compilation of the first comprehensive and scientific flora of Japan. Listed in the book
were 812 Japanese plants, with 26 new genera and 390 new species introduced. He also
wrote “Travels in Europe, Africa, and Asia, Performed between the Years 1770 and 1779,
which includes a section on Japan. In this, he introduced Japanese culture, the Japanese
people, their customs and their institutions to the western world.

In his book, he particularly praised two scholars, Katsuragawa Hoshu and Nakagawa
Jun-an, with whom he had made friends during his stay in Edo. (Edo is the former name
of Tokyo-city.) Also after he returned to Europe, Katsuragawa and Nakagawa continued
to send him dried specimens, seeds, and drugs. That Thunberg thus kept his friend-
ship with these two men and maintained a personal correspondence with them for a long
time afterwards, is indeed a heart-warming episode in the history of cultual exchange.

The reason why we chose 1776 instead of 1775 as the reckoning year for the bicentennial,
is that we believe that the latter year was the acme of this cultural exchange,
particularly as Thunberg stayed in Edo from April 27 to May 25. Maybe this year-1776-
could well be regarded as the starting point of Japan’s modernization through the appli-
cation of western science. Generally speaking, throughout the developed countries of
today, modernization began about 200 years ago. Perhaps it can be said the first
hundred years implied ascendancy, while the latter century has been marked by
decline. So have we, during the last sixty years, experienced two World Wars and the
creation of satanical nuclear Weapbns as the result of the terrible, accumulative aspects
of the policy to “enrich and strengthen a State”. Now we are facing such threats as
the so called public hazards, and a vicious inflation that will not be abated. In the
future we shall have to be contented with severe limitations placed on the available resources
such as food and energy. For these reasons, some scientists have already announced
“the end of modernization”.

When the end of a particular era seems imminent, and an ‘“age of crisis” is approaching,
there are always raised voices in favour of a return to the original point in order to
restore the social health. This certainly seems to be true in the light of past history. So
let us consider the significance of our return to the original point of the modernization of
Japan which Thunberg brought about.

First, the new science which was introduced in Japan at that time was botany. Botany is
a discipline which yields respect for nature, and urges the protection of life and the
natural environment. This was the base for Thunberg's involvement in botany and
medicine. After his time, scientific gains have been out of balance, leading to the
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creation of the atomic bomb, and caused public hazards. It seems needless to urge the
importance of us looking back to the original point of our modernization.

Secondly, following the systematic nomenclatures of his teacher, Carl von Linné, Thunberg’s
botany is a total system of nature. In his view of life and the world, every single flora
on earth (African or Japanese, e. g.) has its own reason for being beyond mere value
judgements such as beautiful, ugly, strong, weak. It might well be said that his was
a world of harmony between science and religion, between man and god.

After his time, science has developed without such religious moorings and Darwin
published his theory of evolution and natural selection, proclaiming the survival of the
fittest. The western imperialism that violated Asia and Africa does not seem to have had
nothing to do with such scientific notions.

~ And finally, I would like to turn the attention to the Swedish social and scientific climate,
which produced Linné and Thunberg and their systematic investigations of nature. Sweden
has never invaded Asia or Africa and never had a conquered territory in Asia or Africa.

The country also has pioneered the promotion of environmental protection through the
United Nations. '

In the year of the bicentennial of Thunberg’s arrival in Japan, it might therefore be well
worth to contemplate the significance of these symposia between Swedish and Japanese
that again were held as they had been two hundred years ago.

(Mainichi Shimbun, Evening, May 20, 1976.)

The present writer, Prof. Takasu in
front of C.P. Thunberg’s Monument
at Nagasaki Prefectural Library.
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