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Carl Peter Thunberg: Traveller, Scientist  - 

Transculturator? 

 

By Marie Peffenköver 

 

ABSTRACT 

This study aims at scrutinizing to what extent Thunberg acted as a transculturator in promoting a 
knowledge exchange between the European and Japanese culture. The concept of the transculturator, 
as it was first formulated by Pratt (1992), consists of three elements: the transport of foreign 
knowledge to the home culture, the injection of one’s own cultural knowledge into the foreign culture 
and the representation of both cultures involved as equal to one another. In the course of the 
following analysis, all three elements are examined separately with regard to scientific and cultural-
linguistic knowledge and by considering the original Swedish version and the German, English and 
French translations of Thunberg’s travelogue. The paper argues that Thunberg clearly fulfils the role 
of a transculturator through the promotion of a two-sided socio-cultural dialogue between Europe and 
Japan which influenced the academic and everyday world in both countries. Yet, the research also 
claims that Thunberg was limited in this role through a presentation-perception paradox; that is, the 
discrepancy between the presentation and consumption of data due to differences among the 
translations, historical developments and varying cultural backgrounds. These findings are likely to 
sensitize further studies of the scope and problems of knowledge transfers between two different 
cultures. 

 

 

1. Introduction 

It must have been a shocking and confusing sight, seeing masts with strange flags appearing on the 

horizon: It was in 1543 when the first Portuguese ship reached Japan and the encounter of two entirely 

different cultures heralded a new era of politico-cultural relations for both countries (see Figure 1). Since 

no written records of the very first European-Japanese meeting exist, it will remain unknown which 

words were spoken and how both sides communicated in the beginning. However, what is known is that 

with the discoveries of America through Christopher Columbus in 1492 and of Japan, the then rapidly 

expanding Europe realized significant maculae albae in its geographical awareness – an experience which 

had a profound effect on its Eurocentric self-image (Conte-Helm, 2012, pp. 1-2).    

To fill these knowledge gaps, travellers became the new sources of information on the “new world”, thus 

being the key figures of an age of cultural inquisitiveness and knowledge transfer. Although these 

journeys were often risky, the mysterious aura of hidden countries attracted many to undertake these 

travels into the unknown. Expanding their routes from North America to Japan, from the Cape of Good 

Hope to Indonesia and to the small but curious Sandwich Islands, travellers and their cultural 

confrontations quickly span networks of encounter that, as Eder (2003) put it, led to a “revolutionary 

expansion of science” (pp. 83-86).        

Perhaps the most famous traveller who explored Japan was the Swede Carl Peter Thunberg. With his 

travelogue Travels in Europe, Africa and Asia Performed Between the Years 1770 and 1779 being 

published in four different languages after his return (Jung, 2002, pp. 75-77), Thunberg actively and 

significantly furthered the construction of a vast information network and the mutual exchange of 

knowledge between both cultures. However, what is conspicuous about the literature on Carl Peter 
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Thunberg and his travelogue is that most authors (see for example Fodstad, 1982; Ueno, 1964; Numata, 

1964, Nordenstamm, 2013; Screech, 2012) apply an exclusively one-sided focus on assessing 

Thunberg’s work and influence by concentrating on how Thunberg’s knowledge helped the Japanese to 

fill their knowledge gaps.          

However, having brought knowledge to both Japan and Europe through his travelogue, Thunberg clearly 

appears as the mediating channel between both cultures. To describe such a cultural arbitrage, the US-

American linguist Marie Louise Pratt (2008; 1st edition 1992) has developed the concept of the 

“transculturator”. According to Pratt (2008), a transculturator is defined as a person who transports 

knowledge of foreign origin to Europe and produces European knowledge in an alien cultural 

environment. Moreover, a transculturator is said to present the knowledge in such a way that both 

parties involved perceive the other culture as equal (pp. 132-134). However, the concept of the 

transculturator was so far used to describe the person of Alexander von Humboldt, although Thunberg 

appears to qualify for this description as well.        

Consequently, this paper sets out to test to what extent Carl Peter Thunberg can be seen as a 

transculturator in promoting a knowledge exchange between Europe and Japan. Furthermore, as the 

depiction of the foreign Other as cultural equivalent is an essential and intrinsic part of a transculturator, 

this analysis examines the sub-question how the scientific, cultural and linguistic insights which Thunberg 

transported to Europe were perceived by his European audience. In the course of the following analysis, 

this paper argues that Thunberg clearly fulfils the role of a transculturator in that he promoted a two-

sided socio-cultural dialogue between Europe and Japan and thus influenced the academic and everyday 

world in both countries.            

Yet, Thunberg was also limited in his function, because a discrepancy between Thunberg’s presentation 

of the Japanese know-how as Japanese and the Europeans’ perception of this knowledge as European 

exists. I call this gap the presentation-perception paradox. This discrepancy results from differences in 

the translation of the travelogue and cultural-historical influences on human perception. Re-assessing 

Thunberg’s trans-cultural function is relevant in that it might help to eliminate the impression that Japan 

was “enlightened” through European education. Instead, both cultures influenced each other mutually.

 The first part of the chapter will present the analytical framework applied in this study by 

describing the concept of transculturation in relation to its opposite – biculturation – in greater detail.  

The second section then gives a historical overview of Thunberg’s journey and his travelogue. Third, an 

extensive analysis of Thunberg’s influence on Japan and, fourth, the impact of Japanese knowledge onto 

Europe will follow. Finally, the fifth section examines the presentation-perception paradox in Europe’s 

absorption of Thunberg’s insights into Japan. The conclusion then discusses the main findings.   

 

2. Analytical Framework 

This chapter analyses Carl Peter Thunberg’s role with regard to the exchange of knowledge within the 

analytical framework of the concept of transculturation. The concept of transculturation was first 

developed by the Cuban political scientist Fernando Ortiz in 1940 to describe “an active, self-conscious, 

cultural combination that is a tool for aesthetic or critical production” (Moreiras, 2001, p. 185). That is to 

say that transculturation refers to the active acceptance of a foreign lifestyle as it is. This trans-cultural 

respect is promoted both through the written and the spoken word, so that language has the role of 

organizing and re-producing the “skeleton” of some culture and traditions in order to make it more 

understandable to external forces (ibid).          
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Hence, transculturation as the suffix –tion indicates, is the process of learning a new culture and, in this 

regard, presents a form of socialization. This procedure creates a learning environment within which 

individuals gain knowledge from and about each other’s culture. Yet, the simple educational effect alone 

is not the backbone of transculturation. The essential element, the sine qua non, is the recognition of the 

other culture as equal to one’s own culture, so that the “Other” is no longer opposed to the “Self” but 

equalized with it. In this sense, transculturation appears as a social relation or an “engaged 

representation” (Huffmann, 2010, p. 175) that continues for a lifetime (Moreiras, 2001, p. 187).  

 However, transculturation does not mean that a culture needs to embrace or internalize the 

other culture. Instead, proponents of the concept believe that individuals are capable of fully keeping 

their own culture while simultaneously fully accepting another culture meaning that there is no cultural 

loss. The process of transculturation is particularly set in motion when two cultures having no previous 

knowledge about each other are mutually contrasted. Consequently, transculturation is “a phenomenon 

of the contact zone” (Pratt, 2008, p. 4), a “social space where cultures, meet, clash and grapple with 

each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power” (ibid, p. 34).    

A transculturator then is someone who transports knowledge between two cultures by claiming that both 

contribute a value-added to the intercourse of both communities. Moreover, this knowledge transfer shall 

not be of an immediate nature, but have a long-lasting effect: By recognizing the Other as equal, a social 

dialogue is promoted which creates the wish to learn with rather than about one’s opposite. 

Consequently, a transculturator must fulfil three criteria: He or she transports knowledge to Europe, 

produces European knowledge in a foreign environment so that the knowledge becomes self-producing 

and encourages the perception of the other culture as equal (ibid, pp. 132-134). Thus, transculturation is 

an idealistic concept that arose during the period of cultural idealism and openness of the 1990s.

 Despite its idealized character which recently induced scholars to extricate themselves from it, 

using the concept of the transculturator has the added value of detaching the notion of a cultural 

knowledge exchange from the idea of one-sided scientific prevalence. Most readers and also researchers 

would – unconsciously – look at how Europe has influenced Japan and how European knowledge helped 

the Japanese to become what they are today – a leading country in innovation, research and sciences. 

Hence, the idea of exchanging knowledge is burdened with the normative notion of cultural finalité 

(Lehmkuhl, Lüsebrink, McFalls, 2015, p. 10). However, transculturation relaxes this definiteness by 

placing a nuanced focus on the mutual influence of cultures.      

    

 

3. Thunberg in the Eighteenth Century: The Linnaean Spirit 

The life of Carl Peter Thunberg (see Figure 2) has been subject to a vast range of biographies; yet, since 

the focus of this analysis lies on examining Thunberg’s trans-cultural functioning, only a brief overview of 

his life will be given1. Carl Peter Thunberg was born in Jönköping, Sweden, in 1743, a time when the 

spirit of the Enlightenment which emphasized the rational use of reasoning flourished in the country 

(Jung, 2002, pp. 18-20). Marked by this context, Thunberg entered the University of Uppsala in 1761. 

There, he became a student of Carl Linnaeus, the most famous botanist and natural scientist of Sweden, 

giving birth to the “Linneanum”– the years of Linnaeus (Skuncke, 2013, p. 15).   

       

                                                           
1 For a detailed discussion of Thunberg’s life, his work and his scientific career, see for example Skuncke (2013) 
or Jung (2002).  
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Figure 2 should go here 

 

Following in his master’s footsteps, Thunberg studied botany, medicine and philosophy in which he 

successfully graduated in 1767. But his contact to Linnaeus did not only grant him an excellent 

education. Being one of Linnaeus’ best students and, as Screech (2012) puts it, “a person of acute mind” 

(p. 2), Thunberg soon became one of “Linnaeus’ apostles” – a group of young, well-educated students 

around Linnaeus who were encouraged to explore the unknown places of the world and increase Europe’s 

knowledge about them2.     

Likewise, Linnaeus encouraged Thunberg in 1770 to travel to Paris and Amsterdam in order to deepen 

his knowledge on botany and medicine. In the Dutch city of Leiden where Thunberg decided to stop over 

in 1771, he encountered the Dutch physician Johannes Burman, himself a former student of Linnaeus, 

and his son Nicolaas (Svedelius, 1944, p. 129). As Thunberg’s reputation had rushed on ahead of him, 

the Burmans as well as Councillor Laurens Theodor Gronovius of Leiden convinced him to travel to the 

East Indies to collect specimen of plants and animals for the botanic gardens of the city. For this 

purpose, Gronovius even organized a Dutch travel permit that allowed Thunberg to enter one of the 

ships of the Dutch East India Trading Company (V.O.C) and travel as a Dutch physician (Rietbergen, 

2004, pp. 51-52). Since 1637, only the Dutch were allowed to maintain commercial contacts with a 

selected part of the Japanese population, having agreed to stringent conditions imposed by the 

shogunate. Hence, Dutch merchants were restricted in their freedom to move and were forbidden to 

neither show nor talk about their religion on Japanese soil (Totman, 2000, p.275). Therefore, Thunberg 

had to learn Dutch before his departure from Europe in 17713. Between 1775 and 1776, he stayed in 

Japan.  

Consequently, Thunberg was not only influenced by the fundamental socio-political changes that took 

place in the Swedish and European societies, but was marked by a highly scientific background whose 

systematic rationality shaped his view on Japan and his travelogue. The point of time for Thunberg’s 

journey and the publication of his travelogue as well as the destination of his journey were by no means 

a coincidence. In general, three reasons for his travel can be found in the relevant literature.  

 First, the Japanese period of isolation, sakoku, meant that from 1609 onwards, Japan was kept 

closed from outsiders and, as the Dutch were jealously protecting their rich colonies from the other 

European powers, was an obscure land for most Europeans. Only in 1690, a German physician, Engelbert 

Kaempfer, had spent two years on the small island of Deshima in the bay of Nagasaki, thus presenting 

one of the few telescopes into the world of the Japanese. However, his travelogue, The Description of 

Japan, was only published in 1727. Since then, for over half a century, no new insights had been 

published over Japan; Europe was hungry for news. Second, the Age of Enlightenment emphasized 

values such as inquisitiveness, critical thinking and reasoning for whose realization expeditions to 

unexplored countries were a popular tool. Finally, Thunberg’s own scientific curiosity added a personal 

                                                           
2 Among Linnaeus’ apostles were inter alia Pehr Kalm who went to North America, Anders Sparrmann and 
Daniel Solander. They are known for their extensive contribution to the knowledge on the “new world” as well 
as their positive influence on the development of human rights and democracy in Sweden and Europe (Sörlin, 
2008, p. 121).  
3 His first destination was the Cape of Good Hope where he stayed from 1772 to 1774 in order to deepen his 

studies and perfect his Dutch. However, the focus of this paper will lie on Japan as this was Thunberg’s main 

destination.  



5 
 

motive to these reasons. The time was ripe for new knowledge on Japan (Jung, 2002, pp. 90-92; 

Screech, 2012, p. 242; Rietbergen, 2004, p. 65).                      

Thunberg’s travelogue appeared in Swedish between 1788 and 1796 in four volumes; three of them are 

written in diary form, while the fourth book takes the form of a general description in which Thunberg 

appears as the ubiquitous third-person narrator (Screech, 2012, p. 20). This paper will especially work 

with the third volume, Travels in Europe, Africa and Asia Performed Between the Years 1770 and 1779 as 

it focuses on Thunberg’s stay in Japan. Next to the original Swedish version of this volume, published in 

1791, and the English version (1796), this analysis uses parts of the German and French publications 

(both released in 1794) to compare their content and narrative. Such a comparison is relevant as all 

editions diverge from the Swedish original.        

According to Skuncke (2013), the English version “is surprisingly competent” (p. 262) in that it keeps 

both Thunberg’s personal narrative and most of the original content4. However, Charles Hopson, the 

translator for the English version and an employee of the London publisher’s house F. & C. Rivington, has 

introduced a preface where Thunberg’s narrative is criticised as being “too circumstantial and particular” 

(Thunberg, 1796, p. xii) and where he compares Thunberg – to his disadvantage – to Sparrmann and 

Lamarck.    

On the German market, several versions appeared. Already in 1792, the Bossische Buchhandlung in 

Berlin published a translation of the third volume which had been translated by the German botanist Kurt 

Sprengel and included remarks by the renowned natural scientist Johann Reinhold Forster. Yet, to 

maximise profits gained from Thunberg’s travelogue, one and a half years later, in 1794, the famous 

publishing house Haude and Spener in Berlin decided to publish a multivolume which was translated by 

the German interpreter Christian Heinrich Groskurd and left without any additional remarks (Pyl, 1879, 

p. 743). Since Skuncke (2013, p. 263) considers this version to be close to the original content  as 

Groskurd simply divided the travelogue into sections and divisions together with a table of contents to 

mitigate Thunberg’s quite unstructured writing, this paper will work with the version of 1794.   

The French version, translated by the linguist Louis-Mathieu Langlès, has been subject to the most 

changes. Langlès not only transformed Thunberg’s rather rational and scientific style into a very poetic 

language, but also included comparisons to China and India to grant the reader a broader 

contextualization. Footnotes were added as well (Skuncke, 2013, pp. 260-266). Hence, this analysis is 

mainly based on the English, German and Swedish version and uses the French publication only for 

matters of complementarity.  

 

4. Europe in Japan 

That Thunberg undertook his travels to Japan in the second half of the eighteenth century had a 

significant impact on the conventional image of Japan which had dominated Europe’s conception for a 

century. As Rietbergen (2004) and Edström (2000) respectively have shown, the earliest European 

perception of Japan was that of an erudite and noble civilization which was praised by many Jesuit 

travellers of the seventeenth century as a community of sophisticated perfection. These positive 

perceptions of Japan expressed itself through a strong focus on political and social structures of the 

country as it can also be observed in Kaempfer’s travelogue. Yet, with the advance of the Enlightenment, 

the European (often academic) readership started to demand more information on scientific knowledge of 

the Japanese. This quest for more rationality is for example epitomized within the writings of Pehr Kalm’s 

                                                           
4 Few details that were considered unimportant such as Thunberg’s letter conversations with French professors 
during his stay in Japan have been deleted (Skuncke, 2013, p. 262). 
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North America travels which he undertook only two decades before Thunberg’s journey (Edström, 2000, 

p. 512; Rietbergen, 2004, pp. 57-59). Consequently, the following analysis will examine both the 

scientific knowledge that Thunberg transferred and the cultural and linguistic insights. The split-up into 

scientific and cultural knowledge allows for giving a more-or-less equal weight to both parts of the 

knowledge transfer. Otherwise, the cultural-linguistic part, although it is less compared to its scientific 

counterpart, might get lost in the flood of information.  

 

4. 1 Scientific Knowledge Transfers 

“Science” (Wissenschaft) is a very broad term that actually embraces numerous disciplines such as 

medicine, chemistry, physics, but also cultural science, linguistic science and anthropology. Yet, in order 

to pursue the abovementioned structure, this part focuses on the natural part of science, which was the 

focus of Thunberg’s education. Thunberg’s scientific influences on Japan can be grouped into four 

categories of which each will be examined in greater detail: These are medicine, anatomy, botany and 

educational influences.      

Thunberg’s first and also most lasting scientific influence was the teaching of medical practices, 

treatments and medicine that were unknown to the Japanese but constituted a long-known part of 

medical cures in Europe. For Fodstad (1982), this even renders him “the pioneer of occidental medicine 

in Japan”. The teaching of medical knowledge constructed the basis of Thunberg’s communication 

networks with the interpreters of Deshima which, next to the relevant local authorities, were the only 

ones who were allowed to keep regular contact to the Dutch merchants. As Thunberg (1791) himself 

noted in the original version of his travelogue, the main correspondence took place via short notes which 

dealt with medical tips of his side and knowledge of botany or special plants on the side of the 

interpreters (p. 247). Like this, Thunberg upheld a constant and dynamic network of information that 

promoted “an intercultural exchange at work on an everyday level” (Skuncke, 2013, p. 123).   

Soon, Thunberg’s excellent reputation and his notes to the interpreters went around, so that he was 

granted more freedom to move within Nagasaki and the immediate vicinity. From April 1775 onwards, he 

was thus able to directly construct personal networks of encounter and also to get into contact with local 

knowledge brokers for the first time (ibid, p. 30). During this time, Thunberg’s main contribution lay in 

the teaching of ways to cure venereal diseases such as syphilis which constituted a great problem for the 

local population. For example, he introduced a mercury treatment which gave great relief to the 

Japanese who were suspicious of the cure of vomiting promoted by the Dutch physicians (Fodstad, 1982, 

p. 578).   

With obvious pride, Thunberg notes: 

I have taken great pains this year to teach the doctors...as well as the interpreters in the Dutch factory 
to cure them [venereal diseases] with mercury; and the latter [the interpreters] have already helped 
several people in Nagasaki under my instructions. 

(Thunberg, 1796, p. 110) 

In the French version of the travelogue, the translator has added the explanation that 

La pratique de la médicine est très lucrative pour ces interprètes ; souvent, ils prennent des disciplines 
auxquelles ils enseignent leur science5.  

(Thunberg, 1794b, p. 285) 

                                                           
5 Translation of the quote: “The practice of medicine is very lucrative for these interpreters; often, they take 
disciplines with which they learn their science” (author’s own translation).  



7 
 

Consequently, Thunberg promoted medical knowledge by teaching the local doctors medical treatments 

and the manufacturing of medicine to cure diseases. As Fodstad (1982) claims, “Thunberg left behind a 

foundation of Western medicine and science that was still blossoming when Siebold6 came to Japan” (p. 

579).         

Related to the practice of medicine is knowledge about the anatomy of the human body. In this regard, it 

is interesting to note that a clear discrepancy exists between Thunberg’s original travelogue in Swedish 

and the translated versions. Hence, the German publication states that 

Die Anatomie ist ihnen etwas ganz und gar Unbekanntes, und ihre Kenntnis der Krankheiten ist sehr 
geringe, verworren und oft fabelhaft7. 

(Thunberg, 1794a, p. 37), 

while, similarly, the English version claims that 

The Japanese have not the least knowledge of anatomy nor do they have the most distant idea of the 
circulation of the blood.  

(Thunberg, 1796, pp. 245-246) 

Both the Swedish and the French version remain silent of this fact. Yet, as Ueno (1964) has shown, 

Thunberg’s medical teachings did in any case leave a major imprint on Japan’s know-how on anatomy. 

 Next to medicine, botany, Thunberg’s second passion, constitutes a significant part of the 

knowledge exchange. However, it must be noted that in this regard, the knowledge transfer existed 

mainly as a one-way road from Japan to Europe. Nevertheless, it is noticeable that Thunberg showed the 

Japanese how to plant seeds of European vegetables that some of the Dutch merchants had brought. 

Thus, variants of corn and asparagus could be cultivated which later became important to overcome 

shortages of food supply in the nineteenth century (Totman, 2000, p. 247, 256).    

Thunberg’s final significant knowledge contribution was his influence on the transmission of teaching 

knowledge. As the Age of Enlightenment had not only seen a cumulating interest into the new world by 

the European side but also a growing curiosity about Western culture in Japan (Skuncke, 2013, p. 101, 

120), Thunberg’s instructions fell on fruitful soil. Just as European universities began to teach the 

mysteries of the East Indies and travel books started to include information on Japan and Batavia, in 

Japanese academic circles, rangaku which means Western or Dutch studies, enjoyed increasing 

popularity. Figure 3 shows one the earliest Japanese books on Dutch geography, flora and fauna and was 

a part of the shogun’s private book collection.  

 

Figure 3 should go here 

 

Thus, shogun Tokugawa Yoshimune whose court Thunberg visited together with the Dutch ambassador in 

May 1776 and who had heard of the Swede’s impressive skills, soon started collecting Dutch books and 

plants after Thunberg had left for Sweden (Ueno, 1964, pp. 320-321). Likewise, universities and 

boarding schools such as the Shirandō, the shogun’s own school in Edo, emerged throughout the country 

                                                           
6 Philipp Franz von Siebold was a German traveller who explored Japan from 1823 to 1829. Many scholars (e.g. 
Sörlin, 2008) see him as the scientific successor to Thunberg.  
7 Translation of the quote: “Anatomy is completely unknown to the Japanese and their knowledge of diseases is 
very small, confused and often based on myths” (author’s own translation).  
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(Vos, 2014, p. 154; Rietbergen, 2004, p. 54). Screech (2012, p. 54) has directly linked this development 

to the disciples which Thunberg educated in Japan.  

 

4.2 Linguistic and Cultural Knowledge Transfer 

Rangaku and the universities that spread in Japan in the late eighteenth century not only propagated the 

knowledge of the West in many scientific disciplines, but also promoted the learning of Dutch and 

European culture. However, “culture” is a very broad term that includes various fields. The British poet 

Thomas Steanson Eliot (1962) once defined culture as “the beliefs, customs and art of an individual, a 

group or a society” and as “a way of thinking, behaving, or working that exists in a place or organization” 

(pp. 1-2).  Consequently, culture can mean arts, the language we use, the categories in which we tend 

to think and the rules used to structure societal behaviour.       

On the one hand, this process of learning about the structures and rules of a foreign society are of 

course related to university or school education whose development has significantly been boosted by 

Thunberg. Yet, with regard to further promotion of cultural knowledge, the Swedish traveller played the 

more general role of a knowledge broker by actively furthering the Japanese’ skills of the Dutch 

language, European societies and European arts (Blussé, 1979, pp. 198-199).     

First and foremost, as Thunberg (1791) himself noted in Resa uti Europa, Africa, Asia, Förrattad Åren 

1770 – 1779, when teaching the interpreters medical practices, he used this opportunity to perfect his 

disciples’ (often insufficient) knowledge of the Dutch language and simultaneously to instruct them in 

European manners of conduct (p. 224). Moreover, many Dutch words were thus brought into the 

mainstream Japanese language and shaped both languages until today8. Although it was neither 

Thunberg alone who promoted this linguistic intermingling nor was he the first to do so, he did continue 

this ongoing process to a significant extent (Vos, 2014, p. 157).      

Second, Dutch books were a popular informational repository for Japanese scholars. Although the import 

of books into Japan had been strictly forbidden by the shogun who feared the influx of Christianity, 

others found a vast clientele. As Thunberg writes in the French (and, content-wise, also in the English 

and Swedish version), 

Les interprètes japonais sont grands amateurs des livres européennes; sur-tout de ceux qui traitent de 

médicine,  d’histoire naturelle ou de physique. Ils cherchent toujours d’obtenir quelques-uns des 
négociants hollandais et on peut dire qu’ils en profitent bien9. 

(Thunberg, 1794b, p. 284) 

It is noted by many scholars (e.g. Rietbergen, 2004; Steenstrup, 1979; Wallin, 1993) that Thunberg 

deliberately smuggled books from the island of Deshima to Nagasaki City, mainly as a measure of 

payment for information or plants. Many of these books later re-appeared in the shogun’s private library 

or in the houses of influential Japanese noblemen who enjoyed hosting small salon-like intercourses to 

present their collection of European books to their guests (Ueno, 1964, p. 320-321). Thus, although 

                                                           
8 An example would be the Dutch word matroos (sailor) which has been adopted into the Japanese language in 
the form of the noun maturosu (Vos, 2014, p. 157).  
9 Translation of the quote: “The Japanese interpreters are great admirers of European books; especially of 
those which deal with medicine, natural history and physics. They seek to receive some from the Dutch 
negotiators and one could say that they make great profit” (author’s own translation). NB: This part is missing 
in the German version.  
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unaware of it, Thunberg helped to further a Japanese salon culture that also experienced its blossoming 

in Europe at this time.    

Consequently, with regard to the promotion of scientific and cultural-linguistic knowledge on Europe in 

Japan, Thunberg clearly fulfils the first element of Pratt’s (2008) definition of a transculturator: Namely 

as someone who produces European knowledge in a foreign cultural environment. Even more so, this 

knowledge became self-producing after some time through its embeddedness into Japanese society 

(salon-like intercourses), the Japanese educational environment through rangaku and the emergence of 

various boarding schools and medical and botanic practices that nowadays have become 

indistinguishable from conventional Asian medicine.  

 

5. Japan in Europe and Sweden 

The following part will analyse to what extent Thunberg fulfils the role of a transculturator with regard to 

transporting foreign knowledge into Europe. Although this section will be a bit more comprised than the 

previous part, this should not cultivate the wrong notion of a scientific European education versus a 

mystery-based Japanese knowledge construction. Rather, Europe’s self-aggrandizing image of an 

enlightened and thus superior society rendered the European academia less willing and able to adopt 

(and not just absorb) foreign knowledge (Israel 2013, pp. 545-548). Nevertheless, although Thunberg 

quantitatively brought back less knowledge than he transported to Japan, the aspects that he did return 

to Europe quickly and fundamentally shaped the European image of Japan.  

 

5.1 Scientific Knowledge Transfer From Japan 

Although most scholars agree that with regard to medical knowledge Thunberg could provide more than 

he brought back, learning and teaching always go hand in hand. Japanese traditional medicine was based 

on the idea of a connection between the human body and soul and the universe through energetic 

junctions called shakras. If a patient was sick, his shakra was thought to be blocked. Hence, the correct 

points of the patient’s body had to be touched and massaged to open the respective shakras (called 

acupuncture). For Europeans, this “medicine” was nothing but sheer superstition and was mainly a target 

of ridicule (Trambaiolo, 2015, p. 82-85).         

Yet, in the course of teaching the Japanese physicians, Thunberg who often also smiled at the Japanese’ 

cure (1794a, p. 39) learned about the practice of acupuncture. The result was ground-breaking: A fusion 

of the conventional Japanese practice of acupuncture together with Thunberg’s anatomic knowledge gave 

birth to a new medical treatment – shakutaku (Skuncke, 2013, p. 125). Shakutaku is an acupuncture 

point that is located on the inside of the arm, above the elbow and below the biceps. Together with the 

Japanese physicians, Thunberg found out that irritating this point can soften the symptoms of a cough or 

heavy breath, a practice still used in moxibustion treatments nowadays (Fujita, 1944, p. 59). In Europe, 

although acupuncture was known since the seventeenth century, Thunberg’s descriptions of this 

treatment helped to re-invoke physicians’ curiosity about this heretofore notorious surgery option (White 

& Ernst, 2004, p. 663).  For many Europeans today, it is not possible anymore to imagine medicine 

without this alternative form of therapy.     
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Further ways through which Japan directly and more tangibly entered Europe can be found in two 

fundamental academic works which Thunberg published quickly after his return. These were Thunberg’s 

Flora Iaponica (1784) and the Fauna Iaponica Continuata (1823-1830) which set scientific milestones for 

Europe’s knowledge on Japanese plants and animals10. The Flora Iaponica was the heretofore most 

detailed treatise on Japanese plants, covering about 800 different plants (including fungi and algae) and 

organizing them in the Linnean system of classifications. Describing many seedlings for the first time, the 

Flora Iaponica exerted a long-lasting influence on horticulture and breeding throughout Europe. The 

Fauna Iaponica Continuata, on the other hand, provided important knowledge on Japan’s animal 

kingdom and re-shaped European zoologists approach to treating and cultivating species from the East 

Indies. For example, among his 160 specimen, Thunberg carried the Japanese Clawed Salamander, 

lacerta iaponica (Figure 4), which was then bred and exhibited in the zoological gardens of Uppsala 

where it can still be found today (Nordenstamm, 2013, pp. 4-6).    

It is obvious that this type of knowledge is of empirical nature, meaning that is has been derived from 

observations and experiments. In this regard, it appears questionable whether the new classifications of 

the Japanese flora and fauna can truly be counted as the Japanese’s “voice”. However, as Homi Bhabha 

has noted in his post-colonial stance, transculturation is not only composed of knowledge that has 

directly been given to the transculturator but also comprises the confrontation with another civilization 

under whose influence empirical knowledge becomes the unadulterated kaleidoscope to comprehend the 

other culture: By observing another culture on one’s own, culture becomes knowledgeable and evolves 

into an “epistemological object...an object of empirical knowledge” (Trigo, 2000, p. 86).   

 Hence, even though the scientific insights transported in the two treatises were the result of 

empirical observations, they significantly increased both Europe’s knowledge on and its awareness of the 

Japanese society: Now, Japan, its culture and civilization became the centre of many scientific debates in 

Europe that dealt with the issue of despotism – a preposterousness for Europe’s enlightened monarchies, 

but an ordinariness for Japan. As a result, Japan replaced China as the cultus in re publica. Additionally, 

Japan started to fill entire sections of geography school books and guides on the Eastern colonies (Burns, 

2016, pp. 33-35) – the Japanese shogunate had finally founds its place in the European mundane 

awareness. 

 

Figure 4 should go here 

 

5.2 Linguistic and Cultural Knowledge Transfer 

Linguistically, the influences of the Japanese on the Dutch language were only marginal. This is because 

the Europeans (particularly the Portuguese in the seventeenth century) were not interested in taking 

over any elements from the “barbaric” people but sought to colonize, that is to dominate and impose 

their own cultural-societal structures, on the foreign nation. Yet, again Thunberg broke with this 

convention by publishing the first study on the Japanese language, the Observationes in Linguam 

Iaponicam, in 1792. Here, Thunberg noted down what seemed him to be peculiar about the Japanese 

                                                           
10 The Fauna Iaponica Continuata is a series of studies on the fauna of Japan and was completed and published 
by Thunberg’s successor, Philipp Franz von Siebold, between 1823 and 1830. However, as Screech (2012, p. 
60) claims, Siebold’s work is based on the notes of Thunberg which he carried with him when exploring Japan.  
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way of speaking. Together with a broad collection of Japanese characters and differences in 

pronunciation, Thunberg observed in his chapter on the Japanske Språket, the Japanese language:  

In keiner Sprache werden wohl die Buchstaben, im Schreiben wie auch im Sprechen, mehr verwechselt 
als in dieser…Manche Wörther werden auf gleiche Art ausgesprochen, haben aber nicht nur eine 
verschiedene, zum Theil mit der andern gar nicht verwandthe Bedeutung, sondern werden auch mit 
verschiedenen Buchstaben geschrieben.11 

(Thunberg, 1794a, pp. 99-100) 

 

In this chapter as well as in the observations on the Japanese language, a detailed description of the 

grammar and syntax can be found, too.      

Thunberg’s detailed reproduction of Japanese inspired European linguists and students alike – at 

European universities, particularly in Sweden, Japanese studies and linguistics became more and more 

popular (Totman, 2000, p. 265). In combination with Burns’ (2016) observed increasing interest into 

Japan, Europe had clearly been disentangled from its formerly prevailing bubble of ignorance.  

 Another culturally influential publication was Thunberg’s extensive study on Japanese coins that 

appeared in 1779 in Stockholm. Outstanding about this work is the strict control and secrecy with which 

Japanese authorities guarded their coins. Here, the fear of the Japanese government was not so much 

that their minted copper might fall into the hands of the Europeans, but that Japan’s strongest economic 

rival – China – might copy these coins en masse and flood the Japanese market with forged money 

(Kornicki, 2010, pp. 28-30).   

Thunberg himself explains this in his notes as follows: 

Forbudne varor til utförsel, så vål for Compagniet, som for Private, voro flere, såsom Japanske Mynt, 
Chartor och Böcker, adminstone sådane, som innehollo någre underrattelser själva landet och dess 
regering12. 

(Thunberg, 1791, p. 56-57) 

However, Thunberg circumvented this problem “by means of the interpreters and physicians” (1794a, p. 

181) who helped him to smuggle coins in exchange for further knowledge. Some of these coins are 

shown in Figure 5. Especially the second coin on the left (number 37), the so-called seni, was rarely used 

for commerce as its back showed a picture of the Japanese god of richness, daikoku, and rather 

constituted a lucky charm (Thunberg, 1784, Table VIII; Thunberg, 1794a, p. 95).   

  

Figure 5 should go here 

 

Consequently, Thunberg’s study on coins filled a great knowledge gap in Europe. As Kanael (1963) has 

analysed, coins are an important repository of information on the political, social and historical situation 

of a country. Not only does the material used to produce the medium of exchange tell something about 

the practice of printing and minting money and the country’s mineral resources, but monetary 

embellishments also provide information on the society’s religion, history and myths. A growing interest 

                                                           
11 Translation of the quote: “In no language, the letters, both when writing and speaking, will be mistaken more 
often than in this one...Some words are not pronounced the same way, but only have a different, most of the 
time in no way related meaning and are also written with different letters” (author’s own translation).  
12 Translation of the quote: “Several other things are prohibited for exportation, as well as to the company as to 
individuals, such as Japanese coins, charts and books, at least those which contain information on the country 
and its government” (author’s own translation).  
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into Japan’s coins and culture, flourishing under the term of japonisme, gave birth to an utter Japankult 

(worship of Japan). In the early nineteenth century, some Japanese prints even circulated within Europe 

(Johnson, 1982, p. 344).          

Of course it shall be noted that knowledge on Japan is not necessarily a condition for transculturation. 

Recapturing Pratt’s (2008) definition of a transculturator according to which a cultural mediator 

reproduces knowledge in such a way that a community learns from and not simply about the other, 

Thunberg’s scientific publications do not appear to present strong evidence for granting him that title. 

However, as previously defined, transculturation is a sociological process and not an immediate one-off 

event. That is to say that, instead of focusing on the direct moment after Thunberg’s return, a long-term 

consideration is more appropriate.          

In this regard, although Thunberg’s academic publications first promoted an increase in the knowledge 

on the Japanese, their impact (i.e. the emergence of Japanese studies in Europe, cumulating interests 

into Japan’s religion and studies in the field of botany and zoology) created a significant long-lasting 

cultural open-up effect: In the light of the concept of the transculturator, what Thunberg did was to 

promote a cultural dialogue between two civilizations that could not have been more different. By 

increasing the stock of knowledge on the Other, the intercultural discourse changed from talking on or 

about to talking with each other13. Yet, to be able to fully classify Thunberg as a transculturator, a final 

element is missing: namely the mutual and equal recognition of the origin of the knowledge transferred. 

 Before scrutinizing the last essential aspect, however, it should be noticed that Thunberg did not 

primarily aim at being a transculturator, even though he sought to bring home specimen of Japanese 

plants and knowledge. Thunberg’s motives for undertaking the journey were of pure scientific nature. As 

Thunberg (1796, pp. 1-2) wrote shortly before leaving Amsterdam: 

This was my station in the Dutch East India Company's service; but I had besides, at Amsterdam, 
undertaken to collect for the Hortus Medicos there, and some gentlemen of distinction, as far as I could 
get liberty and opportunity in this distant country, seeds and growing plants, particularly of shrubs and 
trees, to be sent to Europe by the returning ships, for the purpose of transplanting. 

Yet, one does not need to aim at promoting transculturation to act as a transculturator. As a traveller, 

Thunberg presents an important informational repository for the Japanese culture, so that his knowledge 

exchange and cultural representation display an unconscious kaleidoscopic depiction of Europe and Japan 

in the eighteenth century.  

 

 

6. Imported Europeanness? The Presentation-Perception Paradox 

The term “imported Europeanness” is related to Pratt’s (2008) claim that all knowledge that was 

imported from the colonies was imported as a form of European knowledge. This means that, although 

new insights on and from the colonial civilizations were clearly perceived as new, their non-European 

origin was questioned, or rather ignored. Pratt (2008) gives the example of the German traveller 

Alexander von Humboldt to whom all knowledge presented by the indigenous population of the Americas 

merely presents a mirror of the skills which the Europeans had taught them in advance. Thus, the native 

people become both active and servants and are only described in the service of the Europeans (p. 128). 

                                                           
13 NB: This long-lasting open-up effect was, however, not promoted by Thunberg alone. Other factors such as 
the import of Japanese goods into Europe and vice versa, high literacy rates in both countries and the exchange 
of industrial products and machines after the lifting of the sakoku period intensified the Western knowledge on 
Japan (De Gruchy, 2003).  
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Through the term “imported Europeanness”, the natives are denied their capacity to reflect, construct 

and create in their own manner and are degraded to mere objects of the superior European enlightened 

society. I consider two aspects to be vital for this misconception: These are Othering and the writer’s 

narrative, each of which will be examined in detail.      

In general, Othering can be described as the encounter of a significant Other and the presentation 

thereof. As Rietbergen (2002, pp. 66-70) puts it, Othering involves two protagonists: first, the conscious 

of a Self, the “I” and, second, a “you”. This self-consciousness which is shaped by the culture, values and 

religion of the respective community to which the Self belongs, gains a self-aware normativity that starts 

to shift the focus on differences between both actors and builds a judgment thereupon. Hence, even if 

these disparities are marginal, the narcissism of minor differences14 induces the Self to demarcate itself 

from the Other. As a result, the Other remains the outsider, so that the Self experiences itself as 

superior.          

Yet, this encounter between the Self and the Other does not need to be a negative one. The 

acknowledgement of the Other as different can also create a positive attention and a mutual acceptance 

of the other’s Otherness (ibid, p. 70). However, Othering is always constrained in one’s ability to 

reproduce the Other outside of the terms of one’s own culture; hence, to create a space of mutual 

understanding and acceptance where both cultures are perceived as different and yet equal (see Figure 

6). In this sense, the representation of another world might well give information on one’s individual 

culture and the pre-eminent notions of the Other in the collective mind. Therefore, authors such as 

Kapoor (2004) even claim that Othering is not possible.   

         

Figure 6 should go here 

 

Thunberg’s Othering appears somewhat contradictory: While on the one hand, he describes the Japanese 

as an ideal people with an optimal state where “hungersnöd och u brist på föda är nästan obekant15” 

(1791, p. 69), he openly despises the Japanese religion when he writes that 

Von da an ist [die Religion] nach Corea, und so weiter nach Japan gekommen, wo sie sehr allgemein 
angekommen ist und mit der alten Sintoreligion vermischt, verschiedene Missgeburten des 
Aberglaubens hervorgebracht hat16. 

(Thunberg, 1794a, p. 26) 

Yet, here again these varieties can be assigned to the different translations of Thunberg’s travelogue. For 

example, the word “miscarriage” cannot be found in the Swedish, French and English version and thus 

seems to have been inserted by the German translator. In general, all three translations appear to be far 

more negative than the original Swedish version. In Resa uti Europa, Africa, Asia, Förratad Åren 1770-

1779, Thunberg even claims that  

                                                           
14 The “Narcissism of Minor Differences“ is a concept developed by the German psychologist Sigmund Freud and 
states that communitities which are culturally very much alike tend to define themselves more in terms of the 
Other than groups with greater divergences. This is because cultural similarities create a reflex-reaction of 
distinction to prevent one’s own identity to blur with the one of the perceived Other (In: M. Ignatieff (1998). 
The Warrior’s Honour. Ethnic War and the Modern Conscience. New York, N.Y. : Henry Holt and Company) 
15 Translation of the quote: “where famine and a lack of food are almost unknown” (author’s own translation). 
16 Translation of the quote: “From there on, the religious belief has come to Korea and from there to Japan 
where it, fused with the old Shinto religion, has created various miscarriages of superstition” (author’s own 
translation).  

http://browse.dict.cc/swedish-english/p%C3%A5.html
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Europeernens är för öfrigt, i det måsta, den samma, som annorstådes uti Ostindien, yppig och 
oordentelig17.  

(Thunberg, 1791, p. 71) 

Rietbergen (2004, p. 58) has even undertaken the effort to count all positive and negative characteristics 

that Thunberg presents on the Japanese in the Swedish version and comes to the conclusion that twenty 

positive features are contrasted to only five negative. These negative aspects – mainly in relation to 

religion and the Japanese’ standard of sciences – are, however, moderated with regard to the treatment 

of the Japanese by the Dutch who not rarely overstepped the rules to test how far the Japanese 

authorities would go (Edström, 2000, p. 513).         

How Thunberg really saw the Japanese is shown in excerpts from Thunberg’s personal notes that have 

partly been published by Thunberg’s main biographer, Lars Wallin (1993): Here, Thunberg writes that 

“among all peoples of the world, the Japanese deserve to be placed first” (p. 69) and underlines that 

“they are in no way inferior to Europeans” (ibid). Hence, Thunberg’s Othering is predominantly positive; 

although he gives a few negative characteristics of the Japanese, these are refuted and justified with 

regard to their socio-political situation. This positivity too is reflected in his narrative.    

A narrative is the writer’s way of expressing his thoughts and offering information to his readership. The 

importance of the narrative lies within the author’s choice of framing. Framing uses frames of words 

which operate like a mind cage for the reader: By using particular expressions and leaving others out, 

the writer can directly transform his own image into the thoughts of his listeners and thus hold sway with 

the mass (Cobb, 2005, p. 222-223). For example, to describe the highest authority of a state, one could 

write “the government” or “the regime”. Moreover, a regime might be “moderate”, “undemocratic” or 

“suppressive”. In either way, the image which the reader gets is completely different and creates an 

effect similar to captatia benevolenciae where something is depicted in such a way that the opinion one 

is supposed to have is already transferred. In the same way, the narrative can influence Othering as the 

Other is reproduced with the words of the author and within the mind of the reader.    

The first aspect that catches the eye is Thunberg’s “I” narrative that is exchanged for a more distant and 

ubiquitous narrator in the German version. This more personal way of writing has, in my opinion, two 

effects: First, the reading experience for the reader becomes more direct and absolute as one is dragged 

into the story. Second, however, it also means that, at least linguistically, the difference between the “I” 

and “them” (the Japanese) becomes more tangible. This is because many of the Japanese (though not 

all) remain faceless by not being given names which cannot be said of the Dutch who travelled with 

Thunberg. Yet, Steenstrup (1979) has suggested that this can be traced to the general Japanese culture 

of reserve according to which it was impolite to bother a stranger with your name (pp. 20-24). 

 Overall, in the Swedish (and also the English) version, Thunberg’s narrative remains quite bare. 

Just like the natural scientist he was, Thunberg is very much focused on the usefulness and functionality 

of what he saw. For example, after his arrival in Nagasaki port, he observed a special construction of the 

city’s wall and, after detailed examination, thinks that “the tide in this harbour was very considerable” 

(1796, p. 21). In this way, he is similar to his travel colleague Pehr Kalm. Furthermore, when speaking 

about the Japanese people which happens with mainly positive or neutral adjectives and verbs, Thunberg 

often changes into the present tense, thus increasing the immediacy of his experiences. Consequently, 

just like his Othering, Thunberg’s narrative is predominantly positive and supportive.   

Hence, one would expect that, at least in Sweden, Thunberg’s positive Othering and narrative also 

created a positive image of Japan and the Japanese. However, a paradox exists between the 

                                                           
17 Translation of the quote: “The European way of living is in many respects the same as in East India, luxurious 
and irregular” (author’s own translation). 
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presentation of knowledge and the consumption thereof: The last half of the eighteenth century was 

marked by a radical break in the image of Japan that before had always been regarded as some kind of 

ideal state with a stable and non-changing societal structure. Now, within the course of the 

Enlightenment, this romantic and somewhat nostalgic picture gave way to an increasing emphasis on 

reality. Japan was no longer the model country with the perfect government, smart politics and ideally 

working society, but was re-invented in the conscious of Europe’s society as a despotic state where cruel 

and excessive punishments were used as a weapon of oppression (Edström, 2000, pp. 515-516). 

Consequently, although Thunberg with his writings promoted an active dialogue between the two 

cultures, he could not counteract the development that the feeling of European superiority and erudition 

began to pervade in the European mind.        

Yet why did this presentation-perception paradox occur?  I suggest that two reasons for this paradox 

exist: First, from a historical point of view, the late eighteenth and the early nineteenth century saw the 

emergence of the very first feelings of nationalism in all European countries which later manifested as 

socially influential movements and were the impetus for many European revolutions (Palmer & Colton, 

2014, p. 431-437). Moreover, through the liquidation of the V.O.C. in 1794 due to bankruptcy, a power 

vacuum was left in the East-Indian region that was quickly filled by an increasing eastwards expansion of 

the Russian Empire. Hence, the East Indies shifted from a mysterious place full of adventures and hidden 

cultural treasures to an object of possession, a subject of desire (Rittersma, 2010, p. 102). Hence, while 

Europe became more and more self-regarding of its own societal benefits, Japan lost its national 

autonomy in Europe’s awareness – although both the geographical and cultural distance had significantly 

been reduced by Thunberg, the moat between “us” and “them” widened.     

Second, Liu, Volcic and Gallois (2014) suggest that this divergence might as well be rooted in the 

different cultural backgrounds of the European and the Japanese society which influence the individual’s 

perception of external stimuli. The difference, the authors suggest, lies in the fact that the European 

culture is a low-context culture, i.e. little attention is paid to the actual context of a situation but more to 

the content-wise actions in the foreground. Japanese culture on the other hand is a high-context culture; 

thus, a culture that is focused on non-verbal communication and on what is happening “in the 

background” (p. 70). This means that Europeans perceive the world as a kaleidoscope of mutually 

influential but unrelated actions, whereas Japanese has been raised in the strong belief that everything is 

interrelated (pp. 57-71).       

Biologically, perception is a three-step process which is far from being homogeneous among all people 

although the same physical mechanisms are at work. These three steps – selection, organization, 

interpretation – are shaped by one’s culture so that two people can look at the same event and still see 

different things. Selection is related to the election of stimuli of the external environment. Since this 

world is flooded with stimulants, a choice has to be made with regard to what is perceived and what is 

left out (ibid, pp. 62-64). Hence, the first fundamental difference already lies within what one actually 

sees – Thomas Kuhn’s (1970; 1st edition 1962) conclusion reverberates: “You only see what you know”. 

 Organization means the categorization of perception so that these stimuli can be processed by 

the human brain. In this way, language differences can become an insuperable obstacle: For example, 

when describing the shigai, the Japanese care of their streets, Thunberg has to make a comparison to 

Europe to enable his readership to depict the situation (Thunberg, 1796, p. 107). However, exactly this 

leads to misunderstandings and misconceptions and furthers the idea of European superiority in that the 

other culture is reproduced only within the space of one’s own culture (Gulpta & Ferguson, 1997, pp. 14-

15).   

Finally, interpretation is the meaning that is derived from the experienced. Building upon the previous 

categorization, these differences in organization induce the individual to assign altering values to the 
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stimuli. Again, data is understood only within the boundaries of what is actually known, thus rendering a 

cultural “paradigm shift” (Kuhn, 1970) unlikely if not impossible (Liu et al, 2014, p. 70). Consequently, 

from a cultural point of view, the presentation-perception gap is a result of a dysfunction in the 

transmission of cultural stimuli between the sender and the receptor.     

     

 

7. Conclusion 

It appears that Thunberg clearly fulfils the role of a transculturator in that he furthered the conveyance 

of knowledge between people from different cultural and linguistic backgrounds and promoted this 

communication in such a way that Europe increasingly became interested into cross-cultural 

transmission. This opened up a mutual desire for more knowledge on the other, causing Japan even to 

become European scholars’ major field of interest which manifested itself in new studies and university 

programmes on Japanese culture, language and science. The longevity of this thirst for knowledge too 

encouraged other travellers – most of all the young German explorer Philipp Franz von Siebold – to 

continue and complete Thunberg’s work.        

However, as a transporter of a mainly unknown and fundamentally different culture, Thunberg is also 

limited in his role in that a dysfunction between his imparting and the knowledge consumption in Europe 

existed: The gap between Thunberg’s presentation of the knowledge transported as Japanese and the 

devouring of it as European – what has been called in this paper the presentation-perception paradox – 

appears to be the product of differences in the translations of the travelogue, a historical development 

towards a narcissistic European nationalism and culturally stimulated discrepancies in receiving and 

processing information on an unknown subject. Pratt’s (2008) claim of “imported Europeanness” thus 

partially holds true; however, given the circumstances, the term “transmuted Europeanness” would be 

more accurate.      

Hence, this study sought to examine to what extent Carl Peter Thunberg can be seen as a transculturator 

in encouraging a knowledge exchange between Europe and Japan and argues that, within the promotion 

of an intercultural knowledge network as well as within the construction of a social dialogue leading to 

mutual cultural recognition, Thunberg clearly deserves the designation of the transculturator. Yet, with 

regard to the sub-question of how this knowledge was finally absorbed by the European audience, 

Thunberg is simultaneously limited in his transcultural function as the fair presentation of his insights 

could not traverse the manifesting presentation-perception gap.       

These findings have a number of important implications. First, openness towards another culture does 

not necessarily imply giving up one’s cultural identity – this often seems to be one of the main fears 

when being confronted with the cultural Other. Indeed, as Thunberg has shown, transculturation is 

possible. The second implication is derived from the fact that Thunberg emerges as a transculturator 

although he did not aim at being one. Hence, everyone can fulfil this role of an intercultural knowledge 

broker. Especially nowadays, with globalization causing all nations to converge ever tighter and political 

and ethnic upheavals leading to large migration influxes into culturally different countries, keeping in 

mind that transculturation can prevent cultural misunderstandings might create a more open intercourse 

between the confronted community systems. Yet, as a final implication, one should also be aware that a 

presentation-perception paradox might as well occur when being in contact with foreign peoples, raising 

the issue to what extent societies are actually able to understand an unfamiliar culture. This question, 

however, cannot be answered by this analysis and might well be subject to further research.  
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 Additionally, this paper is limited in that it very much focused on the engaged representation of 

the knowledge by the Other. Yet, it is questionable how far this representation can actually be stable 

among people involved: Although there is only one Thunberg, there are not the Japanese; further studies 

might answer the question of how far a society is indeed culturally homogeneous so that transculturation 

becomes possible. Finally, following researchers can scrutinize whether Thunberg acted as a 

transculturator only in Japan or also in South Africa. This will shed further light on the person of the 

traveller Thunberg and his role in creating networks of encounter.      

As a final remark, it should also be stated that Thunberg’s transculturation was fulfilled within a “window 

of opportunity” (Versluis, 2011, p. 116), meaning that the right person – a very open-minded, interested 

and well-educated traveller – the right place (a country upon which only little was known) and the right 

time came together. The latter is the sum of the inquisitiveness furthered by the Enlightenment, the 

growing interest into the other culture on both sides and the cumulating commercial and political 

contacts between European and colonial governments in the eighteenth century (Bayly, 2004, p. 432; 

Skuncke, 2013, p. 101). Hence, the socio-cultural Japanese-European relations seemed to be under a 

lucky star.  

In a rapidly interconnecting world, networks of encounter are daily business. Although in this context 

travellers have nowadays faded from the mind of the public, their legacy remains relevant: Today, 

everyone can become a transculturator through travelling. Thus, this world is constantly re-invented 

through ongoing networks of confrontation, leading to cultural fusions and leaving traces all over the 

world. Perhaps today, these traces manifest in a different way than 200 years ago, but they are not 

invisible. You only see what you know? Behold, there is more to see.  
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