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Summary

Minakata Kumagusu in the Victorian Age:

The Pilgrimage of a Cosmopolitan Intellect

Kazuyoshi Oishi

The article aims to trace the trajectory of Minakata Kumagusu’s (1867-1941)
activities in relation to the intellectual context of Britain at the turn of the
twentieth century. Minakata was an independent and cosmopolitan scientist and
anthropologist who dropped out of higher education in 1886 and yet migrated
in the following year to the U.S. and then to UK. to pursue his interest in
natural science and philosophy. While reading an extensive range of travelogues
and anthropological narratives at British Library, he studied botany and zoology
independently and collected plants, in particular, mosses energetically. He
started contributing articles on scientific achievements and anthropological
narratives in Asia to Nature and Notes and Queries from 1893 onwards.

Darwin’s Origin of Species and Herbert Spencer’s theory of social evolution
made a significant impact not only upon Minakata’s approach to plants and
natural environments, but also upon his view on the evolutionary process
through which a human psyche or mentalité has been passed down and
transformed between generations and between different societies via variegated
cultural negotiations and then emerges in vernacular narratives. And yet it is
also noteworthy that his intellectual background was deeply rooted in the Asian
tradition of botany and zoology, which had nurtured his intellect and world
view throughout his childhood and adolescent years. Most of his articles in
Nature intended to compare scientific knowledge and discoveries in Asia, as he
had known or recently discovered at British Library, with the established views

in the West. They sometimes sought to overturn the hegemony of European
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science. In Notes and Queries, Minakata also offered insightful comments and
arguments on curious manners and traditions across the world, which share
similar features with different cultural implications. He insisted that manners
and traditions had been produced by human desires and mentalité, and, in a due
course, influenced and transmogrified by each culture and natural surroundings.
This was a stance he kept throughout his pursuit of anthropological studies.
Minakata’s critical stance towards the Euro-centred scientific discourses
became more conspicuous in his writings after his return to Japan in 1900. In
a letter to his friend Doki Houryu, a high-rank priest of the Shingon sect of
Buddhism, he claimed that European and American sciences had examined
physical aspects of nature separately from human psychology without paying
attention to the ways in which human psyches encounter and recognize the
physical world and their conceptions and impressions produce variegated
narratives and discourses according to each cultural and environmental
frameworks. Through numerous epistolary exchanges with Doki, Minakata
developed his own version of mandara, an esoteric chart illustrating how the
entire world is constructed through ramified encounters and negotiations
of all sentient beings and their psyches. This pseudo-religious view of the
natural world supported his scientific and anthropological discourses which
ultimately critiqued and deconstructed the reason or /ogos permeating European
and American thinking. Perhaps his position may precede Jacque Derrida’s
deconstructionism. Indeed, his collection and study of slime moulds intended to
discover the secret of natural life. He discovered numerous new species of slime
moulds and examined their habits and life cycles, which he believed would be
applicable to human and its psyche and would thus overturn the established,
logos-orientated scientific discourse of the West. Just as Derrida aims to critique
the /Jogos-centred discourse by illustrating ‘animal’ aspects of humanity in
L’animal Que Donc Je Suis, Minakata hoped to critique Euro-centred, logocentric
framework by taking up mycetes as a model of all sentient beings and from a

unique system of philosophy nurtured by the Asian religion and sciences.







