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For a variety of reasons | feel privileged that | have been given the opportunity to
present a few reflections here in connection with Nanhak iii segyesa: chunghwajok segye riil
nomo llbon i Yurop kwa yoltae esé chopsokhada. Being the descendant of ancestors who
sailed to the tropics before the era of ocean steamers or who, born in the tropics, lived there
for their entire lives, and also as someone who devoted quite a few years at university to
study Japanese and Japan before | turned to Korean Studies, | found the book quite
fascinating from a personal point of view. But more importantly | am convinced that Nanhak
ui segyesa has much to offer to all of us. I would like to use this occasion to mention some of

the points made in the book and, stimulated by this study, add some thoughts of my own.

If we take into account that more than a quarter of Nanhak iii segyesa is taken up by
a translation of Sugita Genpaku’s Rangaku kotohajime, we might conclude that the more
discursive part of this well-illustrated book is relatively short. In spite of that, however, it is
large in scope, drawing on a multitude of sources from different origins, and rich in
suggestions for further study. It is much more than just a history of the development of
rangaku and encourages us to look at things in a different way. With the connections that, as
the book convincingly demonstrates, existed between Europe, Japan and the tropics, it fits the
academic trend of recent years that aims to transcend the limitations of the study of single
nation-states and focuses on transnational themes and issues. Moreover, Nanhak i segyesa
also argues that European expansion to tropical regions should not be seen as a unidirectional
movement, but as a complex process that changed according to the location where it took
place and affected the colonizers as well the colonized, not least in their concept of the world.
This is a welcome contribution to another trend that we have been able to observe in
international academia for a number of years, which aims to decenter “Europe” (which in this

sense includes the US and what | would like to call other “European colonies”; I will add a



few words about my use of this term afterwards). It opens our eyes to the worldwide trade
that followed the discovery of the Americas, which in a relatively short span of time would
bring tobacco to both Asia and Europe, make the potato the staple food in large parts of
Europe and cassava in Africa, revolutionized Italian food by introducing the tomato, and
introduced hot red peppers to the cuisines of East, South and South-east Asia, not to mention
all gourds and squashes, chocolate and vanilla, all previously unknown except in the
Americas. It is a reminder that globalization, sometimes without us noticing it, may deeply
affect the concrete material conditions of our lives and that for essential parts of our culture
we may be indebted to remote regions that we often tend to ignore. The example of the
impact of this early wave of globalization on global foodways in far-flung corners of the earth
is a vivid reminder of the salience of a transnational approach, and also of the crucial

contributions of the tropics to our lives.

Nanhak i segyesa emphasizes the importance of rangaku had for the Japanese as a
preparation for modernization in the nineteenth century, for better (the impressive list of
Japanese Nobel prize winners) or for worse (Japanese aggression on the Asian mainland).
Undoubtedly rangaku has been most useful in this respect, and this fact has been the basis of
the Korean fascination (mixed with frustration) with the question of how Korea would have
fared around 1900 if the government of Choson had decided to enter into regular relations
with the Dutch East India Company (in Dutch the Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie: VOC)
and in this way more directly had acquired knowledge that would have been useful when the
Chinese world order collapsed in the nineteenth century. It is, however, also possible to point
at certain limitations in what the Japanese chose to learn from the VOC. The first is almost
too obvious to state: rather than engaging in overseas expansion themselves, to compete with
the western nations they encountered after the first contacts with the westerners the Japanese
eventually further closed their borders, entirely forbidding overseas ventures of their own
people, in spite of the fact that in the preceding century some enterprising Japanese had been
quite active in South-east Asia, far away from their homeland. I would like to suggest by the
way that the very fact that the Japanese had gone so far in their traveling overseas is a hint
that the broadening of the mental world of the Japanese, which certainly was aided by
rangaku, had already started earlier and in some ways predated the appearance of the Dutch

in Japan. It was not the influence of rangaku that made the Japanese shift from a concept of



the world as consisting of just three “countries” (sangoku), Japan itself, Kara (including both
China and Korea) and Tenjiku (India), to a world that contain a “myriad countries” (bankoku),
a shift that had taken form before Dutch Studies made its influence felt, thanks to the contacts

with other European nations.

The second and related limitation of the lessons Japan learned from the Dutch
concerns the nature of the VOC as a trading company. In spite of the fact that the head of the
Dutch trading post at Dejima was treated by the Japanese as the envoy of a tributary state,
and that more generally the VOC commanded a sizeable army (around 1700 about 50% of its
employees were soldiers) and concluded treaties with local rulers, it was a private company,
owned by shareholders. In fact, it was the first instance worldwide of a public limited
company whose shares might be freely sold and traded by the public. This private nature of
the VOC stands of course in sharp contrast to the rigid control the bakufu maintained over
foreign trade and the movements of its subjects, while the potential of the limited company
remained unexplored, just like its potential to engage in risky but ultimately profitable
ventures. The VOC also enjoyed considerable freedom from government interference, even
when especially in the early years the government thought it expedient at times to support the
newly established company.

Nanhak i segyesa devotes some attention to the many new words coined by the
Japanese with the help of Chinese characters to render Dutch terminology in the course of
translating Dutch books, words that today are in common use not just in Japan, but all over
East Asia. These words include grammatical terminology, parts of the body and the
terminology of physics and chemistry. One of these words is in Korean shingminji (fifi F& i),
colony, a literal translation of the Dutch “volksplanting,” “a place where one (trans-)plants
people”, a meaning of the word “colony” that today is not uppermost in our minds. Yet I think
it is illuminating to dwell a little on this for a while. An essential fact one should recognize if
one wants to understand the nature of the VOC is that it was not much interested in
establishing colonies in this original sense. It was trade and particularly profit the Company
was after, and if possible it would try to secure that through negotiations and treaties with
local rulers (and in this respect it was not different from the English East India Company).
Only when it was deemed indispensable it would establish fortified footholds. One example

was the Cape of Good Hope, which was to supply much needed food for the ships that passed
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on their way to Asia. In Indonesia direct control was only established in areas that were of
greatest interest to the Dutch for their produce, such as the Spice Islands (roughly the
Moluccas) or Java. As a child I learned that Indonesia had been a Dutch colony for 350 years,
but in fact it was, for instance, not until 1908 that the last kingdom on Bali was put under
direct Dutch control. Sending large numbers to the colony to alleviate population pressures in
the motherland was never a goal, also not after 1799 when the VOC was dissolved and the
state took over. Most people who went to Indonesia for work hoped in the end to retire
comfortably in The Netherlands on the money they had made overseas. As Nanhak iii segyesa
notes over the centuries about a million people went to Indonesia, but it was not with the
intention to stay there forever. If only a third actually returned, it was mainly because of the
very high rate of mortality, both during the voyage and in the tropics. (The main reason the
VOC showed an interest in botany was that it was hoped that in this way remedies could be
found to prevent so many of its employees from dying at a young age.) In due time of course
a number of people of Dutch origin came to live permanently in Indonesia. At any time,
however, the numbers of the Dutch (both permanent and temporary residents) were relatively
small, just about 300,000 in 1945, which is a rather small number if the vastness of the
country is taken into consideration. Thus, trade was paramount, not sending settlers overseas.
We tend to regard colonialism as a thing of the past, but if one thinks of the original meaning
of the world colony, as reflected in the characters of singminji, the term can be applied more
properly to countries like the US, Canada, Australia, New Zealand and the Latin and South
American countries. Conversely, if we realize that trade was the prime objective in many case
of what we are used to call colonialism, we also realize that although the days of overt
colonial domination may be over and power relations are different, not so much has changed
in the present day as we might like to believe, particularly if we know that the VOC
constantly strove to get rid of tariffs and duties: in other words, free trade (be it with the

threat of violence if potential trading partners would not comply).

Overall Nanhak i segyesa assigns a very positive role to trade and commerce in the
transfer and stimulation of culture and knowledge. There is much to be said for this view. In
some ways it is undeniable that trade has greatly contributed to the development of human
knowledge. Without trade routes the dissemination of knowledge would have been very

difficult. Rangaku is of course a prime example of this, but there are much earlier instances,



such as the spread of Buddhism from India to China along the Silk Road. Commercialization
of printing also could speed up the dissemination of knowledge. This was certainly the case
in Japan, where it was intimately connected to the flourishing of Dutch Studies. There are
also examples of an accumulation of wealth that allowed merchants to apply the wider view
of the world they had gained through their activities to academic pursuits. In the Netherlands
the merchant Nicolaes Witsen (1641-1717), who traded mainly with Russia, compiled a book
about the regions to the east of the Ural entitled North and East Tartary, and included in the
second edition published in 1705 a chapter on Korea that was based on first-hand testimony
from the companions of Hendrik Hamel. We might also mention that Anthonie van
Leeuwenhoek, the pioneer of the use of the microscope who laid the foundations of
microbiology, originally was a draper. While he was interested in microscopic life, his
interests ranged widely, as the terrestrial globe on his desk in his portrait testifies (it has been
suggested that he may also have been the model of Vermeer’s picture “The Geographer,”
mentioned in Nanhak i segyehwa, which shows a similar terrestrial globe). This is all
positive. The negative aspects of trade should nevertheless not be forgotten. A less welcome
concomitant of trade were, for instance, the epidemics that spread thanks to the voyages of
traders. In the 14™ century, the bubonic plague spread from China to Europe along the Silk
Road, and in the following centuries the plague hit hardest in the great merchant cities of
London, Amsterdam and Venice. Human actions also were responsible for some of the
negative sides of trade. The European traders who came to Asia did not shun the use of
violence when they deemed it fit, against the local populations but also against each other. In
the first years of its existence, the VOC mainly reaped profit from “privateering,” an activity
resembling piracy, plundering ships of the Spanish enemy with a special license from the
Dutch Republic. Initially the silver the VOC needed to buy merchandise in Japan came to a
large extent from the booty taken from captured Spanish ships. The VOC would also
ruthlessly sacrifice the interests and sometimes the lives of the locals for its own benefit. And
as | mentioned earlier, trade rather than political domination may have been the object of
trade, but in the end as both India and Indonesia experienced, the growth of trade ultimately
led to the loss of independence and colonial oppression. | leave it to others to decide to what

extent today, in the era of free trade agreements, things have fundamentally changed.

As someone with a special interest in Hamel’s so-called Journal (actually a



misnomer as it was no such thing but a report of Hamel to his superiors in the VOC) | would
like to permit myself one final remark. In Nanhak ii segyesa (p. 245) it is said that because of
the Journal the image of Korea in Europe turned negative. Actually the picture Hamel drew
of Korea and the Koreans was in many respects quite positive. He admired Korean education
and Korean book culture, was struck by the unity of weights and measures throughout the
country, and in one instance declared that they were better treated by a Korean magistrate
than they might have expected at the hands of Christians. What negatively influenced the
image of Korea was of course the fact that shipwrecked sailors were not sent back to their
country, and even more than that, that on several occasions other ships than Hamel’s Sparrow
Hawk that ventured near the Korean coast were fiercely attacked. The Japanese did not help
either, as they were opposed to the establishing of Dutch-Korean trade relations, as they
feared, not entirely without reason, that this might be detrimental to their own commercial
interests. In fact, it is quite likely that without this last factor the Dutch would have persisted
in their efforts to trade with Korea. As it was, however, they did not want to antagonize the
Japanese and thereby endanger their profitable trade with Japan. One more transnational
complication on Korea’s side was its relation with its suzerain, Qing China, which made it
risky to engage directly with the Dutch. All this once more shows how important is attention
to transnational aspects for our understanding of history.
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