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ABSTRACT: The Japanese man of the 16th century is presented Europe by the hand of the Society of Jesus, 
who built an image according to the reality of the European world, playing very skillfully with mind and 
emotions, two concepts that had an impact here determinant in the discovery of a new culture. The Jesuits’ 
letters arrive in Europe full of information, and we managed to capture the difficulty that was, for the religious 
people, due to the tight control of the institution, to balance mind and emotions, in a constant dialectic and 
dynamic that determined the way Europeans understood others and themselves. The mind is present for the 
need to adapt the information to the rules and the objectives that Society of Jesus intends to achieve, but emo
tions are also there because those who write and describe the Japanese reality cannot be totally rational and 
impartial. We try to verify objectivity and impartiality in the image of Japan and the Japanese man that the 
Jesuits presented to Europe because, in fact, Japanese culture and especially the Japanese people in the Euro
pean mind are a creation of the Society of Jesus. We try to capture what comes from reason and emotion, 
which is not always easy because these two elements are almost always present inseparably. 
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1 SEE END CREATE 

The etymology of the word Emotion (from the Latin 
emovere: e +  movere = outside and movement) 
allows us to observe that emotions are movement, 
which comes from within (which we feel inside and 
externalize through action) and play a very signifi
cant role in the development of reasoning and deci
sion making. 

Emotions result from a reaction to an environmental 
and cognitive stimulus that produces several experi
ences and different results; this reaction is visible in the 
interpretation that we all make of reality, which is 
necessarily different depending on the interpreter. 

Reason is the capacity of the human mind that 
makes it possible to reach conclusions from prem
ises, proposing reasons and explanations for cause/ 
effect and allows us to compensate the difference 
between interpretations, appealing to what is rational 
and objective and, in this way, a dynamic fluid is 
established that allows the debate of ideas and the 
advancement of knowledge. 

Knowing how to manage feelings is decisive for 
a balance between emotions and mind because when 
we decide to do something, we always have two mech
anisms in constant conflict: the emotional and impul
sive one, which can lead to choices that are out of sync 

with reality; and the rational and objective mechanism, 
which weighs mainly the ends and consequences. 

Since history is the science of the evolution of 
Humanity, in time and space, of its growth, thinking, 
and action, the historical past is almost always pre
sented to us through written sources and, according to 
Chartier (1988, p:16), the historical becoming and cul
ture result from the relationship between ways of doing 
and ways of seeing - practices and representations1 . 

Thus, a written historical record always presents 
us with a social reality that is thought out and con
structed, that derives from a reading and creation by 
the writer, and that, while being a particular and indi
vidual vision, is influenced by several variables. 

In the present case, the reality - 16th century 
Japan - is perceived through the eyes and hands of 
Jesuit missionaries (the letters) who send to 
Europe reports and descriptions that shape, in the 
European mentality, an image of Japanese culture 
and people. 

1. Practices - ways of doing, are associated with sources 
and documentation; the representations-ways of seeing, 
“realities of multiple senses,” are “intellectual schemes that 
create the figures thanks to which the present can acquire 
meaning, the other become intelligible and the space can be 
deciphered.” 
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Reason and emotions “work” in the same space 
the brain - and the two systems communicate with 
each other and affect behavior, something very vis
ible in the options taken by the Society of Jesus 
regarding the information sent to Europe about 
Japan. 

Sixteenth-century Europe (re)discovers itself 
through its relationship with the Other, and it was 
the Portuguese, especially through the Society of 
Jesus, who were responsible for this discovery. 

A culture of planetary plurality (Barreto, 1994, 
p:22) develops, which promotes an exchange (and 
not just conflict) and cultural interaction, possible 
because of the information that was arriving in 
Rome, by the hand of some Jesuit missionaries (for 
example, Fathers Francisco Xavier, Luís de Almeida, 
Gaspar Vilela, Cosme de Torres or Luís Fróis), who 
regularly sent letters describing the Japanese empire. 
This writing tries to follow what Fróis (1935, p:3) 
understood to be the most correct: To tell the truth, 
pure and simple, as this is the main ornament and 
the basis of all historical writings. 

The new religious order, Societas Iesu, brings to 
the Far East the need for a Catholic Europe to assert 
itself in the face of the advance of Protestantism and 
the performance of its elements will always have 
this in mind, in a visible effort to harmonize reason 
with the emotions they feel when experiencing 
a reality so different from their own. 

THE CREATION OF JAPANESE PEOPLE 

The Japanese are the people who, globally con
sidered, deserve the greatest admiration from the 
Portuguese of the 16th and 17th centuries, and in 
this territory, greater contact allows us to gather 
valuable information regarding the uses, customs, 
and habits of a culture that, at first glance, seems so 
different from the western one, and yet sometimes 
has points of convergence, namely a lordly society 
dominated by a warrior aristocracy. 

We recall that the first references to the Country of 
the Rising Sun in the Western world appear, fleetingly 
and ambiguously, in the accounts of a 9th- century Per
sian geographer, and later with Marco Polo, who pro
vides brief and somewhat erroneous information, both 
as to location and characteristics of a territory he refers 
to as Cipango2. The most accurate information arrived 
only from the 16th century on, through the Portuguese: 
first, in 1515, Tomé Pires in Suma Oriental, in which  
the name Japan - jampon - already appears, derived 
from the Malay japun or japung; later Jorge Álvares 
gives an account of what he witnessed when he went 
to Japan in 1544, this being the first direct record  by  

2. Cipango - approximate transcription of the Chinese Jih
pên-kuó which translates sun-orig
give Country of the Rising Sun. 

in-country, which will 

a European about the archipelago, describing the land
scape, the climate, the animals and its inhabitants; and 
then Fernão Mendes Pinto (1989, p: 824) praises the 
Japanese: all these people in Japan are naturally well-
disposed and inclined to be sociable - while pointing 
out that, by nature, they are very much given to mili
tary exercises and to mockery and wordplay. 

The second half of the 16th century witnessed 
a process of acculturation - inculturation that brought 
together two worlds and two distinct cultures and 
East-West contacts went through several stages: first, 
the environment experienced since Francisco Xavier 
´s presence in the territory until at the end of the 50s, 
it was characterized by the euphoria of discovery, 
mutual curiosity, and some understanding; then, in 
the 60s, we witnessed the awareness of the limits of 
difference and, along with the conversions, the dis
trust that became more pronounced in the 80s. 

From the very first contacts, the opinion of Fran
cisco Xavier, in 1549, will be followed by other Jes
uits and the become “official” vision transmitted to 
Europe for decades: 

These people are the delight of my heart […] 
and they are people of perfect conversation, 
generally good, and not malicious […], they do 
not kill or eat anything they create […] people 
of much sense and curious to know (CE, I, 
fls.2; 9v; 10; 13)3. 

Shortly after that, Cosme de Torres writes from 
Yamaguchi in late September 1551: 

They are discreet as far as one can care […]. 
They are curious to know […] they have won
derful conversations […] and if I were to write 
down all the good things that are in them, 
I would lack ink and paper rather than material 
(CE, 29 September 1551, I, fls.16v.-18v.). 

However, to Luis Fróis, a Jesuit missionary who 
lived more than 30 years in Japan, we owe the most 
extensive and complete descriptions of the Japanese 
way of being and living. He is a Jesuit who assumes 
a new form of thinking and acting facing a new cul
ture, and he is one of the best examples of the con
flict between Mind and Emotions, using both in the 
analysis that he makes of the Japanese people. 
Through a long correspondence, Fróis’s way of 
seeing the various Japanese aspects of life stands 
out, including society´s aspects. 

In Japan, the Society of Jesus works simultan
eously with the two extremes of society: with the 

3. In 1598, the largest collection of letters (209) from 
Jesuit missionaries concerning Japan was published in two 
volumes in Évora; in this work all citations in the text of 
this printed source are referenced as follows: CE - Letters 
from Évora -, the volume (I or II), the date of the letter and 
the folio/page. 
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elites and with the most disadvantaged, obtaining 
support and protection (from the powerful) and cred
ibility and recognition (from the poorest). 

Fróis benefits from the proximity to these two 
poles of Japanese society, in a powerful connection 
between the person who observes (and gets to be 
a participant) and the “object” analyzed. 

Jesuit writing reflects a constant balance between 
reason/mind, which constrains, limits, and obliges 
and emotion - derived from the missionaries´ living 
reality. 

Jesuit´s eyes on the civilizational Otherness are 
the eyes of Europeans and religious men, but above 
all, the eyes of people who see, describe, and inter
pret, always conditioned, another man. 

The curiosity and warlike temperament of the Jap
anese are characteristics mentioned since the begin
ning of the contacts, and if the first is a positive 
factor in the relationship with the westerners, 
the second brought some problems: 

they take great delight in seeing foreign people, 
and they are very curious in wanting to know the 
minimum peculiarities of strange kingdoms […]. 
They are naturally superb, very bellicose, inclined 
to arms (CE, 20 February 1565, I, fls.172-172v.). 

The violence and severity of the military chiefs, 
especially of Oda Nobunaga, are emphasized, and 
even somewhat excused, by the Jesuits as they are 
understood as necessary to keep the territory under 
control and at peace, which was also in line with the 
Society of Jesus´s wishes. 

The reading made of the Japanese reality is 
a Christian reading, in which reason and the interests 
of the religious institution predominate, but which 
allows a glimpse of some partiality derived from the 
sensibility and emotions of the one who writes. 

For example, the practice of abortion and infanti
cide is very disturbing to the Society of Jesus, and 
here the Jesuits’ attitude in the letters is very critical: 
there are innumerable abortions, and many children 
are killed at birth, something of great regret 
(CE,1 October 1585, II, fl.129). 

Another situation: it is also difficult for Jesuits to 
capture the whole meaning and symbolism of the 
practice of honorable suicide – seppuku or harakiri. 
Resende (2017, p. 294) notes that the Company tried 
to handle this issue with great caution since, more 
than an institutionalized practice among the warrior 
elite, it was a ritual that guaranteed the honor of the 
warrior and his descendants and had significant 
social and cultural implications. 

Thus, Jesuits almost always choose to omit epi
sodes in which this practice occurs, reason prevailing 
as this avoids direct criticism of the ruling elite who 
hold the institution´s fate in their hands. 

We realize that the letters lack much information 
regarding some details of daily life, the internal 

organization issues of the Japanese territory, and the 
various administrative reforms undertaken, for 
example, during Oda Nobunaga’s rule. 

One of the best examples of the articulation 
between reason and emotions is just in Fróis’ attitude 
toward the great military chief Oda Nobunaga, who 
initiated the reunification of Japan. 

The Jesuit is aware of Oda’s character and the 
violence he sometimes resorts to, but while acting 
according to Society’s interests, the warrior’s 
authoritarianism and arrogance are shown in the let
ters in a positive light. 

There is, indeed, a selective logic in what is 
exposed in the letters, and, considering the context 
in which the work is produced, the writing itself is 
the reading of another “writing.” 

The Company emphasizes the Japan of chaos - pol
itical (until the reunification undertaken by Oda Nobu
naga and Hideyoshi); religious (with a multiplicity of 
sects that favor the expansion of Christianity); and 
military (with numerous confrontations), to highlight 
his missionary work in this territory. 

In the Jesuit epistolography, we are presented with 
a distorted view of history, resulting from the combin
ation of the interests of the Society of Jesus - political, 
propaganda, and didactic objectives - personal limita
tions and even prejudices that are reflected mainly in 
what has to do with religious experience. 

3 CLOSING REMARKS 

The image of the Japanese that was transmitted to 
Europe in the 16th century was a Portuguese and 
mainly Jesuit creation, and we emphasize that social 
reality is always thought, constructed, and only after
ward presented. 

We also point out that the European image of the 
Japanese people is very much a representation, 
reflection, and condition of those who write (the 
Jesuit missionaries) but also an appropriation - cre
ative invention in the reception process (Chartier, 
1988, p:16)-, a reading and an interpretation of the 
those who read (the European). 

The Letters prove, on the part of the Jesuits, the 
firm will and the effort to integrate and accept this 
very different world - inculturation - and the portrait 
that the Jesuit epistolography provides of the Japan
ese reality is, in our view, an accurate portrait, how
ever partial, selective, and conditioned, which does 
not deprive it of merit or importance. 

The image of the Japanese that appears in Jesuit 
documentation turns out to be very limited in that we 
look mainly at the governing elites, the part of society 
with whom the Jesuits kept close contact because it 
was vital for the survival of the religious institution. 

It is still a partial image, not complete because it 
only reveals the warrior and the religious, leaving 
a very limited image of the “common people”; 
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finally, it is also partial because it leaves aside the 
daimyos not converted to Christianity. 

We can find the reason in the selective logic 
through the filters that the information takes until 
it reaches the reader: essential social practices are 
ignored (for example, the aforementioned sep
puku), and we know that the letters suffer cuts, 
omissions, and additions. 

Objectivity, while desirable, is never fully 
achieved, and we see here a Japanese who results 
from a construction, consciously and voluntarily 
elaborated by the Society of Jesus, with very specific 
purposes: to enhance the work of the institution in 
the Japan Mission and to increase its prestige in 
a religiously reformulating Europe. 

While still being a very close description of real
ity, the information contained in the Jesuit documen
tation is, in fact, a representation - that results from 
the balance between Reason and Emotion - of what 
indeed was the reality. 
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