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Technology and Culture in the Case of the Development of Penicillin in Japan during World
War 11

Penicillin Development as a Plural Phenomenon
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Japan carried out research and development (R & D) of penicillin, the antibacterial agent, during World
War Il. Yet research materials for penicillin’s R & D gradually became insufficient due to adverse tactical
situations. Advanced academic research information was difficult to obtain because Britain and the U.S., who
were at the forefront in penicillin R & D, became belligerent. However, about nine months after starting the
initial R & D, pure penicillin was obtained. Although mass production of penicillin commenced, the aerial
attacks on Japan’s mainland intensified, and the war came to an end for Japan.

The purpose of this research note is to discuss the relationship between technology and culture in the case
of the development of penicillin. In particular, Japanese researchers strove to achieve a supply of penicillin, the
natural blue-molded antibacterial agent, as a pharmaceutical agent.

For the purpose of re-staging the process of R & D leading to the analysis of the R & D of penicillin from
the viewpoint of collaboration among science-research-government in Japan at that time, this research note
examines this unique research approach using primary documents concerning the R & D of penicillin. These
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valuable documents have escaped the war and are mainly heretofore unavailable primary historical sources,
including an oral history provided by Kazuo Nitta.

These primary historical sources include an Annual which was compiled by the research department of
the Academy of Medicine Army that was involved in science mobilization, as well as the business diary of the
research department which has been described by Katsuhiko Inagaki, who, at the time, was a major in the
Academy of Medicine Army and a leader in the science-research-government collaboration. Analysis of the
leadership of the interdisciplinary research support by Katsuhiko Inagaki described above and also the exist-
ence of four mentors—Hamao Umezawa, Toshio Torii, Koichi Sato and Genzaburo Masuyama—contribute to
clarifying the relationships between technology culture.
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1 Fleming, A. (1929). On the antibacterial action of culture of a Penicillium, with special reference to their use in

the isolation of B. Influenzae, Brit. Jour. Expt. Path. 10: 226-236.
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