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BUSINESS HISTORY IN JAPAN: A REPORT

Dwi jendra Tripathi®

A few wesks ago I returned after attending what has caome to be
known in Japah and outside as the Fuji Conference on Business History.
The Business History Society of Japan has been holding this event for
the last sight years in a secluded but well squipped and well furnished
conference hall situated at the foot of the sacred fuji Mountains miles
away from the humdrum of the city life. The avowed purpose of the
Conference is to promote the study of the subject in Japan and provide
" a forum for the Japanése and non--Japanese scholars to interact. This
year, in addition to 6 Business Historians from other countries = oné
eac% from Engiend, France, Gzrmany, and India ~nd two from the United
Stateg - 14_Japanesa scholsrs participated in the deliberations, In
the interest of fruitful and intsnsive scholarly exchange, the numper
of invitees is kept deliberately small, The theme of discussion this

year was "Business climate and Industrialization' with special reference

to the textile industry.
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My participsation in the conference gave me a first hand opportunity
tﬁ familiarize myself with the stzte of Business Mistery in Japan., And
what 1 saw and learnt waes sc iwpressive that 1 decidsd tao report &t to the
historlians and businessmen in my countrty so that we could evaluate our oun
progress in the field, It must be menticmed at the outset that Business
History is a reletivaly young branch of historical discipline, For, evan
'thougﬁ the concept was not guite umknown earlier, it was only after the
.Hardvard Business School sstablished courses in the subject in the early
years of the 1920%s, that the need to inﬁestigate historically into business
operations gained some momentum. Ffor well over throe decades, howsver,
resaarch in and teaching of Business History remazined confined to a few
businese schocls in the United Statcs. Histeorians in other countriss or
history departments in the American schools, for some reason or the othser,
evinced very little intere t in the subject. The upsurge in business
education after the Second World War gave a new impetus to the study of
Business distory in the United 5-ates. The beginning and growth of histo-
rical snquiry intc brsiness in several other countries including dapan is

alsoc a post--war phenomenon.

Though the roots of Japanese interest in Business History can be
traced back to the early 1.50's, serious efforts to promote research in
and teaching of the subject were initiated only in the early years of the

1960's by a group of ygunger scholars who had returned to the country after
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completing their higher educotion in the United States, By the middle of
the 1960°s the number of scholar: working in the fisld increased to such an

extent that they dec’ded to establish the Buviness History Socisty of Japan

and start a gquarterly journal, the Jzpangse Business History Review. The

Socicvty in due course bucame the focal point of promotionnl efforts to
augument interest in Business History amd the Review . earned the status of
being the most prestigious instrumcnt to digseminate quality ruesearch.
'TDday the Society can boast of a membership of more than 650 and the Revisw
is fed almost entirevly through the output of Japanese scholars. The growth
of teaching in Business History has kept paca with the growth of research,
For, all major UHiUGrSitiUS in Japan provide for the study of the subject

in the departments of history, economics, or commerco,

It is somewhat paradoxical that the progress of Business History in
Japan has been much rore significant than that of business education. There
is 2 widespread belisf in Japan that managerial capabilities can be developed
on the jcob rather than throughed cational experienc:. What the corporations,
gtherefore, look for in a potential employese is not a professional degree but
potential for professional growth in the field. More often than not; a bright
young graduate with degrées in liberal arts or sciences would be preferrad to
Eﬁﬂe with.a degree in businsss administration. It is not surprising, under
;tHase‘conditions, that businuss education has made very little progress in
Japan. The Keio Businuss School, founded in 1961 a few months before the

establishment of the first Indian Institute of Management, still remains
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virtualily the only institution impafting businegs education at the post
graduate level and the acceptablliity of its products in Japan is nowhere
ﬁlose to thet of the IIM graduates in Indiz., A welleinformed retired
“executive of the Toyobo Company, himself a Herdvard MBA, went tog the extant
of predicting that busingss educstion would never take roots in the Japanese
soil. The Toyobo is ane of the oldest and lorgest textile producerg in the

country.,

Whatever the validity of this prediction, the fact remains that unlike
in the United States and many other countries, the growth of Business
History in Japan has been largely unrelatsd to the progress of busingss
sducation., The Japsnese experience is different from American experience
‘in one more significant respect. It is often surmised that the rise of
Business Histﬁry in the United States, or for that matter a host of other
subdivisions of historical discipline, was dug to the relative brevity of
America's historical span, With ¢ history of barely three certuries, it
was natural for the Amorican historians to seek to expand the horizons of
their explorable past and in that process bring under the rubric of histo-
rical studieé such seg.sents of national experience which, under different
conditions, would_haue received little attentiaon from them. No such come
pulsion'existed in Japan where a long and eventful past provided little
scope for the marrow and limited foci to gain recognition as discrete

branches of historical learning.

‘And yet thers is no guestion that Business History developed in Jdap:

under the direct acade. ic impact of the linited States. Not only had the
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leaders received their training in Americs, but also they, like the American
wpitors till very recently, concontrated almost exclusively on firm histories.
Even today the Japoness identify Business History with firm history. The
importancz of firm history far a businuas histarian is undeniable, but
Business History, in a proper sensce, must sncompass much wore than this.
Arthur H. Dule-rightly suggested sevoeral years ago that the subject should
transcend the guantifiable vconomic slements end embrace the world of ideos
and instruments which result in on imperceptible process of interaction
betwuen the business and the society at large. The historian of business
must investigate into such aspects as business thinking, busincss education;
and business beghaviour. In other words the proper subject matter of business
history should te business system rather than business enterprise, The

Japancse business historiazn is still far behind this goal.

The Japansse o.phasis on firm history, however, conforms to the American
pattern, For well over threc decades after the subject made its debut, fha
enterprise history remained thé anle concern of the American business his-
torians. It was only in the late 1950's that scholars like Alfred P, Chandler
began to probg into the lorger aspects of the business system which culmis

nated recently in the publicztion of his seminal and ephoch-making work ,

The ¥isible Hand, bringing to its autheor the distinction of being the first
businecss historian to win the prestigiouslpglitzar Prize in History. It is
expected that now that the Japaniesc historians have pro ‘uced a sizeable

number of firm histories, they would, sooner than later, undertake the task
of inmtegrating and synthesizing their findings and analysing business as a

social institution affected by and affecting social environmant .
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It will be instructive to rovisw briefly the prograss of Business
History .n India in the context .7 what happond in Japan. The study of
the subjecct bagén in Tndia almost at the same time whon it began in Japan.
As early as 1964 the Indien Institute of Mansgemenr, Ahmedabad decided to
promote research and teaching of Business History. Sinco thén; evon though
no other academic institution has formally included Businass History as a
part of its curriculum, sufficient acade-ic intorcst in the subject haos
been goneratod, The Indian Historical Records commission during the last
few years has organized all India discussions on the problems and sources
of Business History. A fouw Ph.D thesus on subjocts partaining to Eusiness
History have been completed and sweveral others are in progress in may Indian
schoals including the prostigious Jawsharlal Nehru University. Pepers an
topics rulated to business inmstitutions end instrumentazlitics have been
published in professional journals or prusunted to profossional conferencass
and a number of cosipany histories hzve come out in recent years. Thers is
no doubt that with the gradual dcoclinu of political history «nd growing
interest in the sociowsconomic doveloomonts, the Indianm historical profession
is now more sware than sver befors of the neced to probe historizally inte

Indian business dynzmics.

This awarQness notwithstanding, thw preogrwess in India is much less
impfussive than in our sistar Asian country iarguly.because thure has been
no concemitant growth of interest in tho subject in the Indian businuss
world. It is no exaggeration to pay that the Indisn business has buen, by

and large,less than enthusiastic about subjecting its pzst to historical



scrutiny. Perbaps suspicious af uncertsin and unprodictable gavernmental
policics, it has given littlo support and loss encourageonent to the scholsr
.who is vury often donlied euun accuss to crucial scurces of data., And initi-
ative for historical evaluation of its performance on the part of a businuss
enterprisc is rare indeced,. Exceptions, of coursw, thoro are, but they aonly

underscors tho goneral situation.

I am not suggesting that the Japanouse busincss always wslecomes the
historian with open arms and the Japanesc scholars do not encounter diffi
cultiys in gaining access to busincss rucords, But, by and large, the
attitude of the Japencsc busincss werid to Busincss History as a discipline
is much more positive. My discussions with Japanese scholars and business
executives left me with no doubt that thise two groups regard themselves as
partners in a common cojective. It is significant that the Fuji Conference
serics, involving & large sum of money, has becen possible through o generous
grant from the Taniguchi Foundation, set up by a businessman, The Foundation
supparts rct only the participatic. of delegates, both Japanese and foreign,
but also the publiczti 1 of the proceedings. ‘he head of the Foundation, a
retired chairman of a wull known tuxtile company, in his farewell address to
the delegates very rightly observed, that = historical understanding of
;Eusiness.was as important to the businessmen as to the scholar and the wider

‘public.

Our business leaders would perhaps share this feeling. For, tha only
way to comprehend the business dymamics of a socisty is to have a longitudinal

Miew and Business History providus preciselv this. IFf we are not in a position
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. to goneralize about the husinuss behavicur in India, if we hsve not been able
”to deviolop convincing thsorizs zad conctructs about the business dynamics in
India, and if we very often seck to explain or respond to business situations
with thoe zid of borrowsd concepts, developed to meet the needs of sccieties
very much diffocrent fram ours, it is bocause we still do not have a body of
enpirical litueroture which may provide us inmsight into the nature of our
behaviour petltern and businsss institutions. And no effort to produce a body
of such literature would succesd without the kind of partnsrship botween the

historical scholsrship and the business world that exists in Japen,
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