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Eiichi Shibusawa’s Management Philosophy Revisited
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Abstract

In this paper, I revisit Eiichi Shibusawa’s management philosophy. In his
time, during the Meiji and Taisho eras, Japan imported all of its economic
and management ideas from the West. In spite of that prevailing trend,
Shibusawa, known as the father of Japanese capitalism for starting over 500
companies, advocated that companies should be managed under bushido
morality, the code of the samurai.

In 1927, Shibusawa published “The Analects of Confucius and the
Soroban”'. In it he emphasizes the idea of “Shikon-Shousai”? In the Edo
era, the samurai class considered commerce a miserly occupation so they
placed merchants in the lowest social class. This attitude still lingered
on into Shibusawa’s time, however he claimed that this was based on a
misunderstanding of the Analects of Confucius. There was not a word in
the Analects that business was a mean occupation. The base of commerce
was morality. The morality was based on the Analects of Confucius, as was
bushido, which was established in the Edo era. Shibusawa said there was
no inconsistency between business and bushido morals. People could not
prosper unless the bushido-morality was supplemented by the business
mind. That is his philosophy of Shikon-Shousai.

He said that if we operated businesses out of ignoble motives, purely
for selfish profit and without a base of morality, we would surely die out.
He also declared that the most important thing for companies was not the
gaining of profits but securing their continuity, which would also serve as a
primary force for the continuity of the State.

I feel keenly that Shibusawa’s thoughts on management are still relevant
in the present day, especially in light of the corporate scandals occurring
around the world. In academia, much attention is now being directed
towards Japan and China and Asian way of management. I am sure
Shibusawa’s ideas will play a central role in defining the new yet deeply
rooted Asian approach to business.

! Soroban means abacus, but sorobans were not merely playthings for children. They
served a great role in calculation not only for commerce but for people in their
daily lives before the appearance of the computer.

> The word Shikon means the soul of samurai, and Shosai, ability in commercial
affairs. Combined, it means that people should undertake commerce with samurai
morality.





