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The Chronology of Japanese Business Philosophy:
Fluidity and Immutability, Path Dependency and Temporal Characteristics
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Abstract

In Japan, there are 52,000 companies that have been in business for over 100 years; countless others
have come and gone in less than a century. The main reason for their disappearance is poor
adaptability to changes in the civilization environment, including politics, economy, technology, society
and culture. This means, in business operations, a failure to update technology, of course, but it
actually results from any lack or delay in innovation across their whole business. That such situations
arise is largely down to insufficiency or inconsistency in business philosophy among those people who
should be taking initiatives of innovation, i.e. management executives and employees.

This paper therefore discusses a philosophy of business that can make the difference between a
company's existence and its extinction.

For convenience, we divide over 410 years of Japan's economic and business management history
into three periods, marked by fundamental social and political changes in the country: 1) Commercial
trading and business philosophy during the time of national isolation and feudalism characteristic of
the shogunate (Edo Period); 2) Companies’ business management and philosophy after Japan opened
to foreign trade and adopted an industrial development policy (Meiji Period-Defeat in World War II); 3)
Business philosophy in contemporary Japan that restored and acquired economic strength (Post-war-
Present day)

We look at constituents of business philosophy and analyze how they are transformed in an
inevitable reaction to the changes in the civilization environment of each period, while also examining
factors influencing business philosophy alongside the civilization changes. These factors indicate
elements of immutability and fluidity (i.e. things which persist, and things which change), path
dependency (the past defining the present) and temporal characteristics (period-specific features).

We take note of the relationship of business philosophy to social and cultural subsystems, such as
Japanese religious views, ideas, ethics and morality of each period. Consequently, we look at
Confucianism (the Zhu Xi and Yangming schools of Neo-Confucianism), Buddhism (the ‘Jodo” PureLand
sect, Zen), Shinto and the ‘Kokugaku Native Studies approach to ancient Japanese thought and

culture, to observe their influences on Japanese people and impacts on their business philosophy.



Any company that has been in existence throughout the post-war industrial phase and continues to
remain so in today’s information-centered society and global competitive environment requires a
business philosophy nourished by ideas and principles demonstrating a good balance between
worldwide universality and Japanese characteristics. Finally, we offer thoughts towards a redefinition

of business philosophy.

Keywords : N7, REMETME, RAORERME, WMAE, L3t
fluidity and immutability, path dependency, temporal characteristics, merchant

philosophy, merchant acumen and samurai spirit
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