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Teaching Economics in Japan
at the End of the 19th Century:

The Political Economy, Public Finance, and Statistics in the Curriculum
of the Higher Commercial School of Tokyo

Tetsuya Banno

The purpose of this paper is to highlight the characteristics of economics education at the
Higher Commercial School of Tokyo before the end of the 19th century. At that time, the
official history of its successor, Hitotsubashi University, states the curriculum of the school
changed drastically. In order to accurately assess this change, it is important to ascertain
what the curriculum was like before it changed.

The Higher Commercial School of Tokyo had its origin in the Private School of Commerce
and Business established in 1875 by Arinori Mori, one of Japan’'s diplomats in the first
decades of the Meiji period, for the purpose of teaching the European or modern way of
business, which the country lacked in the late 19th century. The Japanese were fully
engaged in the foreign trade, but they neither knew how to trade with foreigners nor how to
speak in foreign languages. Foreigners it seemed could do whatever they wanted. It was this
condition which Mori and his companions wanted to change. But they needed commercial
education and an institution to provide it. Contrary to their wishes, the Japanese government
was giving priority to law, engineering, and agricultural education; it emphasized the
importance of training bureaucrats to strengthen the state, engineers to develop industry,
and agricultural engineers to produce more food to support the nation. Commercial education
had been abandoned without any national support. Mori and his companions had no choice
but to establish their own private school.

However, circumstances changed during the ensuing decade. The government set
regulations for commercial schools, nationalized Mori's school, and positioned it as the
secondary, that is, superior school of commerce.

Although the curriculum of the superior school of commerce was based yet on training
programs not for future managers or merchants but for being shopkeepers or accounting
employees, the students learned not only book-keeping and writing commercial
correspondence but also political economy, public finance, and statistics. This paper reveals
that these classes were similar to those offered by the University of Tokyo, even though the
level was lower. The similarities were mainly due to the teachers, some of whom were
graduates of the university, while others, same as the part-time lecturers at the university,
were bureaucrats in that field.



