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The Rise of Industrial Technology in Postwar Japan
— A Cultural Approach —

Kenkichiro Koizumi

The purpose of this article is to offer an alternative explanation as to why and how
Japan was able to become a technological power. My approach is a cultural one. I
first examine how the Japanese regarded imported technology historically in the
context of a traditional, premodern society. It was adopted and applied freely and
without external economic, political, or cultural restraints. This situation abruptly
changed after Japan’'s encounter with the West in the latter half of the 19th century.
Threatened, as China had been, by Western colonization, Japan came to form a
national view, a framework, a methodology and goal defined as Eastern Ethics and
Western Technology, which meant to them that Japan is superior in morality, but the
West excels in technology. This framework subsequently evolved into a self image or
self definition under the label Japanese Spirit and Western Knowledge. These key
words or national mottos made it possible for Japan to import Western things while
retaining their culture and values. Tt led to a wholesale copying of Western technology
for the purpose of catching up with the West. And catching up with the West
technologically was essential if Japan was to retain its national independence. This
was a convenient framework, but at the same time it greatly limited the development
of technology in Japan. It meant Japan viewed technology only in the same terms that
the West did. The only possible direction that technology in Japan could go therefore
was toward replication of the technology of the West. This situation lasted until
Japan’s defeat in the Second World War. After the war with the prewar Wakon or
Japanese Spirit completely discredited, the Japanese began locking for a new identity,
a new raison d etre that could replace the old one. The Japanese were greatly
influenced by American culture under the American postwar occupation of Japan,
especially by its materialistic aspects. Through a complicated process the Japanese
began to identify culturally with the affluent materialistic goals of American society



and focused on manufacturing technology, one of the basic aspects of materialistic
culture, at which they could excel. This new national mission led to a liberation
from the upward and onward, faster, more powerful, high—tech direction of Western
technology, and the Japanese rediscovered that technology can be innovated or
improved endlessly——and that this in itself was a national goal worth cultivating and
worthy of a national self identity. The issue of innovation as creativity, not copying
is addressed.
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