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Shibusawa Eiichi's Doctrine of Inseparability of Morality and Economy
TANAKA Kazuhiro

Shibusawa Eiichi was an entrepreneurial businessman who lived his life according to the
Analects of Confucius. Based on his own hermeneutics of the Analects, he constantly maintained
that morality and economy are compatible. His argument may seem to be counterintuitive, for
economy is deemed to be at odds with morality in general, and in Confucian tradition in particu-
lar. Shibusawa, however, had confidence in his understanding of Confucian teachings about mo-
rality and economy.

Shibusawa’'s argument consists of two principles: (a) Economy is congruent with morali-
ty; (b) Morality is congruent with economy. ‘Morality’ includes both passive morality that pro-
hibits certain acts and active morality that urges a person to do what one should do.

The fist principle means that passive morality is essential for economy; one must behave
ethically in doing business to make profit, or the profit will not last long. Ethical behavior in-
cludes, for example, to refrain from breaking rules. Shibusawa even thought that the profit made
in a righteous manner should be esteemed as necessary ‘good’ .

The second principle is that economy is essential for active morality; one must pursue
and give priority to the public benefit in doing business, for it is by doing so that we can attain
the ultimate (active) morality of Confucian teaching, i.e. ‘conferring benefits on the populace
and helping the multitude (Analects 6/30).’

Shibusawa dedicated his life to developing Japanese commerce and industry based on his
gappon-shugi which can be defined as ‘the method to promote private businesses by mobilizing
human as well as financial resources optimal for attaining their mission in concert with advanc-
ing public interest. The doctrine of inseparability of morality and economy was the moral
ground that underpinned his strenuous and fruitful efforts.
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