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The social function of national higher commercial schools in interwar Japan:
Focusing on graduates

Taro Minabe

This article aims to illustrate the social function of national higher commercial schools (referred
to simply as HCSs hereafter) in interwar Japan, especially focusing on graduates who have secured
employment in companies.

In this period, there were thirteen HCSs located in the Japanese mainland. Eight of them, including
Nagoya and Hikone, were established in the first half of the 1920s for promoting higher education.
HCSs selected secondary school and commercial school graduates through challenging entrance
examination. Only one out of five or six applicants could pass this exam. HCSs gave high-level
commercial education to their students and turned out about 2,000 graduates per year since the
late 1920s. Many of the graduates intended to join large Japanese enterprises such as money center
banks, general trading companies, and major zaibatsu (financial combine) as white-collar employees.
However, the annual employee intakes of these companies were only ten to forty, except a few cases.
It is clear that compared to the actual number of graduates, expectants were very few. This tendency
remained the same in the mid-1930s, which was a recovery phase after the serious depression of the
early 1930s.

If the HCS graduates were fortunate enough to join large enterprises, they faced long-term, intense
competition with university graduates. In this paper, we analyzed the case of money center banks.
These banks also employed many commercial school graduates and selected some of them as branch
chiefs to motivate them for daily tasks. HCS graduates also faced competitions with them. However,
some HCS graduates constantly progressed and ultimately reached the top managerial positions in
money center banks such as Sanwa, Dai-Ichi, and Tokai after the Second World War. It was clear
that thousands of people who graduated from HCSs in the interwar period contributed to Japan’s

remarkable postwar reconstruction through their professions.
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