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The art of recalling the past has developed very differently in Europe and East Asia. Whereas
Western historiography has since the time of Herodotus and Thucydides been centred around
histories written by individuals for individuals, East Asian historiography has developed a
historical culture pivoting on the shared, more public historiography of the 1st century Chinese
historian Ban Gu.1 The distinctive characteristic of this kind of East Asian historiography could
be described as publicly sponsored history. Even now this tradition of public history remains
deeply rooted in East Asian historical culture; however, in this presentation I shall deal mainly
with the case of contemporary Japan.

In Japan many kinds of public history are published; national, prefectural and municipal
histories and histories dealing with, e.g., company, shrine, Buddhist temple, Christian church and
family. Among these various historical compilations, it is that of local history that has, up to the
present, formed the biggest block. In Japan textbooks for use in compulsory education are
governmentally authorized one, so it could be said that we have public history in the form of
history textbooks.

In this presentation I would first like to give you a detailed introduction to The History
of Yamanashi Prefecture as a concrete example of public history and also to present people's
reactions to local history compilation. Next I will examine the historical background to these
local history compilations. In conclusion I will consider the cultural background which has
supported the flourishing of public history.



2

                             2
I would like to start my presentation by introducing an example of public history in current
Japan; the compilation, now under way, of The History of Yamanashi, in 28 volumes. I am
involved in this project as one of 36 editorial members and have responsibility for the volume
dealing with socio-cultural history in the modern period.

This example can be generalized in the context of Japan. The compilation of local
history is carried out in an extremely standardized manner and this case of Yamanashi Prefecture
is almost the same as the other 46 Japanese prefectures. There are in fact inter-prefectural liaison
meetings discussing compilation procedures and a degree of adjustment is carried out according
to prefectural size.2

Yamanashi Prefecture is situated in the central part of the Japanese mainland, north of
Mount Fuji and has a population of just under 1 million. Of the 47 prefectures in Japan
Yamanashi Prefecture would have to be classed as one of the smaller ones. The prefectural
capital, Kofu City, is situated 100 miles west of Tokyo and has a history dating back to the 5th
century although archaeological excavation tells us that people were living in this region from, at
the latest, the 3rd century A.D.. Yamanashi Prefecture developed at an dramatic rate in the late
16th century, with Kofu at its centre. This was through the Kagemusha (dummy general, puppet
general) made famous in Akira Kurosawa's film. He was, in fact, a real person, called Shingen
Takeda, who has become known throughout the world since Johan Huizinga introduced him in
Homo Ludens in a discussion entitled "send salt to the enemy."3 Since then Kofu City has
developed steadily and currently has a population of 200,000.

In August 1990, the Yamanashi Prefectural Governor obtained the consent of the
Prefectural Assembly to undertake the publication of a 28 volume History of Yamanashi
Prefecture. Immediately afterwards, a Prefectural History Compilation Office was set up�@in
the Yamanashi Prefectural Office and the process of compilation began. It is planned to produce
a total of 28 volumes, 6 volumes for historical narrative, 19 volumes for historical documents, 2
volumes for folklore and cultural assets and 1 volume as an introduction to the History of
Yamanashi. Publication is to be completed by 2004. The content is to be as follows. Of the 6
volumes for historical narrative, 1 is to be for prehistoric and ancient history, 1 for the middle
ages, 2 for the early Modern period, 2 for the Modern and Contemporary period and 1 for
folklore and cultural assets. Of the 19 volumes for historical documents, 2 are to be for
prehistory, 1 for ancient history, 4 for the Middle Ages, 6 for the early Modern Period and 6 for
the Contemporary  Period. Each volume is to be B5 size (8.5 x 6 inch ), with 1000-1500 pages.
Local government is to bear all financial costs. At a rough estimate expenditure over the 15 years
will total around 40 million US dollars. 4
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The core of the editorial staff is provided by university professors who have been
assembled from all over Japan. At the time of project commencement 36 main editorial
committee members, 47 historians and 288 research assistants were appointed.5

2000 copies of The history of  Yamanashi will be printed. 1000 of those copies will be
distributed free of charge to other prefectures, schools within Yamanashi Prefecture, universities
throughout Japan, etc.. The remaining 1000 copies will be put on sale in bookshops. The
publishing company was decided by open tender. On this occasion the local Sannichi Publishing
Company was successful in its bid for the contract.

Let us take a closer look at the financial side of the project. In Yamanashi Prefecture the
compilation began in 1990 and is to be completed by 2004. The costs of compilation so far are as
follows: 162,500 US dollars for 1990,  812,500 US dollars for 1991, 1,500,000 US dollars for
1992,  1,625,000 US dolars for 1993,  1,750,000 US dollars for 1994, 2,000,000 US dollars for
1995 and 2,250,000 US dollars for 1996, 2,000,000 US dollars for 1997 and 2,750,000 US dollars
for 1998 .6

By simple arithmetic this works out at 27,820,000 US dollars over the 15 years.
Considering the 15 full-time office staff who are local government civil servants and must also be
paid their salaries, the total costs represent an expenditure well in excess of 40 million US dollars.
Yamanashi Prefecture is a small prefecture, low-ranking in financial scale among the 47 Japanese
prefectures. Considering that each of these prefectures is publishing a local  history along similar
lines, it can be seen that, taking Japan  as a whole, the costs incurred by this compilation of local
histories are immense.

In addition to the planned The History of Yamanashi, a publication called Studies in
Yamanashi Prefectural History is issued. This is an academic journal in which the editorial
members can publish research papers. It is issued annually with a print of 1000 copies, which are
distributed free of charge to academic institutions throughout Japan. Yamanashi Prefectural
History Letter is a newsletter issued twice- yearly with a print of 5000 copies. It is a colour print
pamphlet distributed free of charge chiefly among various institutions within Yamanashi
Prefecture.

It is often the case that the compilation of these prefectural histories is carried out with
reference to the municipal histories of each prefecture. This is because of the need to make use
of the historical documents gathered in the process of compiling those municipal histories.
Naturally all of these municipal histories are public stories. In the case of Yamanashi Prefecture,
as of 1996, out of the 55 municipalities 50 have completed their municipal history, in 3 the
municipal history is at print, and in 2 only is the municipal history unpublished.7

The editors of the prefectural history make reference to other publicly sponsored
history apart from the municipal histories. These include the histories of the prefectural assembly,
schools, companies, various trade unions, shrines, temples, churches and families.
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In the case of Yamanashi there have already been published 21 kinds of public history
related to the Yamanashi Prefectural History. The first history of Yamanashi was the 5 volume
History of Kai of 1814. This was a state-sponsored history compiled by the decree of the
shogunate by Sadamasa Matsudaira, the then district govenor of Kai (the old, pre-1871 name of
Yamanashi). This tradition continued after the 1868 Meiji Restoration and the histories published
by the prefectural government now number 20, in a total of 97 volumes. Of these, The History
of Yamanashi Prefectural Administrations has been published 4 times in 1942, 1952, 1962 and
during the period 1974-1978. All of these are history financed entirely by local government.
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The purpose of producing this kind of prefectural history is summarised in the basic policy
statement of the Yamanashi prefectural history compilation. "Through the compilation of a
prefectural history, we aim to contribute to promoting education and culture in Yamanashi, both
through the clarification of Yamanashi prefecture's historical development process and
deepening of our citizens' understanding of their homeland Yamanashi and through the
introduction to and preservation of historical documents as a citizens' inheritance for future
generations."8

What I wish to draw attention to here is the section emphasizing the "introduction to
and preservation of historical documents." It is important to recall that 19 of the total 28 volumes
are devoted to the collection of historical documents. Further, it is  necessary to make reference
to the fact that if you exchange Yamanashi Prefecture for the name of  another prefecture you
will find that this purpose for a prefectural history is held virtually in common throughout
Japan.9

As of September 1998, 33 prefectures out of the 47 local governments of Japan have
already completed publication of their prefectural history. 8 prefectures are currently in the
process of publication and 6 have no plans for such publication. The inclusion of Tokyo and
Kyoto among those with no plan is symbolic. Kyoto was the capital of Japan and residence of
the Emperor from 794 to 1867. Tokyo was in practical terms the capital of Japan from 1603 and
after the Emperor moved his residence from Kyoto in 1868, it became the capital in both name
and actuality. When asked to explain why Tokyo and Kyoto have no plan to compile a history,
many historians reply that the quantity of historical material remaining is too vast and further that
to chronicle the history of Tokyo and Kyoto would be no more nor less than to chronicle the
history of Japan itself. As things stand at present, in Tokyo only public histories on the level of
the narrower "ward" administrative  unit have been produced.
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The compilation of prefectural histories has been carried out in all parts of Japan since
the late 1870's. Historical compilation was also carried out simultaneously on a municipal level.
There are a total of 3261 municipalities throughout Japan. Up until 1867 there were 800 local
histories. From 1868 to 1965 there were 1700 local histories.10There is no data available after
1966, but if, by inference from the case of Yamanashi Prefecture, one assumes that approaching
at least 80% have produced their own public history, the number has now probably reached
almost 2500.

I should like to add a few comments about the publishing of local histories. In response
to the popularity of local histories, there has appeared a publishing company, Gyosei, dealing
specifically with the publication of local histories and this company has expanded its business at a
rapid pace. The company is already equipped with the know-how for compilation of local
histories, is organized to deal with the history of even a small village and undertakes the
compilation. It is thought that the company may perhaps deal with over half the publication of
Japanese local histories.11

What do those who write and those who read this kind of publicly funded history think
about it? First let us examine the opinions of historians involved in these matters. Their opinions
can be summarized under the following 4 headings:12(1) For current Japanese historians
involved in the compilation of local histories it is the individual writing of numerous monographs
that forms the core of that work. The fact that, in spite of this, many historians are happy to
participate is motivated largely by the chance to see undiscovered historical documents. (2)
Behind this lies the Rankean historical view that, through the close reading of historical
documents, historical reality will emerge of itself. The historians appear to believe that if they can
assimilate their research of local history they can objectively grasp Japanese history in its entirety.
(3) There is an ambition to write, borrowing the words of Lord Acton, a standard history. There
are also prefectures who field the dream of creating a contemporary edition of The History of
Great Japan, the national history compiled during the early modern period.13 (4) The
compilation of these local histories is an important means of training and fostering young
Japanese historians.

What, on the other hand, do the prefectural citizens feel about having so much tax used
on public history projects? In as far as I have researched the matter, I have been unable to find a
single negative opinion.14 Almost all the prefectural citizens welcome such projects. People seem
to have expectations of the prefectural history as a source for their sense of existence. The words
of the Confucian Analect that "to comprehend the future you must first study the past" retain
their vibrancy for the contemporary Japanese.
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In order to deepen our understanding, we must look back to the origins of this kind of public
history. In East Asia historiography has come to be carried out as a state undertaking since
antiquity. This begins with Ban Gu's The History of the Han Dynasty (A.D. 82). It was later
generations who acknowledged Si-ma Qian's The Record of the Grand Historian (circa 90 B.C.)
as the first official history.15 This tradition extends to the present day. In China it was an
important duty of each dynasty to assemble and record the history of the previous dynasty. This
tradition of public historiography was not confined to history focused on the state in its entirety
but extended also to each district where many local histories were written. This approach spread
to all East Asian countries with Chinese character based cultures, with public historiography
flourishing in China, Japan and Korea even in the present day.

Amid this tradition of Chinese official history, the first Japanese state historiography to
appear was The Chronicle of Japan (A.D. 720). In Japan this tradition has continued until the late
19th century even if at times there have been interruptions. Works include the following official
histories. Chronicle of Japan Continued (797), Later Chronicle of Japan (842), Later chronicle of
Japan Continued (869), Veritable record of Emperor Montoku of Japan (879), Veritable Record
of Three Generations of Emperors of Japan (901), Comprehensive Mirror of Japan (1644-1670),
and History of Great Japan (1657-1906).16 The Meiji Government, which was responsible for
the Restoration, also continued this tradition founding the Office for the Compilation of
National History. The fact that in Japan the term "National History" rather than "Japanese
History" had come to be used until about 10 years ago is very important when considering the
Japanese people's sense of history. The aim here was to create an Official History of Japan, but
for various reasons the objective was altered to that of compiling historical documents, and the
original idea of compiling a national history was abandoned.17 It is a matter of great interest that
this coincides with the period when Ranke's understudy L. Reiss came to Japan to popularize the
Rankean historical concept. In other words, the East Asian tradition of public compilation of
history is in step with the idea of "letting the facts speak" as put forward by Ranke.

What kinds of free history were undertaken? I would like to introduce a number of
examples besides Japan. In China 24 official histories have been published and that tradition of
public history continues to the present day. This applies to local history too. For example, in the
case of prefectural histories in the early nineteenth century the responsibility was borne by the
prefectural govenor and the costs of publication were shared by gentlemen living in the
locality.18 There is undoubtedly a high degree of compatibility between communist thinking and
the idea of national history. Chinese historical journals leave us with the impression that this
tradition is continuing even in contemporary China.19 Korea also has historically continued to
chronicle an official history and this tradition is alive also in present day South Korea. The 25
volume History of the Republic of Korea, whose publication was completed in 1979 by the
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National History Compilation Committee established in 1948, is a state-produced history of the
homeland.20

My interest is drawn to the fact that this traditional East Asian historiographical view is
in agreement with the Rankean historical concept. This Rankean historical concept is, I feel,
rather well summarized by Peter Burke as follows: "According to the traditional paradigm,
History is objective. The historian's task is to give readers the facts, or as Ranke put it in a much-
quoted phrase, to tell 'how it actually happened.' His modest disclaimer of philosophical
intentions was interpreted by posterity as a proud manifesto for history without bias. In a famous
letter to his international team of contributors to the Cambridge Modern History, published from
1902 onwards, its editor Lord Acton, urged them that "our Waterloo must be one that satisfies
French and English, German and Dutch alike" and that readers should be unable to tell where
one contributor laid down his pen and another took it up."21 These words of Lord Acton are
surely the very motto of public historiography in East Asia.

Well, now that national histories have ceased to exist what is taking their place in
contemporary Japan? The answer is history textbooks. Moreover these too are in fact provided
free of charge.

In Japan all school textbooks are used after undergoing a careful examination by the
Ministry of Education and that applies to history textbooks also. In Primary school and Junior
high school history is taught as a part of Social Studies with textbooks focused on Japanese
history. In Senior high school history teaching is divided into Japanese and World history. School
textbooks at the compulsory education level, in other words, for pupils of Primary and Secondary
schools have been provided free of charge since 1961, with all costs borne by the state. This
continues to be the case.

Textbook publications represent a distinctive field of publication in Japan. This field of
publication in Japan is one that cannot be ignored, considering its influence on education and the
business stability provided for the publishing companies. In 1995, under this system, 63
companies were adopted publishing a total of 177,926,938 textbooks. Of these 133,034,958 were
used in Primary and Secondary schools. In 1993 the budget allotted to the free distribution of
textbooks by the Japanese Ministry of Education was approximately 458 million US dollars.22
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Since the late 19th century the practice of history has undergone professionalism and
specialization on a world-wide scale and Japan too has been drawn into this whirlpool.23 Since
then the development of historical research in Japan has, in most respects, been the same as that
in Western countries. Present-day Japan, like the Western countries, finds itself absorbed in the
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swirl of social history. The work of the historian is to write, as an individual, many research
papers and books; however many historians are also at the same time involved in the compilation
of local histories. In present-day Japan, we can observe the continuing "coexistence" rather than
"conflict" of the two differing traditions of historical study. To put it another way, Japanese
historians simultaneously inhabit two worlds with regard to historic objectivity, one world of
Rankean (or traditional East Asian) factual objectivity and another world of post-Rankean
heteroglossia, defined as "varied and opposing voices."24 Many historians are attracted by the
undiscovered historical documents.

Public history in Japan includes history textbooks, local history and histories of
government offices, companies and schools. It is highly symbolic that these are termed "standard
history." Why is it that public historiography is flourishing in this way? It is because in Japan, and
in the other East Asian countries as well, which has no revealed religion, history forms the only
foundation for human existence. 25

Here I would like to take a little time to expand on this idea of a "revealed" religion. The
three major Japanese religions Buddhism, Confucianism and Shintoism are all called religions,
however, they are definitely different in nature from Judaism, Christianity, and Mohammedanism:
all three Western religions are revealed religions, which suppose that an almighty God has created
all nature. On the other hand, the three religions do not suppose, but rather deny, a single
almighty God.

Buddhism was founded by Gautama Siddartha. He was but a mediator who first found
the truth and showed people how to realize it. It is this point that distinguishes Gautama from
the founders of revealed religions, who presented themselves as agents of almighty God, but
almighty God was not presupposed in Buddhism.

Confucianism suspends judgement on the existence of a Supreme Being. Confucianism
is an ethical teaching and a political philosophy rather than a "religion," concerned to maintain
social order and to consolidate political power.

Shintoism, the indigenous Japanese "religion," is rooted in the folk beliefs and rituals of
an agricultural people. It later reshaped itself as a "religion" by codifying its doctrines under the
stimulation of already-introduced Buddhism and Confucianism. These doctrines made no
reference to a unitary supreme god.

It is remarkable that none of these three Japanese religions refers to a single almighty
God. Japanese has a fundamentally different concept of religion from that of the revealed
religions. It has to be said, in this respect, that the role of the past in Japan is extremely important
when compared with its role in the Western cultural sphere. People are seeking only in history
some kind of basis for their own existence.

The other indespensable issue that should not be overlooked is the philosophy of the I-
Ching which formed the basis of not only Japanese but also the other East Asian mentalite for
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two thousands years until the opening of twentieth century. The I-Ching had been placed the
highest rank among the East Asian learnings before they started to accept the Western culture in
the late nineteenth century. The version of the I-ching text and its commentaries had occupied
the top of any East Asian classified book catalogue, which is comparable with the role and status
of the Bible in the Western culture.

The I-Ching manifests its philosophy of history, as is explicitly shown in the title of its
English translation; the Book of Chnages, that every phenomena in this world never stop, never
cease its changing. This philosophy was guaranteed its validity, in human sphere, mostly by the
very facts which happenend in the past. It accordingly required East Asian historians the factural
description of what happened in history, rather than the interpreted history. The preservation of
the historical documents was, therefore, widely practiced in Japan since the early eighth century
when Japanese started to employ written Chinese as their writing system.

Even after the I-Ching was drastically expelled from the supreme place of the East
Asian learnings in the late 19th century, the historiographical act of preserving past as history and
historical documents has been continuing among historians and men of learning even in the 20th
century Japan.

This kind of concept of historiography naturally leads us to the "collection of historical
documents." The style of present-day Japanese local histories, with the collection of historical
documents occupying two-thirds of the whole, reflects the view of Japanese attitude toward
historiography.

I would like to sum up this concept using the phrase "historiography as a standard."
Even in the East Asia of the present day, especially in Japan, the past is seen as the most
truthworthy "mirror on mankind." What is being sought from public historiography is not a
history, but the history, the reliability of which is, people undoubtedly believe, guaranteed by
non-commercial governmental editorship.
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