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Introduction
In the annals of global commerce, few names resonate with the enduring power and
expansive reach of Itochu. From its humble origins as a textile wholesaler in
nineteenth-century Japan to its current stature as one of the world's preeminent sogo
shosha, or general trading companies, Itochu's journey is a compelling saga of
adaptability, strategic foresight, and relentless pursuit of opportunity. This book, "A
History of Itochu: The Story of a Global Company," endeavors to chronicle this
remarkable evolution, offering readers an unprecedented look into the forces that
shaped a truly global enterprise and continue to define its critical role in the twenty-
first century.

Itochu's story is far more than a corporate biography; it is a lens through which to
understand the broader currents of modern economic history. Its trajectory mirrors
Japan's own dramatic rise from isolation to industrial powerhouse, its resilience
reflecting the nation's capacity for reinvention in the face of adversity. From
navigating the complexities of early international trade to enduring the cataclysms of
two World Wars, and from spearheading post-war reconstruction to embracing the
digital age, Itochu has consistently demonstrated an uncanny ability to anticipate and
respond to epochal shifts. This narrative reveals how a company, rooted in a specific
cultural and historical context, transcended its origins to become a truly transnational
force.

What exactly does it mean to be a "global company" in the context of Itochu? It
signifies a sprawling network that spans continents and encompasses an astonishingly
diverse portfolio of businesses. From the vital flows of energy and raw materials to the
intricate supply chains of food and consumer goods, and from cutting-edge
information and communication technologies to massive infrastructure projects,
Itochu’s fingerprints are found across the spectrum of global commerce. This book will
illuminate the intricate mechanisms of this vast enterprise, revealing how its various
divisions interact and contribute to its overall strength and influence. We will explore
the strategic decisions that led to its diversification, examining how Itochu seamlessly
integrated disparate industries under one formidable umbrella.

Beyond its impressive financial figures and operational scale, Itochu's enduring
significance lies in its unique approach to business, deeply informed by the Japanese 
sogo shosha model. This philosophy emphasizes long-term relationships,
comprehensive market intelligence, and a holistic engagement with global challenges.
This volume delves into the core tenets of this approach, exploring how Itochu has
consistently fostered innovation, embraced corporate social responsibility, and
cultivated visionary leadership to sustain its growth and impact. Understanding Itochu
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is to understand a particular ethos of global trade – one that balances aggressive
commercial ambition with a profound commitment to sustainable development and
societal contribution.

Ultimately, "A History of Itochu" offers invaluable insights for anyone interested in the
dynamics of global capitalism, the evolution of international trade, and the strategies
that underpin enduring corporate success. It promises to be a comprehensive and
engaging account, tracing the lineage of a company that not only weathered historical
storms but actively shaped the economic landscape of its time. By examining its past,
present, and future trajectory, readers will gain a deeper appreciation for Itochu’s
profound and multifaceted impact on the world, a testament to the power of vision,
resilience, and unwavering commitment to global engagement.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Seeds of a Giant: Itochu's
Humble Beginnings
The story of Itochu, a global titan of trade, begins not in a gleaming corporate high-
rise, but on the well-worn paths of 19th-century Japan. It was 1858 when a fifteen-year-
old boy named Chubei Itoh, driven by an entrepreneurial spirit that belied his youth,
embarked on a journey that would lay the foundation for one of the world's largest
companies. Along with his elder brother, Chubei set out from Toyosato, a village in
Omi Province (present-day Shiga Prefecture), to peddle linen cloth. This humble
beginning as an itinerant merchant, traversing distances on foot with his wares,
embodies the very essence of early Japanese commerce.

The Omi Province was renowned for its merchants, a class of traders known for their
ethical approach to business, encapsulated in the philosophy of sanpo yoshi – "good
for the seller, good for the buyer, and good for society." This ethos, deeply ingrained in
the regional trading culture, undoubtedly shaped young Chubei Itoh's nascent
understanding of commerce. The natural environment of Omi, with its humid climate
and abundant spring water feeding into Lake Biwa, also supported the development of
linen fabrics, a key product for these early traders.

Chubei's initial ventures involved traveling to commercial hubs like Osaka and Kishu to
trade in linen. His ambition quickly grew, and the following year saw him extend his
routes as far as Nagasaki, passing through Okayama, Hiroshima, and Shimonoseki. It
was during these travels that Chubei encountered a Japan on the cusp of profound
change. The country, after centuries of self-imposed isolation, had just concluded the
Treaty of Amity and Commerce with five Western powers, ushering in an era of free
trade.

The sight of foreign ships, bustling trading posts, and unfamiliar faces sparked a deep
curiosity in the young merchant and solidified his conviction in the boundless potential
of commerce. This early exposure to international activity, even if indirect, planted the
initial seeds of a global outlook that would define Itochu's future. The traditional
practice of itinerant trading, which involved door-to-door wholesaling and regular
travel to familiar commercial areas, equipped Chubei with invaluable skills in sales,
procurement, and logistics.

The textiles Chubei traded, primarily linen and cotton, were integral to daily life in
Japan. While hemp and ramie had long been traditional fibers in the Omi region,
European linen gained popularity from the mid-Meiji period onward, eventually
becoming a mainstay of linen production in Japan. Cotton production, too, was a
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burgeoning industry, with home-based spinning and weaving providing income for
many rural families.

In the early 1870s, as Japan continued its rapid modernization during the Meiji
Restoration, the commercial landscape was evolving. The spread of steamships and
railways began to reduce the need for traditional middlemen and peddlers, pressing
merchants to adapt their strategies. Chubei Itoh was quick to recognize these shifts. In
1872, he took a significant step by establishing his own drapery shop, "Benichu," in
Osaka.

Osaka was a strategic choice for this venture. While the Fushimi-machi area was then
the hub for drapery wholesalers, Chubei wisely chose Honmachi, anticipating its future
development. Honmachi offered better accessibility from Kawaguchi-cho, where boats
could dock, and the land costs were significantly lower than in Fushimi-machi. Within
five years, Benichu flourished, making Chubei Itoh one of Osaka's largest textile
wholesaler-retailers.

The success of Benichu was not merely due to a prime location but also to Chubei
Itoh's innovative management practices. He introduced what were, for the time,
revolutionary systems, including the codification of profit-sharing among three
stakeholders and the adoption of Western-style bookkeeping. These forward-thinking
initiatives fostered mutual trust between the store manager and workers, contributing
to efficient operations and setting a strong foundation for future growth.

By 1883, the growing enterprise saw a branch opened in Kyoto, and the Osaka shop
was formally designated as Itoh Honten, or "head office." The following year, in 1884,
Benichu was officially renamed "Itoh Honten." This expansion continued in 1885 with
the establishment of a third shop in Kobe, opened by Chubei Itoh and his nephew
Tetsujiro Sotoumi, creating the Itoh-Sotoumi Company. This company initially focused
on exporting textile goods through foreign trading agents, hinting at the international
aspirations that would fully blossom later.

As the century drew to a close, Japan's textile industry experienced further
transformation. Modern cotton-spinning companies began to emerge, particularly in
Osaka, selling their yarn to traditional weaving industries through cotton-yarn
importers. Recognizing this shift, Chubei Itoh established Itoh Itomise (Thread and
Yarn Store) in Osaka in 1893, a venture from which Itochu Corporation directly traces
its roots.

Itoh Itomise was a cotton thread wholesale store, starting with ten workers and a clear
organizational structure. This period also saw the company venturing into the import
of Chinese cotton yarn through Shanghai, which was then sold to the burgeoning
spinning mills around Osaka. These strategic moves firmly established the business as
a textile trading house, cementing its foundational industry. The ability to adapt
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quickly to changing market conditions became a key management habit during these
formative Meiji years.

Chubei Itoh I passed away in 1903, leaving behind a thriving business built on
foresight, hard work, and an unwavering belief in the power of commerce. His second
son, also named Chubei Itoh, inherited the burgeoning enterprise. The younger
Chubei, well-trained in the ways of the business, proved to be as astute and capable
as his father, ready to guide the company through the next phase of its evolution. The
groundwork for a global giant had been laid, rooted in the textile trade and nurtured
by a spirit of continuous adaptation.
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