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1. Tanzan Ishibashi, 16th President of Rissho University

Over the course of his multifaceted life, Tanzan Ishibashi was known as a liberal journalist, a
powerful political figure who became Japan’s prime minister in 1956, and a pacifist who worked to
end the Cold War. However, many people are unaware that Ishibashi also served as the president of
a university.

Ishibashi’s father, Nippu Sugita, was a prominent figure in the world of Nichiren Buddhism.
During the Taisho period he served as the president of Rissho University, which was known at the
time as Nichiren-shu (Nichiren Buddhism) University.

Ishibashi’s own appointment as Rissho University president was a result of both the ties he
had to Nichiren Buddhism and a financial crisis the university was facing. Rissho had lost most
of its school buildings during US military air raids in May 1945. The task of rebuilding them was
immensely challenging, so the university could not avoid appointing an influential person from
outside the school. That is why the university asked Ishibashi, a powerful politician who had
already served as finance minister from 1946 to 1947, to serve as president. Ishibashi was officially
appointed to the position on December 1, 1952, and immediately began working to rebuild the
university’s finances. He also showed strong leadership in the fields of research and education.

2. Statesman and University President

Ishibashi served as Rissho University’s president from 1952 to 1968. During that time, he also
served as Japan’s minister of international trade and industry and then as its prime minister. Even
after he retired from his post as prime minister because of illness, Ishibashi visited China and the
Soviet Union and worked to bring the Cold War to an end.

Despite being busy with all of the above activities, Ishibashi still participated in lectures
around the country designed to recruit students, taught courses in the faculty of economics, and
participated in the management of the university. He also had significant and rewarding interactions
with professors in the faculties of Buddhist studies, letters, and economics, and worked to help the
university grow in every way possible.

The university’s board of directors—which included prominent figures from a variety of areas,
including Nichiren Buddhism, economics, and government—provided Ishibashi with invaluable
support. Satoru Mori, managing director of the university, was also the head of a large conglomerate
called Mori Konzern. Nichio Mochizuki was the executive director and was in charge of finances.
Eizaburo Saito was a commentator for NHK, and Kikuichiro Yamaguchi was a prominent politician
in Japan’s Liberal Party. These members and others worked tirelessly to realize Ishibashi’s goals.

3. The Ideals of President Ishibashi

—Striving for the Economic Recovery of Japan—

Ishibashi’s term as university president overlapped with Japan’s postwar recovery. During this
period, Ishibashi constantly asserted that it was necessary to pursue aggressive governmental and



economic policies to achieve full employment. The Five Promises Ishibashi made when he became
prime minister pegged increased employment and manufacturing as a top governmental priority, and
he argued for the creation of a welfare state based on this priority.

However, Ishibashi’s aggressive governmental policies differed from the profit sharing,
handout style of government that eventually became the status quo under the Liberal Democratic
Party. That’s because postwar fears of inflation were still strong, and there was a distinct possibility
that the Japanese people would criticize Ishibashi’s policies for encouraging inflation. His policies
were unique in that as he faced potential criticism for his actions, he used the Keynesian principles
that he had learned to pursue his own reasoning and convictions.

4. The Ideals of President Ishibashi
—Nurturing and Spreading Buddhist Thought—

Although Ishibashi identified himself as a follower of Nichiren Buddhism, we shouldn’t labor
too hard to link his ideas with Buddhist thought. This is because Christianity, pragmatism, and other
important schools of thought also inspired his ideas. Ishibashi probably didn’t approach Nichiren
Buddhism as a scholarly system of thought, but rather used its fundamental values and morals to
provide a framework for his actions and life.

During the period he served as president, however, Ishibashi always thought of Buddhism as
a Japanese school of thought that was relevant for the entire world. The reason he emphasized the
promotion of Rissho University’s Faculty of Buddhist Studies was because he believed that Japanese
universities should make education and research based on Buddhism one of their distinctive features.
However, Ishibashi never imposed Buddhist thought on those around him. One reason he modeled
his life after Nichiren was to attain the strength of will necessary to stand up to the powerful men
of his time. Ishibashi started out as a journalist, and he never sacrificed freedom of expression for
specific ideas.

5. What We Should Learn from Ishibashi

Today in Japan, Tanzan Ishibashi symbolizes a number of possibilities that were never realized.
If his “small Japan policy” had gained greater support—and if he had not been purged from office
and had not become ill after becoming prime minister—the history of Japan might have been quite
different.

As university president, Ishibashi never imposed specific government policies or ideas on
faculty or students. Instead, he made it a priority to encourage each individual to imagine new
possibilities on his or her own. The tradition that he established in research and education remains
strong.

What we should learn from Ishibashi is to pursue new possibilities, and that even in difficult
times we can radically transform ourselves. To do that, however, we need imagination and optimism.
Ishibashi showed us the possibility of a bright future.
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