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HISTORY MATTERS - IN JAPAN AND ELSEWHERE
Oskar Blumtritt, Deutsches Museum, Muenchen

“History matters” is an old topic that revives its
relevance again and again. History tells us about
the development of our past and current
achievements and about ways to think about our
strategic planning for the future. History
provides us neither with direct answers of how
things ‘really’ happened nor with concrete
solutions for upcoming problems. But history
helps us to discover the meaning of past and
future achievements, for instance in technology,
for different societies and cultures. In that way
history aids us in asking the right questions and,
eventually, in finding proper answers.

When | had the pleasure to participate in the
conference ‘Visual Interface — Moving Toward the
Future' in Tokyo last September | learned a lot
about former and current ideas in order to supply
visual information and communication
technologies to people. Japan can be proud of
exceptional engineers and scientists such as
Kenjiro Takayanagi, just as the United States
cannot underestimate the work of Vladimir
Kosma Zworykin or Philo Taylor Farnsworth.
These men consequently and persistently pursued
their visions of television in the 1920ies and
1930ies and successively came up with brilliant
technical solutions. From a historical point of
view, it does not seem to be extremely valuable to
ask who was the very first inventor of an
all-electronic  television system. Although
respective answers have had some legal and
economical consequences it might be more
interesting to reveal how these men were able to
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realize their visionary ideas under differing
economic, political, legal, and cultural conditions.
Further questions might inquire about the
processes of innovation and diffusion of visual
technologies, as well as the active and passive role
users played during these processes. For we
cannot deny that their perceptions and
expectations changed over time, influencing also
the visions of scientists, engineers, and managers.

Nowadays, we are living in an increasing
globalized world which is to some extent coined by
the information and communication technologies,
which have grown out of the development we are
dealing with. For good or bad, this globalized
world still inherits national and entrepreneurial
competition, differences in mentalities and
resources, and so on. Historical questions can
deal with these developments by precisely
revealing the continuities and discontinuities in
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the different processes, which may be called
modernization or westernization. Japan, as
other countries too, has unique traditions to be
preserved without denying the advantages of
achievements in electrical and electronic
technologies.  The special way of Japanese
technology and society is not only worth disclosure
by comparison with the way other countries have
developed. Japan’s history is also an
indispensable part of the understanding and
managing of worldwide processes — including the
solution of worldwide problems.

In other words, history has become a global
enterprise, too. Insofar, every effort in expanding
inter- and transnational networks amongst
historians should be encouraged. Although
institutions such as IEEJ or IEEE have to
strengthen their genuine field, i.e. the history of
electrical and electronic engineering, they can
only succeed when they continue to be part of the

national and international historical communities
as well as to participate in the discussions on the
meaning of future developments. They have,
however, also to document and preserve the
heritage of their own country in their archives and
museums. Particularly then history will retain
its sustainable role in the development of concrete
visions for our societies.

Of course, | have to apologize for writing in
English and not in Japanese. Being part of the
increasing globalized world | am nevertheless glad
that we at least are able to communicate over
continents in any language although it is not our
native language.
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