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Changing Japanese Society and Higher Education
Reform:
The Current Status and Continuing Problems
from the Perspective of Comprehensive Policy Studies

INnouE Sadahiko

O After years of deliberation and preparations, in April of 2004 all Japanese
national universities began operating as independent corporations (héjin-ka)
under the National University Corporation Law (2003), causing changes to, and
in many cases shocking, the country’s institutions of higher learning and their
administration. In addition, as the result of more than a decade of discussion,
last year the Central Education Council published their summary report
entitled “A Vision for the Country’s Higher Education System,” (Waga kuni koto
kyoiku shorai-zo6, January 2005), which stands as the central text regarding
higher education reform in Japan. Taken together, these two events along with
the reforms they have brought have come to be referred to as the “Big Bang” in
Japanese higher education.

0 In this paper I will show that the move toward reform in higher education that
began in the 1980s came not from the Ministry of Education or Japanese
universities themselves, but rather from outside pressure (gaiatsu) from
interests (most notably the Second Provisional Administrative Inquiry
Committee, Dai-ni-ji rinji gyosei chésa-kai) demanding broad financial,
manufacturing, government, as well as regulatory and more general economic
reform. The policy shifts that resulted from these pressures reflected both
common world concerns such as economic globalization and the nature and
status of knowledge in a knowledge-based society, and more local Japanese
concerns, such as declining birth rates, population decline, and bringing an end
to the country’s decade-long post-bubble recession. Today’s higher education
reforms undoubtedly go hand-in-hand with the many reforms that are the result
of the “policy phenomena” (seisaku genshé) taking place amidst the political
dynamism of Japanese society in recent years. These reforms, which can be
referred to by the umbrella expression “structural reform” for which Prime
Minister Junichiro Koizumi has become the current standard-bearer, have
brought about the current shifts in relationships between the business sector
and government agencies (directly due to economic and industrial policies),
between the government and political parties, between central and regional
governments, between the judiciary and civil society, and between civil
administration and society. Recent Japanese policy phenomena can be seen most
fundamentally and vividly in the history of changes in current higher education
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policy. Consequently, a comprehensive analysis from the perspective of policy
studies that goes beyond a single discipline-specific methodology of inquiry in
pedagogy, sociology, or economics would prove to be especially fruitful in
understanding current reforms.

O In the analysis presented in this paper it will be made clear that current
higher education reform initiatives have been largely based on concepts related
to marketization, the current mainstream political ideology, and as such, will
inevitably have their limits. Specifically, the creation and sharing of knowledge
with the public sphere, which has been the traditional understanding of
institutions of higher education, can not be evaluated in terms of market
competition, which is based on the principle of pursuit of private/personal profit.
What is demanded of higher education in the twenty-first century—the
scholarly quest for answers regarding world peace and safety, the safeguarding
of freedom and equality, the promotion and maintenance of social cohesion, and
the diffusion of knowledge throughout the world—cannot be evaluated much
less achieved in terms of the principles of market competition and personal
profit.

0 Universities are communities of free scholarly inquiry grounded in reason. To
conceive of them as mere “corporations” involved in the “manufacturing of
knowledge” necessarily limits their missions. Furthermore, they cannot simply
exist as disorganized collections of specialized knowledge, but must strive to
maintain an identity for higher education as a social institution where free
scholarly inquiry and education take place within a culture of excellence devoted
to the pursuit of truth and emphasizing inherent universal principles. In order
for this to be achieved, it is necessary to reaffirm that education is a social
institution and while it does have its private facets, it must be fundamentally

understood as a unique public activity.
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