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A directive from MEXT

• On 8 June, 2015 the Japanese Ministry of 
Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology 
(MEXT) informed national universities that they 
should cut or change their teacher training colleges 
and departments that do not produce graduates 
with a teacher‘s license and departments 
associated with the humanities and social science 
(HSS) based on the decline in the population of 18-
year-olds, the need for graduates in society, the 
maintenance of educational research levels, and 
their role as national universities.



Responses to the directive 

• Immediately criticized in many blogs and tweets by 
wide range people in Japan

• Statement of opposition by:
• Science Council of Japan 

• Consists of most of major academic societies in Japan

• Japan Federation of Employers' Associations

• Council of faculty of humanities in National Universities

• And others

• Reported in foreign countries (next slides)
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An additional explanation from 
MEXT
• National universities that they should cut or change

their teacher training colleges and departments 
that do not produce graduates with teacher‘s 
license and their departments associated with the 
humanities and social sciences (HSS) according to 
decrease of 18-year-old population, acceptance of 
graduate in society, maintenance of level of 
education and research, and role as national 
universities.

MEXT said “It is just a misunderstanding,
national universities should not cut HSS. Our
true intent is…“
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An additional explanation from 
MEXT
• National universities that they should cut or change

their teacher training colleges and departments 
that do not produce graduates with teacher‘s 
license and their departments associated with the 
humanities and social sciences (HSS) according to 
decrease of 18-year-old population, acceptance of 
graduate in society, maintenance of level of 
education and research, and role as national 
universities.

MEXT said “It is just a misunderstanding,
national universities should not cut HSS. Our
true intent is…“

Professor Yoshimi pointed that the problematic
sentence was quoted from a previous document
in 2014 (by way of bureaucratic paper work).



General trends of higher 
education and HSS in Japan
• Decrease in the population of 18-year-olds

• Tight fiscal policy of Japanese government
• For innovation, rather than for pursuit of truth
• Should produce greater utilitarian value

• HSS is also expected to contribute to innovation.

• The governmental funding agency (JSPS) provides 
grants to all fields including STM, humanities and 
social science like DFG in Germany.
• Different from the US (NEH) and Canada (SSHRC)
• There is no certain advocate of HSS in the largest 

funding agency in Japan



General trends of higher 
education and HSS in Japan (2)
• All national universities must develop their own 

middle-term plan to get governmental subsidies
• 2004-2009 / 2010-2015 / 2016-2021 / …

• After turning national universities into independent 
administrative entities in 2003

• They became independent entities, but are strongly 
controlled by MEXT through the process of developing 
the plan.

• The problematic sentence occurred during this process 
in August 2014.



Budget for HSS in JSPS “KAKENHI”

18.1 trillion yen in total in 2013

Proportion for HSS 

総合人文社会 人文学 社会科学 それ以外General HSS Hum HSS Others (STM)



Proportion of researchers of HSS 
in Japan
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Changes in the number of HSS 
students (Undergraduate)
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Changes in the number of HSS 
students (MA)
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Changes in the number of HSS 
students (PhD)
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Students of HSS

• In demand among undergraduate students

• Relatively small percentage of students are 
studying for an MA.

• Half of MA students of HSS are studying for a PhD

• STM PhD students increased by governmental 
policy, but this is not the case with HSS PhD 
students.



Presenter’s experiences 

• Taught undergraduate students during 2001-2009 
in a humanities-related faculty in Yamaguchi 
Prefectural University.
• Information science and applied ethics for over 2,000 

students in total.

• Has been teaching graduate students since 2012 in 
the Graduate School of Humanities and Sociology in 
the University of Tokyo.
• Digital Humanities for a small number of students from 

various fields such as western history, Japanese 
linguistics, Chinese linguistics, Russian literature, and 
Buddhist studies.



“Unusefulness”: Criticism of HSS

• Its value seems not to be understood.

• Lack of accountability?
• The ecosystem which consists of researchers, publishers 

and printing companies has not worked well for 
dissemination of HSS since the spread of the Internet.
• Publishers promoted significance of HSS in their prime, but 

now…

• As a result, most HSS researchers relatively decrease the power 
of accountability.
• HSS researchers should leverage the Web more efficiently than 

ever before.



“Unusefulness”: Criticism on HSS

• Failure of past education?
• Most of governmental officers and politicians were 

students of humanities and social science!

• Unfortunately, in the period of current key persons’ 
student days (mostly several decades in the late 20C),  
many universities seemed not to provide enough 
education. 
• Many students could graduate from universities without 

serious study at that time.

• This could be a reason why many people in the generation now 
in power regard HSS education as nonsense.



What could we do?

• Keep as it is?
• No need to be useful for society

• It might be a kind of East Asian tradition like “無用の用”

• Mainly insisted by elder professors

• But…

• Should re-evaluate their value
• Long-term benefits even in economic expediency 

• Can be studies outside of universities and 
institutions?
• It may be a solution, but difficult to sustain



What should HSS researchers do?
• Promotion of Interdisciplinary research and education 

with STM
• Over 20 national universities except traditional large ones 

plan to reform their faculties associated with HSS.

• Reformation of traditional methodology
• Digital humanities (or digital scholarship) will be useful in 

this case as a method

• Promotion of public engagement
• Has been already addressed, but it should be widened.

• Addressing open strategy
• Open access, open data, and so on
• Boosted by trend of open science and public humanities
• Japanese government is engaged in open science now.

• Open access repositories are prepared in several ways.
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