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“LEVY ON BENEFICIARY” OR “PROMOTION OF MERIT”
An Ideological History of Tuition Policies
for National Universities

Motohisa KANEKO*

Tuition in the national universities and colleges in Japan, long set at nominal amounts in
the postwar period, has since mid-1970s been raised consistantly and substantially. The trend
is raising conceptual questions about the nature of tuition in public institutions. This paper
focuses upon the historical trends of tuition levels since the Meiji period, and examines
the ideological basis underlying the policy changes.

The first section deals with the period from the very beginning of western-style higher

education should be born by the students who would beneﬁt from it. The government should
subsidize only to the extent that the level of charge exceeds the financial capacity of the
parents. Such a concept may be termed the “levy on beneficiary” principle. On the other

hand, there were arguments that, by setting the level of tuition too high, the university would

be forced to admit only wealthy - but academically weak - students. The tuition should be set

the merit principle prevailed when the Imperial University was instituted.
The second section focuses upon the period leading to the World War II. For the period
from the 1880s to the 1910s, when new Imperial Universities were created and Specialized

Colleges were instituted, the tuition level of the Imperial Universities remained practically

universities. At the same time, the tuition level of the national universities was raised
substantially. A significant factor in this change was the need to allow the tuition raises in
private institutions. It represented a readjustment, but not reversal, of the merit principle in

the prewar period.

The third section reviews the trends in the postwar period. With the end of the war, the
Japanese higher education system was reformed under the principle of democratization.
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Since one of its critical components was equity in opportunity, economic obstacles to higher

education had to be minimized. Moreover, the Economic Growth policy called for high levels
of quantity and quality of scientific manpower, there had to be enough incentives in these

areas of study. The tuition level of national universities had therefore to remain low. But,

be termed the postwar version of the merit principle. It created, however, substantial
disparities between the public and private institutions in the amount of public subsidy.
Partly in order to rectify this disparity, and partly in response to the looming financial

stringency, the tuition level of public institutions continued to be raised since the 1970s

In conclusion the paper points out the erosion of the merit principle, but argues that,

before committing to the levy princple, the issue of equity should be carefully examined.



