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The Unemployment Problem of Higher Education Graduates
during the Great Depression: The Case of Japan

Akihiro ITOH*

Recently in Japan, there is little unemployment among graduates of higher education.
This stands in stark contrast to the situation in some European and developing countries
where youth unemployment has become a serious social problem. However, when looking
back into the history of modern Japan. we find a cyclic appearence of unemployment,
occuring in the years after the Russo-Japanese war, during the Great Depression, just after
the W.W.II, and around the time of Oil Crisis. Among these unemployment crises, this
article focuses on the period of the Great Depression. In those days Japan faced its most
serious unemployment problem of college graduates in modern history.

There were two main reasons why the unemployment problem of higher education
graduates happened in those days. First, needless to say, because of the depression, the
situation of the labour market became worse. The demand for higher education graduates
by business and industry decreased and graduates of universities and colleges found it
difficult to find employment. The second, more important reason was that the number of
higher education graduates had grown drastically after W.W.I. The sudden rise in number
was a result of the expansionist educational policy in early 1920s. Japan was thus not able
to absorb all these new graduates.

This unemployment problem among higher education graduates deeply affected public
opinion. The unemployment of college and university trained persons was seen as a waste
of resouces because the government had invested a lot of money in higher education and
because people had spent a lot of money so their children could go to college. Furthermore
it produced a sense of crisis in that these unemployed ‘intelligentsia’ may become a source
of social unrest.

Several measures were proposed with the problem. The first and most popular one was
controlling student enrollments. The second countermeasure was an emphasis on ‘practical’
subjects. The advantage which graduates of the sciences, engineering and agriculture had
over those of law, economics and humanities was obvious. Third, an attempt was made to
cool down young people’s aspirations toward higher education. It was thought that the pas-

sionate drive for higher education among young people led to ‘over-education’.

Some of these countermeasures were adopted by the government. But the effect of the

governmental policy on the unemployment problen was very slight. In reality, the unemploy-

* Research Associate, R.I.H.E., Hiroshima University



142 Research in Higher Education—Daigaku Ronshu No. 17 (1987)

ment problem of higher education graduates was solved by a shortage in the labour force
which was brought about by the war and a more prosperous economic condition at the end
of the 1930s.



