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Graduates in Pre-War Japan : A Historical
Survey and International Comparison

Akihiro ITOH*

The purpose of this study was to examine the problem of an excess of educated men in pre-
war Japan, and to compare the case o
of view.

In present day Japan, the unemployment rate of the highly educated is low and demand for high-
er education graduates is awesomely high. Historically, however, the employment situation has not
always been so favorable, and there has been a cyclic appearance of the problem of “excess” of
educated graduates.

Following the Russo-Japanese War (1904-5), a job shortage among graduates affected public
opinion for the first time in Japan. “KOUTOU YUUMIN” or unemployed inteiligentsia became a
vogue term in those days, reflecting a fear that unemployed graduates might easily turn to socialism.
However, with the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, the problem of the educated unemployed
disappeared at a stroke, due to a remarkable economic growth caused by the war. During this period,
higher education also expanded considerably.

Only a few years after W. W. I, however, Japan was hit by a depression again. During the Great
Depression, college graduates faced their most serious unemployment problem in Japan’s history.
The problem in this period was directly due to the economic crisis and higher education expansion.
However, it was also believed, at the time, that educated unemployment was due to faults within the
structure and content of higher education and that higher education was irrelevant to societal needs.
After 1935, the unemployment situation of college graduates began to improve and the most important
factor was the outbreak of the Sino—Japanese Conflict. Because of the expanding war-related in-
dustry, the situation in the labor marked changed drastically from surplus to shortage, and higher
education, especially in the field of science and technology, also expanded accordingly.

From a comparative point of view, the problem of educated unemployment has also been observed
in many countries. It seems meaningful to make a comparison among the cases of unemployment
problems in various countries, in order to make clear the characteristics of individual higher educa-
tion systems.

In this article, a hypothetical comparative analysis was made, with reference to studies by O’Boyle

(1970) and Ben-David (1963-64). It was concluded that some of the decisive factors of educated

unemployment should include: structure of education system, occupational structure, level of economic
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development, value system, and characteristics of class system. In terms of the above-m
factors, Japan was spared of much more disastrous effects of unemployment thanks to the nature of
its social history.






