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Academic Elites in Modern Japan

—A Sociological Study on Laureates of the Japan Academy Prize—
Yoshimasa KANOQO *

Japan Academy has honored excellent scholars by awarding them the Japan Academy
Prize (Nihon Gakushiin Sho) from 1910. From 1910 to 1990, the total number of recipients of
the Japan Academy Prize amounted to 581. Japan Academy laureates occupy a status of
highest prestige and visibility among Japanese academic community. In effect, they can be
called ‘“Japanese Academic Elites’”’. This paper attempted an analysis of their social at-
tributes, fields, age, career, and so on.

The results may be summarized as follows.

We can point out that the number of academic elite differs very greatly from field to field,
and there is a steep hierarchy of prestige among fields in the academic community. These 581
academic elites are classified in terms of their specialty as follows: 112 in medicine, 86 in
physics, 69 in engineering, 58 in history, 55 in agriculture, literature, 38 in chemistry, and the
rest in other fields. In particular very small representation can be seen in the social sciences
(law and economics).

Age has a great effect upon the Japan Academy prize awarding. In comparison to the
total average age, physics and mathematics laureates are youngest. In general, the average
age of laureates i

With respect to native region, 122 (about 22 percent) of 581 academic elites were born in
Tokyo, and 34 in Aichi, 28 in Osaka, 25 in Kyoto, 25 in Hyogo. In comparison, Sikoku and
Kyuusyuu have very few. Therefore, the academic elite in moern Japan can be characterized

as being born in large cities, especially in Tokyo.

years, the proportion accounted by Tokyo University has been decreasing. In the same way,
this study reveals clealy that prize is determined by institutional affiliation; 35.8% are Tokyo
University, 12.4% of Kyoto Univ., 6.1% of Tohoku Univ., 4.5% of Osaka Univ., 3.5% of
Nagoya Univ., and the remainder at other universities. Tokyo University, with the highest
prestige, is the final station for upward mobility, and researchers who have a position there
will remain until retirement. Therefore, Tokyo University is predominant over the other in-

stitutions.
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