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PhD Degrees and Research Training in Humanities and
Social Sciences in Japan

Hideto FUKUDOME®

In postwar Japan, graduate schools of humanities and social sciences have functioned as the primary system
of research training in this field. However, their training systems have been heavily criticized, especially
the manner in which they award degrees. Although improvements have been made in recent years, there are
still several unresolved problems. In this study, these problems are elucidated by examining the history and
present status of the PhD degree and research training in graduate schools of humanities and social sciences.

Post-war, a new style of graduate school system was established; it was characterized by a close link
between the termination of course work (schooling) and conferment of degrees. However, in contrast to
the fields of natural sciences and medical sciences, this system was highly ineffective for PhD programs of
humanities and social sciences. Since students were seldom motivated to write their PhD dissertations after
completion of their course work, conferment of PhD degrees was a rare occurrence. In these fields, a large
number of researchers had earned their PhD degrees merely by submitting their dissertations irrespective
of their graduate school education. Since PhD commands significant authority in the field of academic
research, it was seldom given to fledging researchers. In Japan, awarding degrees irrespective of graduate
school education had been the customary system that was continued post-war. This system was criticized for
a long time without improvement. Later, in the 1990s, large-scale graduate school reforms were enforced
and eventually the practice of awarding PhD on the basis of graduate education was initiated. However, the
increase in conferment of PhD degrees on the basis of doctoral course work was accompanied by a growing
problem of ensuring quality in research training and dissertations as an outcome of graduate school education.

A survey conducted by the author along with a research group showed that the majority of faculty members
believed that PhD degrees are no longer deemed as certifications of authority, as in the past. Instead, they are
awarded to those who can prove their research ability as independent researchers. However, regardless of that
fact, acquiring a PhD in humanities and social sciences is still difficult in comparison with other academic
fields. This can be due to several reasons. In order to solve this problem, measures for promoting conferment
of PhD have to be adopted along with introduction of a systematic process that can maintain the quality and
standard of the degree.

This study analyzed the problems in research training primarily at a system level, although the aim of resea-
-rch training is not limited to awarding degrees. The more important aim is to ensure a superior quality of rese-

-archers. Based on this study, research into the actual situation of graduate school education will be continued.

* Research Fellow of the Japan Society for the Promotion of Science



