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Japanese Higher Education as Myth Revisited:
Can we learn nothing from Japanese universities?
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Abstract

The view of Japanese universities from abroad remains largely negative. Much of this perception derives
from Brian McVeigh's (2002) Japanese Higher Education as Myth. Using McVeigh's critique as a starting
point, this presentation recontextualize Japanese higher education within a changed landscape of higher
education in the English-speaking world. Against this new backdrop of (partial) endorsement, the
presentation concludes with these questions: What potential contributions might Japanese higher
education practices make to contemporary global debates in higher education? What can be learned from
Japanese universities? Rather than offer definitive answers, these questions seek to open the space for
dialogue in the Q&A session.
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The view of Japanese universities from abroad remains largely negative. Much of this perception
derives from Brian McVeigh’s (2002) Japanese Higher Education as Myth. It is by far the most widely read
and cited work on Japanese higher education in the English-speaking world. Published 20-years ago this
year, the work argued that Japanese universities, whilst successful in occupational selection, labor market
regulation, and socialization functions, failed miserably in their core role of “education”.  Japanese higher
education was not substantial (i.e. real), but instead “simulated” education: “a grand spectacle of smoke
and mirrors afforded a sense of reality” (237) among those seduced by the myth. He warns that Japanese
society was paying a heavy price in raising its students in “simulated” education, using Trow’s (1986) listing
of impacts of higher education on society to enumerate what Japan lacked.

Using McVeigh's critique as a starting point, this presentation first seeks to analyze why the image of
Japanese higher education was so poor internationally at that time (at least in the English-speaking world).
What are the specific foci of these critical accounts? What sets of assumptions or theories do they work
with? Which critiques reflect to the historical, social and policy context in which they wrote? Which
might have changed? Does empirical data exist that either corroborates or challenge McVeigh’s claims of
non-existent learning in Japanese universities? I then turn to recontextualize Japanese higher education
within a changed landscape of higher education in the English-speaking world, including (i) accelerated
marketization and neo-liberalism managerialism of Anglo-American universities over the past two
decades, (ii) commodification of international student flows (i.e., fee-paying foreign students), (iii)
emergence of a notion of competition in research (e.g. UK's REF; university rankings), (iv) debates over
for-profit publishing and dissemination of research conducted under public grants, and (iv) politics of
knowledge production.

My argument is both that McVeigh'’s view of Japanese higher education was parochial, and that changes
in higher education worldwide, but especially in English speaking countries, push us to revise our overall
image of Japanese universities: away from a view of Japan as lagging behind; toward recognition of a
different approach.

Against this new backdrop of (partial) endorsement, the presentation concludes with these questions:
What potential contributions might Japanese higher education practices make to contemporary global
debates in higher education? What can be learned from Japanese universities? Rather than offer
definitive answers, these questions seek to open the space for dialogue in the Q&A session.



