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Academic Paper

The Birth and Evolution of Universities in Japan

Warintorn Wuwongse*

Faculty of Liberal Arts, Thammassat University

Abstract

This article will discuss the birth and evolution of universities in Japan. It will
discuss the background, starting from the Edo era, up to the major universities reform in
1990s. Universities in Japan began from being specialized with their own management. Imperial
University was the core for higher education in Japan during modernization of the country,
with support from technical schools. Education at Imperial University focused on applying
knowledge in real life, which distinguishes Japanese universities from western universities.
Later on, technical schools were promoted to universities because Japan was at war with China
and Russia and needed strong armed forces and increased industrialization. This required high
quality human resources.

After the Second World War, the United States tried to abolish the old Japanese
universities system, which focused on building professionals. They introduced a policy that
separates professional technical development from university education. The Americans introduced
the concept of Liberal Arts into Japanese universities, which includes 2 years of education.
In the industrialized world of Japan has always been against this idea and always attempted
to reform the education system with the purpose of returning the system to the way it was:

building professionals who will be able to apply the knowledge gained to real life.

Keywords: Birth of Japanese universities, Development of Japanese universities
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