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Robert W. Aspinall

Teachers’ Unions and the Politics of Education in Japan

State University of New York Press, 2001, a volume in the series Japan in
Transition, Jerry Eades and Takeo Funabiki, editors

This is the first book-length study of Japan1ls teacher unions to be published in
almost thirty years and will therefore be of interest to all scholars of the politics,
unionsand educationsystem of Japan. Those with a wider interest in comparative
education and industrial relations will also want to read this book.

After giving a comprehensive overview of the history of postwar teachers’
unions in Japan, this book proceeds to analyse with clarity and in detail both
the causes and effects of the 1989 schism of the largest union, the Japan Teachersl
Union (Nikkyoso) through the lens of several theoretical models. This analysis
places the fortunes of the union in the wider context of Japanese unionism and
party politics, something that has never been done before. The book then offers
modifications of the theoretical models used to account for political changes
that have occurred since they were created.

Another innovative feature of the book is its examination of the role of teachers’
unions at all levels of the educational hierarchy, focusing on events and changes
at the level of the individual school, and all organisational levels up to the
national leadership. The role of unions in the current wave of educational
reform in Japan is also examined in detail.

The Japan Teachers’ Union was formed in 1947, during a period of great change
for the Japanese education and political systems. Its story has always been
closely linked with developments in both of these areas. Therefore, it is not a
coincidence that the greatest schism in the unionls history occurred in 1989, at
the start of another period of great change for Japanese politics and education.
A full understanding of this period of change, therefore, requires the in-depth
analysis of the union that this book offers.
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My Recommendation

Philosophy of Education: Major Themes in the Analytic Tradition, 4 volumes.
London and New York: Routledge 1998

Among the recent acquisitions of the Institute of Education library in London, one of
the most thumbed has now begun to fall apart through constant use. It is this four-volume
collection of essays in analytic philosophy of education. The product of more than
three years research, it includes what in the editors' eyes are nearly one hundred of the
most significant contributions to the field since its establishment as a distinct area of
philosophical thought and practice in the 1960s. It also includes papers influenced by
Marxism, phenomenology, feminist theory and critical theory which engage in debate
with analytic philosophers of education.

As I found out on my visit to Japan in 1998, the analytic tradition in philosophy of
education is very different from the prevailing Japanese tradition. Japan shares with
Germany and other German-speaking countries a predominantly scholarly interest in
past philosophical writers on education. The academics I met were working, as were
their students, on such figures as Herbart, Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Pestalozzi. A notable
exception is Professor Akio Miyadera of Tsukuba University, who is working within
that part of the analytic tradition concerned with education for a liberal democracy.
(See his recently published Liberal Philosophy of Education - Diversity and Choice
(Keiso shobo publishers 2000).

As a well-known general philosopher from Britain has recently written in his
autobiography The philosophers of the past are rarely discussed for themselves in the
foremost journals' (Ted Honderich Philosopher: a kind of life Routledge 2001, p16).
The attention of general philosophers in the analytic tradition is on philosophical
problems themselves: past philosophers are most often studied for the light they throw
onissues of current interest. What is true of its parent discipline also holds for analytic

philosophy of education itself. Its focus, well-mirrored in this collection, is on such
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things as the nature and aims of education, the learner's mind, education for democracy,
cultural diversity, autonomy, equality of educational opportunity, children’s rights,
education for work, moral education, the arts in education, critical thinking,
indocrination, competition, the hidden curriculum. It brings to bear on these matters
an interest in clarity and consistency in argument, cogency of critical debate, separation
of issues which tend to become unhelpfully intertwined, concern for educational
improvement.

Many of the essays on these topics have a bearing on educational policy - and have
indeed been influential among policy-makers in recent decades. At the same time, they
are well abreast of current thinking in general philosophy, applying this to education
in the way that medical ethics, that other major form of applied philosophy, relates it
to medicine.

The work as a whole is divided into four volumes: I Philosophy and education, II
Education and human being, Il Society and education, IV Problems of educational
content and practices. Of parent philosophical disciplines, epistemology is prominent
in I, philosophy of mind in 2, political philosophy in III, ethics and aesthetics in IV. The
sixty-three authors are prominent figures from the English-speaking countries: they
include R S Peters, Paul H Hirst, R F Dearden, R K Elliott, and David Cooper from
Britain;Israel Scheffler, Jane Roland Martin, Barbara Houston, Harvey Siegeland Kenneth
Strike from USA; Robin Barrow and Eamonn Callan from Canada; Kevin Harris, John
Passmore, Jim Walker from Australia, Ivan Snook from New Zealand. The editors look
forward to a time when international influence becomes more globally representative.
As well as the currently important work of analytic philosophers of education in the
Netherlands, Belgium and Israel, 'it is also to be hoped that the growing interest in this
tradition in philosophy of education shown by countries of the Pacific Rim like China,
Japan, Korea and Taiwan will be reflected in future collections like this one.' (Vol I,
p17).

Several of the essays are contributions to debates, often originally in journals. These
statements of position and critiques of these underline the emphasis that analytic
philosophy of education has always given to critical discussion.

The great philosophers who seem from an impressionistic survey to figure most
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prominently in the texts are Plato, Aristotle, Kant, J. S. Mill, Marx, Nietzsche, Dewey,
Wittgenstein, Heidegger - and among contemporaries. MacIntyre, Rawls, Gadamer
and Ronald Dworkin. One of the few points of criticism I have about the collection is
that ithas no detailed index of persons and themes. If it had one, I could have seen ata
glance which philosophers were most mentioned. Such an index would also have been
helpful in cross-referring topics discussed in several essays.

This last gap is partly covered, however, by the helpful editorial introductions to each
of the four volumes, as well as by the general introduction to the whole work in
Volume I The latter gives a historical overview of the rise of analytic philosophy of
education. It highlights - perhaps over-highlights? - the seminal influence of Wittgenstein
in this.

Retailing in Britain at over £400 for the set, the volumes are too costly for private
purchase. But they are indispensable for libraries - not least given their photocopying
facilities for readers. They present a judicious, well-balanced selection of major work in
the field which cannot but remain a standard work across the first decades of our new

century.

John White,
Institute of Education, London.
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My Recommendation

Review of ‘Does Education Matter?’ by Alison Wolf. Published: Penguin,
Harmondsworth, UK, 2002

Governments claim education to be the main engine of economic competitiveness and
growth; so too the gurus of the so-called ‘knowledge economy.” In the New Economy,
so it is said, competitive advantage in manufacturing and services is increasingly
dependent on knowledge and skills, since knowledge and skills represent the major
part of the value-added in leading edge industries. So Governments invest more and
more in their education and training provision. But are their assumptions based on
good evidence or is this policy based on unexamined assumptions?

Alison Wolf's latest book, ‘Does Education Matter?, provides a hard-headed
examination of the evidence, debunking a number of cherished myths along the way.
Contrary to the belief of many policy-makers, she says, there is actually very little hard
evidence that education and skills are the main drivers of economic growth. Clearly
advanced economies need a certain basic threshold of literacy and numeracy, as well
as the scientific and other elites. Certainly, also, richer countries tend to have higher
levels of education. But this may be partly just because they can afford it and not
because education has made them rich. They may need highly educated elites, but this
doesn’t necessarily mean that their economies need high levels of skills throughout
their populations. Some countries with rather mediocre average levels of education -
for instance Switzerland and the USA - still achieve high productivity and growth.
Wolf’s account may be accused of underplaying some of the evidence pointing towards
education’s effects on productivity and growth. Certainly there are some qualitative
studies, for instance the matched firm studies conducted by Sig Prais et al, which offer
some quite convincing qualitative evidence in that direction. There is also the work of
the so-called ‘endogenous growth theorists’ which claims to show that skills are an
essential component of the technology residual in growth equations. However, it is

right to conclude, as she does, that economists have yet to come up with any definitive
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proofs that increasing levels of education, above a certain level, does bring additional
economic growth. It may do, but we don’t know this for sure and therefore some
scepticism about government policies based solely on this premise is therefore surely
justified. Putting ever more people through higher education may, for instance, not
make much economic sense for a national economy, and there may be better ways to
spend public resources.

Governments support increasing public investment in education because it is politically
popular. Business leaders like it because it reduces their own training costs; individuals
support it because the more education they can get the better their chances in the
labour market. But, as Wolf argues, education is a ‘positional good’. There are good
economic returns to individuals from higher levels of education, but the advantages
come not only from having economically useful skills, but also from being ahead of
the others in terms of the qualifications that employers use to select people for jobs.
Wolf derives one important conclusion from this: that although most individuals will
be in favour of more education for themselves and their children, this may not be
much benefit to the economy in general. Another equally important conclusion can be
derived. What matters collectively is not so much the aggregate level of education, but
more how it is distributed. Governments might do well to concentrate resources more
on eradicating the major inequalities - by for instance investing more in support to the
under-achievers in secondary schools - than in paying for more - disproportionately
middle class - young people to go to university.

Wolf’s bold and very readable book does what independent academic research should
do- challenge unsubstantiated myths and dogmas. It also suggests a new way forward.
If the economic case for education is not as strong as policy-makers sometimes claim,

then perhaps we can start paying more attention to the other social and spiritual
benefits it brings.

Andy Green
Institute of Education
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