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Abstract
Although library education in Japan developed rapidly between the 1860s and the end of the 1950s, with even more advances in university education programs in the last 75 years, librarians in Japan today are still fighting for living wages, job protections, and professional stability. Standards for library education that have not changed since 1950, the history behind them, a labor structure that does not value specialized skills, and a volatile economy all contribute to the obstacles librarians face in their struggles to achieve standing as respected professional workers. This lack of interest in or respect for the library and information profession has left Japan with a thin, unstable library tradition that future generations will have a hard time building on. Confronting these issues head-on and seeking collaboration between involved parties, including the Japanese Library Association, Labor Relations Commissions, and the National Diet, will not only resolve the struggles of today’s librarians but also offer a stronger future for innovation in the profession as the information landscape continues to evolve.
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The History and Development of the Japanese Library Profession and its Education: Pre-Meiji to the Modern Era
Although library education in Japan developed rapidly from being essentially non-existent in the 1860s to the foundation of several library schools and training programs by the end of the 1950s, librarians have not achieved standing as respected professional workers with specialized knowledge and skills, to the detriment of library practice and tradition in Japan today. How did such a synthesis of development happen in such a short period? What programs exist in Japan today for librarian education and how do they compare to the standards required by the government? Why has such enthusiastic development resulted in such a lackluster professional landscape? What external and internal factors are at play that result in the lack of respect for the skills of trained librarians? In order to gain the full context that will allow us to contemplate these questions and their answers seriously and fully, one should start at the beginning of the Japanese library tradition.
Private libraries have existed in Japan since shortly after the importation of the Chinese writing system and literature in the 6th century; riding along with them came the Buddhist religion (Welch, 1997). Prince Shoutoku encouraged the spread of Buddhism in the late 6th and early 7th centuries, and, under his guidance, temples began to open and provide housing for Buddhist scriptures. Throughout the classical and feudal periods of Japanese history, libraries were not usually open to the public; libraries were often owned privately by temples, schools, and individuals (Tung, 1956a).
The keepers of these institutions were not generally trained in how to tend to a library or provide information service. Though the number of books housed in these libraries was great (Tung, 1956a), the purpose of libraries in these eras was focused more on the preservation of books than the accessibility of them, and librarians would often provide access with “an attitude of bestowing a favor rather than of serving” (Tung, 1956a, p. 86). Although there were a few great feats of information handling and organization in these early eras - such as the Nihonkoku Genzai Sho Mokuroku (tr. Catalog of Books Existing in Japan) (Gitler, 1963) and the libraries of the private schools run by prestigious houses in the Tokugawa era (Tung, 1956a) - which clearly involved a great deal of thought into the presentation and access of books and information, library managers continued to be scholars and appointed retainers. Training for those charged with maintaining library collections stayed minimal until Japan opened its borders just before the Meiji restoration in 1868 (Gitler, 1963; Tung, 1956a).
As the Tokugawa shogunate began to decline in 1860, Japan’s borders opened. Delegates began to visit foreign countries and bring back ideas and learning from the West. Yukichi Fukuzawa, the founder of Keio University, visited America twice and in 1870 wrote a chapter in his book, Seiyo Jijo (tr. Conditions in the West), on the secular libraries he had observed there; Fujimaro Tanaka visited America and the broader West several times between 1871 and 1876 and advocated for free public access to libraries and education as early as the 1880s; Inagi Tanaka was sent abroad in 1888 specifically for the purpose of studying librarianship (Gitler, 1963, pp. 274-275). In 1915, Fujio Mamiya took a trip to the U.S. and came back with a drive to develop bibliographic and organizational tools in collaboration with Japanese librarians, but the profession in Japan had not developed sufficiently to make these innovations plausible (Gitler, 1963). On the whole, the Japanese library landscape in the late 19th and early 20th centuries could be characterized by emissaries returning with information and ideas from much more advanced library traditions and trying, often unsuccessfully, to encourage a government and library culture with less funding and education behind it to step up to the same level.
[bookmark: _Int_xe9QiZyF]Still, following the example set by the American Library Association, the Japanese Library Association (JLA) was founded in 1892 (Domier, 2007, p. 554) and held a number of trainings called koshukai between 1903 and 1940 in an effort to bolster the professional skills of library workers (Gitler, 1963, p. 279). These were concurrent with both a training school for librarians opened in the Imperial Library in 1921, which only ran until 1941 when it closed (Gitler, 1963; Tung, 1956b), and a brief run of courses offered at Tokyo Imperial University by Mankichi Wada. Tokyo Imperial University’s courses ceased with Wada’s retirement, whereas around 30 koshukai were held by the JLA over the years (Gitler, 1963). The JLA also published the Toshokan Zasshi (tr. Library Journal) starting in 1907, the second journal on library scholarship and profession in Japan, but were considered overall to be an underwhelming and lackluster example of a professional association in the years before World War II (Gitler, 1963; Domier, 2007). In 1956, Tung wrote that “the initiative taken by this organization in developing the Japanese library profession was not so persistent and effective as might have been hoped” (1956b, p. 206).
This rather unimpressive start is tied up in the encroaching World Wars and the role the JLA played in guided reading and efforts at thought control in Japan in the 1920s and 1930s. Although members of the JLA managed to dodge efforts from the government to devise ways to use libraries to exert more control over youths and adults for many years, twisting the goals of the Ministry of Education to garner support for children’s and school libraries, in 1928 they had run out of ways to redirect (Domier, 2007). Kunizo Nakata, a rising library professional and unwilling cooperator in social re-education and thought control efforts, had been developing plans for scaffolded, leveled reading collections in rural areas so people could teach themselves to read. This idea was built upon by the Ministry of Education and the administration at large and implemented as guided, mandatory readings administered by public libraries leading up to and during the war. Librarians found themselves saddled with roles as “social educators” and, since the police, “thought police,” and military frequently patrolled libraries for banned materials and antiwar groups, they did not feel like respected professionals (Domier, 2007). The JLA put professional programs on hold shortly after the war began, and from 1940 until the post-war era library education was paused along with many other aspects of life (Domier, 2007; Gitler, 1963).
When World War II ended and the Supreme Command for the Allied Powers (SCAP) held Institutes for Educational Leadership (IFEL) programs, the several-month-long intensive courses similar to the koshukai were already the norm for seasoned educators and library workers. During the IFEL programs between 1948 and 1951, Western educators helped Japanese educators and professionals brush up on core topics and introduced new curriculum to the Japanese education landscape (Gitler, 1963). Four of these programs focused on library studies and were led by Jane Fairweather and Dr. Susan Akers. The JLA and Ministry of Education worked to get library leaders and workers to participate and learn new skills to take back to their jobs (Gitler, 1963). The other big movement in the library profession post-war was the passing of legislation like the Ministry of Education’s Ordinance Number 11 in 1957, which specified that each elementary, middle, and high school should have their own library with their own teacher-librarian (Gitler, 1963). There were also the Library Law and School Library Law in 1950 and 1953, legislations that outlined the requirements for education in library training schools and institutes that would entitle graduates to shisho (tr. librarian) certification and prepare them for work in libraries of all kinds (Gitler, 1963).
These workshops and short courses fulfilled the 15-credit requirement – later raised to 19 credits – laid out in the Library Law and made up the majority of library education available in Japan for a few years (Gitler, 1963). The exception was the Imperial Library which began to offer courses again after the war, with requirements and course lengths that changed rapidly every few years but generally required high school or junior college graduation and consisted of courses taken over a one- or two-year period. University courses on librarianship were more of a post-war development. Doshisha University in Kyoto offered training for in-service librarians as early as 1945 that had developed into a 20-hour program of study by 1963 (Gitler, 1963), and Sawamoto reported in 1966 that 22 universities and colleges and seven junior colleges offered a course of study in library science consisting of more than the 15-hour minimum for the shisho certificate (pp. 269-270). The first university program that led to a full-fledged, accredited degree in library studies was at the Japan Library School established at Keio University in Tokyo in 1951 (Gitler, 1963; Sawamoto, 1966).
Keio University’s Faculty of Letters was chosen as the institution to house the Japan Library School under the guidance of the American Library Association and six American library educators; Robert L. Gitler was to serve as dean/director (Gitler, 1963; Matsumura, 1982; Sawamoto, 1966; Tung, 1956b). While the plan had originally been for a full Japanese faculty to take over after the first year, a lack of qualified personnel to replace the foreign professors led to a rearrangement where foreign faculty would stay and slowly be replaced with native Japanese teachers over the course of four years (Gitler, 1963). While the ambition had been to institute the library studies program as the path to a post-graduate degree, the Ministry of Education’s regulations about post-graduate degrees being built on the foundation of an undergraduate program made this impossible at the time. Instead, the established program led to a Bachelor of Arts requiring a total of 132 credits split between library studies courses and a minor specialization (Matsumura, 1982; Sawamoto, 1966). In 1966, in his report summarizing the educational offerings available to aspiring library professionals in Japan, Sawamoto lamented the lack of a domestic post-graduate program and voiced his hopes that a master’s course would emerge at Keio’s Japan Library School (p. 272-273), which came to fruition a year later in 1967 (Matsumura, 1982, p. 47).
While the establishment of so many training programs outside of universities and colleges with fewer credit hour requirements made library studies and the shisho certificate more accessible, it also raised concerns and confusion among professionals. In 1982, Matsumura wrote that the dilemmas were still present and highlighted the disparity in the fact that “a graduate of the Department of Library and Information Science of Keio University and another person who has completed only 19 units in a training workshop in one summer, are equally called ‘qualified librarian’ (shisho) and have the same professional standing” (p. 50). She continues that this “certainly impedes the healthy development of the profession throughout the country” (p. 51). She goes on to purport that the short training courses were meant as a temporary fix to train unskilled library workers in the immediate post-war years (Matsumura, 1982, p. 51), but they had not wavered in popularity yet by the time of her writing. Even as more university and college degrees in library and information science came into being, the accessibility and success of these degrees and training programs did not necessarily translate into stability or appreciation for graduates breaking into the profession.
In 1990, Kawasaki and Tsuda wrote that an estimated 10,000 students received the shisho certificate every year, which Tsuji et al. echoed in greater detail in 2006, comparing this number to a combined total of 14,664 full-time public librarian positions on payrolls in the country. Furthermore, Tsuji et al. (2006) wrote that only around 7,200 full-time public librarians held shisho or shishoho (tr. library assistant) certificates (pp. 238-239). Alix (2021) notes that in academic libraries “half of all staff are not certified [and] have little training in librarianship” (para. 9). Despite any original intentions, it seems the short courses did not attract as many of the inexperienced in-service library staff as faculty had hoped and that uncertified candidates continued to be onboarded. This despite the overproduction of legally qualified shisho certificate holders that ensued; many graduates of these programs left without career prospects (Tsuji et al., 2006). Kawasaki and Tsuda went on to note that, as of their writing in 1990, 
“...The librarian is not regarded as professional in the strict sense of the word in Japan. In actuality most municipalities including Tokyo do not employ librarians as professionals but as general public employees. In addition, there are many private academic libraries where unqualified people work as librarians” (p. 132).
This dismissal of the professional skills of library workers and devaluation of their specialized labor in favor of grading them at a general level so they may be moved into different positions and locations as needed is a specter that continues to haunt the profession to this day. It could be said, though, that the lack of respect for the professional skills of librarians and the lack of appropriate professional training required for the shisho certificate exist in an endless loop and feed into each other.
Kawasaki and Tsuda (1990) wrote of “the lack of theories, principles, or historical understandings” in the Japanese library studies landscape (p. 131). Alix (2021) observed that nonprofessional staff “[do] not possess the knowledge or vision to innovate” in their field (para. 22) and Matsumura (1982) complained of how the vague wording and low requirements of the 1950 Library Law allow for the existence of “educational programs of widely varying quality, thus degrading the standard of qualified personnel of the profession” (p. 50). In 1989, Matsushita covered how attempts to provide specialized education for those working in music libraries ultimately failed because libraries and their employees sought short-term solutions to issues of digitization and classification and did not have the bandwidth to appreciate the long-term development of a tradition of scholarship and the study of theory. When the regulations laid out by the relevant laws are so low and allow for so much inconsistency, when many institutions are content to offer the minimum and many students are content with accepting that, it is little surprise that the work is not respected as necessarily specialized.
However, with library jobs offering so little in the way of engagement, security, and opportunity, it is also unsurprising that so many hopefuls choose the shorter routes to the shisho certification rather than investing years into a degree or two focused on library theory. Alix (2021) wrote that, in Japan, “[public] libraries are viewed as a place to study and gather information and materials, not a hub of programs, exhibits, web-based information, and computer use,” giving the institutions flat, one-dimensional profiles (para. 22). Library workers have been criticized for spending “too much time and energy [on] the administration and organization of materials and too little time and energy on users and the use of materials” (Vårheim et al., 2012, p. 250). In academic libraries, Alix (2021) also reports that staff “are moved around library departments to fill departmental needs” and that reference departments are often entirely absent (para. 9). In addition, the matter of temporary versus permanent employment in government positions, even beyond libraries, is a major labor issue in Japan today; between 1999 and 2005, public librarian positions in Japan increased by 30%, but permanent positions decreased by over 9% (Vårheim et al., 2012, pp. 250-251). In February of 2025, a hearing held before Japan's House of Representatives purported that 40% of public library staff and 90% of school library staff are “temporary” or outsourced employees, making half the wage of a permanent employee with worse benefits (Bengo.com News, 2025). If becoming a librarian in Japan offers you such benefits as low wages, little vacation time, low professional respect, little room for creativity, little job stability, and little community engagement, what motivation is there to take the leap and invest in a full bachelor’s or master’s degree when the shisho certificate short training programs will lead you to the same result?
Finding solutions to such multifaceted issues is no simple thing, and one true solution may not exist. Many library professionals support a revision of the Library Law, which has been all but untouched since its passing in 1950 (Alix, 2021); even in 1982, Matsumura questioned why the requirements in the Law had not been raised when so many full university programs were popping up (p. 54). Requiring a bachelor’s degree in library and information studies in order to hold central positions in public, academic, and school libraries would stimulate scholarship and raise the standards of quality in library professionals. However, the underlying reason for outsourced library labor and the accompanying low wages remains unaddressed. Factors that Vårheim et al. (2012) conjecture contribute to the frequency of temporary employment in libraries include a lack of respect for library professionals, as noted, but also an economic system that does not incentivize specialization or value specialized labor and the necessity of public sector cuts after the Japanese economy bubble burst of the 1990s. Raising the requirements for library workers without improving the overall job conditions, benefits, and wages would still provide little in the way of motivation.
While librarians in Japan find themselves at a crossroads now, there is much being done to improve the situation. The hearing from earlier this year was the most recent installment in a series of movements by library workers to pressure the government to better their working conditions (Bengo.com News, 2025). The National Association of Library Friends in Japan is working to discourage the outsourcing and privatization of library services and empower municipal citizens to push for better library experiences (National Association of Library Friends, 2022). If the Japanese Library Association, Labor Relations Commissions, library workers, and library educators come together earnestly to seek solutions to issues like temporary employment, outsourced labor and management, lackluster library services, and professional expectations, there’s a broad, far-reaching future in which a strong professional and scholarly library landscape primed in theory and steeped in national and international cooperation can flourish.
As tuitions continue to rise in universities in the west (NCES, 2022), and we contemplate our own future as a profession amid the social and economic changes quickly coming our way, understanding and analysis of the history and conditions of other cultures and their libraries can inform our decisions as we look to make changes. Using Japan’s situation as a case study, we can see just one example of the downsides that come with lowered education standards. There are innumerable other ways that slight variations in economics, politics, social landscapes, and religious traditions can skew the results in similarly dismal ways. In addition, fighting rising costs with less education treats a symptom instead of the root cause; those trying to raise barriers against access should be met by those looking to open the way, not a profession content to make do with the narrow remains. The success of librarians in Japan fighting for better working conditions depends in part on their international colleagues standing in solidarity and serving as examples for them to point to. To seek short-sighted fixes that will have far-reaching effects will only let us all down.
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