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Takao Saito is a good free-lance writer. He does a lot of footwork, listens to ordinary people as well as the high and mighty-and he sinks his teeth into the latter. 

As we have come to expect from Saito, his latest book, ``Fubyodo Shakai'' (Unequal from the start), from Bungei Shunju (1,619 yen), is a stinging indictment of Japan's elite. 

The Education and Science Ministry has been aggressively promoting yutori kyoiku for years. The phrase is hard to define in English, but it can be roughly translated as ``unhurried education.'' 

Under the ministry's recommendations, the basic English vocabulary that junior high students are obliged to acquire will be cut from the present 507 words to just 100. Words on the way out include ``always,'' ``ask'' and ``arrive.'' 

In arithmetic, children at elementary school will learn that pi, the circumference of a circle, is three times its diameter, not the current value of 3.14-so as to make their calculations easier. And in their six years of elementary school, students will spend much less time learning Chinese characters in Japanese-language classes. 

The ministry's decision has triggered protests from concerned academics, teachers and parents. Many parents, even the thirtysomethings, recall that they took five English lessons a week, while their children now have only two. They are belatedly realizing this yutori kyoiku has been going on for years-and they want to know why. 

Saito's research included a round of visits to the elite bureaucrats behind the ministry's decision. He quotes Shumon Miura, a novelist and former chairman of the Curriculum Council, an advisory body to the ministry, as saying: ``I expected there would be a decline in scholarship. 

``In fact, there will be no future for Japan if the average marks do not drop way down. Let dull students remain dull. We have exhausted our energies ever since the war in striving to maintain and raise their academic standards. 

``Now we have to focus our energies to develop the abilities of the gifted. One in every 100 students would be enough: they are going to be our country's future leaders,'' says Miura. ``The only thing dull students should be learning is obedience.'' 

When Saito called on Reona (Leo) Esaki, a Nobel Prize winner in physics, at the president's office of Tokyo's Shibaura Institute of Technology, he seemed comfortable and relaxed. 

 

Gene tests 

The Nobel laureate is quoted as saying: ``No matter how hard untalented students try, it's completely pointless. In the future, children will undergo gene tests when they are enrolled in elementary school. They will be educated according to their genetic aptitude. 

``What is more influential for a human being: hereditary ability or the environment and education?'' he asks. ``Eugenicists value nature above all. Sociologists and communists emphasize nurture: that's why postwar education policy has pursued the concept of equality. But I believe in heredity.'' 

Esaki chaired the National Commission for Educational Reform, which a few weeks ago handed down its report to Prime Minister Yoshiro Mori, the council's patron. 

Among its many recommendations, that report endorsed yutori kyoiku, advised Mori to give priority to educating the gifted and advocated voluntary activities being worked into curricula for students from elementary to high school level. 

In his dogged pursuit of the yutori kyoiku story, Saito came to suspect that the new education was designed to ignore ordinary children (hence the trimmed-down curricula) in preference for the few, those destined to make up the elite. 

He learned that Osamu Sakurai, then adviser to Sumitomo Trust and Banking, was invited in July 1995 to address a Tokyo meeting of vocational guidance professors from private universities throughout the country. 

Relying on minutes from that meeting, the author quotes Sakurai as having told the assembled academics that Japan must brace itself for economic adversity. 

He focused on Japan's corporate culture, with its lifelong employment and seniority rules dating back to the war years of total national mobilization. 

Robots and workers 

Sakurai is said to have told his audience: ``Below them would be robots and menial workers'' and to have advised vocational guidance teachers to discourage their students from any ambition of becoming company executives: ``Their aim should be to make (temporary) managers and specialists.'' 

Saito realized that, only two months before Sakurai's speech, Nikkeiren (the Japan Federation of Employers' Associations) had published a report titled ``Japanese Management for a New Age.'' Amid the economic ruins, the report proposed downsizing as the best hope of survival and trumpeted what it called ``employment portfolios'' as one means of achieving it. 

As Sakurai summed them up in his speech, these portfolios-similar to securities portfolios-are supposed to mix staff members, temporary managers, specialists and lower-ranked workers in a common cause. 

Sakurai had stepped down as chairman of Nikkeiren's education committee just before that speech he delivered to the stunned professors. 

When Saito sought to interview Jiro Nemoto, former Nikkeiren chairman, and Yotaro Kobayashi, president of Japan Association of Corporate Executives and chairman of Fuji Xerox, he was turned down flat. 

Saito reports that he spent four months trying to gain an interview with Nemoto at his offices and home, but in vain. 

Both executives are among the most vocal and powerful advocates of what they call education reform, a trend supported by the new management circles fostered by Nikkeiren. 

Saito notes that 1995 was the turning point for Japan's education as well as the country. Executives and owners of companies big and small have taken ``Japanese Management for a New Age'' to heart and unleashed the prescriptions it contains in their Japanese-style restructuring policies. 

Also since 1995, Saito points out, yutori kyoiku has gradually quickened its momentum, as seen in the new curricula to be introduced in 2002. 

The author has not neglected his usual fieldwork. He visited Tokyo's Shinagawa Ward, which, from the 2000 academic year, relaxed its policy of enrollment strictly according to school districts. 

He reports that one school with a reputation for academic excellence attracted many newcomers living across the old borders; on the other hand, a school with a poor reputation attracted just 30 percent of the new scholars living in its old district. 

Up to 70 percent fled to other schools across the old borders. 

Business leaders and their political allies argue that Japan's gaze should be squarely on providing equal opportunity early in life, not equality later in life as emphasized in postwar society. 

But Saito says that, in reality, underprivileged children are short-changed from the outset. They work their way through the lean, bare-bones curricula selected for free public schools, while their privileged counterparts head off to private schools that emphasize hard work and ``fat curricula.'' 

Saito warns that grudges harbored by the underprivileged could easily destroy the fruits of economic rationalization, which feeds the current fever for education reform. 

He also points out that the recent spate of juvenile crime can be traced back to its perpetrators being treated as unequal from their earliest years-although he does add that these juveniles should take responsibility for their actions. 

Summing up, the author sees social Darwinism-which supposedly perished in 19th-century America-now stalking the Land of the Rising Sun. 

Education is just one of the book's concerns. Others include: sexual harassment and even rape of female temporary staff; union leaders colluding with management over massive layoffs; the cramming of 31 toddlers in a room while their mothers work; and the loss under the new insurance system of social protection for the aged living in poverty. 

He blends details and larger pictures in other chapters. 

He also confronts the academic henchmen who cheer these education and other ``reforms'' planned and carried out by big business and its allies in the Liberal Democratic Party. Their interviews are frankly disgusting. 

While Saito's book may not have hit the best-sellers' lists, it is a must-read for anyone who wants to understand what is going on in this country today. 
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