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Toshokan Revised
Since the 1976 publication of his Toshokan: Libraries
in Japanese Society,[1] Theodore Welch has been recognized as one of America’s experts on Japanese libraries. Toshokan was the first English-language survey of Japanese librarianship, and (with the exception
of the Japanese Library Association’s Libraries in Japan)
remained so until the publication of his Libraries and
Librarianship in Japan (L&LJ).[2] Welch also authored
most English-language encyclopedia entries on Japanese
libraries since then and was instrumental in the United
States-Japan Conferences on Library and Information
Science in Higher Education.[3] He was rewarded for
these efforts by the Japanese government with an honorary title.

these lines include the works of Brown, Kornicki, Siggins
and Suzuki.[4] A recent overview in English of Japaneselanguage historical studies in can be seen in Kawasaki
and Tsuda.[5]
As with Toshokan, Welch relies mostly on undocumented observations, letters, and brief articles from the
Japanese popular library press, including short articles
in the Nihon Toshokan Kyokai [Japan Library Association’s] Toshokan-Zasshi [The Library Journal]. At the
same time, he ignores the academic studies produced in
Japanese library science journals. One would also expect
more documentation in the bibliography for each chapter. It is noteworthy that the most of the items in the bibliography are brief articles which are over twenty years
old, and no mention is made of Ishii or Nagasue[6] or
other major studies of Japanese libraries. L&LJ also contains a good deal of statistics, and thirty-five tables which
unfortunately are all too often presented without context
or interpretation.

Toshokan was based on research conducted in Japan,
where Welch was Regional Librarian for the USIA between 1967-9 and between 1973-5, as Chief of the United
Nations Centre for Regional Development of Information Services. Toshokan was the author’s dissertation at
Tokyo University in 1976. L&LJ is essentially an updated
version of Toshokan, although much of the information
has been re-written and re-organized, and a fair amount
of new data has been added. As with Toshokan, L&LJ is a
useful introduction to aspects of Japanese librarianship,
but it is far from an academic critical treatment of the
subject.

As with too many comparative librarianship studies,
Welch’s coverage attempts to be macrohistorical. His
survey of libraries goes from prehistoric periods to the
present with discussion of the evolution of writing and
printing. Under this wide umbrella, he includes general information on reading interest, largely drawn from
NHK surveys on reading as a leisure activity. He has
separate chapters on the Diet Library, Japan’s National
Library, and Academic, Public, School and Special libraries. Additional chapters cover bibliographic access,
automation, professional associations, and LIS education.
These chapters include some of the dramatic changes in
Japanese libraries; for example, public library book acquisitions have increased 1200 percent since Toshokan
was published.

Toshokan was very much a product of its age, representing the heyday of international and comparative
librarianship studies. It should be clear, however, that
one can no longer present the history and present state
of librarianship in a developed country in one volume,
without dramatically overgeneralizing. This is especially
the case in Japan, which has a long and complex history
of print culture. More focused studies in English along
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