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The “Kokumin Bungei Kai (National Literature and Arts Society)”
as a cultural policy-maker

KIMURA Atsuo

The “Kokumin Bungei Kai (National Literature and Arts Society)” was organized in 1919
right after World War I, the members of which were the writers, the politicians, the bureaucrats,
the business men and the officers, including the famous stage director Kaoru Osanai (1881-
1928) and the then Minister for Home Affairs Takejiro Tokonami (1866-1935) who was a
tactical politician.

The 1910s and 1920s can be called as the decades of the general public in Japan. About that
time the public began to be recognized as a social stratum for the first time in the long history
and the general public class began its rise to power. In such a social background the Kokumin
Bungei Kai Society was formed to improve and democratize Japanese promoting system in the
theatrical world then full of old abuses. The society actively functioned under the slogan “To
liberate the theaters and make them open to the general public”.

The Kokumin Bungei Kai Society had more than 220 influential persons in various fields
as its members, among whom the then Home Minister Tokonami was the adviser to it. This
fact means that the Kokumin Bungei Kai Society had an influence in the government’s
policy-making in the field of culture to a certain extent. Indeed, the Society was not a
government organization. However, the proposals produced and announced by the society
were taken as ones worth discussing eagerly. In this sense, the society functioned as the
cultural policy-maker. Some of the society’s proposals were realized as the government’s
cultural policy: limiting the theater hours up to 5 hours; restricting the children less than 6
years of age from going to the theaters. These proposals were realized as the Metropolitan
Police Department ordinance. Before this ordinance was in force, some plays were performed
for 7-8 hours long! It’s not bad you can enjoy the plays for less than 5 hours without being
irritated by the small children’s cries and high-pitched voices. But does this really help
“liberating the theaters and making them open to the general public”?

The reason why the government acted so favorably to the Kokumin Bungei Kai Society was
that it had the influential politicians and bureaucrats as its members, which played the role of
a double-edged sword. 8 out of 13 founding members of the society were the writers, who knew

nothing of the political tactics. Some people feared that the naive, innocent writers would be

—220—



made use of, serving as a billboard of the government’s propaganda: the well-planned propa-
ganda against the general public class the rising of which the government worried about.
These people’s fears did not come true. On September 1%, 1923, the Great Kanto Earthquake

struck the Metropolitan area and crushed everything including the Kokumin Bungei Kai

Society.
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