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Censorship System in the Pre-War Japan

Mitsunobu SUGIYAMA

ABSTRACT
This paper was presented at a workshop held in September 2008 in National Chengchi
University. The workshop was organized by researchers of Modern Taiwan History and
inspired by Taiwan independent movement. In 2000 Chen Shui-bian of Democratic
Progressive Party was elected as the President of Taiwan and under his government, studies
on the censorship by the KMT dictatorial period became possible. So Taiwanese researchers
began to study the oppressions of opinion such as the 228 Incident. They also want to know
the continuation/discontinuation of censorship system between dictatorial period of Taiwan
and pre-War Japan. This is why they invited me to present the censorship system of pre-War

Japan.

I presented the censorship system pre-War Japan in three periods.

The first period was earlier half of Meiji era. In 1889, Meiji Constitution was promulgated
and since this date Japanese people had a kind of constitution and National Assembly
composed of elected members. The Meiji Constitution contained the article of freedom of
opinion. But this article also said freedom of opinion was permitted in the range of other
related laws such as the press restriction law and the publication restriction law. And according
to these four laws public officers could forbid news-reports and opinion publications when
they judged these reports and opinion articles violated to imperial constitutional order. As
these laws did not define clearly criterion about violation cases, there remained a wide range
of control for public officers. In the earlier half of Meiji era, targets of oppression were
leaders of anti-government movement (Jiyu-Minken-Undou) . Though leaders of these
movements occupied the oppositional position, they and the government leaders jointly held

basic ideas concerning the imperial constitutional order.

Later half of Meiji era, the political situation changed. Jiyu-Minken-Undou declined and
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disappeared. And commercial newspapers companies developed and news paper with huge
distribution gradually lost sense of criticism to the Government and established social order.
But after the Japan-Russo War, new oppositional groups were born. After the prosperity of
war demand, economic depression came. And workers strikes and farmers troubles happened
frequently. With this social situation for a background, socialist and anarchist groups
appeared and gained some supports among intellectuals and workers. Leaders of Meiji State
knew well the situation in European countries where socialist movements grew rapidly. They

wanted to control severely these groups. The censorship system was promoted for this purpose.

The third period was pre-War Showa era, specially 1930s. The Great Depression gave great
damage to Japanese economy and many workers lost their jobs and many farmers had bad
harvest for several years. The communist party was already oppressed in 1927 and all its
members were in prison. There was no threat from the leftist forces. To get over the economic
difficulty, Japanese leaders decided to invade the Asian Continent. But at that time, there was
a big division in imperial Army. In the Army, one group argued a radical social reform with
the dictatorial initiative of the Emperor (Ko-do-ha) , Another group wanted to change the
social order in a more systematic style such as Germany. These two groups competed severely
and the Ko-do-ha undertook several times coup d’etat incidents. But publicly, imperial Army
was monolithic and contained no such division, Japanese news papers could not report actual
facts. And in these cases, the censorship system was promoted to control the newspaper

reporting.

key words : freedom of speech, press control system, censorship



