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The Development of Chonaikai in Tokyo before The Last War

Hachiro Nakamura

The urban neighborhood association in Japan called Chonaikai has been more often
than not criticized by many social scientists. Following are the arguments used to
criticize it. (1) The Chonaikai is the successor of the Goningumi, or five-man team,
which the feudal goverment forced townspeople to organize as a means to control
them, hence it survives as a remnant of the feudal institution. Because of this it is
classified into the premodern social group. (2) Its survival has been guaranteed by
government engineering. Thus it is a goverment-made organization, not one that
emerged spontaneously among people living in the city areas of Japan. (3) During the
wartime the Chonaikai proved to be an effective tool to mobilize urban people for
home front activities. Thus it always has a tendency to side with militaristic regimes,
if they arise again.

Against these arguments this paper presents counterevidence according to availa-
ble historical records. As for its relation with the Goningumi, the Chonaikai could not
be its successor because the institution of Gonigumi was completely abolished at the
time of the Meiji Restoration and its membership system and function were different
from those of the Chonaikai. Historical records reveal that, though the government
took no measures, people in Tokyo spontaneously organized Chonaikai in many neigh-
borhoods and that there were a number of historical incidents that stimulated its
organization, the most salient one being the great Kanto earthquake.

It is true that the Chonaikai has characteristics which may be viewes as premod-
ern, that is, the all-inclusive membership of a neighborhood and functional undif-
ferentiation. But if we are not entrapped by the textbook definition of a premodern
group, we can perceive through historical records that the Chonaikai came to include
all households of a neighborhood because it changed from a closed group to an open
one. Concerning its undifferentiation of function which, seen otherwise, serves multi-
ple functions, it is found that the Chonaikai came to serve more functions to meet the
growing complexity of urban life. Thus the Chonaikai is not an organization that



lagged behind social progress.

During the wartime Chonaikai did cooperate with military activities. But it was not
Chonaikai alone that cooperated. All segments of the ]apanese society then eagerly
worked to enhance belligerent activities, including universities and religious institu-
tions. Therefore Chonaikai was forced to cooperate, so they did not do so on their
own initiative. After the first world war when the spirit of democracy and world
peace was prevailing in Japan, there were one Chonaikai which named iteslf as “the
peace association” and another one which announced that the principle of its manage-
ment was democracy.
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