
Introduction

Research by and large has tended to assess the potential for 

developing liberalism2 as lower than for democratization in the 

political system of Japan since the Meiji-period. Through the 

introduction of parliamentarism, a constitution and electoral law 

for instance, the democratization movement succeeded at 

establishing certain, if only limited, institutional structures for 

channeling demands for political participation and legal 

entitlements vis-à-vis the state. In contrast, liberal ideas and 

principles remained substantially more vulnerable to state 

intervention.3 With respect to national and ideational historical 

perspectives, preliminary research endeavors have recently 

emerged to conceptualize the cross-epochal traditions and 

parallels between both currents. However, this research has 

tended to concentrate primarily on systematically conceiving a 

linkage of continuity of democracy, particularly in the sense of 

political participation, at nation-state level between the categories 

of ‘Meiji-Democracy’, ‘Taishō-Democracy’ and ‘Shōwa-

Democracy’.4 Thus, a gap in research remains not least with 

regard to the local political level; the same applies to the need for 

capturing continuity of liberalism, particularly in the sense of 

support for more individual liberty and self-determination,5 in 

Japanese history since the end of the 19th century.

 However, recent studies on local elections in the municipality 

of Ōsaka have pointed out that the ‘liberal’ groups managed in the 

course of the 1920s to gain an increasing number of seats in the 

local parliament and thus to strengthen their political position.6 

After this brief success though, the situation changed with the 

local election of 1929, that is, after the introduction of universal 

male suffrage in 1925 and the coinciding abolishment of census 

suffrage for local elections. On account of the rise of the labor 

movement, they were no longer able to exclude the candidates 

supported by the trade unions. These findings suggest that the 

institutionalization of the democratic system and parliamentarism 

since the enactment of the Meiji constitution of 1889 provided 

positive impulses for the emergence and development of 

democracy in the pre-war era and thus opened up opportunities 

for liberal movements.7 

1. Working hypothesis and comparative approach

The emergence and development of local welfare policy in Ōsaka, 

which occurred in parallel with these political developments, can 

only be fully and more systematically comprehended in this 

context, which bore potential for liberalism and civil society in 

Japan before the second world war. In historical research on 

Japan, there appears to remain a predominant notion that, aside 

from a few exceptions in the areas of welfare, care and 

philanthropy, no ‘civil society’ existed in Japan prior to 1945.8 

Thus, the local welfare policy and the hōmen iin-system in Ōsaka 

represent an interesting case for investigating a possible civil-

society (bürgerliche Gesellschaft) tradition of citizen participation 

and a space of action for liberal and democratic thought in Japan 

prior to the Second World War.

 The findings from various research on the hōmen iin-system 

allow for a closer insight into how local welfare policy fit into a 

larger process of penetration of the mechanisms for establishing 

and stabilizing the imperial system of rule. Research of course 

has examined the influence of Taishō-democracy solidarism as 

intellectual pillars of the hōmen iin-system as well as their role 

among the urban middle class for implementation of this system.9 

A considerable interest though continues for the conditions of 

political rule as the decisive factor for how the hōmen iin-system 

worked. In recent studies however, attention has been given to 

behavioral principles and values such as self-reliance, individual 

responsibility and independent administration, which were of 

particular importance for activities related to poor relief.10 
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Accordingly, by studying individual personalities, these analyses 

come to more differentiated depictions of those social 

constellations.11 What has not been inquired on the other hand are 

questions such as to how and to which extent the principles 

guiding behavior and values were significant not only for how the 

system functioned and developed, but rather for the voluntary 

commitment of citizens themselves, without which the whole 

system could not have worked over decades. Subsequently, it 

may be appropriate to conceive the hōmen iin-system as an arena 

for socialization of the middle class. This allows in turn to 

examine the values and behavioral principles expressed in 

activities related to poor relief not only on an individual level, but 

also at level of the operation of the hōmen iin-system as a whole 

in connection with this socialization process.

 Against this backdrop, it likewise becomes appropriate to 

analyze this system in a comparative perspective with the civil 

society in Germany in order to gain more precise and 

comprehensive insights into the evolution and functioning of 

these processes in which diverse civil actors directly participated 

and thus codetermined the further development. The following 

however is concerned less with capturing the political-liberal 

moment of transposing of a civil model from Germany to Japan 

in the area of local welfare policy, but rather addresses and 

analyzes comparatively civil modes of political communication 

and practice in urban spaces.12 

 In the city of Cologne, the local poor relief served as an es-

sential component of self-understanding or identity of the Co-

logne civil society and was a focus point of the public interest. 

The local poor administration in Cologne underlined this in an 

1830 report on the municipal poor relief, in which they refer ex-

plicitly to particular significance of local poor relief for the “well-

being of civil society”.13 The local poor relief was directly linked 

with the local self-administration, and it could claim more than 

any other branch of the public administration to fulfill general 

participation in self-administration.14 In the second half of the 19th 

century on the other hand, differentiation processes in civil soci-

ety accelerated along with the rapid urbanization and the corre-

sponding societal changes. Consequently, the Cologne municipal 

administration expanded its areas of activity in the 1870s and 

1890s substantially. Thus, it took the decisive steps in transition 

from a patron-led and rather self-restrained civil self-administra-

tion to a modern  administration of services (Leistungsverwal-

tung).15 Parallel to the increasing professionalization, bureaucra-

tization and differentiation of local administration, a large number 

of citizens became mobilized in local affairs, especially in social 

issues. The local self-administration appeared to be a field of pur-

suit for the upwardly mobile liberal bourgeois of the 19th century, 

which saw its duty and responsibility to contribute directly to the 

common good and to the protection against social ills and risks 

through volunteer and charitable activities.16 The goal of munici-

pal poor relief thus corresponded to the political orientation of 

liberal ideals.17 

2.  Local poor relief and local self-administration in the 
context of industrialization and urbanization

The local citizenry in Cologne in the wake of the founding of the 

German Empire was likewise exposed to increasing industrializa-

tion and urbanization. They were confronted with a palpable 

transformation, in the cityscape but also the social relations and 

conditions of the municipal population. Further reaching differ-

ences and tensions between the various classes, but also within 

classes, became increasingly visible.18 The local poor relief as 

domain for civic-minded, ‘common good’ oriented ‘unpaid and 

educated men’ faced increasingly new challenges in the late 19th 

century.19 

 The population development of this time in Cologne was 

directly linked with the spatial growth of the city. While the city 

increased in inhabitants from 49,275 to 129,233 between 1815 

and 1871, the growth was limited due to the in part still existing 

city fortifications.20 Further growth became possible only when 

the city fortifications were removed in 1883 and the first 

industrialized suburbs were annexed in 1888. By 1900 then, the 

population nearly tripled from 129,333 to 372,552. Cologne was 

highly attractive for proximate as well as distant regions due to its 

geographic location, its economic development and above all its 

cultural and municipal infrastructure.21 Within Cologne, there 

was likewise high intra-municipality mobility, which affected in 

turn various parts of the city.22 

 The rapid growth in population likewise led to a clear change 

in the professional and social structure of the Cologne population.23 

Assessing the population by profession illustrates that the share 

of laborers of total population almost tripled after the industrialized 

suburbs were annexed to the city. In 1895, workers and their 

families thus represented almost half of the entire population of 

Cologne. The 50-% mark was not exceeded though even after the 

turn of the century, while the number of self-employed decreased 

considerably. The large increase in the share of employed persons 

was supported by the development of Cologne into a banking, 

insurance and trade center, as well as due to the growing group of 

technical and sales employees in the industrial sector.24 With 

regard to income relations between 1871 and 1914, an overall 

improvement in real income of about 37% has been ascertained 

by Henning. It is also necessary to note though the general 
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increase in cost of living as well as the increasing differentiation 

in levels of salary due to specialization and qualification 

differences.25 

 As of 1860, the ‘new middle class’ emerged as a reference to 

salaried employed in the statistics of the city of Cologne and 

became increasingly significant as of the 1880s.26 Furthermore, 

this class served together with the old middle class as a buffer or 

an ‘intermediary class’ against the polarization between capitalists 

and proletarian or proletarianizing labor societal groups.27 Finally, 

emerging from the old middle class (artisans and merchants) were 

the upwardly mobile entrepreneurs as of the mid-19th century, 

which experienced the largest gains through invention or 

innovation upon existing and developing technologies.28 Since 

the 1850s, they developed gradually into the driving force of 

economic growth in Cologne from the bottom up. Based on their 

economic success, they asserted more and more their position vis-

à-vis the old bourgeois elites and their presence could no longer 

be overlooked by the local establishment.29 

 With regard to political life of citizens of Cologne, not all 

residents of the city enjoyed full civil rights, which constituted 

requisites for rights and duties in the local self-administration. 

The decisive criterion for access to civil rights and liberties and, 

linked with this, to suffrage rights for local council elections was 

still wealth and home or property ownership. Municipal suffrage 

rights were based on the census suffrage (or ‘three-class suffrage’) 

introduced in the Rhine Province government code of 23 July 

1845.30 Suffrage was allotted only to a small share of the 

population and there were also considerable discrepancies in vote 

weights reflecting as well discrepancies among the enfranchised 

citizens in social relations in general. Economic growth in 

Cologne between 1871 and 1914 was reflected in changes in the 

voting population.31 The annexation of the suburbs in 1888 nearly 

doubled the number of enfranchised in the third (and lowest) 

voting class. By the eve of the First World War, 18% of the entire 

population was enfranchised. Thus, a larger share of the male 

labor class likewise possessed rights of political participation.32 

 Since the end of French rule, the Cologne bourgeois classes 

were at the center of the public poor relief. It was particularly 

from these cohorts that the poor relief authorities recruited. With 

regard to the relationship of the poor administration toward the 

local administration and the city council, the local poor relief was 

on the one hand decentralized and independent; with regard to 

internal structures on the other hand, poor relief administration 

was characterized by strict hierarchy, centralized decision-making 

as well as an utter lack of influence on part of the poor relief 

caretakers against the poor relief authorities in decision-making 

processes. Moreover, there was an inseparable linkage between 

civic and clerical elements in the public poor relief. This civil-

clerical poor relief system faced an increasingly confrontational 

relationship with the municipal administration in the 50s and 60s 

of the 19th century. The municipal administration worked toward 

reshaping the system of poor relief to a purely civil public system 

by limiting the possibilities of clerical influence and appealing 

directly to the citizenry.33 

 In this sense, the Elberfeld system appeared to offer the 

municipal administration a model for reorganizing local poor 

relief from a civil-clerical toward a strictly civil poor relief 

system. This model placed the local administration in charge of 

poor relief but also voluntary service at its foundation, upon 

which poor relief would be carried out primarily by voluntary 

organizations. The Elberfeld Model was introduced in 1871 with 

its main basis on a civil self-administration,34 while the influence 

of the Catholic Church was eliminated from the public poor relief 

system. At the same time, while the reform adopted the Elberfeld 

Model for the most part, it departed from its principle of 

decentralization, since the reform in Cologne did not allow for the 

autonomy and extent of co-decision competence to the poor relief 

caretakers, who by law had become obligated to take on this 

voluntary service. Strong centralization tendencies coupled with 

the strict limitation of opportunities to influence decision making 

on the part of the civil poor relief caretakers led finally to conflicts 

between the responsible departments and the municipal council 

on the one hand and the poor districts on the other. Moreover, 

during this time, an increase in relief recipients and the number of 

poor in total was recorded in Cologne despite the Social Laws 

passed at national level which had elsewhere already started to 

show initial effects. These detrimental circumstances made it 

clear to those involved that a further reform of the local poor 

relief system would be necessary. The central task would be to 

reconcile otherwise contradictory elements with one another such 

as decentralization and stronger citizen-based orientation on the 

one hand, and more rationalization and professionalization on the 

other.35 

By the early 20th century, Japan attained a high level of 

urbanization and industrialization. Here the rapid industrialization 

and the coinciding growth in population in large cities were also 

accompanied by high rates of fluctuation in the urban population 

and intensification in social issues. Furthermore, the disturbances 

to the local order and, even more so, the political system of rule, 

e.g. the emergence of Taishō-democracy and the labor movement, 

were becoming increasingly noticeable. This period thus posed a 

turning point in the state welfare regime, which was officially 

expressed by the reform and poor-relief policy of 1908. These 
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policies were coupled with the state social reform policy, the 

primary goal of which was to promote through imperial charity 

the independence and self-reliance of individual members of the 

population toward becoming good subjects. At the center of both 

reform avenues stood the moral and intellectual betterment of 

individuals as well as improvement of public customs and 

hygiene, in order to be able to prevent poverty.36 The state resorted 

however to the monitory and leadership role according to the 

subsidiarity principle so that actual preventative and health 

measures were up to the responsibility of first the individual, then 

the family, the neighborhood and finally the municipalities.

 Wherever the state did not pursue the duty for poor relief, the 

task was left to private hands and the local level. In Ōsaka there 

had already been numerous private charity organizations founded 

in the 80s and 90s of the 19th century, which to a considerable 

share stemmed from initiatives of religious, mostly Christian, 

groups, and individuals, including women. After the 1880s, 

Ōsaka developed into a center of the industrial revolution and was 

the largest industrial city in Japan into the 1930s. The 

industrialization and increasing urbanization led in turn though to 

various forms of severe social deprivation. In the 1920s, about a 

third of the working population in Ōsaka worked as day laborers 

and found themselves in gravely poor living conditions. The local 

administration faced increasing demands by the population to pay 

attention to their concerns and take measures against the 

impoverished conditions. With regard to the local structures of 

rule though, the patrons, who traditionally took care for 

maintaining order, security and the wellbeing of the local society, 

had already lost their power and influence over local politics 

before the turn of the century.37 Their position was being 

increasingly replaced by a bureaucratized and professionalized 

administration under the leadership of the mayor. They pursued 

through a new local and social policy to re-stabilize the disrupted 

local power order and to counteract the erosion of the older 

societal order spurred by ‘top-down’ politics.38 To this end, the 

local administration resorted not only to police power and the old 

patron structure, but also and much more to the broad class of the 

urban citizenry.

 During the Rice Riots of 1918 after the Russo-Japanese War, 

the social and political tensions and uncertainties reached their 

highpoint. The city of Ōsaka was likewise affected by the turmoil, 

which initiated in a village in Toyama. Hundreds of people took 

to the streets and demanded that the rice traders reduce prices. 

Given the high concentration of poor classes of society and in 

particular unskilled laborers there, the edges of cities and suburbs 

were especially adversely affected. The riots spread rapidly, 

above all through the mass media such as newspapers, but also 

personal networks. Not only rice traders, but also shops and 

wealthy individuals and even public offices such as police stations 

were targets of the protest. Approximately more than 230,000 

people are supposed to have taken part in the protests in Ōsaka, 

while a total of 1794 people were arrested in the six days between 

11 to 16 August. The riots were quelled finally by massive military 

intervention. Nonetheless, they represented not only the peak of 

social and political tensions stemming from increasing 

impoverishment as a result of industrialization and urbanization, 

but also an expression of critique of the social and economic 

policy of the Japanese government.

 Moreover, the riots were the occasion for establishing the 

hōmen iin-system in Ōsaka. It was against this backdrop that so-

cial policy measures came to be viewed not as care for the 

emerging social and labor issues, but rather as a matter of utmost 

urgency in order to prevent or at least defuse the division of soci-

ety among antagonistic classes.39 Consequently, implementation 

of comprehensive and effective social policy measures shifted to 

the top of the political agenda. Indeed, the rice riots prompted a 

sense of crisis among the ruling elite as much as fears of a col-

lapse of the political and social order and security. Now protective 

measures against the proletarization of workers became a primary 

goal of social policy. Just two months prior to the rice riots, the 

governor of prefecture Ōsaka, Hayashi Ichizō, announced that a 

new social policy institution would be formed under the name 

“hōmen iin” (literally meaning ‘district committee’). The hōmen 

iin-system was set to serve the function of a central institution of 

social policy and local poor relief in Ōsaka. For Governor Hayashi 

as chief responsible authority for maintaining public order in 

Ōsaka, issues of security were priorities upon introducing the 

hōmen iin-system. Stability likewise had for him a moral dimen-

sion, which pertained to all residents, who were co-responsible 

for upholding and restoring order to their local community. In this 

respect, it was particularly important for Hayashi that the new 

local poor relief shift from an elite practice to a broader citizen 

program. It should extend beyond the mere charity of upper class 

members, and mobilize broader groups of the population for the 

common purpose of local poor relief and thus contribute to the 

public security in Ōsaka and the state. Accordingly, a community 

institution was to be built between local government and local 

society in order to enable a dense network in local poor relief.

 While Governor Hayashi had set guidelines for the 

organization and implementation of the hōmen iin, a central role 

in project development and actual implementation was also 

played by Ogawa Shigejirō, a civil service officer in charge of 

social affairs in the prefecture and head of the poor-relief 

administration. Ogawa assigned more comprehensive tasks to the 
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new social institution of the hōmen iin-system that was to help 

finally solve further social problems. In his outline of the hōmen 

iin-system, Ogawa paid special attention to the ‘Elberfeld Model’ 

in Germany, but also to other established models in western 

countries and Asia, such as the ‘probation officer’ in North 

America, the ‘social settlement work’ in England, the block 

system in the ‘Juvenile Protective Association’ in Chicago, the 

fiver-groups in Japan or their predecessor, the baojia system in 

China.40 Ogawa conceived of the hōmen iin-system as a rational 

and comprehensive social institution, under which various social 

measures and organizations could be integrated and harmonized 

through the service of hōmen iin and their mediator function. This 

scope ranged from poor, children and youth care, the 

resocialization of convicts, to social sanctions through the local 

self-administration such as with the fiver-group. With the 

introduction of the hōmen iin-system, the individual hōmen iin as 

member of the citizenry became the focus of this social monitory 

and care system, while the operation and success of the system 

depended on their service and competences.41 Each individual 

hōmen iin according to Ogawa was to be convinced of their duty 

to social service so that they feel willing and prepared to work for 

the common good in good conscience. It would be in this manner 

that individual hōmen iin would be able to establish the high 

social respect and necessary authority for enabling the hōmen iin-

system to serve as a center of societal sanctions, not least vis-à-vis 

the ‘unworthy’ poor. Therefore, the hōmen iin-system was 

considered a new social institution as much as for the lower 

classes of the population as for the individual members of 

citizenry participating in the hōmen iin. It offered the poor in 

principle assistance in the sense of help toward self-help, while 

for the participating helper it offered a platform where every 

individual hōmen iin could become a good and diligent citizen.

3. Organizational structure of local poor relief

The hōmen iin-system in Ōsaka was construed as a common 

platform for participation of the urban middle classes and their 

cooperation with the local level. It built upon the existing 

structures in the local self-administration. However, it did not 

involve the association of municipal residents on voluntary basis, 

or the exercise of civic voluntary offices based on civic rights and 

duties, which were incorporated into the Municipal Code of 1888. 

This system thus cannot be described as either state-driven 

institutionalization from above or as a bottom-up initiative by the 

urban citizenry. Although the system was initiated by a state 

measure, the aspect of citizen participation should not be 

overlooked. As part of their cooperation and carrying out of tasks, 

a degree of individual initiative and commitment was expected of 

the citizens participating as hōmen iin, upon whom the system 

fundamentally relied. The hōmen iin-system permitted the 

individual citizens room for maneuver in order to be able to adapt 

and exercise poor relief to local needs and interests, though while 

also having to uphold the given political and social rules.

 Consequently, the carriers of this system, the local citizenry, 

should not be viewed merely as an object of political mobilization. 

They participated also on their own initiative and out of own 

interests in their tasks as hōmen iin and thus shaped local poor 

relief. The organization of the hōmen iin-system was not 

subordinated to the poor administration of Ōsaka prefecture, nor 

did it function as an executive body of the poor administration. It 

was a type of semi-official committee operating under the 

authority of the governor, in which volunteering citizens and 

prefecture as well as municipal civil servants convened. Shortly 

following the respective proclamation of Governor Hayashi, a 

total of 35 poor districts, or hōmen, were established and around 

500 district poor relief providers, hōmen iin, were endowed with 

their duties by the governor. The districts were first set up in 

industrial and working class as well as peripheral areas, where the 

share of migrants and laborers were estimated to be particularly 

high.

 For the election of the district director, a cooptation system 

was adopted; i.e., the district director was to be appointed by the 

governor on the basis of recommendation by the hōmen iin. The 

recommendation of the hōmen iin in turn was to be considered 

binding, which contributed to strengthening the authority of the 

district council vis-à-vis the administration. To serve as an 

interface between the districts and the Ōsaka prefecture and city, 

a district director assembly was set up to convene usually once a 

month. This forum involved all district directors and up to twenty 

hōmen iin from the ‘Tsuki-ban’-(i.e. monthly) serving district and 

prefecture officers, each endowed with equal voting rights among 

the members, and meeting for exchanging on experience and 

deciding on all matters related to support services. Likewise 

attending were additional representatives and guests from all 

areas of welfare and poor relief. In the discussions, a high value 

was placed on recording minutes and making them accessible in 

print to the public. The assembly of district directors constituted 

not only the central decision-making body to contribute to 

harmonizing the activities carried out in the hōmen iin-system. It 

was considered even more so as one of the most influential 

educational institutions that could be aptly characterized as a 

practical ‘social university’ (Ogawa). Here the pure and sublime 

idea of social service and its practical application could be made 

accessible and imparted to the individual hōmen iin as well as the 
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broader public. On the one hand, in the institutionalization 

process of the hōmen iin-system, the initiative of the Ōsaka 

prefecture stood at the forefront. This was emphasized further by 

the administration, which referred to the establishment of this 

system as a “generous gift from the authorities”.42 On the other 

hand, the efforts by the districts to attain more independence were 

likewise unequivocal. Examples to this end include the 

establishment of a foundation and of an assistance organization 

by initiative of the districts. Individual district directors also 

strove to ensure their independence through establishing a 

permanent body to contribute to enhancing their co-decision 

capacity vis-à-vis the poor administration.

 In each district, usually ten to fifteen hōmen iin were 

appointed, recruited among local civil servants, police officers, 

teachers and volunteering citizens. Each hōmen iin was appointed 

by the governor directly, and the exercise of such office occurred 

on a volunteer and unremunerated basis. There was no explicit 

obligation to take on the office of hōmen iin. Among the hōmen 

iin, there was a shared conviction that they stood under the 

authority and protection of the governor. This notion provided 

them with a source of raison d’être as well as honor while also 

heightening their position in relation to others, especially the poor 

administration. In personnel matters, the poor administration was 

in a difficult position to dismiss even disinterested hōmen iin, 

while the district directors maintained the view that they were 

responsible for personnel matters. With regard to the significance 

of volunteering, it would appear that the introduction of the 

hōmen iin-system was designed with principles analogous to the 

Elberfeld Model. The principle of volunteer service was 

postulated as a pillar of the hōmen iin-system. The hōmen iin 

were expected to carry out their office with utter abstention from 

personal ambition or reward. Yet, while the appointment by the 

governor was deemed de facto as a high recognition and the 

hōmen iin already enjoyed a good reputation commensurate with 

their social status, the desire for recognition and prestige among 

the hōmen iin was often unambiguous. Of course, a certain desire 

for recognition and reputation for volunteer service was accepted 

and even honored. However, there was likewise an air of caution 

and admonishment that honorary offices could not be self-serving, 

nor used to increase society prestige or political capital. 

Nonetheless, a study of the results of the Ōsaka city council 

elections in 1925 to 1933 revealed that the office of hōmen iin 

could often serve as entry to a successful political career. This is 

illustrated by the number of city council members among the 

hōmen iin, which early on was relatively small, representing a 

share of about 2.5% in 1925, but the number increased over time. 

Overall, the political and societal standing of this office was 

indeed quite significant, especially when compared with other 

civil honorary offices in the local self-administration.43 

On 27 January 1888, after long deliberations and negotiations, the 

new Poor Law, the statutes for the poor department and the 

guidelines for poor district directors and poor relief providers 

were passed in Cologne. The new Poor Law established 48 new 

poor districts and the necessary poor district directors and poor 

relief providers were selected out of the citizenry. Decentralization 

of decision making, district-level poor relief and volunteer service 

by poor relief providers, which constituted the basic principles of 

the Elberfeld Model, represented the main components of the 

reform in Cologne. In contrast to Elberfeld though, specialized 

and paid personnel were recruited, as the poor administration 

department in Cologne considered paid civil servants more 

appropriate for the time as well as indispensable for a functioning 

public poor relief system. Yet despite the institutionalization of 

paid civil servants, an important role for voluntary service was 

maintained. A more effective and reliable service was supposed to 

be achieved through clearer division of labor among the 

volunteering citizens and the salaried civil servant specialists, the 

latter being attributed a supporting, but not necessarily monitory 

role toward the volunteers.44 A common spirit between the poor 

administration department and the citizen volunteers in local self-

administration was thus to be fostered,45 also in order to encourage 

the support of the citizens for the public poor relief system. Their 

commitment was depicted not only as important with regard to 

the moral and ethical role of the poor relief providers to help the 

poor gain an independent, bourgeois way of life. Their service 

also was to enable the direct experience of civic commitment to 

the common weal, which in turn would help maintain value 

orientations and the cohesion of bourgeois society.

 While the reform of 1888 laid a foundation for civic poor 

relief, its societal embedment through volunteer service by 

citizens secured the stable functioning of the new system. The 

individual poor relief caretakers in turn were granted more 

independence and responsibility. Furthermore these reforms 

amounted to more than a one-sided process of top-down 

institutionalization, as the citizenry also played a part in how the 

new Poor Law and the reforms of 1888 were designed, even 

influencing the municipal council. 

4. Social structure of citizens involved in local poor relief

For the purpose of analyzing social conditions among the poor 

relief caretakers in Cologne, there is a list available of all members 

of the 24 poor districts, the 24 district directors and the 316 poor 
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relief providers from 1871.46 When comparing this list with the 

list of registered voters (electoral roll), it is possible to produce a 

more accurate picture of their socio-economic conditions.47 A 

particularly strong presence of members of the third voting class 

among the poor relief providers becomes observable, whereas 

persons belonging to the second and first voting classes make up 

two-thirds of the district directors. However, strong differentiation 

in socio-economic relations within the group of members of the 

third voting class become quite noticeable when also examining 

the tax registers from 1868 and 1872 and thus the different income 

levels, where poor relief providers can be identified who were 

otherwise missing from the electoral roll.48 Forty-three of the 

poor relief providers had attained their civil rights through home 

ownership alone. This also adds 18 poor relief providers with an 

annual income lower than 400 Thaler. Among these 61 persons, 

35 poor relief providers fell under the threshold of an annual 

income of 250 Thaler and thus were below the minimum living 

income or poverty line. The second group of poor relief providers 

had an annual income of 400 to 700 Thaler and comprised, with 

87 persons or 44%, the largest group. The third group, with an 

annual income over 700 Thaler, remained a minority at 21% or 42 

poor relief providers. However, when adding the relatively well-

off poor relief providers from the upper half of the third voting 

group of enfranchised citizens with the poor relief providers 

registered in the first and second voting classes, they together 

represented, at 150 persons or 47%, the strongest social group. In 

contrast, the poor relief providers in the bottom half of the third 

voting class made up only a fourth of the total number of poor 

relief providers.

 As for the quality and quantity of poor relief providers after 

1888, the new organization of local poor relief had to deal with 

mostly unexperienced persons. For one, the new Poor Law 

stipulated that a poor relief provider by assigned no more than 

four cases.49 This resulted in requiring 145 additional poor relief 

providers. The total number now amounted to 641, of which only 

188 were in office for the minimum three-year period prescribed 

by the law.50 However, already after five years, the number of 

poor relief providers with more than three continuous years in 

office grew substantially. In 1893, it had increased from 29% to 

60%; and in 1908, 71% of the total 848 poor relief providers had 

more than three years of experience in office. Consequently, the 

number of experienced poor relief providers, with more than 10 

years in office, increased as well, from 5% in 1889 to 32% in 

1908. In the twenty years since the reform, the city of Cologne 

clearly managed to mobilize a broad part of the citizenry to long-

term participation in public poor relief.

 In the analysis of income levels among the poor relief 

providers in connection with their respective voting class,51 it 

becomes apparent that the second voting class was clearly 

underrepresented. All the more astounding is thus the accelerated 

shift in favor of the second voting class in the first decade of the 

20th century. A sudden increase occurred in 1903, and the number 

of poor relief providers from the second voting class soared to 

59% in 1908. They now made up a clear majority, while the share 

of persons from the third voting class shrank. This at first baffling 

development may have coincided apparently with the Prussian 

Income Tax Law of 1891 and the reform of the electoral law of 

1900.52 The raising of the census categorization threshold for the 

second voting class in 1891 had reduced the number of 

enfranchised citizens eligible for the second voting class and 

relegated numerous citizens to the third class who had previously 

belonged to the second class. At the same time, the reduction of 

the census categorization to the third voting class expanded 

access to suffrage for those with low incomes. That reform 

resulted in massive discrepancies in income levels among citizens 

in the third voting class.53 

 The reform of 1900 to the electoral laws then enabled 

numerous citizens with an above-average tax burden, but 

previously in the third voting class, to now vote in the second 

voting class, while an additional reduction to the threshold of the 

census for the third voting class, from 900 to 660 Mark annual 

income, was introduced in 1907. The effects of the reform of 

1890 also become evident when considering that 21 of 99 poor 

relief providers in the third voting class in 1898 switched five 

years later in 1903 to the second voting class, and 23 of 113 poor 

relief providers in the third voting class in 1903 switched to the 

second class in 1908. This indicates that there were a relatively 

large number of prosperous citizens among the poor relief 

providers belonging to the third class during the 1890s. The 

subsequent changes also point to a strong presence of poor relief 

providers from the second voting class. Their income levels 

appear even more privileged than in the 1870s and 1880s. On 

account of additional reductions in the census for the third voting 

class, suffrage and civil rights expanded to larger portions of the 

populace. Thus, they also received the right and duty to volunteer 

for community offices and, in the case at hand, the voluntary civil 

office of the poor relief provider. At the turn of the century, the 

door to this volunteer office was opened wider than ever before. 

Still, the citizens in the third voting class evidently did not 

comprise the main actors of local poor relief, even though they 

made up numerically the predominant share of enfranchised 

citizens in the city. Above all, the relatively prosperous citizens 

from the second voting class played the main role in the local 

poor relief. Their position increased year for year beyond the turn 
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of the century.

 With regard to the composition of professional backgrounds,54 

the majority of the district directors stemmed from the bourgeois 

economic elite. Their income levels indicated that they belonged 

to the higher echelons of the upper class.55 However, the share of 

bourgeois business elites among the district directors tended to 

decrease over time, while the presence of academically educated, 

petite bourgeoisie increased. The percentage of members of the 

old middle class on the other hand remained rather constant in 

comparison with the gradual increase of the new middle class. 

Overall, the growth of persons from the old and new middle class 

is quite salient, representing about one-fourth of the district 

directors. A similar tendency can also be observed among the 

poor relief providers.56 The presence of members from the old 

middle class doubled from 23% in 1871 to 46% in 1908. The 

shares of the new middle class as well as the educated petite 

bourgeoisie however did not increase noticeably, in contrast to 

the demographic shifts among the district directors. The decline 

in share of business bourgeois among the poor relief providers 

was even stronger than in the case of district directors, sinking 

from 39% in 1871 to 30% in 1908. After the turn of the century, 

the old middle class made up, as the largest cohort, nearly half of 

the most active poor relief providers. Among the poor relief 

providers from the old middle class at this time, there were clearly 

more wealthy persons than was the case in the mid- to late 19th 

century.57 

Considering the organizational structure of the hōmen iin-system 

in Ōsaka and the authority and legitimation mechanisms of the 

honorary office of a hōmen iin, there are immediately visible 

elements geared toward vertical channeling and implementing 

societally and politically dominant norms and concepts of order. 

However, aspects of horizontal cohesion should not be overlooked 

among the hōmen iin as the carriers of civic value orientations 

and principles of conduct, without whom the hōmen iin-system 

could not have functioned or lasted. It would likewise be overly 

narrow to assume a homogeny among the urban citizenry, for 

instance in the sense of a common set of interests or mentality. 

The diversity of social relations and positions as well as interests 

among the urban citizenry was reflected in the changes to 

composition of the hōmen iin.

 Indeed, the majority of the first generation of hōmen iin was 

recruited from those citizens who were considered local patrons 

and elites already holding one or more civilian honorary offices.58 

Among the district directors in 1918, with a share of more than 

60% being council members, it can be clearly ascertained that the 

upper classes of the city dominated these offices. Together with 

other citizens holding further civil offices, they made up about 

three-fourths of the district directors. The constellation among the 

normal hōmen iin provides a different picture on the other hand: 

the share of council members in these offices was only 21.6%. 

Together with the share of citizens in other honorary civil offices, 

about half of the hōmen iin held further public office. The single 

largest group of hōmen iin, with a share of 43%, was of those 

holding no further functions in the local self-administration. It 

remains unclear though, to which extent members of the upper 

class were represented among the regular hōmen iin. In order to 

come to further findings on the social structure of hōmen iin, it 

will thus be necessary to determine more precisely their respective 

income levels.

 The person register of higher-class contemporaries in Ōsaka 

from 1910 and 1926 lists citizens who, first, resided in Ōsaka. 

Secondly, they are listed by those who paid more than 21 Yen 

income tax or more than 61 Yen business tax, or more than 21 Yen 

income tax and 51 Yen business tax (in 1918), as well as either 

more than 41 Yen income tax or more than 61 Yen business tax (in 

1926). In order to have a tax burden of 41 Yen annual income tax, 

one would need to have had an annual income of over 2300 Yen, 

while the average annual income per household of laborers and 

employees in 1934 was about 1000 Yen.59 It is safe to assume of 

course that there are also persons not included in the list, who 

however could be attributed to the group of wealthy citizens 

based on their income or wealth. Nonetheless, these lists still 

allow for determining tendencies of incomes among the hōmen 

iin. With a view to the share of district directors in 1918 who 

appear on these lists, it is worth noting that two-thirds of them 

were registered here and thus fell into the category of wealthy 

citizens. The overwhelming majority of district directors clearly 

stemmed from the upper class. Of the total 386 regular hōmen iin, 

185 can be identified in the lists, which, at 47%, amount to nearly 

half. Compared with the district directors, the share of hōmen iin 

also serving as council members is, at 21%, considerably lower 

than the 61% of the former group. Again, from this follows that a 

large majority of district directors indeed were recruited from the 

upper wealthy classes, while the hōmen iin also demonstrate a 

similar tendency, but not to the same extent and encompass much 

more so the urban middle classes. To capture the urban middle 

class among the hōmen iin, it is also necessary to examine the 

occupational backgrounds of the hōmen iin in the city of Ōsaka 

more closely.

 Among the district directors, the majority, at 51%, is 

comprised of those in the category of ‘other’ or without a 

profession, by far higher than the second largest group, at 28%, of 

persons from the business and services branches. In turn, about 
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half of those found in the category of other or without a profession 

are registered in the list of upper class; the same applies to the 

district directors from the professional categories of business and 

services as well as industry and entrepreneurs. Thus, the district 

directors possessed both high societal prestige as well as a high 

degree of resources such as money and time. In contrast to the 

professional composition of the district directors, among the 

regular hōmen iin those with professions in the areas of business 

and services made up the largest group, with a share of 35%, in 

comparison with the other career groups. The group of other and 

without profession represented the second largest group, followed 

thirdly by civil servants and police officers (16%). Self-employed 

merchants and industrial small and medium-sized entrepreneurs, 

together with members of business and services, industry and 

commerce as well as property and homeowners comprised 44% 

of the hōmen iin in 1918. With regard to income relations of the 

individual professional groups of hōmen iin, a relatively high 

share of persons can be concluded to have been generally wealthy 

or a member of the upper echelons of society. Among the regular 

hōmen iin thus, a socio-economic pattern can be ascertained akin 

to the district directors, though the dominance of the wealthy 

classes appears to be in the former somewhat lower than with the 

latter.60 

 Considering additional changes over time in the income 

relations among the hōmen iin between 1918 and 1926, a few 

developments become worth noting. The share of council 

members declines drastically both among the district directors 

and the regular hōmen iin from 61% to 21% and from 7% to 2% 

respectively. With regard to income levels, there is likewise a 

large decrease in the share of wealthy persons among the district 

directors from 67% to 33% and, to a smaller degree, among the 

hōmen iin from 47% to 40%. Thus, the share of wealthy among 

hōmen iin in total (i.e. including district directors) declined from 

49% to 40%. A change in the professional composition is likewise 

salient. The share of self-employed merchants, business owners 

and entrepreneurs as well as property and home owners increases 

among the district directors and the regular hōmen iin from 37% 

to 44% and from 51% to 57% respectively, though the number of 

property and home owners reveals a particularly large increase. 

The share of the group of other and without profession on the 

other hand declines from 51% and 22% to 31% and 15% among 

district directors and hōmen iin respectively, while the share of 

police officers and civil servants among the hōmen iin also 

declines from 16% to 11%. This tendency continued and even 

intensified in the following years.61 In 1936, the share of self-

employed merchants, business owners and entrepreneurs 

including industrial entrepreneurs as well as property and home 

owners reached about 74%, while doctors, employees and clerics 

now represented about 8%, those without profession on the other 

hand only 6% of hōmen iin. The group of police officers and civil 

servants remained constant at about 10%. Accordingly, in 1936, 

the dominance of self-employed merchants and business owners 

among the district directors and the hōmen iin appears to have 

been solidified.

 At the same time, although difficult to distinguish clearly, it 

is sensible to divide the self-employed business owners and 

merchants and the industrial entrepreneurs into two different 

categories.62 The first category concerns those belonging to the 

wealthy upper class of self-employed businesspersons and 

industrialists. They associated, for instance, in the Chamber of 

Commerce and Industry, where they were more noticeably active 

on national-political issues such as through the initiative to 

abolish the business tax after the Russo-Japanese War of 1905. 

The second group comprised self-employed business owners, 

entrepreneurs and industrialists who, in comparison with the 

former group, may be described as small and medium-scale 

businesspersons and entrepreneurs and incidentally made up the 

larger of the two groups. Their activities as well as commercial 

interests revolve much more around the local level. They were 

active in serving the local common weal and the public interest of 

the community, as demonstrated for instance in an initiative to 

protect tenants or an initiative promoting more resident-friendly 

development of urban infrastructure through expanding gas and 

electricity supply or public transportation. The small and medium-

scale businesspersons and entrepreneurs made up the core of the 

urban middle class, whose central role and position in the 

municipal self-administration was once summarized by journalist 

and local politician Miyake Iwao (1876-1936) ideally under the 

term of “city citizen”.63 Consequently, a differentiation within the 

general category of self-employed businesspersons, entrepreneurs 

and industrialists makes it possible to capture more precisely the 

attributes of and shifts in socio-economic structures among the 

hōmen iin: the position and significance of the urban middle class 

thus appears to have increased over time with the hōmen iin-

system.

5. Conclusion

With the reception of the Elberfeld Model, a set of forms of civic 

action and perception were transferred from Germany to Japan. 

Yet in Japan, there remained a high risk of local poor relief 

becoming limited in practice to a mechanism of societal and 

political suppression and exclusion, as there were significantly 

fewer older forms of civic activity in a local context than in 
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Germany. Moreover, liberal thought and principles both found 

comparatively fewer channels for actualization and were 

considerably more vulnerable to state intervention. In the course 

of modernization processes however, the upwardly mobile middle 

classes experienced growing self-confidence and awareness as 

independent actors in a local-political context. In Ōsaka, the 

concept of the Elberfeld Model, the role of voluntary service in 

particular, served as a vehicle for their commitment to social 

issues. It thus provided the basis for a gradual emergence of a 

new, one may even say civic, mindedness of the urban middle 

classes.

 In both cities, the core of local poor relief rested on the old 

middle class. Until 1914 in Cologne, voluntary and community 

service was carried mainly by the urban bourgeois society. In 

Ōsaka, a quite analogous development can be observed after 

1918. Voluntary service was of fundamental importance in both 

cases. Poor relief with its new focus on voluntary service had both 

mobilizing and legitimizing functions. Larger circles of society 

indeed were called upon to civic duty and to more demanding 

service for the common weal. Accordingly, local poor relief 

served as a stage for socialization of the urban middle classes. All 

participants, the poor relief providers and the recipients, were by 

consequence to learn and internalize certain value and order 

orientations as well as patterns of behavior of civic society. More 

so than the material dimension, the system of poor relief provided 

a source of legitimacy of bourgeois society.

 Local poor relief in Cologne stabilized the civil society 

(bürgerliche Gesellscchaft) in the dynamics of modernization and 

vis-à-vis the increasing challenges posed by the growing working 

class. Civic engagement offered thus a protective wall against 

poverty as well as a buttress against the erosion of the bourgeois 

society. The constellation in Ōsaka on the other hand demonstrated 

several differences. Through participation in the local poor relief, 

a large number of members of the urban middle classes attained 

responsible positions in their community for the first time, which 

had previously been reserved for the upper class. This contributed 

to a growing self-awareness and identity with the common weal 

among the urban middle classes as well as a sense of fellowship 

and belonging to the community as politically responsible and 

economically independent local citizens beyond their previously 

locally limited parochial interests and horizons. This system was 

deemed the historical roots of, in modern terminology, civil 

societal participation in social welfare, and played an important 

role in the development of a civil society in modern Japan.

 At the same time, it remains necessary to address to which 

extent and in which regard political autonomy was possible in a 

system of pre-war Japan that did not allow any conventional 

political participation in the modern democratic sense and, in the 

area of poor relief, only permitted strictly limited decision-

making competences to the poor relief providers. These questions 

require further and systematic investigation in future research, for 

instance in the broader context of the development of local self-

administration after 1868 and especially with regard to the 

tensions between citizens claims to self-administration and state 

claims to regulate civic self-administration.

* This work was supported by the JSPS Japanese-German Graduate 

Externship.
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