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Social Significance and Limitations of
Tokyo City District Social Worker System in 1920s
—Through Analysis of Homen-iin Notes—
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ABSTRACT

From before enforcement of the Poor Relief Law, Tokyo City had divided the 15 wards in the central area into
multiple smaller districts to provide more comprehensive relief and support for people living in poverty. A district
social worker (Homen-iin) was assigned to each district, and they engaged in social work with people living in
poverty, as well as providing living expenses benefits and free medical treatment cards. District offices were
responsible for and supervised all administrative duties. District social workers also undertook the role of researchers
for household surveys conducted by the Tokyo Municipal Bureau of Social Relief. The district social workers of this
period kept a record of their activities. This takes the form of detailed notes describing the life history, family
circumstances, illnesses or disabilities, and occupations and wages of people living in poverty. Through the details of
this quantified statistical survey, it is possible to gain an understanding of the reasons and processes behind the
poverty experienced by people living under harsh conditions. It revealed the actual situation regarding poverty
caused by factors such as unemployment, disease, and death of primary wage earners in families. The survey results
indicated the limitations of charity projects and encouraged a transition toward social projects.

However, the district social worker system had a kind of multi-layer structure which was bureaucratic because of
city government, and the district offices’staff were liberal and highly educated, but district social workers were
basically volunteers and not necessarily liberal but more traditionalist. This system was an extremely ambiguous
entity, consisting of double-sided elements both public and private. Unfortunately, it continued to underpin the
bedrock conservative regional power structure.
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