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Introduction

The end of the First World War marked the rise of a 
new  generation  of  bureaucrats  in  the  Japanese 
ministries . Having received a modern education in 2

social sciences from one of the best schools in the 
country,  they  were  referred  to  as  “New 
Bureaucrats”  (shin-kanryō)  due  to  their  positive 
attitude towards reform measurements,  which set 
them  apart  from  the  older  generation  of 
bureaucrats  from  the  Meiji  oligarchy  who  had 
viewed Japanese culture as unalterable and static. 
The  contributions  of  these  young  and  reform-
orientated men to  diplomacy,  politics,  economics, 
to agriculture and finance, but also to media and 
cultural  policies  were  multifaceted,  and although 
recent research has shown a growing interest in the 
emergence and activities of these bureaucrats and 
their  role  in  Japanese  society,  much  remains 
unknown  (Shimizu  2013;  Mimura  2011;  Brown 
2009,  2011).  Within the circle of  New Bureaucrats 
there was one in particular who demonstrated an 
extraordinarily  active  engagement  in  the  area  of 

cultural  politics,  reaching  far  beyond  his  actual 
duties  in  the  Home  Ministry:  Matsumoto  Gaku, 
head  of  the  Police  Affairs  Bureau  in  the  Home 
Ministry from 1932-1934 and, later, member of the 
House  of  Peers.  Inspired  by  his  culture-related 
activities  in  the  Police  Affairs  Bureau,  the  well-
travelled Matsumoto decided in the beginning of 
the 1930s to get actively involved with Japanese  
culture  and  aimed  at  establishing  a  broader 
“cultural movement” that ideally enfolded not only 
Japan but the whole world. 

One  aspect  that  has  been  neglected  in  the 
existing  research  on  Matsumoto  Gaku  is  the 
expansion of his movement into the area of film to 
set the course for a future implementation of state 
film guidelines inside a large network of national 
and  international  actors  in  the  political,  cultural 
and  economic  spheres.  The  analysis  of 
Matsumoto’s way of thinking and the ideological 
influences  through  his  closer  circle  of  contacts 
allow a better  understanding of  the intentions of 
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the New Bureaucrats in the area of cultural politics, 
while at  the same time the study of  his  practical 
course  of  actions  to  implement  and  diffuse  his 
ideologies  in  the  film  industry  reveals  the 
complexity  of  cooperation  and  connections 
between the state and those engaged in the cultural 
sector.

Crucial  for  transferring  what  Matsumoto 
referred to as his “cultural movement” to the area 
of  film was  his  acquaintance  with  journalist  and 
film  economist  Ishimaki  Yoshio,  whose  quarterly 
magazine  Kokusai  eiga  shinbun  (International  film 
magazine)  was  used  by  Matsumoto  as  an 
advertising rostrum to bring across his political and 
cultural activities and reach out to the filmmakers 
directly.  It  can  be  argued  that  Matsumoto  was 
directly influenced by Ishimaki’s own writings in 
which he explicitly called for an active film policy 
by the state from as early as 1930.

Both  film  historian  Peter  B.  High  and  the 
historian Furukawa Takahisa mention Matsumoto 
in connection with a number of meetings between 
him  as  head  of  the  Police  Department  and 
representatives of the film industry, to discuss the 
implementation of film guidelines which, however, 
would have led to no concrete actions. Even though 
it has been mentioned that there did exist plans for 
an active film policy by the ministerial bureaucracy 
since 1934, these are said to have remained either in 
preparation or inactive until  the latter half  of the 
1930s (Hansen 1997:  100;  High 2003:  54-55,  62-88; 
Furukawa  2003:  47).  These  assumptions  might 
result from the fact that previous research on the 
relationship between the state and the film industry 
focussed mainly on concrete incidents such as the 
founding of the Film Control Committee (Eiga tōsei 
iinkai) in 1934 or the establishment of the Greater 
Japanese Film Association (Dai Nihon eiga kyōkai) in 
December  1935  as  early  signs  of  the 
implementation of  a  state film policy,  despite the 
fact that the mere founding of these institutions did 
not necessarily generate any changes (Kazka 1988: 
150; High 2003: 62-88). More complex connections 
that  arise  from  the  exchange  of  thoughts  and 
ideologies have, on the other hand, been neglected 
in previous research. The analysis of Matsumoto’s 
personal  papers  and his  activities  in  the  cultural 
sector give an insight into the communication and 
interaction between government officials and non-
governmental  actors  at  home  and  abroad  and 

thereby add to our understanding of the makings 
of cultural policy in the beginning of 1930s Japan.3

I. A New Bureaucrat’s Shift in Ideology

Matsumoto Gaku was born in Okayama Prefecture 
in  1886.  In  1911  he  graduated  from  the  Tokyo 
Imperial University Faculty of Law and started his 
career  as  a  higher  civil  servant  in  the  Home 
Ministry that same year. He spent his first working 
years  as  a  ministerial  junior  lawyer  in  several 
different  prefectures  before  he  was  promoted  to 
manager of street infrastructure in the Construction 
Bureau, taking on the responsibility for harbors a 
year later. Working in this position Matsumoto had 
to take many trips abroad, including to participate 
in  international  conferences  in  China,  Spain, 
London, Prague and the United States. The travels 
gave  him  a  new  view  on  Japan  that  would 
influence him later in life (Itō 2006: 8-19). In 1923 he 
was  sent  to  Germany  to  learn  about  the 
administration  of  harbors  and  enthusiastically 
studied  the  German  language  as  his  many 
vocabulary lists  show (Matsumoto 1923:  311-312). 
The reward for his efforts can be seen in a number 
of  personal  and  work  related  letters  exchanged 
with German acquaintances during or shortly after 
his time spent abroad (Matsumoto 1925: 246). The 
foreign exchange experience is considered to be one 
of the key characteristics of the New Bureaucrats, 
leading  to  their  new  political  orientation  and 
change in world view (Shimizu 2013: 326). 

At the end of May 1932, after having held a 
number  of  different  offices  inside  the  Home 
Ministry, Matsumoto was promoted to head of the 
Police Affairs Bureau, an unexpected result of the 
assassination of  Premier  Inukai  Tsuyoshi  on May 
15 and the following changes in domestic politics. 
As the career backgrounds of Matsumoto and other 
known  New  Bureaucrats  like  Gotō  Fumio  or 
Yoshida Shigeru show, they oftentimes held high-
ranking positions in connection with social control 
and reforms to respond to the  challenges of the late 
1920s such as the world economic crisis as well as 
the land crisis and poverty of the farmers. As heads 
of the Police Affairs Bureau, the Bureau for Social 
Affairs or the Bureau of Shrine Affairs their main 
focus  lay  in  the  reduction  of  social  conflicts,  in 
regional  development  and  in  the  promotion  of 
social  welfare  in  order  to  eventually  integrate  all 
social classes into one Japanese state (Brown 2009: 

 The primary source materials used for this paper have been translated by the author.3
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285-319). In order to achieve this, new laws needed 
to be drafted with the goal of changing the overall 
conditions  of  the  time,  an  aim that  did  not  only 
concern  the  areas  of  politics  and  economics,  but 
also the area of culture which the New Bureaucrats 
did  no  longer  regard  as  static,  but  rather  as  a 
“dynamic and developing process” that ought to be 
changed with the help of reforms (High 2003: 86).

Matsumoto had begun to engage himself in 
the ways of ideological state guidance since the late 
1920s, attending lectures on East-Asian philosophy 
and  the  “uniqueness”  of  the  Japanese,  given  by 
Yasuoka  Masahiro,  a  pan-asianist  who  stood  in 
close  contact  with  Matsumoto  and  noticeably 
influenced  his  way  of  thinking.  This  was  a  time 
when uncertainties  about Japan’s  own virtues,  as 
well as the struggle against loss of reputation in the 
Western  Nations,  continued  to  grow  and  the 
experienced  humiliations  from  previous  decades 
such  as  the  “unequal  treaties”,  US  anti-Japanese 
immigration  policies  or  the  rejection  of  Japan’s 
demand for racial equality at the founding of the 
League  of  Nations  during  the  Paris  Peace 
conference in 1919 added to an increasingly anti-
western  attitude  and  raised  the  question  among 
many intellectuals of what it really was that made 
the Japanese so unique and, through that, superior 
to  other  nations  (Dower  1986:  205).  Yasuoka’s 
personal  goal  laid  in  the  return to  the  “Japanese 
spirit” (Nihon seishin) and to a form of government 
“from  above”  with  the  Emperor  (Tennō)  as  the 
highest  value  who  would  embody  both  the  past 
and the future, and would be the carrier of all these 
“unique” Japanese values. The pan-asianists of the 
late 1920s and -30s were convinced of a superiority 
of the Japanese people over the countries of Asia 
and the world, which was justified by their belief in 
a divine descent from the imperial line that would 
allow them to unite selected countries under their 
guidance. As philosopher Tosaka Jun had already 
observed  in  the  1930s,  the  feeling  of  chaos 
following the world economic crisis was explained 
with an irritation of the Japanese spirit and its true 
meaning  rather  than  with  a  crisis  of  capitalism 
(Tosaka 2011: 77, 81). For the New Bureaucrats this 
so-called “Japanism” offered an alternative to the 
capitalist power structures as well as to its Marxist 
interpretations of the time and the “theories” it was 
built  upon  visibly  influenced  Matsumoto  in  his 
future  works.  Matsumoto’s  ideals  were 
furthermore  shaped  by  the  economist  Gō 
Seinosuke,  an  acquaintance  of  Matsumoto’s  who 
advised him that the bad ideological mindset that 
in his view was entering Japan from the West, such 

as  capitalism,  could  only  be  fought  back  by 
opposing them with  one’s  own strong ideologies 
(Matsumoto  1995:  57;  Itō  2006:  39).  The 
consultations with Yasuoka and Gō in combination 
with  his  own  work-related  tasks  in  the  Police 
Affairs Bureau, which included the field of cultural 
policy,  triggered  Matsumoto’s  wish  to  further 
engage himself  with the study and promotion of 
culture and eventually led to his decision to start a 
“cultural  movement” with the goal  of  promoting 
the  “Japanese  spirit”  or,  in  plain,  “Japaneseness” 
itself (Itō 2006: 307).

II. Reaching Out to the Film Industry 
The  first  ones  informed  about  Matsumoto’s 
envisioned plan were  the  filmmakers.  In  January 
1933  he  contacted  the  heads  of  the  big  film 
companies to inaugurate them in his plans. In his 
diary he noted: 

[…] In the evening I invited the participants of 
the  film[industry]  to  the  Kairaku-en  in 
Nihonbashi. We mainly talked about the Culture 
League. The attendees included, amongst others, 
Otani Takejirō, head of Shōchiku, Kido Shirō [the 
successive head of Shōchiku] and Nikkatsu’s Mr. 
Harada (Matsumoto 1995: 58).

The press followed this meeting with great 
interest. An article in the next day’s morning issue 
of  the  Tōkyō  asahi  shinbun  titled  “We  want  to 
produce  films  for  the  promotion  of  the  Japanese 
spirit — head of the Police Affairs Department and 
representatives of the film industry meet for round-
table  discussion”  reported  on  the  details  of  the 
meeting.  The  article  cut  right  to  the  chase  in 
regards  to  the  intentions  that  Matsumoto  had  in 
mind  for  the  filmmakers,  stating  that  “It  is  the 
mutual aim [of the participants] that henceforth the 
film industry is to cooperate with the supervisory 
authorities of the government to produce films that 
are  based  on  the  values  of  the  Japanese 
spirit”  (Tōkyō  asahi  shinbun  1933:  7).  Shortly  after 
this  first  meeting with the high-ranking heads of 
the  industry,  Matsumoto  began  approaching  the 
industry itself by using the film magazine Kokusai 
eiga shinbun,  the “International Film Newspaper”, 
as a platform to address the filmmakers directly. As  
had increasingly  become the  case  since  the  early 
1920s in regards to the bureaucrats’ approach to the 
makers of mass media, Matsumoto too had realized 
that  in  order  to  reach  the  filmmakers  with  his 
cultural  movement,  it  would be more efficient  to 
interact with them personally and to ask for their 
cooperation rather than to merely give instructions 
from above.
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The magazine Kokusai eiga shinbun  was first 
published  in  1927  by  film  economist  Ishimaki 
Yoshio  and  others  and  was  Japan’s  first  film 
magazine  that  was  explicitly  addressed  to  those 
working  in  the  film  industry,  meaning 
entrepreneurs,  investors,  cinema-operators  and 
filmmakers  (Watanabe  2011:  33).  The  magazine’s 
advertising  slogan  read  “Without  doubt  Japan’s 
only  magazine  in  the  area  of  film  business  — 
Keeping in mind the cultural duty of the film, this 
magazine  focusses  on  the  essentials  of  the  film 
industry by reviewing the film world of today and 
responding to the trends of tomorrow” (Nihon eiga 
1937: 114). In contrast to other film magazines that 
were  just  giving  an  objective  coverage  on  film-
related  news,  the  Kokusai  eiga  shinbun  stood  out 
from the very beginning due to its biased character. 
The  editors  and  authors  used  their  ideas  and 
suggestions  to  directly  address  the  film  industry 
(Iida 2009: 63). Since 1930 there was an increase in 
articles  that  were  ascribing a  certain  task  to  film 
that  was  going  beyond  being  just  simple 
entertainment.  The  main  debate  revolved around 
the question of how the film would be able to reach 
the  masses.  It  was  also  in  this  context  that  there 
began an internal discussion about a possible usage 
of film by the state. In the August issue of 1930, it 
says  for  example:  “Recently  the  government  is 
starting to pay some interest in film and supports 
the  development  of  the  film industry,  should we 
not  take  measures  for  the  usage  of  film  [by  the 
government]?”  (Ishimaki  1930:  291).  Co-editor 
Ishimaki  Yoshio,  especially,  participated  in  this 
heated discussion and used his articles to discuss 
the  relationship  between  the  state  and  film. 
Ishimaki  had  early  on  recognized  the  essential 
characteristic of film: to target the masses. As early 
as 1923 he had written about the social and cultural 
value of films that would have the potential, with 
the  aid  of  advertisement,  to  directly  reach  its 
viewers. The foreign film industry had also played 
an important role in Ishimaki’s writings since the 
early 1920s and he published extensive works on 
the topic such as “The European-American and the 
Japanese film history”, “Perspectives on the Soviet 
film” or “The great Paramount company reflecting 
from the eye of economy” (Īda 2009: 57-62). After 
the  Manchurian  Incident  in  1931,  however, 
Ishimaki  too  adopted  a  new  political  orientation 
according to the change of course in his magazine. 
In  regards  to  his  stand  toward  the  foreign  film 
industry, this meant a shift in focus from the U.S. to 
the increasingly nationalistic German film industry. 
In  a  5-part  essay  published  in  the  Kokusai  eiga 
shinbun  over the course of a couple of months in 

1934, Ishimaki repeatedly urged the filmmakers to 
orientate themselves on the German example and 
wrote detailed analyses on the works of the general 
director of the German production company UFA 
(Universum Film AG), Ludwig Klitzsch, who was 
responsible for drafting the concepts for a number 
of  Nazi  propaganda  films  in  the  1930s  (Ishimaki 
1934a: 312-315 and others, see references). 

The personal papers of Matsumoto with its 
large  collection  of  writings  by  Ishimaki   Yoshio 
insinuate  that  he  was  studying  the  essays  and 
opinions  of  Ishimaki  in  great  detail  and at  times 
even copied parts of the content for his own works, 
as  was  the  case  with  an  essay  written  by 
Matsumoto in June 1932 titled “On the general state 
of  the  national  film  policies  in  different 
countries”  (Naimushō  Keiho-kyoku  1932:  1-90). 
The  essay  looked  at  the  respective  import  and 
export  measurements as well  as at  aspects of  the 
film  economy  in  different  countries  and  covered 
the exact same sub-chapters of an article written by 
Ishimaki  Yoshio  one  month  earlier  in  May  1932, 
published  by  the  Kokusai  eiga  tsūshin-sha 
(International Film Agency) (Uchikawa 1973/1975, 
as cited in: Hansen 1997: 95; Iida 2009: 63).

In March 1933, two months after meeting the 
heads of the renowned film production companies, 
Matsumoto’s first article titled “From now on, let’s 
put  emphasis  on  the  film  as  a  characteristic  of 
society” was published in the Kokusai eiga shinbun 
(Matsumoto  1933b:  376-377).  Matsumoto  led  into 
his article by saying that lately Japan was showing 
a tendency to fall into chaos and was finding itself 
in  a  lamentable  state.  According  to  Matsumoto, 
there  were  many  reasons  for  that  which  were, 
however, all linked to a missing national guideline. 
That, on the other hand, would arouse a feeling of 
imperfection within the broad masses. The import 
of western civilization would be responsible for an 
overvaluation of the materialistic, while at the same 
time one was losing sight of the Japanese spirit and 
was drifting into a state of alienation. In order to 
counter  this  trend,  the  masses  would have  to  be 
indoctrinated with the Japanese spirit (Matsumoto 
1933b:  376).  What exactly he meant by “Japanese 
spirit” remains unclear. 

The  concerns  described  above  demonstrate 
Matsumoto’s  close  dependence  on  the 
ultranationalists and pan-asianists of the 1930s and 
their fundamental way of thinking. He continued 
by saying that it would be most effective to use the 
different arts to foster the Japanese spirit within the 
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people. It would be the task of the Manga artist, the 
Rakugō  artist,  the  Kōdan  storyteller,  the 
Naniwabushi-singer, as well as that of a number of 
other  artists,  to  reach  the  masses  from  the  stage 
(Matsumoto  1933b:  376).  In  this  context  he 
introduced  his  plan  to  found  a  cultural 
organization  under  the  name  of  Nippon  bunka 
renmei  (NBR;  Japan  Culture  League).  Matsumoto 
emphasized  the  fact  that  it  would  give  those 
engaged in the cultural  sector the opportunity to 
take  themselves  and  their  work  out  of  the 
materialistic  civilization  and  instead  devote 
themselves to the promotion of the Japanese spirit. 
The  merger  between  all  culture-related  artists 
would  make  it  possible  to  reach  the  ordinary 
people.  Here,  Matsumoto  addressed  the 
filmmakers and their specific role, urging the film 
industry to from now on not only be interested in 
commerce and profit, but to become aware of the 
social meaning of their projects and cooperate with 
the state,  as there would be nothing as strong as 
film serving as  an instrument  to  indoctrinate  the 
people.  This  vision  of  Matsumoto’s  could  be 
interpreted as an anticipation of the integration of 
those  engaged  in  the  cultural  sector  into  the 
Imperial  Rule  Assistance  Association  (Taisei 
yokusankai)  seven  years  later  in  1940.  Matsumoto 
concluded  the  essay  by  saying  that  he  as  a 
bureaucrat,  who “cared about the true well-being 
of  the  Japanese  people”,  would  take  on  any 
opportunity that brought with it the domestication 
of the Japanese spirit. His cultural movement and 
the founding of  a  leading institution for  political 
film guidelines would be of special importance to 
reach  that  goal  (Matsumoto  1933b:  376-377).  By 
increasingly using the press to approach the public 
with  his  ideas  and demands,  Matsumoto left  the 
restrictive,  merely  controlling,  politics  for  which 
the Ministry was known until the mid 1930s behind 
and began to take first measurements for an active 
state-controlled film guidance by 1933.

III.  The  Nippon Bunka Renmei  and Its  Cultural 
Comparisons with National Socialist Germany 

In  July  1933  an  official  founding  manifesto  of 
Matsumoto’s envisioned Nippon bunka renmei was 
published  in  the  Koku’i-kai  magazine,  the 
mouthpiece of the “National Prestige Association”, 
a right wing political organization under the same 
name  that  had  been  founded  by  Yasuoka  and 
Matsumoto in 1932,  and was known as the main 
exchange forum of the New Bureaucrats between 
1932  and  1934  (Itō,  Gendaishi,  307;  Brown  2011: 
129).  At  the  time of  the  founding the  feelings  of 

resentment towards “the West” and struggles with 
one’s own identity were at a high after Japan had 
declared  its  withdrawal  from  the  League  of 
Nations,  due  to  the  other  member  states' 
nonrecognition  of  its  puppet  state  Manshūkoku 
(Manzhouguo) in March that same year. 

In  the  founding  manifesto  that  was 
published  in  Japanese,  English  and  German, 
Matsumoto  expressed  the  opinion  that  the  crisis 
that Japan was finding itself  in would have been 
initiated by the  imported political  principles  that 
were  responsible  for  the  increasing  exaggerated 
individualism. Clearly influenced by the teachings 
of  Yasuoka  Masahirō,  he  continued  that  the 
Japanese Tennō would be the only one capable of 
overcoming  this  crisis  in  the  mindset  of  modern 
human  beings;  the  only  one  capable  of  uniting 
freedom and might, state and people in a state of 
true harmony (Matsumoto 1933a: 15-19). 

In his diary, Matsumoto emphasized the fact 
that  the NBR was supposed to be neither  a  one-
sided  political,  nor  an  economic  or  religious 
organization.  It  should,  furthermore,  neither 
represent only the individual needs of the Japanese 
people,  nor  the  one-sided  interests  of  the 
government.  State  and  people  should,  rather,  be 
united  by  this  cultural  organization  (Matsumoto 
1995:  19).  This  statement  reflects  Matsumoto’s 
ideology  as  a  New  Bureaucrat  who  “as  the 
shepherds  of  the  people”  were  striving  for  the 
social integration of the entire population into one 
united  nation  under  the  guidance  of  the  Tennō 
(Brown  2011:  130).  It  was  furthermore  of  special 
importance to Matsumoto that the movement did 
not  remain  limited  to  Japan,  but  also  involved 
foreign  countries  with  the  long-term  goal  to 
promote Japan’s pan-asian mission. 

The  leadership  of  the  NBR  consisted  of  a 
president, a vice-president and a supervisory board 
with  high-ranking  state  representatives,  high-
ranking  army  and  navy  officers  as  well  as 
diplomats,  ministers,  retired  professors  or 
representatives of the economic world. Besides the 
supervisory board there was also a council which 
was made up of 700 representatives from different 
areas  of  the  cultural  sector  (Matsumoto  1937: 
107-113).  The good connections into the economy 
were vital for the NBR, as its activities were largely 
financed by contributions from the business sector. 
Gō Seinosuke, especially, who held the position of 
chairman of  the  business  association  Nihon  keizai 
renmei,  which  represented  the  interests  of  big 
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business in Japan, was exerting great influence on 
the  economic  community  and  encouraged  the 
payment of large donations to the NBR (Itō  2006: 
277-278).  Another  financial  source  was  the 
membership fees.

In  the  founding  manifesto,  Matsumoto 
summed up his main goals for the organization as 
follows:

1.  We  declare  our  desire  to  develop  a  ‘new 
Nipponese  culture’  in  accordance  with  the 
principle  of  the  absolute  oneness  of  Land  and 
Man.

2.  We  shall  endeavor  to  diffuse  this  new 
culture at home and abroad, contributing thereby 
to the promotion of international culture.

3. We are resolved to realize this principle by 
participating  in  this  cultural  movement  in 
accordance  with  our  respective  positions  and 
callings (Matsumoto 1933a: 4).

The term “land and man” (hōjin ) used under 4

point  1  of  the  declaration  showed  Matsumoto’s 
imitation of the “Blood and Earth” ideology which 
was used by National Socialist Germany to support 
Hitler’s theory of a superiority of the German race. 
According  to  this  ideology,  the  German  people 
received  their  noble  blood  and  with  it  their 
superior traits from their godlike forefathers (Darré 
1930;  17).  The  theme  of  “Blood  and  Earth”  and 
Matsumoto’s  constructed  equivalent  “Land  and 
Man”  played  a  central  role  in  the  works  of  the 
NBR,  especially  in  its  magazine  Cultural  Nippon 
that was published quarterly from December 1933 
until  1941  with  its  articles  written  exclusively  in 
English, German and French in order to carry the 
key  messages  of  the  NBR  abroad  and  give  the 
readers an “unaltered” view on Japanese culture. 
The  magazine  covered  a  broad  range  of  subjects 
from  the  introduction  of  various  aspects  of 
Japanese  traditional  culture  and  theories  on  the 
“Japanese  spirit”,  to  her  cultural  relations  with 
National Socialist Germany. The German articles of 
the  Cultural  Nippon  focussed  mostly  on  cultural 
comparisons between the two countries, including 
the “Blood and Earth” theory in comparison with 
the  Japanese  “Land  and  Man”  theory.  The 
messages  conveyed  suggested  that  the  German 
“Blood  and  Earth”  ideology  could  also  be 
transferred to Japan and onto the Tennō  with his 
divine ancestors at  the top and called for a more 
intensive  cultural  exchange  between  the  two 

countries  (Eckardt  1935:  367-374;  Fujisawa  1935: 
417-427).  The authors were mainly Germans who 
were  in  one  way  or  the  other  connected  to  the 
cultural sector and who stood in close contact with 
Matsumoto, as his diary entries about shared film 
evenings,  heated  discussions  about  his  Nippon 
bunka  renmei  and  days  spent  at  the  German 
embassy reveal (Matsumoto 1995: 112-113, 119). The 
cultural representative Dr. Hans Eckardt was one of 
them.  In  an  article  on  German-Japanese  cultural 
relations  published in  the  1935  June  issue  of  the 
Cultural Nippon, Eckardt regrets that “the press and 
intelligentsia  in  Japan  are  still  caught  up  in 
liberalism” and were “showing a suspicious stance 
toward Germany”. The NBR would have taken on 
the  task  to  overcome  this  “danger  of  losing  the 
follow-up  with  Germany’s  latest  ideas”  and  to 
promote  the  mutual  understanding  between  the 
two cultures on the basis of “fighting against the 
mutual enemy, liberalism” (Eckardt 1935: 367-374).

By  taking  a  closer  look  at  Matsumoto’s 
background  and  the  personal  and  professional 
connections  he  maintained  to  German  cultural 
representatives, it can be assumed that as the main 
editor  of  the  Cultural  Nippon  he  shared  the 
expressed opinions of  the articles  by his  German 
acquaintances.  The  discussed  themes  in  the 
Cultural  Nippon  indicate  an existing awareness  in 
the  cultural  sector  about  the  ideological 
intersections  between National  Socialist  Germany 
and  imperial  Japan.  Matsumoto’s  intensive 
engagement  with  Germany  and  the  cultural 
ideologies  of  the  Nazis  substantiate  the  above-
mentioned statement by the historian of Japanese 
politics,  Shimizu  Yuichirō,  that  the  foreign 
exchanges  of  the  New  Bureaucrats  oftentimes 
played a central role in shaping their world view 
(Shimizu 2013: 326). Keeping in mind that by 1934 
the  film  as  a  propaganda  tool  for  the  “cultural 
mobilization”  of  the  masses  had  become  a  solid 
part  of  National  Socialist  propaganda,  it  can  be 
assumed that the German cultural representatives 
in  Japan  were  also  familiar  with  this  topic  and 
shared their thoughts with Matsumoto Gaku as the 
head  of  the  Police  and  founder  of  the  Culture 
League.  Furthermore,  Matsumoto’s  connection  to 
film economist Ishimaki Yoshio and the collection 
of articles in which Ishimaki adverted to the Nazis’ 
usage of film as a tool for state propaganda allow 
for  the  assumption  that  Matsumoto  was  also 

 The Japanese expression hōjin is a combination of the Chinese character 邦 [hō] [state] und 人 [jin] [person], which also 4

could just mean “a Japanese”. In his English texts, however, Matsumoto translated the term as “land and man”.
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inspired  by  Ishimaki  in  his  call  for  an 
intensification of  cultural  exchange with National 
Socialist Germany.

In  1934,  Matsumoto  resigned  from  his 
position as head of the Police Department and from 
the  ministerial  bureaucracy  altogether  to 
henceforth solely focus on the propagation of his 
movement.  A year  later,  he  published  a  detailed 
essay  in  the  form of  a  small  bound book  which 
functioned as a guidebook to the philosophical and 
ideological  background  of  the  NBR  (Matsumoto, 
Gaku  (1935a)  The  theoretical  basis  of  the  fifth 
international.  Tōkyō:  Nippon  bunka  renmei).  In 
order  to  approach  the  international  community, 
Matsumoto referred to his publication as the “Fifth 
International”  in  response  to  the  Four 
Internationals  of  the  global  socialist  movement 5

(Brown 2011: 130).

IV. Further Implementation of Active Propaganda 
Measurements

In June 1935, another article by Matsumoto Gaku 
was  published  in  the  Kokusai  eiga  shinbun  titled 
“Base  also  the  film controls  on  the  real  Japanese 
spirit“  (Matsumoto  1935b:  138-139).  This  essay 
attended mainly to  the philosophical  background 
of  his  cultural  movement  with  references  to  the 
cardinal  points  he  had  defined  in  the  founding 
manifesto  of  the  NBR  and  in  the  “Fifth 
International”.  Matsumoto  lamented  again  about 
the extreme individualism in the current Japanese 
society and stressed the need for a great pressure 
by the state in order to preserve order, which could, 
however, not be achieved by a total suppression of 
the people.  Rather,  one needed to unite  the state 
and its  people.  In  this  context,  Matsumoto made 
reference  to  a  war  scene  to  use  as  an  example: 
“When we step onto the battlefield, we do it for the 
state, when we fall for his majesty it is no sacrifice, 
it is spiritual ecstasy, the deepest emotion, it is the 
a t t a i n m e n t  o f  t h e  h i g h e s t 
enlightenment”  (Matsumoto  1935:  138).  With 
statements  like  this  Matsumoto  actively 
contributed to the distribution of ultranationalistic 
modes of thought among the group of filmmakers, 
ways  of  thought  that,  according  to  the  classical 

interpretation by the political scientist and theorist 
Maruyama Masao, tolerated even the most horrible 
actions  like  aggressive  warfare  on  the  Japanese 
side, as long as the actions were taken in alliance 
with the values of the Japanese kokutai  and were 6

legitimated in the name of the Tennō  (Maruyama 
2007: 123). 

According  to  Matsumoto’s  plan,  everyone 
had to take on their own task in order to achieve 
the desired spiritual unification under the Tennō. In 
the official announcement of the NBR’s successor, 
the Central Japanese Culture League (Nippon bunka 
chuō renmei), the concrete task for those engaged in 
the cultural sector was described as follows: 

[…]  as  opportunity  arises,  cultural 
mobilization of the nation shall be made through 
the  instrumentality  of  literature,  art,  theatrical 
performance,  musical  entertainments,  motion 
pictures, etc. so as to contribute toward the self-
awakening and enlightenment of the nation and 
thus  to  the  harmonious  development  of  the 
national destiny (Matsumoto 1937: 109).

Matsumoto  continued his  essay  by  writing 
that  it  would be possible  for  the development of 
the “new Japanese culture” to also absorb thoughts 
from  abroad,  as  long  as  they  were  contributing 
important  new  approaches  to  the  study  of  the 
Japanese spirit,  and that it was this open attitude 
towards imported thoughts that distinguished his 
cultural  movement  from  right  wing  politics 
(Matsumoto 1935: 139). However, by having taken 
a  closer  look  at  Matsumoto’s  writings  and  his 
personal  contacts  it  becomes  clear  that  his 
statement only applied to ideologies from National 
Socialist Germany. Matsumoto concluded his essay 
by listing his own next steps,  which for the time 
being meant the further engagement in research on 
the theoretical background of the “Japanese spirit” 
and its true meaning.

Matsumoto’s  actual  influence  on  the 
filmmakers’ actions are difficult to retrace, but his 
personal papers allow for the assumption that he 
was  indeed  involved  in  the  early  stages  of  - 
hitherto rather ignored - official state-guided film 
propaganda.  According  to  a  diary  entry  by 
Matsumoto  from  17  January  1935,  he  stood,  for 

 Matsumoto Gaku considered the founding of the League of Nations as the Fourth International.5

 Often translated as “souvereign“, “national essence“ or “national identity“, there exists no clear translation of the word 6

kokutai,  which became an ideologic guide word of the Japanese nationalism and was used in the legitimation of the 
expanding, pan-asian Japanese politics.
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example,  in  close  contact  with  representatives  of 
the Organization for the Promotion of International 
Cultural  Exchange  (Kokusai  bunka  shinkōkai)  who, 
on  their  part,  stood  in  direct  contact  with  the 
producers  and  directors  of  the  first  German-
Japanese  coproduction  from  1937  “Tochter  des 
Samurai“  (official  English  title  “New  Earth“), 
Kawakita Nagamasa and Arnold Fanck. The movie, 
which  had  taken  up  its  production  in  July  1935, 
addressed  the  “Blood  and  Earth”  theory  as  a 
central  theme  and  was  financially  supported  by 
The  Organization  for  the  Promotion  of 
International Cultural Exchange between 1935-1936 
(Matsumoto  1995:  82;  Hansen  1997:  48,  123). 
Despite the fact  that Matsumoto’s exact influence 
on  this  production  and  on  the  film  industry  in 
general  is  difficult  to  reconstruct,  his  actions and 
personal  networks  in  the  beginning  of  the  1930s 
prove the existence of complex connections and the 
exchange of  thoughts  and ideas  at  least  between 
individual  ministerial  bureaucrats  and  those 
engaged in the cultural sector.

Conclusion

The  analysis  of  Matsumoto  Gaku  and  his 
promotional work within the Nippon bunka renmei 
allow  an  insight  into  the  way  of  thought  and 
conduct of a New Bureaucrat in the beginning of 
the 1930s. Matsumoto’s actions in cultural politics 
demonstrate  a  shift  in  his  values  as  a  New 
Bureaucrat  whose  original  concerns  for  the 
reduction of social conflicts and the suppression of 
“dangerous  streams of  thought”  were  interfusing 
with “nipponistic” and ultranationalistic modes of 
thought. While this change in thought was fueled 
by a number of different elements that concerned 
many  bureaucrats  in  the  beginning  of  the  new 
decade, Matsumoto’s extended stay in Germany in 
his early career and the resulting positive attitude 
towards Germany can be regarded as an important 
factor  in  the  development  of  his  theoretical 
background  of  the  Nippon  bunka  renmei  that  was 
further  examined  and  justified  in  the  writings 
published  by  the  Cultural  Nippon  magazine.  The 
latter  hereby  represented  a  crucial  tool  in  the 
intercommunion of those involved in the cultural 
scene at home and abroad. 

In order to reach out to the filmmakers and 
get  them to  cooperate  in  terms of  a  state-guided 
usage of film, Matsumoto on the one hand studied 
the works of film economist Ishimaki Yoshio, who 
himself was an advocate of cultural exchange and 
in his  writings proclaimed his  special  admiration 

for the German state and its national film policies. 
On  the  other  hand,  Matsumoto  made  use  of 
Ishimaki’s  film  magazine  Kokusai  eiga  shinbun  in 
addressing the filmmakers directly and spreading 
his  ultranationalistic  ideologies  within  the  film 
industry, reminding them of their important task to 
indoctrinate the people with the “Japanese spirit”. 
The film magazine represented only one of many 
different means of communication that Matsumoto 
used  for  the  diffusion  of  his  ideology.  Others 
included,  for  example,  his  magazine  Cultural 
Nippon, his “Fifth International” as well as lectures, 
essay publications,  personal  meetings,  letters  and 
pamphlets.

The  exchange  between Matsumoto  and his 
networks  of  different  cultural  representatives 
affirm the complexity of  intercultural  connections 
linking the state and those engaged in the cultural 
sector in the beginning of the 1930s, on a national 
as well as on an international level. Contrary to the 
argumentations of earlier research,  the assumption 
of an inactivity of the Home Ministry regarding a 
state-controlled film guidance before 1937 can thus 
be disproved. Matsumoto’s active commitment in 
the field of film policy, fueled by intercultural and 
increasingly global entanglements of thoughts and 
ideas, exemplifies the existing cooperation between 
state  officials  and  non-governmental  actors  in 
shaping cultural policy already in the beginning of 
the 1930s.
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