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(Summary)

Japan’s broadcast documentaries are originated from NHK’s radio documentaries produced 

during the allied occupation period (1945-1952). This paper aims to present the characteristics 

of Shakai-tanbo [Exploring Society] (1947-1951), the first full-scale broadcast documentary 

series in Japan, and its chronological development. To do so, the author comprehensively 

recounts the creation process of multiple texts produced for the series at different times. Each 

text is analyzed in the context of “how it was created: under what circumstances of the times, 

what reality was found and investigated by what production team (interview/coverage), what 

materials were generated and what meanings were attached to them (editing), and, what text 

was finally created with what message to convey.”

Shakai-tanbo gained great popularity among the listeners, which only lasted until the end of 

1948, for the period when food scarcity and inflation swept the nation and people flocked to the 

black market. The main material of the series was the voice of the people who energetically 

tried to survive the social disruption and poverty. Interviews and editing that were committed 

to portraying the vigor made the voice heard and accentuated, with the reality of the scene 

richly layered in it, which often evolved into an intriguing text. However, after 1949, once 

Japan’s social system was reconstructed and the age of the black market passed a peak, the 

voice of the people lost its vigor, along with which the way of coverage and editing changed, 

the series lost momentum, and put an end to it in 1951. Shakai-tanbo was a documentary that 

could achieve such a dazzling success only in the age of black market.

Thus, the rise and fall of Shakai-tanbo shows that the origin of Japanese broadcast 

documentaries had a group of texts that were purely made of passive and intuitive expressions 

loyal to what they see and hear at the scene, not taking in any concepts or awareness on the 

given issues that were generated outside of the scenes, whose style can be called the “scenes-

first” documentary. It also confirms that the expression form of broadcast documentary is 

closely linked to the current of the times. 


