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I THE CHILDREN'S CHARTER

The Children’s Charter is the declaratory document which was promulgated on May 5, 1951 (Showa 26),
so that all children could develop into good adults and live a happy life. The promulgation came from the
situation in those days in which children needed to be immediately protected from the worst social and
economic conditions, and at a time when the old concept of a child as the parents’ possession was being
completely swept away. The Central Council for Child Welfare took the initiative to make the charter, and
two years were spent for discussion and consideration among both national and local agencies to come to a
conclusion. Lastly it was proclaimed at the Children’s Charter Assembly presided over by Prime Minister
(Yoshida Shigeru).

The charter consists of a preamble, three general principles, and twelve provisions. The general
principles, which assert that “A child shall be respected as a human being. A child shall be considered to
be an important member of society. A child shall be educated in desirable environments”, are so brief and
appropriate as to express the eternal truth essential to guarantee the development of every child.

As the preamble declares, “according to the ideal of the Constitution of Japan, we have made this charter
in order to establish a rightful concept of the child and to attain all children’s happiness”, the charter aimed
at a confirmation that the fundamental human rights included in that Constitution, in effect from just four
years before, must be guaranteed to a child as well.

For example, the Charter’s Art.1(“All children, from birth, shall be raised mentally and physically sound,
and shall live a happy life.”) and Art.3 (“All children shall be given proper nutrition, housing and clothing,
and be protected from diseases and disasters.”) correspond to provisions of the constitution: “the right to
maintain the minimum standards of wholesome and cultured living” (Cons.art.25-1). “All children shall
be educated according to their personality and ability, so that they might be guided to become independent
and responsible members of society.”(Art.4), and “All children shall be entitled to the opportunity of
attending schools and be provided with well-prepared school equipment.” Those articles seem to have taken
shape to  “the right to receive an equal education corespondent to their ability” (Cons.art.26-11).

Today, after more than half a century has passed since the charter was adopted, the conditions surrounding
children are getting worse because of urban problems, the misuse of mass-media, the increase in the number
of nuclear families, the low birthrate, and the high percentage of the elderly population. Under such
circumstances, those articles stating that “All children shall be provided with suitable playgrounds and
appropriate cultural goods, and be protected from bad environments.” (Art.9), and that “All children shall be
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protected from abuse, overwork, neglect, and other unjust treatment. A child who has committed a crime
shall be taken care of well and properly guided”(Art.10) lead us to notice various problems that must be
reconsidered from today’s viewpoint.

Other articles specify the guarantee of a family environment for the full developmentof the child (Art.2),
educational objectives such as respect for nature, science, and the arts, the development of morality (Art.5),
the guarantee of vocational guidance (Art.7), the guarantee of educational opportunity and living
appropriate to the age, for the working child (Art.8), the guarantee of medical treatment, education and care
for the physically and mentally disabled child (Art.11), and the ideal of the child as a citizen contributing to
human peace and cultural development (Art.12).

The Children’s Charter can be regarded as a pioneering advocate of the child, since it introduced the spirit
and some of the content of both the Declaration of the Rights of the Child (1959) and the Convention on the
Rights of the Child (1989) adopted by the United Nations, in advance of them. But the character of this
charter is somewhat narrow due to the times, since it seems to consider the child to be the subject of
protection by society, although the latter U.N. documents recognize the child as a citizen of exercising his
own rights. And the Charter itself doesn’t have legal power, because it is not a statute. It establishes the
social and moral duty, not the legal obligation, of the state and the people to help accomplish the children’s
happiness. However, it has been of great significance, as far as it presented the ideal of children’s welfare
and education, and provided the direction for the Children’s Welfare Law and other relevant statutes and

regulations in Japan which were to follow.




