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Introduction 
In recent years many American planners and “urbanist” transit and planning enthusiasts 

looking for inspiration and perspective have turned their sights to Japan. Aside from the 

stereotypical “high-tech” image of Japan in American popular culture, Japanese metropolitan 

areas feature a much denser built environment than their American counterparts, along with a 

highly developed, efficient, and well-used transit system that serves as their backbone. Both of 

these elements—and they are highly interdependent—are objects of covetous attention from 

North Americans tired of suburban sprawl and the dominance of the private automobile. Perhaps 

most remarkable from a North American perspective is that the dominance of transit does not 

end at the political boundaries of a city; Japanese suburbs, too, have evolved around transit, and 

while automobile usage is on the rise, they remain much more transit-oriented than virtually any 

equivalent in North America.  

 The gulf between the coordination of land use and transit planning in Japan and the 

decided lack thereof in the US leads naturally to the question of how and why the distinctive 

Japanese model came about, and that is the question that this paper seeks to answer. Despite the 

brutal conflict between the two countries from 1941 to 1945, cultural and technical contacts 

between the US and Japan have been extensive ever since then. Indeed, before World War II 

Japanese suburbs and transit largely resembled American “streetcar suburbs,” with private 

development surrounding electrically operated rail lines equivalent to the commuter and 

interurban lines operated in many American urban areas. After World War II, Japanese 

reconstruction and reformation was largely directed by teams of American experts well-versed in 

New Deal-style capitalism and the American way of governance. 
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 And yet, postwar Japan managed to coordinate transit (particularly rail) and land use in a 

way that the US was fleeing from at the time--and has since struggled to regain. With a particular 

emphasis on suburban development and transit, one of the key distinguishing factors of the 

Japanese approach, this paper hypothesizes that the Japanese ability to construct that 

coordination was premised on three primary factors:  

1) A top-down structure of government and governance that was a legacy of both autocratic 

prewar Japanese models and postwar American efforts at reconstruction in the 

Progressive mold and that emphasized the national government’s ability to set local land-

use priorities 

2) Responsibility for housing development remaining largely in the hands of private 

industry, and particularly with integrated, diversified railway companies that had an 

incentive to build densely near stations. Japanese private sector involvement is 

strengthened by a relatively unprescriptive land-use structure that stands in distinct 

contrast to the highly prescriptive post-Euclid American way of zoning. 

3) The shock of World War II and the postwar economic destruction induced a kind of what 

might be called “progressive austerity” that—perhaps unconsciously—produced a 

method of rationalizing spending and development that stood in distinct contrast to the 

massive, exuberant, and—as it turned out—inefficient, environmentally destructive, and 

wasteful spending of the prosperous postwar years in the US.  

This paper will—probably more briefly than they deserve—examine each of these factors. 

Readers should note that while one of the goals of this paper is to inspire American 

policymakers, wholesale copying of the Japanese model is neither feasible nor necessarily 

desirable. Not only was the Japanese model of coordinated housing and commercial 

development, with rail transit the product of a very specific historical period, it comes with 

several distinctly undesirable side effects noted by nearly every observer: long commutes, 

crowded trains induced by private companies’ profit motive, and a sometimes bland urban design 

aesthetic. Whatever its flaws, the Japanese model of urban and especially suburban development 

remains a fascinating, informative, and ultimately challenging and inspirational case study from 

a planning, and indeed a political philosophy, perspective. Neither purely capitalist nor as highly 

regulated and specified as the American style of development, the Japanese model asks observers 
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to defy orthodoxies about the free market and regulation, and consider whether, in the right 

circumstances, unleashing the power of the market can in fact serve the policy ends with which 

American progressives today identify.   

Prewar Development Patterns 
 While Japanese railways have received attention mainly for their rapid technological 

development in the second half of the 20th century, they were also the primary underpinning of 

metropolitan growth before World War II. Saito (1997, p. 3) envisions several eras of growth for 

the nation’s railways: “The first railway boom (for 7 to 8 years from 1885), the second railway 

boom (1896-1898), the nationalization of railways (1906-1907), the light railway boom (1911-

1915), the electric railway boom (around 1910 in Osaka and 1920s in Tokyo), and so on.” The 

intercity lines, which were both struggling financially and seen as key to the national defense 

(Mizutani 1993, p. 11), were nationalized in 1906-07 and would remain so until quite late in the 

20th century. Likewise, the public sector took over urban streetcar operations in many large 

cities, both because of poor service and because local government saw the profitable operations 

as a revenue-generating opportunity. (Mizutani 1993, p. 11)  

 With intercity and urban surface operations in public hands, the suburban railways were 

left as a niche for the private sector—and they thrived. The circumstances were right; as 

Mizutani writes, “During the Taisho era, the population grew rapidly in the central city and 

suburbs of large cities such as Tokyo and Osaka…The Great Earthquake of 1923 in Tokyo had 

prompted an exodus to the suburbs, increasing the demand for private commuter rails.” 
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(Mizutani 1993, pp. 11-12) A permissive planning 

atmosphere accompanied demand for railway-based 

suburban growth: “Since there was a strong tendency 

to readily permit private railway companies in areas 

with no railway lines, in order to survive, the newly-

established companies had to increase the population 

near their lines and attract as many passengers as 

possible by creating entertainment near their lines.” 

(Saito 1997, p. 4) Like the streetcar companies that 

laid out many American suburbs from the late 19th 

century through the 1930s, Japanese suburban rail 

companies were most fundamentally in the business of 

housing and land development. Suburban growth, for 

which there was significant and accelerating demand, 

had to be coordinated with transit, not only because that was the transportation that was 

available, but because the companies responsible for the growth would otherwise go bankrupt.  

 The new railway-based suburbs were inspired by Ebenezer Howard’s influential Garden 

City concept, a framework in which a moderately sized new town would be developed at some 

distance from an urban core, surrounded by a greenbelt of open and farming land. The Japanese 

national government studied Howard’s proposals carefully, but “Japanese planners did not fully 

understand that a garden city was to be a self-standing community combining work and 

residential environments. As developed in Japan, the garden city was more like Bedford Park, a 

London suburb built in the late 19th century, where there was plenty of clean air and greenery but 

Figure 1: Development of railways in Tokyo up to 1925, from Siebert 
2001, p. 17 
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no work—residents had to commute about 30 minutes to the city.” (Ito and Chiba 2001, p. 7) 

Peter Hall writes that “The Japanese name, den-en toshi, suggests green paddy fields, quiet rural 

villages, and a beautiful breeze; these were to be oases of rural calm, appealing to people who 

had migrated from the countryside into a polluted industrial city. But of course they were pure 

commuter suburbs, without any social purpose: the profits went not to the community, but 

straight into the account books of the train companies.” (Hall 2014, p. 132) Hall seems 

particularly outraged at the way Japanese Garden City developers abandoned the socialist 

Utopian aspects of Howard’s concept in favor of the profit motive, but he also spends most of a 

chapter in Cities of Tomorrow documenting how the Japanese “adaptation” of Garden Cities was 

more typical than not in almost every country.  

 The need to cross-subsidize railway operations with suburban development also led 

railway companies into diversification of both commerce and development.  Railway stations 

were naturally the center of activity in newly built Japanese suburbs. Ito and Chiba (2001, p. 8) 

write that “The core of Japanese suburban communities lacked the religious and local-

governmental functions that are common in Europe. Instead, they had stations as the core, 

serving as an interface with the world beyond.” The areas immediately around the stations 

became, logically, the commercial cores of suburban towns as well—with rents,  and sometimes 

profits from the businesses themselves, often flowing to the railway company. The same 

increasingly became true of center-city stations as well, especially in the postwar era.  In pursuit 

of more traffic, the suburban railways also became involved in the entertainment business, 

developing theme parks, spas, and other such amenities along their lines to offer non-commute 

reasons for travel. (Ito and Chiba 2001, p. 9) This set the stage for the heavily diversified 

conglomerates into which the railway companies would morph after World War II.  
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 Before World War II, then, the Japanese suburban environment had already assumed the 

basic form it would take after the war, with development closely clustered around rail transit and 

coordinated by the companies responsible for the rail lines. Yet this pattern alone cannot account 

for the distinctive experience of postwar Japanese planning. The Garden City-cum-Streetcar 

Suburb pattern was hardly unique to Japan, and in fact bears a distinct resemblance to many 

American suburbs of the era, especially schemes like the Van Swearingen brothers’s Shaker 

Heights, outside Cleveland. Indeed, Ito and Chiba note that the expansion of Japanese suburban 

railway companies into the entertainment business was explicitly modeled on American 

precedent—it was exceedingly common for American suburban trolley lines to terminate not in a 

residential area but at a holiday park intended to generate off-peak and weekend traffic. (Ito and 

Chiba 2001, p. 9) While the Japanese style of development undoubtedly used the style more 

intensively than most US metro areas, we must look to other factors to help account for the 

continuance—indeed, growth--of the prewar pattern in the postwar era.  

Centralized Government 
 19th-century Japan had saw two major developments that in parallel set the stage for the 

pattern of government and governance that would strongly influence later models. First was the 

unification of the country, as represented by the transition from a feudal-style governance 

structure to a more centralized one. Second, the country emerged from isolation relative to the 

Western world, enabling the creation of a bureaucracy resembling those of many Western 

nations. Though city planning was not a major goal of the centralized government at this time—

the Meiji government focused almost exclusively on building military and nationalistic strength 

(Sorensen 2002, p. 148)—technocratic and reformist agendas would emerge that eventually gave 

birth to a city planning system, culminating in the passage of a City Planning Act in 1919.  
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 The structure of interwar Japanese planning mimicked the centralized structure of other 

aspect of governance. Sorensen write that “Of all the industrial countries at this time, Japan 

created what was probably the most centralised structure of urban planning with virtually every 

city plan and budget throughout the country subject to the approval of Home Ministry officers.” 

(Sorensen 2002, p. 148) This resulted in a highly experienced group of bureaucrats, but also led 

to what Sorensen (ibid) calls “unplanned sprawl,” since the limited number of officials with 

expertise in the area were unable to enforce the prevailing regulations (such as they were) at the 

local level. With land use controls centralized at the national level, local officials were unable to 

guide growth, even had they desired to—a distinctly different system from the US one, as 

codified in Euclid v. Ambler in 1926. As such, the railway company developers were able to 

build essentially as desired in suburban areas. Sorensen disapproves of the unregulated 

environment, but it paradoxically clearly resulted in a more transit-oriented urban environment 

than the highly diffuse, regulated American system did.  

 Though American land use regulation occurs at the local level, in Japan the role of 

American guidance—which became significant when American troops occupied Japan in late 

1945--actually served to reinforce the existing top-down system. John Dower documents how 

“during occupation and after, the victors as well as the vanquished commonly referred to the 

American agenda for the defeated country as an attempt to impose a ‘democratic revolution from 

above.’” (Dower 1999, p. 69) Carried out under the auspices of the military government—which 

Sorensen (2002, p. 153) calls “in effect a military dictatorship of the occupation authorities”—

and advised by progressive-minded American technocrats (and to a limited extent previously 

repressed pro-democratic Japanese activists), the centralization of power in the postwar era 
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sought nothing less than to transform the function of the state apparatus from military 

domination to promotion of a democratic and capitalist society.  

 One of the side effects of that transformation was that central government bureaucrats 

actually gaining in power instead of losing it: 

Perhaps the most important continuity was provided by the central government 

bureaucracy. The occupation used the Japanese bureaucracy as an intermediary instead of 

attempting to govern the country directly. This greatly enhanced its prestige as one of the 

few pre-war institutions that were effectively exonerated from blame for the wartime 

debacle. Also the disbanding of the military, the elimination of the political role of the 

imperial household and the weakening of the old conservative political parties through 

purges of much of their leadership meant that the bureaucracy emerged as an even more 

powerful institution than it had been before the war. (Sorensen 2002, p. 154) 

 

The professional bureaucracy emerged as an even more important player in postwar Japan both 

because of precedent and because its rivals had been forcefully sidelined, but as we have seen a 

powerful federal bureaucracy did not translate into more stringent land-use regulations--as 

observers of the American political system might expect. Indeed, in the postwar era “bureaucrats 

were still able to block occupation reforms intended to decentralise planning powers to local 

governments. City planning was largely a story of continuity before and after the war in 

terms of legislative framework, administrative structure and key actors.” (Sorensen 2002, p. 154) 

In the US, of course, the devolution of land use regulation—as much as it ever needed to happen-

-had essentially been completed with Euclid v. Ambler, but the planning environment changed 

drastically in the postwar era, speeded by massive federal spending on the Interstate system, 

mortgage subsidies, and other such fruits of postwar prosperity. Not so in Japan.  

The Role of the Private Sector 
 While governmental power in postwar Japan remained largely in the hands of the central 

bureaucracy, that bureaucracy co-existed with another traditional Japanese institution: major 

corporate conglomerates with a major say in national affairs. Before the war, the Japanese 
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economy had been dominated by several vertically integrated conglomerates known as zaibatsu 

that incorporated elements of industry, commerce, and finance. Between suspicion over the 

wartime role of the zaibatsu and trust-busting instincts, the reformists of the occupation sought to 

break up the zaibatsu, and they succeeded—although only to a point. What emerged were a new 

form of conglomerates known as keiretsu. 

The keiretsu…were powerful groupings of commercial and industrial enterprises that 

essentially replaced (without doing away with) the zaibatsu-centered agglomerations of 

industrial and financial capital that had long dominated the economy…all but (one) 

represented reclusterings or reconfigurations of the old zaibatsu. 

This was not presurrender Japan redux. A major portion of the economy remained outside 

these concentrations…whereas the old zaibatsu empires were rigidly pyramidal 

groupings, keiretsu relationships tended to be more horizontal, open, and internally 

competitive. Hereditary family influence had been largely eliminated, and stockholding 

was more diversified. (Dower 1999, p. 545) 

The postwar Japanese governance system, then, can perhaps be best classified as one of 

“organized capitalism,” with a strong central government and very powerful megacorporations 

working together to rebuild the country. To some extent, the government set priorities (of which, 

of course, rebuilding a devastated country was the top) and used the keiretsu as a tool to carry 

them out—but in such an arrangement roles naturally, and inevitably, become muddled. As such 

it is unsurprising that, given massive migration to metropolitan areas after the war, private 

companies—of which the railway conglomerates were some of the biggest—were given largely 

free rein to develop the newest suburbs as they wished. In the absence of a massive government 

intervention like the Interstate Highway Program, the resulting model of development largely 

carried forward the prewar paradigm.  

 That prewar paradigm, of course, relied mostly on rail transportation run by a 

nationalized company for intercity service and a variety of private companies at the local level. 

Rail’s dominance was complete in the immediate postwar era; in 1950 it represented 52% of 
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freight and 92% of passenger transportation. (Imashiro 1997, p. 50) The rail industry, like 

Japanese capitalism generally, was highly organized. The 1938 Land Transportation Enterprise 

Regulation had created a regional monopoly for commuter rail in the Tokyo area and 

consolidated suburban service in several other major cities. Postwar stresses made that situation 

largely untenable, so the 9 consolidated companies became 14 slightly less consolidated ones. 

(Mizutani 1993, p. 12) Those companies, though, enjoyed an enviable situation: dominance of 

the postwar transportation market, and a rapidly urbanizing population. Migration from rural 

areas to cities, common 1910s and ‘20s, picked up again. With many migrants headed for the 

suburbs, the real estate development schemes operated by the railways profited. (Mizutani 1993, 

p. 13)  

 Indeed, suburbanization became the dominant feature of postwar Japanese life, in spirit if 

not in form much as it did in the US. Migration to the core cities peaked in the 1950s, with 

absolute population growth shifting thereafter to suburbs, as Sorensen lays out:  

One feature of Japanese post-war urbanisation which began during the early 1960s 

and has since become its dominant characteristic is the mass suburbanisation of the 

population. Suburbanisation has occurred throughout the country, but has been 

particularly important in the metropolitan areas because of the much higher rates of 

population growth there. While the 1950s saw ever-increasing concentration of 

population in the metropolitan core areas, from 1960 to 1965 Tokyo prefecture had a net 

loss of migrants for the first time. In fact, while the Tokyo region as a whole continued to 

grow strongly, the central 23-ward area of Tokyo was losing population absolutely 

after 1960, beginning the process of suburbanisation that was to dominate the following 

period (Glickman 1979: 19). While metropolitan areas including the central cities 

were still attracting strong migration from rural prefectures, even greater numbers of 

people were leaving the central areas for adjacent suburbs. (Sorensen 2002, p. 205)  

Though denser than its American counterpart, Japanese suburban development was still sprawly, 

a byproduct both of arcane, unreformed land law and of the incentives baked into development 

of land by for-profit railways, which could and did charge distance-based fares. (Sorensen 2002, 
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p. 207) Distance-based fares allowed railways to charge more for longer journeys—as well as to 

build residential developments far out on the urban fringe, where land was cheaper. Since many 

Japanese employers subsidize their employees’ fares (Sorensen 2002, p. 207), the employees 

would not feel the financial pain. Financial returns allowed the railways—suburban and 

otherwise—to continuously upgrade their infrastructure with items such as electrification, 

quadruple-tracking, and grade separations. 

 Sorensen (2000) provides a strong example of what this kind of market-driven, rail-

dependent suburban development can look like in the context of an article about “land 

readjustment,” a technique used to consolidate plots.  

Urban development in Saitama during most of the post-war period is thus an excellent 

example of a highly efficient pattern of urban development described as `star' shape 

development (Blumenfeld, 1967, p. 36; Lynch, 1981, p. 373; Pressman, 1985, p. 355) 

along major radial transport corridors which converge on the metropolitan centre. The 

sort of linear suburban corridor seen in Saitama has long been advocated as an ideal type 

which is efficient in its use of resources, allows high levels of accessibility, and supports 

high levels of public transport use while preserving accessible open space close to built 

up areas (Blumenfeld, 1967, p. 76; March, 1967; Echenique, 1994). That this pattern 

seems to have been a result primarily of market forces rather than of either land use 

planning or metropolitan structure planning as discussed below underlines the fact that 

a star shaped metropolitan form is a natural pattern of growth in a case with a strong 

central employment base and a reliance on rail transport for commuting, just as the 

increasingly dispersed low density exurban development seen in the post-war United 

States is a natural form of growth of an automobile based transport and employment 

system. (Sorensen 2000, p. 249, emphasis mine) 
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As in many (though, Sorensen is careful 

to stress, not all) urban areas in Japan, 

Saitama is just one of many tendrils 

stretching out from a major urban core 

along high-capacity rail lines. In the 

case of Saitama—chosen because it is 

representative—these lines have been 

present since at least the 1920s in some 

form, but have been continually 

upgraded in capability and capacity 

throughout their history, and especially 

in the postwar period. The form of 

development is so compelling that even the obviously market-skeptical Sorensen labels it “highly 

efficient.”  

 Japanese railway companies have had long experience in making this kind of 

development work effectively. Saito (1997, p. 4) cites the Hanshin company, which connected 

Osaka and Kobe, as a pioneer of commercial development—in 1905. As of his writing, the 

acknowledged leader among Japanese private railways in the field of development and 

diversification was the Tokyu company, operating about 100 km of lines in the western suburbs 

of Tokyo. The portrait is compelling, and resonates with descriptions of such companies going 

back well into the prewar era:  

The company formed the Tokyu group—Japan’s largest private railway group with about 

400 affiliated companies and more than 100,000 employees. The predecessor of Tokyu 

Figure 2: Tendrils of a "star" development pattern along rail lines, from Sorensen (2000) 
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was a real-estate company which developed a high-class residential area in the Tokyo 

suburbs. Tokyu entered the railway business by founding a railway company to build and 

run a line linking the residential area to downtown Tokyo. It is a rare example where a 

real estate business preceded the railway business. However, the company is a good 

example of the mode of private railway management in Japan in which railway 

management and property development go hand-in-hand. (Saito 1997, p. 4) 

Tokyu is a typical, if outstanding, example of the way private capital, transit, land use policy (or 

lack thereof), and housing work together in Japanese society. The defining characteristic is to a 

large extent not active planning by authorities but the lack thereof—a role reversal that would 

seem shocking by American standards. 

 Nor did the development vigor of the railway companies dim as Japan recovered from the 

disastrous end to World War II and gradually regained its prosperity. Indeed, buoyed by the 

modernization of suburban lines and especially the opening of the first Shinkansen high speed 

line in 1964, railway companies began to build entire New Cities on the suburban fringe at 

massive scale. The Tokyu company, for example, built its Den-en-toshi (the Japanese term for 

Garden City) line through the southwestern suburbs of Tokyo from 1963 to 1984, with 15 

stations along its 20 kilometers (a stop spacing much more closely resembling that of urban 

transit than commuter rail in the US). (Saito 1997, p. 4) The company simultaneously developed 

a massive New Town known as Tama Den-en-toshi over 50 hectares along the line. Tama Den-

en-toshi had, as of Saito’s 1997 writing, over 500,000 inhabitants—far more than any single 

American Edge City or single suburban municipality. New Town-style development continued 

on the suburban fringe for at least 30 years, reaching a crescendo in the 1980s. In a vivid 

illustration of the way corporate profit, transit, and land use have been and continue to be 

intertwined in Japan, noted TOD expert Robert Cervero writes of that period that “During the 

1980s at the height of railway/new‐town codevelopment and a surge in Japanese real‐estate 

prices, railway companies were earning investment returns on ancillary real‐estate projects in the 
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range of 50% to 70%, with profit margins from real estate far outstripping those from transit 

services.” (Cervero 2009, p. 24) And this was a time well after the end of the railway companies’ 

near-monopoly over transportation, when car ownership was growing in Japan! To a certain 

extent, this ability to profit from suburban demand reflects a distinct flexibility on the part of the 

railway/development companies—to take advantage of good times through development and 

growth and hunker down with the profits from their core function, efficiently run rail service, in 

the bad.  

Japanese regard these “Garden” New Cities highly; Saito opines that “Generally 

speaking, these railway towns are well-maintained in a planned manner and offer affordable 

housing lots and high-quality housing. Private railway companies receive high social recognition 

as developers because of this.” (Saito 1997, p. 4) Saito’s opinion of the railway town style of 

development seems to differ significantly from Andre Sorensen’s, perhaps the difference 

between a native Japanese perspective and that of someone educated in the Western style of 

planning. It is, for example, difficult to imagine any American railroad company receiving “high 

social recognition” for virtually any reason; few freight railroads engage much with the public, 

Amtrak is poorly thought of, and the specter of “The Octopus,” the name given to the rapacious 

Southern Pacific by populist activists, may very well still loom large.  

The Shock of World War II and Postwar Reconstruction 
 There can be little doubt that one of the defining factors in the shaping of postwar 

Japanese policy was the devastation caused toward the end of the war by American bombing 

raids—both nuclear and firebombing--and the gradual economic strangulation imposed by the 

American submarine blockade of the Home Islands. This devastation became manifest in the 

immediate postwar years in a national condition (as perceived by observers) known as kyodatsu, 
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meaning mass distraction, dejection, depression, and demoralization. (Dower 1999, p. 89) 

Kyodatsu manifested both mentally within the citizenry of Japan and in the tepid nature of the 

devastated economy, which would not begin a strong revival until the onset of the Korean War in 

1950, when, ironically,  massive American demand for war materials jump-started the Japanese 

market. 

 And there was plenty of reason for Japan to be demoralized. As Sorensen describes 

vividly, 

Japan itself had been devastated by its pursuit of Asian domination through military 

conquest. Some three million Japanese had perished in the war, and 15 years of steadily 

increasing expenditure of the nation’s human, material and spiritual resources had left the 

country physically shattered, demoralised and on the brink of starvation. Incendiary 

bombing by American B-29 bombers in the last two years of the war, and particularly 

after February of 1945 had reduced most of Japan’s larger cities to ashes, while 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki had been completely obliterated by nuclear bombs. The majority 

of buildings in Japanese urban areas had been lightly built of wood, tile and paper, and 

incendiary bombs had proven highly effective in setting them ablaze. Almost ten million 

people had lost their homes to fire. Little was left standing in most of the bombed cities 

apart from a few modern concrete buildings in commercial centres and the occasional 

stone or mud kura, or family storehouse of a rich merchant or landlord which stood 

bleakly above the blackened wastes. The task of reconstruction had to start literally from 

the ground up on the conclusion of hostilities. (Sorensen 2002, p. 151)  

 

The devastation of the postwar era was especially damaging to Japan’s major industrial cities. 

The totality of destruction presented an overwhelming challenge, but also a curious opportunity 

to reshape urban Japanese society from the ground up, largely with near-greenfields (might one 

call the fruits of firebombing, morbidly, blackfields?) building conditions. Perhaps it is no 

accident that metropolitan growth began to shift to suburban areas in the postwar era.  

 Nor did postwar Japanese policymakers have full control over their own fate. The 

American occupation somewhat half-heartedly attempted—and largely failed—to reshape the 
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Japanese economy. In general, the occupation government was fairly hands-off in the task of 

economic reconstruction, meaning that  

The Americans found themselves promoting their “revolution from above” in a society 

plagued by stagnating productivity and runaway inflation. Until 1949, while Japan’s 

political, bureaucratic, and corporate leaders stumbled and dragged their heels—biding 

their time until reparations, “economic democratization,” and the reform agenda as a 

whole had run their course—most Japanese were preoccupied with merely obtaining the 

essentials of daily subsistence. Simply putting food on the table became an obsessive 

undertaking. Hunger and scarcity defined each passing day.  (Dower 1999, pp. 89-90) 

 

Unsurprisingly given such conditions, the black market flourished even as the official economy 

struggled and stagnated. At the same time, though, the central government retained, and even 

strengthened, its own powers—especially in the area of planning. Given the level of destruction, 

many bureaucrats saw the postwar 

era as a grand opportunity to 

reconstruct Japanese cities. 

(Sorensen 2002, p. 159)  

 And although the 

destruction of major Japanese cities 

was nearly complete, the 

population shift to urban areas, 

interrupted by the war, continued 

nearly unabated in the postwar era. 

As in many other areas, trends in 

this regard were essentially a 

continuation of prewar tendencies, though exaggerated by the rush to economic opportunity in 

urban areas after the war. Naturally, then, development and land-use tendencies would follow the 

Figure 3: Urbanization of Japanese population, from Sorensen (2002), p. 159 
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pre-war pattern of railway-oriented new suburbs as well. In poverty-stricken postwar Japan there 

was none of the rush to the “modern” auto-oriented society that had already begun before the war 

in the US, and truly took off after it, leading the railways to continue their prewar domination of 

travel. Indeed, the railways were among the culturally defining features of the occupation period. 

Dower relates a story of a teacher in Osaka in 1947 whose pupils spent their free time playing a 

“train” game that codified social exclusion, mirroring the reservation of certain trains for 

occupation personnel while common trains suffered crush loads. (Dower 1999, p. 112) Similarly, 

“the unbearable press of passengers on the national railways was dramatized by the suffocation, 

in December 1945, of an infant strapped to its mother’s back” even while “the government was 

forced to run special cars or even ‘exclusive occupation army trains,’ often nowhere near full.” 

(Dower 1999, p. 115)  

Perhaps the strongest evidence for the crucial nature of the austere immediate postwar 

period in shaping the Japanese model of development is what happened after wealth began to 

spread in Japanese society.  A culture of car ownership took hold quite slowly even after the 

Japanese economy began to revive—by 1960, the railways’ share of freight had fallen to 39% 

and of passengers to a still-impressive 76%. By 1970, these numbers would be 39% and 48%, 

and in 1980 just 8% and 40%, a marked decline. (Imashiro 1997, p. 50) However, most Japanese 

cars were still used for weekend recreation rather than commutes, given congestion and 

restrictions on parking in core areas. (Imashiro 1997, p. 50) To this day, that has left the 

suburban railways with their fundamental, profitable commute-and-development business model 

intact. That Japanese development continued the low-car prewar model clustered around rail 

stations, rather than following a high-car-ownership model, can reasonably be seen as a 

product of the poverty of the crucial postwar era. Once the economy revived, car usage began 
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to accelerate. It is not hard to imagine that had Japan enjoyed a 1960s/’70s level of prosperity 

throughout (say had it won the war, or surrendered before true economic devastation took hold), 

the path of postwar development would have been very different.  

Though the situation of Japan in the postwar era was obviously tragic for many Japanese 

citizens (not, however, to discount the country’s own moral accountability for its condition), 

those years seem to have imposed on the country a kind of developmental and fiscal discipline 

that stands in distinct contrast to the postwar exuberance of the US. A government that did not 

have money to spend on luxuries like a massive highway network simply did not, a choice that 

led to short-term pain and long-term crowding, but also much less consumption of land and 

much less expensive public infrastructure to maintain. A highly organized capitalist economy did 

maintain the ability to spend to some extent, and through government encouragement spent 

capital funds on incremental, but significant, upgrades of existing infrastructure. When the 

government had gotten on its feet enough to embark on a large spending campaign, it spent 

largely on a mode—the Shinkansen—that complemented, rather than competed with, existing 

modes. Through government encouragement and cooperation, suburban railways in Tokyo began 

to run trains directly into the city’s subways—an intermingling of modes and operators 

unimaginable in the US.1 Certainly environmental problems related to relatively haphazard 

development did pop up in the late 1950s and 1960s, but resolving relatively small-scale, diffuse 

challenges has proven much easier for Japan than solving the massive-scale problem of land 

consumption and environmental degradation caused by car-oriented sprawl in the US. The 

poverty-stricken postwar years, then, can be seen as having imposed on Japan a kind of mostly 

                                                           
1 Where, for example two railroads (Metro-North and LIRR) owned by the same government corporation cannot 

agree to share a single terminal, resulting in billions in additional spending (the deep cavity terminal of LIRR’s East 

Side Access project).  
 



20 
 

unintentional progressive austerity, a policy environment that forced stakeholders to make hard 

decisions about prioritization and—by accident or by intention--resulted in a metropolitan 

condition that is far more “progressive” by most standards than that of the US.   

Conclusion 
  One of the most remarkable documents uncovered in research for this paper is a 1982 

report from a Japanese-American transportation professional exchange program, organized by 

the Japan Society and the International House of Japan, and written up in the journal of the 

International Association of Traffic and Safety Sciences. The teams examined transportation 

infrastructure, operational practices, and urban fabric in each other’s countries, with each 

member writing out their observations in the journal afterwards. Reading through the 

observations of the Americans is an experience in wonder, amazement, and indeed jealousy. 

Harre Demoro—a longtime transportation journalist and analyst—wondered at the fact that one 

could ride 1920s-technology streetcars nearly identical to those of his Oakland youth to a 

seamless transfer with 130 mph Shinkansen trains in Hiroshima, and that they split traffic with 

an electrified conventional railway in a dense suburban area. (IATSS 1982, p. 16) Norman 

Emerson, at the time a transportation commissioner in Los Angeles, marveled at the New Town 

developments, especially the Tokyu company’s Tama Den-en-toshi, and correctly identified the 

key characteristic of Tokyo’s planning strategy as “the coordinated relationship between land use 

and transit.” (IATSS 1982, p. 25) C. Kenneth Orski, an academic and thinktanker, noted the 

close similarities between Japanese and American “streetcar suburb” experiences through the 

1920s, but enthused over the fact that 13 of the 14 major Japanese suburban railways remained 

profitable in 1981. He attributed this long-term success to the “close—virtually symbiotic—

relationship that has developed between the railroads and the residential and commercial 
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developments they serve.” (IATSS 1982, p. 31)  The amazement that the fundamentals of a 

development strategy America had long ago lost were still present—and indeed, producing 

profit!—in Japan is clearly apparent in their accounts.  

 Some may see this paper as arguing for the clear superiority of the Japanese system of 

development over the American, and for a free market approach over high levels of regulation. 

That is not the intended point. Indeed, this paper makes an argument that the Japanese planning 

system is a product of a very specific set of historical conditions. Indeed, as Kenneth Orski 

observed, the American experience of car ownership diverged from the Japanese as early as the 

1920s, so attributing the differences between the two countries to the postwar period alone, 

crucial as it was, may be an overstatement. Which is not to say that the US has nothing to learn 

from the Japanese experience; there is obviously plenty to learn, starting with the realization that 

a prosperous, economically vibrant, and even suburbanized (!!) society can be built on the back 

of transit that is carefully coordinated with land use. Similarly, setting land use priorities at the 

national level is virtually impossible in the United States, nor would it likely be desirable given 

the size and diversity of the country and the federal government’s mostly disastrous previous 

attempts at urban intervention. But numerous observers have argued for a larger role for state-

level land-use planning in the US, pointing in part to the (relative) success of Oregon, and the 

Japanese model makes a compelling case that efficiency is much more easily found at higher 

levels rather than local.  

 Finally, the bear in the room is the role of private capital in the Japanese development 

model. Andre Sorensen, perhaps the most comprehensive Western analyst of Japanese planning, 

is unyielding in his insistence that the private sector style produces poor-quality urban areas 

replete with environmental problems and usage conflicts. Japanese commuter trains are 
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extremely crowded, and commutes can be quite long. At the same time, Sorensen cannot help but 

regard the rail-and-development model as “highly efficient,” and Takahiko Saito has shown us 

that many Japanese regard the rail suburbs—and thus the companies that built them—quite well. 

Of course, private companies mostly built American suburbs, too—but they did so on the back of 

a massive government investment in freeways.  

The difference between the American and Japanese ways of development is mostly one 

of degree within capitalism, not a fundamental clash between regulation and the free market. 

Immediate postwar Japanese governments did not have the cash to invest in a massive freeway 

network, but throughout the 20th century, the government could and did set priorities and 

regulate the railway system to a larger extent than free-market apologists seem to recognize. The 

intercity railways were nationalized in 1906-07 to serve national goals and un-nationalized and 

split up in 1987 as the government realized privatization might be able to halt their economic 

decline. (Imashiro 1997, p. 52) The local surface transit systems were either public or private, as 

needs dictated. The suburban railways have remained privatized, but have been consolidated (as 

in 1938) or deconsolidated (as after the war) at public will. It seems that Japanese stakeholders 

see privatization of the development-transit coordination process as one of a variety of tools 

available in the toolbox, albeit the one that has been consistently the most appropriate over the 

latter half of the 20th century. As in the American housing market, the risk of a new housing or 

commercial development falls on the private sector; but in the Japanese model, there is less need 

for government to put forth spending on infrastructure and transportation to support that growth. 

The resulting transportation infrastructure expansions have far fewer negative externalities than 

the new roads the US is somehow still building in suburbia.  
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 If there is one thing the author hopes this paper can put to bed, it’s the tired binary 

argument about the role of the free market as opposed to regulation in planning, and in particular 

the question of whether free-market strategies can be “progressive.” The Japanese model of 

planning is far from perfect, and cannot be copied exactly into a country like the US, but it has 

succeeded in several goals that American planners and political progressives can still only dream 

of, such as near-universal coordination of transit and development and extremely high levels of 

daily transit usage. This has occurred through harnessing the power of private capital and the 

natural incentive the market has to build densely and coordinate with transit, when government 

sets conditions correctly. Leinberger (2008) has made the case that the American housing market 

now wants what Japan has enjoyed for the last 60 years: a mixed housing market featuring both 

single-family and multifamily homes, walkable and accessible to transit. It is possible, then, that 

the fear of using market-based tools often shown by American planners and the political left is 

getting in the way of finding progressive solutions? The Japanese model may tell us the answer 

is yes.  
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