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Turning on the Lights in Tokyo. Strings of light emanate from the Imperial Palace in the city’s center and
follow the expressway system outward. Image by NASA, December, 2020.
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Urbanism (noun) /3..bdn.l.zom/

- the type of life that is typical of cities and towns

- the process by which more and more people leave the countryside to live in
cities and towns

Louis Wirth's article in 1938 2 explained a symbiotic relationship of physical
form, economic and societal structure, and cultural identity to the way people
live in urban settings. This ultimately became a foundation of urbanism ideol-
ogy for architects, planners, and practitioners in the modern age. Urbanism is
often abstractly used to explain various styles of design, lifestyles, and activi-
ties in populated areas — and at this moment trending with ever more variations
responding to increasingly diverse identities of place and people.

Urbanism is often perceived as an innovative and sophisticated urban
style with state-of-the-art technologies to pursue both efficiency and attraction.
However, the meaning of contemporary living has changed over the years, and
is highly dependent on the social and cultural preference of the time and places.
In the United States, urbanism post-1980s is generally represented by suburban
development, where environmental and social amenities come with a modern
twist. Towards and beyond the early 2000s, urbanism has returned to focus on
inner cities, with principles of mixed land use and smart growth for more equita-
ble development often called new urbanism.

In the East, or at least in Japan, the English term "urbanism" had less
exposure until the 1980s when suburban development was propelled to accom-
modate the increasing urban population in more livable spaces. This philosophy
of developing efficient and attractive urban space, however, was not new —and
often enhanced after large-scale disasters historically. The Dojunkai apartment
complexes ([BEIES77/\— existed 1924-2013), built between 1924 and 1933

after the 1923 Kanto earthquake in Tokyo (58 52)and Yokohama (1), are one
of the earliest urbanism residences in Japan, in an exploration of efficient and
modern living. Architects and planners harmonized western and eastern culture,
developing collective living with high-tech facilities and modern designs, and no-
tably earthquake-resistant buildings. A sense of new urban community evolved
to expand through this urbanism development.

Similar to the United States, urbanism in Japanese suburban regions
trended throughout the 1980s, though it wasn’t until the 1995 earthquake in
Kobe (f#7) that retrofitting the inner-city was viewed as urbanism. While recov-
ery was sensitive to being excessively elegant, efficient contemporary living in
the city center was a key concern, as the inner city was facing severe deteriora-
tion pre-earthquake. The idea of compacting cities became one of the popular
urbanism models in the 2000s, and intensified during the recovery from the
2011 Tohoku (52k) triple disaster. The idea of compact cities with cutting-edge
technology and engineering was inevitable because such urban form could
leverage efficiency and amenities in a region where population decline has al-
ready occurred.

While Japan's urbanism has a strong bond with urban recovery from
disasters, history explains a reciprocal relationship of culture, social trends, and
urbanism. Such interrelationship is also visible in other countries, similar to the
case of American urbanism. Urbanism, therefore, is a pursuit of better living in
urban space, influenced by local ideology, values, and wisdom.
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