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Gender and the Suburbs:
The Origin and Evolution of Planned Space in Post-War Japan

by
SEKIMURA Orie

This study aims to retrace the origins, history and functions of the
suburbs that were created as planned spaces after World War II and to
investigate the evolution of new suburbs, which have emerged in recent
years, from the perspective of gender.

During the period of Japanese high economic growth, many people
migrated from rural to urban areas as an integral part of the labor force. As
a consequence, in metropolitan areas including Tokyo, population growth
was accompanied by serious housing shortages. To counter this, residential
land was developed by the state, private developers, and what was then
known as the Japan Housing Corporation. In the suburban areas of the cities,
there was a large quantity of housing, including not only single-family
houses, but also apartment buildings with units that had a typical layout
comprised two bedrooms plus an open-space living, dining, and kitchen area.
Residential land development in the suburbs had a major role in resolving
the housing shortage problem. However, because one of the goals was to
secure a high-quality labor force during the economic growth process,
residents who had moved to housing complexes in the suburbs all had very
similar life cycles, including household composition and the time of entering
their new homes. As a result, two distinct spaces emerged: the city center,
specializing in business functions and containing the workplaces where the
husbands were employed; and the suburbs, specializing in living functions
and containing the homes where the wives managed housework and child
rearing. Thus, in Japanese metropolitan areas, a structure of complete home-
workplace separation was created, premised on the gender roles of the
modern family. As planned spaces, suburbs stifled elements of social and
cultural diversity, excluding people of different nationalities, social classes,
and sexual orientations, and preserved the norms of the standard nuclear
family.
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When office workers and their families first began to move into the
suburban housing complexes and “new towns” built since 1970, the lives of
married women were taken up by the unpaid housework that they
performed as full-time housewives. At the time, men were viewed as the
central labor force of industrialization, and the work of supporting them as
they labored outside the home fell to women as housewives. In post-war
Japan, employers and state authorities had devised an effective system for
preserving the health of the labor force by having women shoulder the
responsibility of caring for working men, providing them with meals,
laundry, health management, and more. As the housewives who cared for the
men who performed productive labor did so without pay, this system
reduced corporate and state costs needed for the health management and
relaxation of the labor force. On the other hand, in terms of social security,
measures were in place to mitigate the risks posed by illness or
unemployment of the working male head of the family, and to support his
wife and children as his dependents. Thus, the nuclear family structured
around a gendered division of labor, with a working husband and a
homemaker wife, took on the function of reproducing the existing labor
market, and became an instrument of its reproduction.

In recent years, suburbs have undergone a transformation amid the
momentous changes brought about by declining birthrates and an aging
population, globalization, neoliberalism, and the like. This has meant that the
dichotomy between home and workplace based on the male breadwinner
model has crumbled, and the urban systems built around this structure have
already ceased to function sufficiently in Japanese society. In view of this,
the present study focuses on the life stories of the residents from the
perspective of gender, investigating their efforts to rearrange their spatial
order and reconstruct their relationships beyond conventional roles. Women
devoted to their roles in isolation within a divided, homogenous space have
formed networks and relationships of mutual trust with other women in the
same position and have reconsidered their norms and values. Nevertheless,
some have suffered unjust exclusion from the public realm of the workplace
and other places and have also had limitations imposed on their life space.
This means that the time is approaching to re-examine the function and
order of uniform planned space, which still defines the lifestyles of its
residents and of women residents in particular. In conclusion, initiatives
aimed at preserving “new towns” as a space for the modern family of the
future just as they were during the 50 years after World War II would
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ultimately result in a regression that goes against the current of the times,
making city suburbs into veritable “old towns.”

Key Words; Keywords: planned space, suburbs, home-workplace separation,
modern family, gender
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