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Tokyo Metabolism.

by HIROMI HOSOYA and MARKUS SCHAEFER

During the height of Tokyo’s building activity, almost one-quarter of its built sub-
stance was renewed over a period of five years." Yet, in the course of disasters,
demolition, rebuilding, and the regular effects of modernization, its lot lines, its
pattern of streets and paths have remained largely unchanged.? The modernization
of Tokyo has not been accompanied by a profound restructuring of property and
traffic patterns driven by organizational ideals or political goals. In essence, the city
is an assemblage of modern buildings on a medieval footprint. Nevertheless, Tokyo
is said to exhibit a particular expertise in dealing with the amorphous and ever
changing, to have a capacity for seamless regeneration throughout its transforma-
tion, to provide in its formlessness an unsurpassed degree of urbanity, complexity,
and programmatic variety. What, then, if the modernization of a city must be
explained without programs or principles, without the recursion to formal models
or detailed, five-yearly updated development plans? Can there be an urbanism that
deals with the formless, an urbanism able to describe a city composed of its own
periphery? Where is content—ideas, desires, and goals—generated for all the hard-
ware being produced? What makes such a city develop at all? The modernization of
Tokyo can be understood on the basis of shopping typologies—concept as ready-
made—simultaneously model and manifesto, business plan and prophecy.

‘ Tokyo Metabolism
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Formless Urbanism

Landscape of Shopping: Made in Tokyo. In Tokyo’s amorphous urban environment, shopping con-
stitutes a landscape, creating spatial and programmatic seamlessness and territorial definition. Eschewing
the formal rigidity of the Europen city and the automotive scale of the American, Tokyo relies on the coher-
ence and the scale of this landscape to keep its identity. Shopping is a lubricant for negotiation and accom-
modates in its almost infinite flexibility a wide range of agreements on passage rights, revenue distributions,
land claims, and neighborhood concerns.

Shopping creates revenue and spreads national income. Japan has 436,000 wholesale outlets and
almost 1.6 million retail outlets.? Both numbers are higher than in the United States, a country with twice
the population and twenty-five times the land area.” Throughout its modern history, Tokyo has carefully
protected its independent store owners—traditionally, voters for the Liberal Democratic Party.

Beyond a place for purchasing goods, shopping is also a site for social exchange, diversion, entertain-
ment. In Tokyo, it is still an arena where new patterns of behavior are developed and exercised. In short,
shopping creates a landscape in which potential and excitement blend with structure and coherence.
What the grid is for Manhattan, this landscape of shopping is for Tokyo.

Prefiguration: Department Store. The first modern shopping typology in Japan was modeled after
the department stores of Paris and New York. The Japanese department store emerged at the turn of the
century when certain kimono merchants, the most respected retailers in Edo, began to import Western
goods during the trade fairs organized by the government (@ Depato). Since then, these stores have pro-
moted westernization. They featured the first escalators and elevators, even the first ornamental towers,
symbol of Western architecture and the visual culture it represented. Deliriously syncretic and at the time
virtually unchallenged, the department stores implemented a Western lifestyle, served Western food, and
exhibited Western art. On their rooftops, they continued the tradition of the trade fair with parks, Ferris
wheels, and cable cars. In these precursors in miniature, showcases for the Western city Tokyo strove to
become, shopping served and guided the newly developing middle class as it enacted its vision of the
new society. Until recently, the department stores have welded authority as arbiters of modern life, liter-
ally accompanying people from birth to death—coffin courtesy of customer service.

Actualization: Terminal Department Store. Yet, to unleash its full urbanistic potential, the
department store had to be crossbred with the newly emerging modern infrastructure. Today, most of
Tokyo's inhabitants reside in suburbs, initially modeled after the ideal of British planner Ebenezer
Howard's Garden City.® They live in impossibly small apartments on centrifugal railroad lines, poised
between the ecstasy of shopping in the center’s dense commercial nodes and that of oblivion in the oblig-
atory theme parks at the lines’ termini.

In the early twentieth century, the heads of the private railway companies were the most successful
pioneers of the free-enterprise system.” Operating outside the economic elite and the family-owned
zaibatsu, these men were staking out what was to become the Tokyo Metropolitan Area. To secure pas-
sengers for their railways, they competed with one another in developing housing along their operational
belts.? Many of the exclusive residential areas in the twenty-three wards originated in this period. Unlike
in the automobile-driven United States, infrastructural investment in Japan was mainly in the railways and
their private developments. This mode of suburbanization led to the congestion of the city center rather
than its dissolution.

In 1927 Hankyu opened the first terminal department store, bringing the development of the railway lines
to its conceptual conclusion. Not only did it create a new typology, uniquely Japanese at the time, but also
a system whereby suburban tenants were short-circuited into passengers and then customers. With the
advent of the terminal department store, while introducing shopping to the average city dweller, the rail-
road companies began to transform the image of the city prefigured by the department store into an urban
reality. The keiretsus spun a network of modern suburbs, railway tracks, and city subcenters. They fashioned
themselves into closed systems of infrastructure and consumption—machines of accelerated modernization.

Railroad develop-
ment from the
Meiji Era to 1950s
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its location a function of neighborhood demand, highly mobile due to the comparatively low investment.

Compared to the franchise as a whole, single stores are just the tips of fiber-optic cables, glowing heavy with light
and data. They are organs of an urban organism that is distributed, networked, and highly adaptive. In apparent ran-
domness, though in tune with the metabolism of the city, these luminous points transform in sudden blips that fuse into
the sparkle of continuous flux: 3,218 on, 1,485 off in 1996. They are subject to a strategy not a form, a network not
an architecture, an algorithm not an ideology. Their urban presence is pure process—a Metabalist’s dream.

goods ~ information. 7-Eleven Japan is owned by Ito-Yokado, a complex conglomerate of companies from super-
markets to real estate firms. It is the biggest and most successful of the convenience store chains and originated most of
the advancements in information technology. The basic components of its information system have been developed in-
house in association with the Nomura Research Institute, a globally active daughter company of Nomura Securities. Point-
of-sales cash registers speed up the checkout operation and record data such as the Universal Product Code (U.P.C.), the
time of purchase, and the type of customer (@ Bit Structures). This information is processed by the company's host com-
puter and is available to the individual stores a mere two hours later. Store clerks operate hand-held scanners and portable
graphic ordering terminals, notebook-sized portable computers that provide product sales information and advice to
employees as they check shelves for items to be ordered. These components are linked within the company and its sup-
pliers via an Integrated Services Digital Network (ISDN) that 7-Eleven Japan claims is the largest of its kind in the world.

Incessantly, slow-moving items are eliminated, fast-moving ones replenished, and purchase peaks anticipated. Stores carry
minimal stock and therefore offer no sale promotions. The merchandise mix is adjusted according to breadth of inventory,
location, and time. Approximately 50 to 65 percent of the product lines are replaced in any one year. In the soft drinks mar-
ket, for example, 7-Eleven Japan has identified the most important seventy to eighty of the four thousand available products
and its stores stock these alone.?” Overall, the franchise provides a pool of around six thousand items of which the average
store carries half.?® This product consolidation is orchestrated using information from the head office and advice from field
consultants. In an iterative process of hypothesizing what will sell, ordering the product, and verifying the performance, stores
focus on successful products, diligently adapting to and following the demands in their 500-meter operating radius.**

Overall, the network generates an instant market study that can be employed for larger strategic decisions, such as
the collaboration with a manufacturer or the development of a product range. 7-Eleven Japan can also insist that com-
peting suppliers cooperate to gain access to its market.*® From 1976 on, the company began to develop a delivery sys-
tem that would allow for the consolidation of products before they arrived in stores—a revolution in the Japanese dis-
tribution system, which is still more fragmented and layered than that of any other advanced nation. Guaranteeing
freshness and efficiency, deliveries now combine products from different suppliers in a system that categorizes products
by temperature requirements rather than by producer or wholesaler. Perishable items are strictly just-in-time delivery.
Vehicles follow a timetable that may give them no more than a thirty-minute margin of error when delivering to a store,
subject to some form of compensation in case the delivery is too late.”

With numbers so small and life spans so short, goods are just transient incarnations of the field of information that
constitutes the convenience store. Conversely, they are the link, the sampling device, the sensory organ through which
the metabolism of the stores adapts to the metabolism of the city.

information ~ individuals. Of the 1.8 billion customers that visited 7-Eleven Japan stores in 1994, each was keyed
in by store clerks according to age group, gender, and items purchased. From these visits some seven billion pieces of
point-of-sales data were collected on the range of customers, sales volume of all products, type of products sold out,
and changes in sales patterns.? Thus the stores gather up-to-date data on the constitution of their neighborhood far
beyond any tax statistics or census information. It is a system that captures the faintest of trends and fads. In its itera-
tive and evolutionary process of fine-tuning to demands, however, the reasons why consumers prefer certain goods over
others become quite irrelevant (@ Psychogramming).

The convenience stores react so fluidly to consumers’ desires that they become perfectly organized and soothingly
clean prosthetic extensions. In sharp contrast to the often crammed living quarters of the single working urbanite, the
convenience stores have been described as “salons.”**The people who frequent them tend to belong to the younger
age groups: in 1997, 36 percent were in their twenties, 19 percent in their teens, and 18 percent in their thirties; unmar-
ried men accounted for 39 percent of the shoppers.®® Due to the precisely calibrated inventory, customers encounter
not only a perfect representation of daily life, but also an undepletable source of organization in the midst of the
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vagaries, complications, and general innuendo of urban existence.

Overall, the 7-Eleven chain sells more food than any other retailer in Japan, outstripping even the largest superstore
chain, Lawson.? Many Tokyo residents visit the convenience store several times a day, using it as an extension of their
own refrigerators. To the store, customers and products are all the same, data that is captured, analyzed, and reshuf-
fled. Perfectly value free, so it seems, the store emulates diversity and change in a regime of utmost control.

Increasingly, the stores become hubs for other kinds of information. 7-Eleven Japan pioneered the electronic payment
of electric and gas bills in its stores. The company asks no payment for this service, but invests the money for the time
it is in its network. Subsequently, the service has been expanded to include payment of life insurance premiums, televi-
sion and telephone bills, as well as other utilities. Customers far prefer the in-store service to that of a bank, and in fis-
cal year 1994 over ten million such electronic payments were made.*® The electronic network can also be used to ensure
the delivery of fresh flowers or made-to-order lunch boxes. In the future, regulations are expected to be eased for the
convenience stores' handling of pharmaceuticals and travel-related services.?” Already, mail-order companies do business
through the convenience stores, their extended opening hours a clear advantage over the post offices that also serve as
a venue for catalogues. Freemans of London, working in cooperation with the Japanese credit card company Nippon
Shimpan, has placed catalogues in eight hundred A.m./e.M. stores.®

Convenience stores have developed into a one-stop urban amenity, an interface of urban life with the flow of infor-
mation. Like the goods themselves, they are sensors by which this flow perceives the environment and through which it
evolves; they are anchors for the increasing amount of intangible qualities that brands sell, substrate for “added value.”

information ~ city. Whereas real estate advertisements once focused on proximity to a train station or a public bath
house, the location of a convenience store has now become the measure of desirability in the urban environment. To ensure
stability, the expansion policy of 7-Eleven Japan is based upon a market dominance strategy built around clusters of fifty or
sixty stores. The company recruits store owners and converts their stores, following a strict long-term contract. Through
such local saturation and clustering, 7-Eleven Japan gains a high-density market presence and thus improves advertising
and distribution systems, heightens brand awareness, increases the efficiency of franchisee support, and prevents com-
petitor entrance into the local areas. Thus despite a large number of stores, 7-Eleven Japan is still present in only twenty-
one of Japan’s forty-seven prefectures.* Lawson, on the other hand, has a strategy of nationwide coverage, building brand
awareness over the entire country. Currently, even though the difference in performance between chain stores and inde-
pendent convenience stores is minute, the number of small stores is in rapid decline.*®

But the franchises are part of an even larger system. Convenience stores in Japan are highly consolidated.*' The top
three chains—7-Eleven owned by Ito-Yokado, Lawson by Daiei, and FamilyMart by Saison—account for over half the
market, 7-Eleven being the market leader with approximately a one-third share. All the big corporations have an entire
array of retail formats, ranging from department stores to supermarkets, from banks to insurance companies. Saison’s
founder, Tsutsumi Seiji, has described the corporation as a rhizome, the horizontal underground plant stem (conduit for
ideas) for the core-company shoots above.* As the convenience stores are linked by a network of shared information,
so are the larger constituents of these conglomerates. Moreover, companies with similar attitudes tend to enter into
strategic alliances and exchange data much like “electronic keiretsu.” In 1990 7-Eleven Japan acquired the bankrupt
American Southland Corporation—owner of 7-Eleven America from which Ito-Yokado purchased its area franchise in
1974—revamping it according to Japanese principles. It has reimported a system that has been streamlined in the
metabolism of Japan and is connecting it to the networks of American counterparts. Much of the distribution is being
handled by the Wal-Mart subsidiary McLane Company, which is, itself, interesting to Ito-Yokado.*

At one level, the structure of a city can be perceived by its blocks, roads, and parks. On a different level, the city can be
seen as a composition of convenience stores, each one ever so slightly affecting rental and real estate values in its sur-
roundings. These chain stores overlay a new network of points onto the city, a network whose mode of expansion and con-
traction is much freer and more elastic compared to the physical structure of the city. Deceptively mundane, the stores are
ephemeral polling and pollinating organs, transient fruit-bodies of information. Behind the scenes, the information net-
works are increasingly integrated, connecting the store to a worldwide repository of proprietary data and know-how. By
investing in Bit Structures—the underlying metabolism—rather than inventory, production, or large real estate, 7-Eleven
Japan is able continuously to update in an environment of rapid obsolescence and to follow any shift in the landscape of
shopping (- Bit Structures). It represents a system that can follow the metabolism of the city, with ease and even profit.
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The Metabolists attempted an expression of the collective, a proposition for the coexistence of technology and man
and for a Japanese form of modernist individualism.* They proposed group forms and megastructures to gain concep-
tual control and to achieve formal coherence in a city of accelerated modernization. But as captives of the ideal of single
concept and sole agent and as producers of form, they were confined to mere representation. Tokyo's convenience stores
conjure an urbanism where capital acts in the city almost without friction, where a corporation achieves coherence of con-
cept and identity in the urban realm with relative ease by means of information and brand management and where diver-
sity and freedom of choice is represented (rather than truly enabled) by the anticipation and creation of desire. The net-
work is oblivious to actual content and impermeable to individual intervention, yet constantly fine-tuning itself to the
metabolism of the city. It is the Metabolists’ dream in its starkest, most pragmatic, and so far most successful implemen-
tation. The problem of the Metabolists was that they were architects.
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