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The Origin of Local Governments
with Capacity for Comprehensive Administration

Toshiya KITAYAMA

In the last article of mine, I argued that the postwar Japanese local govern-
ments could be best characterized as the one with capacity for comprehen-
sive administration. Here I attempt to analyze the origins of it by tracing the
historical development of central-local relations.

Influenced by the Prussian central-local relations, Meiji Oligarchs institu-
tionalized its own intergovernmental system in 1880s. The center of the sys-
tem is the Home Ministry and the centrally appointed Prefects in the
prefectures. With the impact of socio-economic changes, the system went
under stress and responded so that the more governmental functions could
be carried out by the municipalities. Subsidies and fiscal equalization fol-
lowed along with the demand from towns and villages. Throughout the proc-
ess, the importance of the municipalities in the implementation of the overall
public policies increased.

The system was challenged by other ministries and cabinet. The former
wanted to establish its own field agencies in order to avoid the Home
Ministries and Prefects. The latter attempted to create regional government
institution thereby abolishing the prefectures. Both of these attempts failed
and prefectures and municipalities was firmly established.

I argue that this period was a critical conjuncture, which affected the post-
war development of the governmental system, in which municipalities and
prefectures have been very instrumental in carrying out the important poli-
cies. They came to possess the capacity for comprehensive administration.
In order to fully understand the development, however, the postwar reforms
need to be examined. This is to be done so in the next article.
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