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ABSTRACT 

The international sex trafficking trade is a multi-billion-dollar enterprise that reaps enormous 
profits from the exploitation of the human body, where human beings become nothing more than 
a vendible good. Sex work is not unique to Japan, however what sets Japan apart from the rest of 
the world is its established sex industry that takes place within the public sphere despite its 
illegality. Although the topic of human trafficking has recently garnered greater attention and 
responses within scholarship, related literature has experienced only marginal developments over 
time, leaving the magnitude of the problem unknown. Prior studies of human trafficking in Japan 
have primarily examined the experiences of female victims and implications for domestic policy. 
However, neither in Japan nor overseas has there been adequate study of the demand for the sex 
trade, including men who purchase the services of women in the sex industry, and this topic is 
crucial in understanding the full scope of the issue. This paper expands the notion that the sex 
industry and human trafficking should be understood as a culturally embedded problem within 
Japan. This paper also exposes the gaps that exist between government discourse and lack of policy 
action, which has enabled a market economy with minimal risk of punishment and rife with great 
demand for the sexual services of women. I demonstrate that Japanese laws and public perceptions 
are trapped in fixed interpretations regarding sex and prostitution that have undergone insignificant 
changes over time and allow for human trafficking in Japan to continue at alarming rates. 
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Introduction 

 This paper examines historical, cultural, and social aspects that affect the current state of 

the commercial sex industry and anti-trafficking efforts in Japan. Japan is a destination, source, 

and transit country for women subjected to forced labor and sex trafficking, and it also has a 

thriving sex industry amounting to $24 billion each year (Havocscope Global Black Market 

Information; The Japan Times). Japan has long been the target of criticism from international and 

domestic women’s organizations and non-governmental organizations as a major democratic 

nation that accepts and supports the sexual exploitation of women. Many scholars argue that 

human trafficking has not been adequately addressed in Japan because of the complicit relationship 

between the yakuza and the government. However, there is a limitation with this conventional 

view: the yakuza alone cannot explain the government’s permissibility to the ongoing trafficking 

problem. In this thesis, I critique the previous literature for being incomplete and highlight culture 

and economic demand as key factors in Japan’s sex trade. Prior studies of the sex industry and 

human trafficking in Japan have primarily examined the supply side of the equation: how 

organized criminal networks recruit, transfer, and exploit their victims. However, there has not 

been adequate study of the demand side of the equation, or the consumers of the sex trade in Japan, 

and this topic is crucial in understanding the full scope of the issue.  

 As such, my research sheds light on the cultural and historical components that enable the 

sex industry to thrive and human trafficking to continue. Sex work is not unique to Japan. 

However, what sets Japan apart from the rest of the world is its established sex industry that takes 

place within the public sphere despite its illegality, and despite a traditional emphasis on modesty 

and privacy. When looking back on the traditional practices of the geisha, it becomes apparent that 
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Japanese men have historically sought sexual relations from women other than their wives and that 

sexual delights were not a taboo. Today’s nighttime entertainment businesses and red light districts 

are reminiscent of the geisha culture and are considered an integral part of mainstream Japanese 

life. Business deals are made and clients are entertained at these bars, and they are often a place 

for businessmen to blow off steam after work. The traditional conception of love and sex, which 

flourished in prewar Japan, remains prevalent and established within society under modern 

capitalist industries as a commodity and a necessity.  

 This paper examines the prevalence of human trafficking in Japan by first discussing the 

literature on the history of sex and prostitution in the country. My qualitative research is informed 

by an examination into trends and the nature of gendered relations that have persisted throughout 

Japan’s history. I then expose the gaps that exist between government discourse and lack of policy 

action, which has enabled a market economy with minimal risk of punishment and rife with great 

demand for the sexual services of women. By illuminating the world of the sex industry through 

cultural and historical perspectives, I demonstrate that Japanese laws and public perceptions are 

trapped in fixed interpretations regarding sex and prostitution that have undergone insignificant 

changes over time. Accordingly, this paper provides a critical analysis into Japan’s abuse of 

cultural relativism in enabling human trafficking to continue. 
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1. History of Sex Work in Japan 

 In central Tokyo, locals and tourists alike pass by sex industry businesses every day. Far 

from being sequestered to certain neighborhoods, the sex industry has always been a part of the 

everyday urban geography of Japanese cities. Sex industry businesses are densely packed in 

between other businesses such as convenience stores, arcades, and bars. To gain a better 

understanding of the modern commercial sex industry in Japan and why it remains engrained in 

the public sphere, it is imperative to look into Japan’s history of transactional sex. 

 

 

History of Sex Trafficking in Japan (Pre-1945) 

 
 
 
 

 The involvement of the Japanese state in prostitution dates back over four hundred years, 

much longer than that of any other nation (Ringdal 2003, 237). Japan’s system of state-sanctioned 

prostitution in the prewar era was based on the inspection, certification, and licensing of brothels 

and women in amusement and entertainment quarters. A defining feature of the Japanese system 

of prostitution was its dependence on a legalized form of bondage. During the Edo period (1603-

1868), women in the amusement quarters were considered commodities sold by their parents to 

brothels and then resold by owners and transferred from one sex venue to another. This system 

remained intact for the most part even when Japan dismantled the feudal regime and began 

building a modern state in 1868 (Onozawa et al. 2018, 7). In the mid-nineteenth century, young 

women, or karayuki-san, began to be smuggled out of Japan and sold to brothels in neighboring 

countries (Tanaka 2001, 167). Shortly after the Meiji Restoration, the number of karayuki-san 

increased rapidly. Within the following few decades, greater numbers of karayuki-san were 

trafficked across the world, and their destinations included various parts of Southeast Asia, India, 

Australia, Hawaii, the east coast of the U.S., and even Cape Town, South Africa.  
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 Before the Meiji Restoration in 1868, the Japanese did not share Western views about the 

impurity of sexual relations, which were generally based on Christian values. Edwin O. Reischauer 

describes sex in Japanese culture as follows: “The Japanese do not share Western views about the 

sinfulness of sexual relations. To them they have always seemed a natural phenomenon, like 

eating, which is to be enjoyed in its proper place.” Most of those who could afford it would frequent 

the entertainment quarters of large towns and cities, where men would be entertained by 

conversations, dancing and singing, and the sexual attractions of professionally trained women. 

These women ranged from standard prostitutes to famous courtesans who required careful 

courting. It was women of this latter type who came to be known in the nineteenth century as 

geisha and still exist in contemporary Japan in very small numbers (Reischauer 1995, 175-177). 

 By the early twentieth century, Japan sought to align itself with Western values by 

eliminating brothels, reducing the recruitment of women into the sex industry, and by bringing 

home karayuki-san working overseas in an attempt to modernize. But as the Second World War 

broke out, Japan went in the opposite direction, adopting a policy of forced recruitment to brothels 

(Ringdal 2003, 326). The comfort women system that the Japanese Imperial Army established in 

China in the early 1930s quickly expanded to almost every corner of the Asia-Pacific region. It 

became the largest and most elaborate system of trafficking and forced prostitution of women in 

the history of mankind (Tanaka 2001, 167). Given the lack of official documentation, estimating 

the total number of women has been difficult. Scholarly estimates of the number of comfort women 

during this time range from 20,000 to 400,000, the majority of whom were Korean and Chinese 

(Hata 1993; Su 1999). Yoshiaki Yoshimi also demonstrates that Japanese, Filipino, Burmese, 

Indonesian, Dutch, and Australian women were held as sex slaves (Yoshimi 2000). In 1930s Japan, 

a common view was that the men who were in the Japanese Imperial Army were among the 
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nation’s most vigorous young men, considered to be at the peak of their sexual energy and in need 

for a way to release it. They lived in a very controlled environment, and sex was a favorite topic, 

closely associated with the release of stress. Furthermore, it was believed that the discipline, as 

well as the line of command, were strengthened if the soldiers could have a sexual release. In 

1930s and 1940s Japan, there existed a prevailing view that a man’s worth as a soldier was linked 

to their sexual organ, and other sex-related myths existed within the army (Ringdal 2004, 322).  

 Following Japan’s surrender and the U.S. occupation of Japan, the Japanese government 

feared that American soldiers would rape Japanese women. This anxiety came out of the possibility 

of mass rape such as that committed by Japanese troops against civilians in occupied territories 

during the war. To deal with this threat, they decided to set up brothels for the occupation troops. 

According to a New York Times article, the Cabinet Office met six days after Japan’s surrender not 

to discuss the aftermath of the atomic bombings, but to address American “sex-starved soldiers.” 

The Government quietly set up a front organization called the Recreation and Amusement 

Association (Tokushu Ian Shisetsu Kyokai) to establish brothels and asked patriotic Japanese 

women to sacrifice themselves as “comfort women” for the Americans (The New York Times 

1995). This system was dismantled by the Allied armed forces and in 1956 prostitution was 

outlawed under the Prostitution Prevention Law. However, “prostitution” was narrowly defined as 

sexual intercourse with the promise of compensation, which enabled a wide range of sexual acts 

to remain outside the purview of the law, resulting in the establishment of a variety of sex 

entertainment businesses such as hostess clubs, cabaret clubs, nude theaters, peeping rooms, and 

compensated dating. Today, these businesses fall under the Law on Control and Improvement of 

Amusement Businesses (hereinafter, the Entertainment Business Law), which regulates the types 

of services they may provide. However anti-prostitution provisions are difficult to enforce as many 
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businesses in theory do not include sexual intercourse among their services but evade legal 

sanctions through false advertisements or by arranging for sexual activities off premises.   

 While Japan’s system of sexual slavery during the war and state-sponsored brothels to 

prevent mass rape by American soldiers is beyond the scope of this paper, it is important to 

recognize the existence of institutionalized sexual servitude because it highlights a nexus of 

tolerance towards such practices in Japan. 
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2. Global Capitalism and Sex 

 There is a large literature on sex, capitalism, and the global division of labor concerning 

the commodification of women’s labor. The growing links between global migration patterns and 

economic survival for people living in developing countries have prompted both men and women 

to seek work in more prosperous parts of the world. However, the dark side of globalization and 

transmigration is the pattern whereby millions of women from poor countries in the south migrate 

to do the work that affluent women are not willing to do, which includes child care, homemaking, 

and sex. This trend resulted from a “world-wide gender revolution” in which female employment 

has increased dramatically since the 1970s. This shift generated a demand for women from the 

Third World to do “women’s work” in more affluent countries (Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2002, 

4-8).  

 Some scholars have conveyed that human trafficking is an unfortunate consequence of the 

free market system and open borders, arguing that societies with globalized markets and favorable 

policies to the trade of goods and services are more prone to engage in the trading of humans 

(Hoang 2015, 5). However, it is important to note that while the conventional literature related to 

human trafficking highlights the forced relocation of women, much of modern-day slavery and 

trafficking results from manipulation and deception of hopeful migrants. In many cases, traffickers 

promise migrants greater economic opportunity than they would have at home. The new and 

commercialized global economy enables transnational organizations and actors in developed 

countries to transport capital, goods, services, and labor across borders with relative ease. In the 

context of human trafficking, capital, goods, services, and labor become one: “an unpaid or poorly 

paid person becomes a commodity that can be used again and again for accumulating profit” 

(Zarembka, 2002, 144). Indeed, since the 1980s a number of feminist scholars have argued that 
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men objectify women by perceiving them as “things” rather than human beings, fostering a 

stereotype of women as sexual subordinates of men (MacKinnon 1987; LeMoncheck 1985).  

 According to Ara Wilson, who examined the political economy of sexuality through sex 

shows for foreigners in Thailand, “capitalist modes of accumulation have always been intertwined 

with modes of intimacy and pleasure” (Wilson 2010, 53). That is, sex work is built on capitalist 

foundations. Increased cash flow means more opportunities for men to engage with women 

through financial transactions. In hostess clubs*, male clients are able to present themselves as 

successful businessmen interacting with attractive women. This image becomes an object of desire 

to be bought in hostess clubs, and intimacy becomes a commodity for sale. However this begs the 

question of why there is a demand for “imported” sexual partners in more affluent countries. Part 

of the reason lies in the fact that migrants generally take on some of the least desirable work. 

Moreover, some of the demand stems from the fantasies and lure of “exotic” women from the 

developing world, where they can be purchased as inexpensive commodities (Brennan 2002, 156). 

Nonetheless, the labor of women from Third World countries is used to cheaply furnish the 

capitalist bourgeois lifestyle of male-dominant First World countries. 

 Japan provides a compelling case to investigate the complex affair of economic growth and 

the sex trade. There has been little scholarly attention paid to the palpable link between corporate 

culture and sex work, which can be traced back to the 1960s. Scholars such as Anne Allison 

provide a compelling rationale for Japan’s expansive networks of sex industry businesses where 

women are paid to talk to men, flirt with them, and sexually appeal to them for the purpose of 

corporate entertainment. Indeed, the growth of Japan’s commercial sex industry has had a 

	
* For the purpose of this paper, I use the term “hostess clubs” to refer to the various types of sex 
entertainment businesses and trades where women are paid to talk, flirt, and sexually appeal to men. 
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complementary relationship with the country’s economic growth in the postwar era. Sheila Jeffreys 

describes “the practice of providing prostitution as an ordinary accompaniment to business has 

been strongly developed in Japan” (Jeffreys 2008, 141). For the first time since the prewar era, 

middle class Japanese men were able to financially afford the services of women the same way 

their predecessors did with geishas. According to historian Ann Waswo, men began to spend most 

of their after-work or leisure hours at hostess bars with their coworkers (Waswo 1996, 93). 

Reischauer further elaborates: 
 

 

“Very commonly a group of [Japanese] men from work will stop on their way home 

at one or more of the myriad bars that are a feature of all cities. Here the bar hostesses, 

the successors to the geisha tradition, engage them in amusing conversation, skillfully 

tickle their male egos, and afford an atmosphere of sexual titillation, which can lead 

to more serious involvements and for some bar girls to a more prosperous and stable 

life as a mistress or even a wife.” (Reischauer 1995, 179)  

 

 

 In explaining why men visit hostess clubs, Allison describes hostess clubs as a place for 

men to bond with other men with hostesses functioning as objects to strengthen these relationships. 

Japanese men generally have two objectives when they bring clients or colleagues to hostess bars. 

The first is to create a sense of comradeship with clients or colleagues and the second is to flatter 

clients and to woo them into doing business (Allison 1994). Whether customers visit clubs in a 

group or alone, displays of masculinity are part of the daily rituals in hostess clubs. As well as 

wanting to participate in male rituals, customers, regardless of class, also visit hostess clubs for 

the thrill of romance. Hostess bars offer a safe space to explore one’s sexuality, and to be 

recognized and treated as a sexual being worthy of intimacy and recognition. Rather than heading 
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straight to brothels, it is common for men to frequent hostess bars not for the physical act of sex, 

but for the emotional and sexual intimacy offered by women. Given the lack of a so-called “hook 

up culture” in modern Japan and the conventional image of Japanese men as being unassertive and 

passive when it comes to “making the first move,” hostess bars provide opportunities for men to 

feel admired and wanted.  

 In fact, rapid economic growth and the popularization of corporate entertaining in Japan in 

the 1960s resulted in a surge of demand for venues offering hostesses and other types of female 

entertainers, and Japan’s sex industry came to be populated by venues like hostess bars, cabaret 

clubs, and massage parlors (Norma 2011, 515). A Yomiuri newspaper article in May 1961 reported 

that the number of hostess venues had experienced a rapid increase over the past year and that 

there was a shortage of women working in the industry (Yomiuri Shimbun 1965a). In the same 

month, another article in the Yomiuri newspaper reported that the number of girls’ bars increased 

fivefold within the past year (Yomiuri Shimbun 1965b). Koushi Shimokawa highlights that the 

shortage of hostesses across the country prompted organized criminal networks, the yakuza, to 

traffic Japanese women out of Tokyo and foreign women into Japan (Shimokawa 2007). 

According to Caroline Norma, both Japanese and trafficked foreign women were influential in 

fostering the now famous miracle of postwar economic growth (Norma 2011, 513). Hostess clubs 

provided comfortable settings where male rituals related to drinking and camaraderie facilitated 

social relationships, which greased the wheels for securing capital deals in Japan.  
 

 

Transnational Dynamics of Japan’s Sex Industry  

 
 
 
 

 Like most countries, the sex industry in Japan has a transnational dimension. Since the 

1960s, Japanese men have frequented hostess bars as a part of their business practices, but 

beginning in the early 1970s this custom extended abroad. During this time, the tourist industry in 
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Japan grew as the strength of the yen increased and Japanese citizens had increasing amounts of 

disposable cash correlating with the country’s economic advancements. The increase in tourism 

was closely connected to prostitution in East and Southeast Asia. In the 1970s and 1980s, sex 

tourism was a significant business, with big Japanese companies arranging for their workers to go 

on these tours [see Appendix A] (Kaplan and Dubro 2012, 233). According to Yayori Matsui, a 

senior staff writer for the Asahi newspaper who investigated sex-tour operators, Japanese men 

originally traveled to Taiwan because they could enjoy cheap sex with local women in areas where 

Japanese was still spoken. However, the re-establishment of diplomatic relations between Japan 

and China in 1972 cut direct flights between Tokyo and Taipei, prompting travel agents to funnel 

sex-tour packages to Seoul instead (Matsui 1993). Japanese men were arguably behind the 

expansion of the prostitution sector in South Korea in the early 1970s when they traveled there in 

large numbers on sex tours (Takahashi 1974, 516). This was soon followed by sex tours to 

Southeast Asian countries in the 1980s (Kaplan and Dubro 2012, 233). According to David Kaplan 

and Alec Dubro, Japanese men would travel to cheap brothels abroad where the yakuza would act 

as intermediaries to introduce them to local pimps or take them to local clubs.  

 According to a 1981 Yomiuri newspaper article, 85 percent of male travelers during this 

period were on business trips organized by their companies. During these trips, businessmen took 

rental buses to hostess clubs at various times throughout the day (Yomiuri Shimbun 1981). Indeed, 

a New York Times article from 1979 reports that men “travel[ed] mainly to buy sex at clubs, 

brothels and hotels, paying about $300 to $400 for four-day trips, not including erotic extras.” The 

article traces a group of women campaigning against the sex tours at the then-newly constructed 

international airport at Narita. One female activist cited that “the men troop off to the developing 

countries of Southeast Asia and former colonies where they feel like big shots again – and the 
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women go for the beaches and the shops of the Avenue de L’Opera” (The New York Times 1979). 

Figure I, below, illustrates the rapid growth in Japanese tourists traveling abroad over a 10-year 

period beginning in 1971. The number of men between the ages of 25-49 far outnumbers the 

number of women in the same age range traveling overseas.  

Table 1. Japanese Overseas Travelers Between 1971 and 1982 

 
 

Year Men 
 (ages 25-49) 

Women 
(ages 25-49) 

Total  
(ages 25-49) 

Total 
% Change 

1971 487,261 101,063 588,324 - 
1972 726,920 158,085 885,005 50% 
1973 1,269,162 247,674 1,516,836 71% 
1974 1,274,739 287,183 1,561,922 3% 
1975 1,331,439 317,627 1,648,772 6% 
1976 1,522,838 360,627 1,883,465 14% 
1977 1,670,541 401,131 2,071,672 10% 
1978 1,851,178 448,526 2,299,704 11% 
1979 2,045,590 540,587 2,586,177 12% 
1980 1,906,877 552,635 2,459,512 -5% 
1981 1,863,467 587,079 2,450,546 -0.01% 
1982 1,850.145 614,007 2,464,152 0.01% 

 Source: Japanese National Tourism Organization; e-Stat   

 

 While there is no publicly available data on destination countries of Japanese overseas 

travelers during this time, Figure I indicates that the number of male travelers peaked in 1979 

before declining around the same time that the Japanese government and tourist agencies began to 

receive international and domestic backlash for sponsoring sex tours. The number of female 

overseas travelers, on the other hand, continued to steadily increase. Demonstrations and protests 

across the region forced the Japanese government to condone the national embarrassment, leading 

to Japanese travel agencies pledging to enquire into the conducts of their organized sex tours 

(Asahi Shimbun 1980). Moreover, by the late 1980s, oil prices were rising, increasing the cost of 

sending Japanese men abroad for sex tourism. Lingering economic stagnation soon became 

coupled with public opposition to the Japanese sex tours in East and Southeast Asia.  
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 However, this did not cease Japanese demand for foreign women. As international and 

domestic criticism halted most sex tours, the yakuza turned to the international trafficking of 

women. They began to lure tens of thousands of impoverished women throughout Asia with the 

promise of economic opportunity. Thus, as the number of Japanese tourists overseas slumped, 

foreign women began to arrive in Japan in large numbers, many of them victims of the yakuza 

organizing the trafficking of women (Matsui 1993). An Asahi newspaper article from 1981 

highlights the “importation” of foreign women to Japan, particularly from the Philippines, 

Thailand, Taiwan, and Korea. According to the article, many women entered on entertainment 

visas to work as hostesses or strippers across the entire country, from “city clubs” to “rural hot 

springs” (Asahi Shimbun 1981). While many women entered Japan at their own discretion, the 

yakuza also aided in the importation of foreign women (Kaplan and Dubro 2012, 238). This 

phenomenon is noted with the caveat that “sex trafficking” and “sex work” cannot be equated with 

each other, even considering the great difficulty in drawing a clear line between choice and 

coercion, especially with economic migrants. 

 Several factors explain this development. A 1984 New York Times article highlights that 

“some experts think the importation of women from elsewhere in Asia was intended to offset 

setbacks suffered by travel companies specializing in packaged ‘sex tours’ for Japanese 

businessmen” (The New York Times 1984). Indeed, Hiroshi Komai makes note of the high demand 

for women to fill positions in the sex industry and the fact that foreign women are often turned to 

as a source to fill these positions, as Japanese women typically do not work in sex establishments 

unless they are higher-class establishments (Komai 2010). According to Gail Pheterson, in some 

societies, women’s social worth and rights as citizens are based on their ability to adhere to 

respectable standards by distancing themselves from occupations such as prostitution. For women, 



 14 

this means defining oneself in opposition to everything that sex work is thought to represent: 

promiscuity and immorality (Pheterson 1993). In a country like Japan where conformity and 

adherence to social norms are held in high esteem, women are less likely to deviate from 

conventional expectations of citizenry. As such, the void left by the shortage of female sex workers 

created an opportunity for traffickers to recruit and subject foreign women to these positions 

because of high demand.  

 Another argument for why there was a great demand for foreign women is that men’s 

sexual expectations are driven by ethnic stereotypes of the “exotic.” When Japanese men traveled 

to East and Southeast Asia on sex tours, they experienced a feeling of surrealism when engaging 

with the “otherness” of foreign prostitutes. From this experience a pattern emerged whereby once 

sex workers of a particular ethnic origin began working in Japan (whether as trafficked victims or 

by choice), a market for this particular “type” of sex worker was established. This in turn generated 

demand which employers and third parties (recruiters or transporters) were willing to fill (Roby 

and Tanner 2009, 95). For example, in Japan there is an increasing number of hostess clubs with 

Filipina women and massage parlors filled with Thai women due to the saturation of women from 

these countries in the sex industry. 
 

 

 

Economics of the Sex Trade 

 
 
 
 

 Traffickers operate in a market economy based on the laws of supply and demand, and in 

particular, due to high profitability and minimal risk. The net profit margin of sex trafficking makes 

it one of the most profitable businesses in the world. Moreover, the low risk stems from lack of 

political will to enforce adequate domestic legislation for criminal prosecution. Elizabeth Wheaton 

et al. argue that because economic models are generally simplifications of reality, they may not 
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fully explain the human trafficking market in its complexity. However, economic models are 

useful to model the market for human trafficking, which is built on the supply and demand of 

exploitable sex (Wheaton et al. 2010, 116). Indeed, in the market system where human trafficking 

for sexual exploitation occurs, victims are treated as commodities that are bought, sold, and used 

over and over again for profit. Demand for sex is highly elastic, meaning that an increase in price 

will lead to reduction in demand, and conversely, greater quantity of individuals providing sexual 

services at lower prices will result in more customers and greater demand. 

 An economic market is a system where decisions are guided by the “demand” of the buyers 

and the “supply” sold by the producers either directly or through an intermediary. In this context, 

the yakuza operate as intermediaries to supply sex labor where there is demand. The yakuza 

generally procure their “supply” (victims) from source markets where there are high rates of 

vulnerability, often due to poverty and lack of employment opportunities. The yakuza are able to 

sell victims for a high cost due to the high demand of their services in Japan. Kevin Bales argues, 

“consumers of trafficked victims operate within a moral economy that allows them to rationalize 

this activity” (Bales 2018, 1661). This moral economy may not be dominant in a cultural or legal 

context, but in a sub-culture that continues to allow for the exploitation of trafficked individuals 

(Bales 2003, 4). Indeed, Alexis Aronowitz and Anneke Koning argue that “demand is heavily 

influenced not only by prices, cost, and revenues, but also by social and cultural contexts, attitudes 

and practices within a country, and is more prevalent among certain occupational groups” 

(Aronowitz and Koning 2014, 674). Social establishments such as hostess clubs within Japanese 

society contribute to the country’s open sexual culture, and the sex industry generates substantial 

profits for those who are involved. This business is supported by consumers who cultivate 

“demand” for female entertainers and “consume the products.” 
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 One can examine the degree to which a society condones transactional sex by the 

percentage of men who purchase sex. This figure certainly varies among countries and is 

dependent on domestic culture and norms. According to a study conducted by researchers at the 

non-profit ProCon.org, approximately 37 percent of men have purchased sex in Japan, ranking 

fifth highest in the world after Cambodia, Thailand, Italy, and Spain (ProCon.org). Indeed, the 

normalization of transactional sex in Japan has created a culture of social acceptance for men to 

join business associates or friends for a visit to hostess clubs or to purchase the company of female 

entertainers.   
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3. Political Implications of Domestic Regulation 

 Despite passing laws democratically and ratifying international treaties, the Japanese 

government struggles with adequately fulfilling their national and international obligations. 

Countries can democratically pass laws and actively participate in shaping international norms and 

standards, but failure to properly implement such measures can cause citizens to lack proper 

understanding about their intended impact. That is, when citizens have misunderstandings about 

what a law requires, there is a clear disconnect between what the public perceives and what is 

expected of them. As such, this section examines gaps between government discourse and policy 

action and highlights how the lack of political will enables sexual exploitation and trafficking to 

persist in Japan. 
 

 

Recent Developments   

 
 

 In 2001, the United States Department of State (DOS) released its first Trafficking in 

Persons (TIP) Report, which placed countries in three tiers based on whether or not they met the 

“minimum standards for the elimination of trafficking” (U.S. Department of State 2001). Countries 

were placed in Tier 1 if they fully complied with minimum standards; Tier 2 if they did not yet 

fully comply with the minimum standards but were making efforts to do so; and Tier 3 if they did 

not fully comply with minimum standards and were not making efforts to do so. Japan was placed 

in Tier 2 and remained there until 2004, when the DOS placed it as a Tier 2 “Special Watch List” 

country in its TIP report, effectively placing Japan between Tier 2 and Tier 3, the lowest tier in the 

report (U.S. Department of State 2004). The DOS and the International Labor Organization widely 

circulated the 2004 TIP Report in the media, further damaging Japan’s international reputation 

(Okamura and Ogasawara 2005, 4). 
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 In response, the Japanese government immediately established the Inter-Ministerial 

Liaison Committee for Anti-Trafficking Policy Development. Members included the Cabinet 

Secretariat; the Cabinet Office; the National Police Agency; the Ministry of Justice; the Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs; the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology; the 

Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare; the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries; and 

the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (Inter-Ministerial Liaison Committee for Anti-

Trafficking Policy Development 2018). This Anti-Trafficking Committee produced the “Human 

Trafficking Action Plan” in December 2004, which initiated several changes in domestic law and 

regulations in order to redeem itself from the 2004 TIP Report classification. Several revisions 

were made to the Penal Code such that it now includes statutes against buying and selling human 

beings, the transport of kidnapped persons into Japan (previously it had only dealt with the 

transport of kidnapped persons out of Japan), and the transfer of kidnapped persons across Japan 

(Penal Code Article 226-2; 226-3; 227). Amendments were also made to the Entertainment 

Business Law including revisions to Article 4-1-2 which now states that any establishment where 

human trafficking is discovered could have their business permits revoked or suspended. 

Additionally, Article 36-2 now requires business owners employing foreign workers to verify 

immigration status and age of their workers. Finally, the Immigration Control and Refugee 

Recognition Act was amended to grant special residence permission to victims of trafficking who 

entered Japan through means other than their own.  

 Immediately after the action plan was implemented in early 2005, there was a sudden 

increase in the number of traffickers arrested, but those numbers have recently returned to pre-

2005 levels (see Figure II below). One possibility as to why this occurred is that there was a boost 
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of awareness and focus on the issue of human trafficking after the adoption of the action plan, but 

that it almost immediately dissipated (Hepburn and Simon 2013, 54).  
 
 
 

                              
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Arrest Records After Implementation of Human Trafficking Action Plan 

 

 

Source: Inter-Ministerial Liaison Committee for Anti-Trafficking Policy Development 2018 

 

 Despite meager arrest records, the DOS lifted Japan into Tier 1 for the first time in its 2018 

TIP Report, citing the country’s increased efforts in combating child sex trafficking and in creating 

oversight mechanisms for its Technical Intern Training Program, a government-run work training 

program for foreign nationals in Japan (U.S. Department of State 2018, 244). Yet regardless of the 

various measures taken against human trafficking, traffickers and employers continue to prey on 

migrant women and very few perpetrators are investigated, prosecuted, and penalized for their 

roles in trafficking and mistreating women. This is illustrated through the small number of 

convictions for trafficking in persons in Japan, as illustrated in Figure III below, which highlights 

the number of most recent arrest cases, arrested persons, and number of victims identified. In 2017, 

courts prosecuted 26 individuals and convicted 23, of which six received only fines, 12 received 

suspended sentences, and five were actually incarcerated (U.S. Department of State 2018, 245).  
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Table 2. Arrests of Trafficking Offenders, 2014 – 2018 

 
 

 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 
Arrest Cases 32 44 44 46 36 

Arrested 
Persons 33 42 46 30 40 

Victims 24 49 46 42 25 
Source: National Police Agency 
Note: The numbers above are most likely a small fraction of the actual number of offenders and victims. 
Some estimates suggest that the number of foreign victims can be as high as 100,000 (Kaplan and Dubro 
2012, 239) 
 

 While sex and labor trafficking are criminalized under Japanese law, penalties are evidently 

mild and are not commensurate for such crimes, thus hindering the government’s ability to fully 

prosecute traffickers. Like any law-abiding citizen, criminals operate as rational economic actors, 

and when there is a risk-free opportunity to generate enormous profits, they will capitalize on it. 

The Japanese government’s demonstrated lack of regulation lowers the probability of both 

traffickers and consumers of getting caught, which in turn encourages greater participation in the 

sex trade. This is a critical factor driving the demand for foreign women through human trafficking 

networks. A victim can typically generate between 300 to 500 percent or more in investment 

returns (Kara 2011, 69). In terms of risk, anti-trafficking laws and regulations in Japan are limited, 

making the risk of exploiting trafficked women almost non-existent. That is, the costs of getting 

caught exploiting an individual for sex is so small when weighed against the enormous profits that 

a trafficker or employer can generate. A Human Rights Watch investigation has found that while 

club and bar employers have sometimes been charged with certain offences, such as failing to 

register their businesses, employing illegal migrants, or offering prostitution services to customers, 

law enforcement has rarely pursued investigations for more serious crimes, such as violence 

against female entertainers.  
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Government Terminology  

 
 
 
 

 It is important to pay special attention to the terminology used by the Japanese government 

when referencing the human trafficking issue. For example, Japan classifies human trafficking as 

a “transnational threat,” equating it to illegal immigration rather than a human rights issue. 

Moreover, Japan does not have a comprehensive anti-trafficking statute that incorporates 

definitions in line with international standards. For example, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 

the Ministerial Committee for Crime Control, among other government ministries, uses the term 

jinshin torihiki (人身取引), instead of jinshin baibai (人身売買), referring to trafficking for 

various purposes including sex, labor, and organ trade, while the latter specifically refers to 

violence and sexual exploitation against women. The issue is generally listed under the category 

for illegal entry and illegal stay in government documents, suggesting that human trafficking 

remains an immigration issue (Ministerial Committee for Crime Control).  

 Additionally, the National Police Agency (NPA) includes a page on its website dedicated 

to informing the public about human trafficking: what it is, what measures are in place, and how 

to contact the police. However, some of the factual information provided is misleading. For 

example, the NPA suggests that the average citizen can detect “signs of human trafficking” by 

identifying the following scenarios (National Police Agency):  

• In an apartment where several women live together, a station wagon comes to pick them 

up every day and takes them somewhere, returning late at night. The women do not leave 

the apartment on their own. 

• Several foreign workers are working long hours in a factory each day while getting 

yelled at. One person has a serious foot injury but has not been to the hospital. 
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• A young girl gets off a man’s car and walks into a hotel alone. She has a scar on her face 

where it looks like she was beaten. 
  

 

 While these descriptions may certainly indicate signs of forced labor, they are also 

exaggerated. Given the lucrative nature of the business, it is highly unlikely that the average 

Japanese citizen will encounter any one of the scenarios, given that traffickers and employers tend 

to be adept at hiding the status of their victims. Moreover, there is no mention of trafficking-related 

activities potentially taking place in nighttime entertainment businesses where it is more likely that 

an individual will personally encounter a trafficked or underage victim of sexual exploitation.   

 When citizens have misunderstandings about what a particular human rights issue is, there 

is disconnect in public awareness about human trafficking within Japan. What is more, when the 

government fails to properly implement anti-trafficking measures or fails to adequately prosecute 

traffickers, expectations become unclear. Ultimately, the government’s failure to carry out its anti-

trafficking measures in practice and the lack of public awareness is counter-productive to stopping 

human trafficking. 

Treatment of Victims as Illegal Migrants 

 
 
 
 
 

 In 2000, the United Nations adopted the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish 

Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, supplementing the United Nations 

Convention Against Transnational Crime (also referred to as the Palermo Protocol). The Protocol 

requires states to implement comprehensive anti-trafficking strategies to include preventative 

measures to combat trafficking in persons and to protect and assist victims of trafficking. This 

means that regardless of documentation, all foreigners in Japan are entitled to the same basic 

human rights protections under international law. These rights include protecting and assisting 
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victims of trafficking, in addition to the right to a fair trial and the right to freedom from 

discrimination. These rights are also warranted under the Constitution of Japan (particularly after 

Japan became party to the Protocol in 2017). Yet in practice, trafficking victims in Japan are often 

overlooked and are not given protection. For example, investigations are initiated when a victim 

complains. However, if the victim is found to be an undocumented migrant or a migrant who has 

overstayed their visa, they are often arrested and deported by law enforcement for violating the 

country’s immigration law. Indeed, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs outlines a process for 

protecting victims of trafficking, which highlights repatriation to home countries, with minimal 

discussion of counseling or psychological assistance (Inter-Ministerial Liaison Committee for 

Anti-Trafficking Policy Development 2018). Moreover, many foreign women enter the country 

on entertainer visas and are thus considered guests, rather than workers, and are not protected by 

Japanese labor laws (Kaplan and Dubro 2012, 239). 

 While the Japanese government has attempted to spread information about seeking help 

for victims, international organizations remain highly critical of Japan’s distribution of leaflets to 

potential victims of human trafficking, which appear to be done in a haphazard manner [see 

Appendix B]. In addition to the police, the Women’s Consulting Offices, and NGOs, the leaflet 

encourages individuals to seek help from Regional Immigration Bureaus (National Police Agency). 

Given the Japanese government’s track record of deporting victims, it is highly unlikely that 

foreign women exploited for sex work will reach out to the immigration agency, or even the police. 

As stated earlier, human trafficking in Japan has traditionally been regarded as an immigration 

issue rather than a human rights issue and as a consequence has consistently been treated that way. 

 Efforts to combat human trafficking require governments to fully abide by anti-trafficking 

measures to provide victims with strong incentives to come forward and to cooperate with law 
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enforcement. Instead of guaranteeing the safety of victims, the Japanese government has all too 

often penalized them for abuses that occurred as a result of being trafficked. Victims of trafficking 

in Japan are often deported as illegal aliens without any opportunity to seek compensation or 

counseling for the abuses they suffered and limited government resources are provided for their 

shelter, medical care, or other necessary services. Moreover, as in previous years, the Japanese 

government has continuously failed to fund trafficking-specific shelters, but chooses to fund 

Women’s Consulting Offices and shelters for victims of domestic violence (U.S. Department of 

State 2018, 246). On the other hand, since the initiation of the action plan in 2005, the Japanese 

government has provided annual funding to the International Organization for Migration (IOM) to 

financially support repatriation and reintegration of victims in their home countries. The 

government provided $222,000 in 2005, $322,000 in 2006, and $300,000 in 2007 (MOFA 2008). 

However, in the same way that awareness and arrest numbers dissipated within the first couple of 

years of the implementation of the action plan, government funding has also decreased over the 

years. In 2017, the Japanese government provided $210,000 to the IOM (Inter-Ministerial Liaison 

Committee for Anti-Trafficking Policy Development 2018). 

 The failure in the Japanese government’s domestic and international obligations to protect 

victims of human trafficking arguably stems from the “invisibility” of foreigners in Japan (Lie 

2009). Japan has traditionally experienced tension between protecting the rights of migrants and 

respecting the values of Japanese culture because of long-held ambivalence toward foreigners. The 

Japanese government’s role in dictating cultural norms in policymaking has hindered the country’s 

capacity to tolerate the rights of foreigners in the name of protecting the cultural and ethnic 

homogeneity of the country. In essence, foreign migrants have always remained distinct from 

Japanese society and have been seen as detrimental to the ethnic makeup of the country. Demands 
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that Japan embrace international human rights models accordingly fail to recognize the cultural 

relativity of Japanese society: that of wanting to remain culturally and ethnically homogenous. 

However, at the same time, Japan’s own conception of its society has been detrimental to foreign 

victims of trafficking as they are denied rights guaranteed under international law.  
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Conclusion 

 The international trafficking trade is a multi-billion dollar enterprise that reaps enormous 

profits from the exploitation of the human body, where human beings become nothing more than 

a vendible good. Although the topic of human trafficking has recently garnered greater attention 

and responses within scholarship, related literature has experienced only marginal developments 

over time, leaving the magnitude of the problem unknown. The underground nature of the sex 

trade makes it extremely difficult to determine the actual size and significance of the networks 

operating in Japan. Thus, general research on human trafficking has not gone beyond estimating 

the scale of the problem or attempting to map the routes between countries of origin, transit, and 

destination. Prior studies of human trafficking in Japan have primarily examined the supply side 

of the equation: how organized criminal networks recruit, transfer, and exploit their victims. 

Moreover, given the conservative attitudes that persist toward open discussions of sex, it is 

generally considered immodest to discuss sexual topics in public, despite the pervasiveness of sex 

within Japanese culture. These cultural influences subsequently foster ignorance on the issue of 

trafficking for sexual exploitation.  

 Despite the limitations of contemporary studies and data on the sex industry and human 

trafficking in Japan, this paper highlighted how the historical and cultural phenomenon behind the 

demand for sex in Japan dovetails with the institutionalized sex industry and human trafficking in 

Japan. Indeed, many of the features of the social system of nineteenth century Japan – including 

state-sanctioned prostitution – existed at one time or another in the West. However, in Japan they 

form a more recent tradition, and it is therefore not surprising that more of these customs and 

attitudes are still pervasive. But historically embedded cultural norms have arguably impacted 

Japan’s human trafficking agenda and to some extent have been responsible for the anemic attitude 
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demonstrated by the government and the public. Indeed, the culture that promotes sexual 

exploitation and the weak laws and policies toward exploited sex work both support the demand 

side of human trafficking. Built over centuries, the sex industry in Japan has become normalized, 

making it easier for human trafficking to exist. And by tolerating the commercial sex industry and 

sex trafficking, the government is contributing to the demand for victims.  

 Demand for sex is a multi-faceted problem generated by different actors ranging from 

consumers, traffickers, employers, to brokers. To end the exploitation of trafficked victims within 

the commercial sex market, it is critical to address measures that reduce demand. As seen in the 

case of Japan, legislative measures can often have limited success or conversely have damaging 

effects on victims. For long term changes in demand and consumer behavior, social and cultural 

measures must be implemented, in particular aimed at changing men’s attitudes toward 

transactional sex. Japanese history has socially construed and cultivated consumer demand for the 

sexual services of women and has created a cultural norm that perpetuate attitudes favorable to the 

commodification of women.  

 The international community has consistently voiced concerns about human trafficking in 

Japan, however Japan has shown little concrete evidence that its anti-trafficking policies are 

actually working. But as a country with a strongly established economy that is situated in the global 

north, Japan has been able to address the human trafficking agenda in the context of their own 

culturally relative issues rather than with international standards. This is not to say that Japan does 

not treat human trafficking as a serious concern. Japan’s willingness to cooperate and seriously 

consider the criticisms they have received from international NGOs and the TIP Report is limited 

to how Japan prioritizes this issue relative to their society and culture. Japan is able to do this 

because it is already an economic power situated in the global north that does not rely on other 
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nations for support. Thus, it is able to remain culturally relative in its policy agenda with little 

repercussion. For decades now, appropriation of cultural norms – either representative of the men 

who have frequented sex businesses for centuries or of government policy towards the sex industry 

– have influenced Japan’s human trafficking industry and have to some extent been responsible 

for the nonchalant attitude demonstrated by the Japanese government and the public.  
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Appendix: Additional Figures 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure A1. Ministry of Health and Welfare Poster 

 
 

Japan’s Ministry of Health and Welfare poster of a businessman holding a passport with the 
catchphrase: “Bon voyage, be careful of AIDS.” While the poster was printed in 1991 for the 
purpose of raising awareness on AIDS prevention, the image pokes fun at middle-aged men 

traveling abroad for sex. 
 

Source: AIDS Prevention Information Network.  
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Figure A2. Information for Victims of Trafficking 
 
 

Source: National Police Agency 
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