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Summary

I have discussed prostitution in the modern period in Japan. In 1872,
following the Maria Luz Incident, Japanese bonded prostitution, which had
continued from the early modern period onward, was finally addressed by
Geishogi kaiho rei (GBI HL4), a law that emancipated prostitutes. This
law was enacted as part of Japan's Westernization movement, and it ostensibly
prohibited feudalistic bonded labor. In reality, however, prostitution continued
as a business based on the “free will” of the women involved. This form of
prostitution was constructed as a result of observing the way this industry
functioned in Europe. In this way, the feudal system of prostitution was
reformed into a ‘licensed prostitution system,” based on western-style
systems for regulating prostitution. It can therefore be said that prostitution
was officially approved by the state. While the Japanese government did
conduct crackdowns on unlicensed prostitution, it made no attempts to
eliminate the system itself.

After the Second World War, the Japanese government set up the Tokushu
Ian Shisetsu Kyokai (literally, the “special comfort facility association”),
referred to in English as the Recreation and Amusement Association (RAA).
This association provided prostitutes for occupying Allied troops. The
government showed active involvement with this association by, for example,
providing loans to its facilities. The fact that these facilities were introduced
just three days after Japan's surrender gives us an idea of the government's
attitude towards prostitution. The RAA was discontinued in March the
following year because of the spread of sexually transmitted diseases among
the military staff of the General Headquarters of the Supreme Commander of
the Allied Powers (GHQ). The women who worked in the facilities were
dismissed and ended up working as street prostitutes.

On January 22, 1946, the GHQ issued the memorandum “Abolition of
Licensed Prostitution in Japan,” and the modern-era system of licensed
prostitution was abolished as a result. However, the Japanese authorities had
their own attitude toward prostitution. It was ultimately allowed to continue
and the Akasen districts (literally, “red line” districts—comparable with the
term red-light district) emerged. While the government did sanction these
Akasen districts, it also cracked down on unlicensed street prostitution and
made efforts to place street prostitutes in protective custody, where they
would be treated for sexually transmitted diseases and receive correctional
rehabilitation.

The direct comments of the street prostitutes who were taken into custody
were transcribed and archived. A read-through of these accounts reveals that
our image of street prostitution differs from the reality. Many different types of
women worked as street prostitutes. These included highly educated women,
women who had lost their husbands or other family members in the war, and
women who, after entering street prostitution, found themselves unable to
make a living in any other way.

After the occupation of Japan ended, the movement to abolish the Akasen
districts grew in strength, but there was little progress in terms of legislation.

Keywords: prostitution, licensed prostitution system, RAA, Akasen,
street prostitution
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