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O f the Asian entertainment workers in Japan, women from Southeast Asia, particularly 
Filipinas and Thais, constitute the biggest number. Women from Taiwan, Korea and China 
come next and those from South Asia foremost of which are Bangladeshis, Pakistanis and 
Sri Lankans. The prominence of these countries, as top senders of entertainers, both docu­
mented and undocumented, dates back to the halcyon days of sex tours around Asia in the 
1970s and early 1980s, where their governments played willing hosts to organized tourism. It 
was then subsequently banned as a result of massive protests, both in the home front and in 
Japan. 

Statistics indicate that from the period 1981 to 
1991 Asian women workers who entered Japan 
to work as entertainers number at about 
64,078 or 66% of the total 89,572 foreign 
entertainment workers in Japan during that 
period. Top sending countries included the 
Philippines (56,851); Korea (2,735); Taiwan 

(2,021); China (1,145) and Thailand (410). 
O n the other hand, an equally high incidence 
of undocumented entertainment workers was 
estimated by the Japanese Ministry of Justice 
in November 1991, topping the list were 3,575 
(94%) Filipinas out of the total 3,806 deported 
women who were on tourist visa or on short 
stay. (See table on page 49). 
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Table 1. Undocumented Entertainers and Short Stay Workers by Sex 
(Japanese Ministry of Justice: 1991) 

Nationality 

Filipino 

Thai 

Burmese 

Korean 

Taiwanese 

Chinese 

Pakistani 

Bangladeshi 

Sri Lankan 

Iranian 

Others 

Undocumented 
Entertainment iVorkers 

Women Men 

3^75 697 

5 0 

2 3 

0 0 

9 5 

9 3 

% 2 

0 0 

0 0 

0 0 

0 0 

147 175 

Short Stay 

Women Men 

10y59t 12,269 

6,850 18,326 

18,79t 13,383 

2,412 0 

8,756 19,097 

2,895 2,597 

1,012 1,713 

125 7,573 

75 7,084 

198 2,489 

592 21,067 

6,385 14,042 

T h e vast n u m b e r o f these v^omen suffer f r om • 
various cases o f mal treatment and exp lo i ta t ion 
exper i enced i n the ir places o f work and i n 
their re lat ionships w i th Japanese m e n . 

Push and Pull Factors 

W o m e n usual ly f lock to J a p a n for want o f 
h i gh pay ing j obs that may not be readi ly 
available at home . O r i f there are jobs at a l l , 
the pay is extremely low. T h e situat ion is 
comp l emen t ed by the vast employment oppor­
tunit ies i n various industr ies i n Japan . 

Service Labor Environment in Japan 

L a b o r shortage i n J a p a n cont inues as a result 
o f the increas ing vo lumes o f business and 
industr ia l activities. Th i s has also caused 
compet i t i on a m o n g indust r ia l f irms, thus 
various measures have been made to attract 
potent ia l workers such as h igher wages, more 
pa id hol idays and fewer wo rk ing hours 
( 'Japanese labor shortage," Monterey Review 
V o l . 13, no. 1 Fa l l 1992, p. 38). T h e situat ion 
obviously contr ibutes to the attractiveness o f 
those enter ta inment j o in ts to service the rest 
a n d recreat ion needs o f these workers. Even i f 
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work ing hours have 
been increased, the 
chances are that 
workers st i l l feel the 
necessity o f hav ing 
to release work 
tensions and look 
for ways and means 
to enterta in them­
selves i n the com­
pany o f co-workers 
and fr iends. Japan's 
e conomic develop­
ment and stability go 
hand- in -hand with 
the lucrative per­
formance o f the 
enter ta inment 
industry. T h e enter­
ta inment industry i n 
this regard, is a 
necessary accessory 
of theJapanese 
workforce. 

Grace dc Jesus-Sievert 

Organized Recruitment 

Recru i tment for J a p a n f r om As ian countr ies is 
c ommon l y be ing faci l i tated by syndicates a n d / 
or unscrupu lous indiv iduals . Those vulnerable 
to these recruiters are mostly poo r y oung 
women a n d are low educated. In T h a i l a n d 
most women are p rocured f rom rura l villages 
who are qu ick to r e spond to the grandiose 
promise of get t ing a good j o b and better pay 
in Japan . They are selected and traded for 
about ¥1,500,000 and forced to work as prosti­
tutes u n d e r v i r tual con t ro l . {Newsletterno. 6 
J u n e 1993 p. 6). 

Saalaa, a T h a i women's shelter do cumen t ed 
that these women even before wo rk ing are 
to ld that they owe about ¥4,000,000 as shakkin 
(debt) to the owner o f the snack bar i n wh i ch 
they wi l l start wo rk ing as prostitutes and they 
have to clear the debt before they c ou ld leave 
the bar. O f course, they do not know why, for 

they have not bor rowed any money f r om the 
bar owner at a l l . Some o f them may be re­
leased after paying off their debts but most o f 
them are to ld they have another debt wh ich 
they do not really owe at a l l . Refusing to fol low 
the system wou ld mean threat o r physical 
ha rm to them a n d / o r the i r respective families. 

W o m e n recruits i n the Ph i l i pp ines , on the 
other hand , are f r om the provinces or cities. 
Some of these women enter J a p a n for a short 
stay but end up wo rk ing outs ide their visa's 
l imits. In general, organized rec ru i tment is 
be ing facilitated in a systematic way. 

Problems Encountered in iVork and 
Relationships 

W o m e n who come to Japan also have the i r sad 
tales to tell , starting f r om the ir work appl ica­
t ion in the homefront , d u r i n g the course o f 
their work and on 
their re turn home. 
Cases of i l legal 
recruitment, fees 
and contract substi­
tut ion are the most 
c o m m o n cases of 
explo i tat ion experi­
enced by these 
women , i n add i t ion 
to anxieties that go 
in finding sources 
to finance one's 
appl icat ion for 
overseas job . It has 
always been the 
need to support 
their families that 
motivate these 
women to seek jobs 
in Japan . 

Wh i l e o n the j ob , 
the w o m e n espe­
cially those u n d o c u -
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meri ted ones, are twice as vulnerable . These 
u n d o c u m e n t e d workers are those who have 
overstayed, specif ically those who entered as 
tourists a n d o n occasions operate u n d e r fake 
passports o r visa. U n d e r these circumstances 
and in view o f the strict immig ra t i on law o f 
Japan , they take the h i gh risk o f be ing at the 
mercy o f the i r employers o r recruiters. T h e 
setback therefore comes in cases o f serious 
prob lems a n d they do not have resources to 
come out i n the open , l ike r epor t ing to the 
po l ice o r seeking he lp f rom proper author i ­
ties. Exp l o i t a t i on in terms o f low wages, poo r 
work ing cond i t i ons a n d inadequate accommo­
dations are some o f the prob lems that go wi th 
their work. Moreover the practice o f w i thho ld ­
i ng the ir passports presents another serious 
concern . Usual ly their employers do this as a 
leverage and as a means o f cont ro l . T h e 
women then who are not knowledgeable about 
Japanese labor laws and how to reach out to r 
halfway houses, o r to government welfare 
centers are undu l y disadvantaged and marg in­
al ized. 

Newspaper reports about prost i tut ion busts 
are a c o m m o n occurrence in J a p a n — and 
most o f these relate to As ian women . The 
Mainichi Daily News r epor ted that d u r i n g one 
o f the bust ing operat ions in Yamamota, Nara 
Perfecture in Oc tobe r 1989 a r o u n d 150 As ian 
w o m e n mostly F i l ip inas and Taiwanese were 
r o u n d e d up , deta ined and later deported. 
These w o m e n revealed that brokers were 
bel ieved to be traf f icking syndicates — the 
latter p romised them jobs as waitresses, singers 
and dancers wi th ¥150,000 as month ly pay and 
a c o n d o m i n i u m accommoda t i on . But as soon 
as they arrived i n J a p a n , they were forced to 
work as prostitutes u n d e r strict contro l . 
These w o m e n also repor ted that these brokers 
took a b i g percentage o f the tips f rom their 
customers. In al l operat ions, the women 
repor ted that the inns where they work, pay 
the brokers ¥800,000 to ¥1.5 m i l l i on for each 
woman. D u r i n g the ir stay wi th the employers, 
they were not a l lowed to go out even o n free 

, days, but c ou ld on ly shop for a few hours o n 
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Saturdays a n d / o r Sundays. 
These w o m e n who cou ld not 
stand the harsh restrictions and 
severe restraints chose the 
bo lde r way to get out o f the 
miserable c ond i t i on , defying 
risks even i f it means tak ing 
the i r own o r o ther person's life, 
as a way to escape. 

Discrimination in Society 

Apar t f rom the work-related 
anxieties that the w o m e n de­
velop, there is also the ir exper i ­
ence o f d i s c r im ina t i on in Japa­
nese society. As ide f rom the 
men's sexist o r i enta t ion , there 
are conservative Japanese 
women who regard these for­
e ign entertainers w i th contempt 
and racial pre judice . Specfically, 
Japanese wives accuse them o f 
undu l y engag ing the ir husbands 
into sexual activity. O n occa­
sions, Japanese w o m e n were also 
the sources o f reports o n the 
whereabouts and activities o f 
some women , consequent ly 
l ead ing to the ir arrest. 

C i t i n g a case c o m p i l e d by 
S i r i po rn Skrobanek, co- founder 
o f the Women ' s In fo rmat ion Center i n Bang­
kok, T h a i l a n d , it is said that racial prejudice 
l ed to the death o f two F i l ip inas t rapped i n a 
fire that b u r n e d down a cabaret c lub i n 
Ok inawa i n 1983. It was al leged that f i remen, 
rea l i z ing that the place was the residence o f 
fore ign prostitutes, took the ir t ime i n break ing 
the window bars. 

A n o t h e r case o f d i s c r im ina t i on concerns the 
unabated growth on the n u m b e r o f T h a i 
w o m e n affected with A I D S wh i ch has caused 
some conservative Japanese w o m e n to ostra­
cize T h a i women . 
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