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 Abstract 
 

This  paper  addresses  the  in tersect ions  of  the  local  government ,  

pol ice ,  landowners ,  and var ious  occupat ions  involved with  the  sex  

industry  in  the  most  “notor ious”  red  l ight  d is t r ic t  of  Tokyo,  Japan.  

The cardinal  point  the  paper  poses  is  a  construct ive  cr i t ic ism to  

the  “res ident-centr ism” in  urban s tudies .  Having chosen the  

research s i te  s t ra tegical ly ,  th is  paper  unpacks  the  quest ion ,  “Who 

are  the  ‘ legi t imate’  addressees  deserving ‘ r ight  to  the  c i ty’?”  The 

paper  is  based on var ious  methods  of  empir ica l  research including 

in terviews,  par t ic ipant  observat ions  in  var ious  sex  industry  shops ,  

and document  surveys .  The red  l ight  d is t r ic t  as  the  research s i te  is  

in t roduced in  h is tor ica l ,  local ,  and nat ional  contexts .  Next ,  the  

logic  and in teract ion of  agencies  on the  s t ree t  in  the  d is t r ic t  i s  

descr ibed.  F inal ly ,  a  deta i led  analys is  of  the  s t ree ts  as  the  most  

common publ ic  space  in  th is  somewhat  pecul iar  d is t r ic t  i s  

presented .  The analys is  del ivers  r ich  mater ia l  tha t  provides  c lues  

to  re la t iv ize  and expand the  d iscuss ion about  the  “Ideal  Ci ty ,”  and 

proposes  a  v iewpoint ,  “plura l i ty  of  legi t imacy,”  to  advance the  

d iscuss ion.  

 

Introduction 

This  paper  addresses  the  in tersect ions  of  the  local  government ,  

pol ice ,  landowners ,  and var ious  occupat ions  involved with  the  sex  
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industry  in  the  famed “notor ious”  red  l ight  d is t r ic t ,  “Kabukicho” in  

Tokyo,  Japan.  

The basic  conste l la t ion  of  the  f ie ld  is  as  fo l lows:  the  middle  

c lass  coal i t ion  of  the  local  government ,  pol ice  and landowners  regard  i t  

as  undesirable  that  people  in  the  occupat ions  involved with  the  sex  

industry  openly  carry  on their  “business”  on the  s t ree ts  (a  substant ia l  

descr ip t ion  of  “business”  is  below).  However ,  there  are  few inhabi tants  

in  Kabukicho.  The landowners  do not  l ive  in  their  proper ty ,  

notwiths tanding that  people  involved with  the  sex  industry  are  there  on a  

dai ly  bas is .  The local  economy is  heavi ly  depending on the  sex  industry  

as  wel l .  

The cardinal  point  the  paper  poses  is  a  construct ive  cr i t ic ism of  

the  “res ident-centr ism” in  urban s tudies .  I t  i s  not  uncommon in  urban 

s tudies  that  a  researcher  regards  res idents  a prior i  as  legi t imate  subject  

having “r ight  to  the  c i ty”  (Lefebvre  1968) .  There  are  p lura l  currents  in  

the  argument  on r ight  to  the  c i ty ,  such as  regarding i t  as  one of  bas ic  

human r ights  (Harvey 2003,  2008)  or  as  a  process  in  the  s t ruggle  for  

democracy (Purcel l  2013) .  The argument  has  been expanded by 

consider ing var ious  components  such as  “DIY urbanism” (Iveson 2013)  

or  “‘posi t ive’  gentr i f ica t ion ,”  (Chaskin  & Joseph 2013) .  Never theless ,  

they share  a  common viewpoint  in  that  inhabi tants  are  contras ted  to  

v i l la ins  such as  local  author i t ies  or  huge f i rms.  

The pic ture  of  opposi t ion  between inhabi tants  and vi l la ins  is  no  

less  important  especia l ly  in  the  urban s i tuat ion  of  “post-democracy” 
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(MacLeod 2011) .  S t i l l ,  i t  i s  easy  to  name exemplars  showing the  

ambigui ty  of  authent ic i ty  posed in  these  d iscuss ions ,  such as  s t ree t  

venders  pushed as ide  by gentr i f ica t ion (Zukin  2010) ,  gang inhabi tants  

shoot ing guns  and se l l ing  drugs  (Venkatesh  2000) ,  homeless  people  in  

parks ,  e tc .  

With  respect  to  red  l ight  d is t r ic ts ,  i t  i s  an  open quest ion for  

sociologis ts  whether  sex  work has  local  legi t imacy or  not .  There  are  

numerous  s tudies  on sex  work,  but  there  under l ies  a  fundamental  

“ant inomy.”  That  is ,  i s  sex  work a  r ight  for  women or  exploi ta t ion  of  

women? One aspect  of  the  endless  argument  about  th is  contradic t ion  is ,  

“ Is  doing sex  work ra t ional  or  not?”  I f  i t  i s  ra t ional ,  sex  work can be  an  

act ive  choice  by women.  I f  i t  i s  not  ra t ional ,  sex  workers  are  v ic t ims of  

var ious  fac tors .  

What  is  important  for  urban researchers  is  whether  something is  

ra t ional  or  not  depends  on the  local  context .  One s tudy considered th is  

and concluded that  l imited  labor  opportuni ty  in  the  local i ty ,  peer  

pressure  and “ the  community  context”  legi t imizes  the  sex  work (Rosen & 

Venkatesh  2008) .  In  the  community  where  sex  work is  not  uncommon,  

women can eas i ly  obta in  a  ro le  model  f rom peers  and th ink i t  feas ib le ,  

due  in  par t  to  the  exper ience of  being proposi t ioned by passers-by on the  

s t ree t .  Another  paper  shows that  sex  work in i t ia l ly  begins  as  a  ra t ional  

choice  by women but  some gradual ly  get  in to  i t  as  their  career ,  which 

makes  the  exi t  f rom sex work dif f icul t  (Murphy & Venkatesh  2006) .  This  

“career is t”  or ienta t ion  is  a lso  the  consequence of  the  local  context  in  
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that  sex  work has  to  be  done indoors ,  as  authors  analyzed.  

This  l i te ra ture  shows that  whether  sexworkers  have r ight  to  the  

c i ty  or  not  cannot  be  general ly  determined.  I t  depends  on local  context ,  

i .e . ,  the  local  character  of  sex  work and i ts  in teract ion with  the  local  

community .  

Having chosen the  research s i te  s t ra tegical ly ,  th is  paper  opens  

the  quest ion,  “Who are  the  ‘ legi t imate’  addressees  who deserve  ‘ r ight  to  

the  c i ty’?”  The under ly ing hypothesis  is  tha t  the  “res ident-centr ism” can 

be  overcome by making “people”  mult ip le ,  i .e .  taking account  of  

occupat ions  re levant  to  the  area .  This  v iewpoint  re la t iv izes  some 

arguments  about  r ight  to  the  c i ty  and poses  an  a l ternat ive  image of  the  

“ ideal  c i ty”  based not  only  on the  co-res idence of  res idents  in  the  

local i ty  but  a lso  people’s  co-presence in  the  urban space .  The paper  is  

based on var ious  methods  of  empir ica l  research including in terviews,  

par t ic ipant  observat ions ,  and document  surveys .  

The s t ructure  of  the  paper  is  as  fo l lows.  F irs t ,  the  red  l ight  

d is t r ic t  as  the  research s i te  is  in t roduced in  some contexts .  Secondly ,  the  

logic  and in teract ion of  agencies  on the  s t ree t  in  the  d is t r ic t  i s  descr ibed.  

How do they earn  money and how much? For  whom? Under  what  

regula t ion? What  do pol ice  regula te  and based on what  legal  grounds? 

What  does  the  local  government  th ink about  lawmaking for  sexwork? 

Final ly ,  a  deta i led  analys is  is  g iven of  the  s t ree ts  as  the  most  common 

publ ic  space  in  th is  somewhat  pecul iar  d is t r ic t .  
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Historical, local, and legal contexts 

 

History 

Kabukicho was  a  p lanned downtown expected  to  accommodate  

theaters  and other  cul tura l  fac i l i t ies  on the  land devasta ted  by WWII.  

Kabukicho is  located  near  Shinjuku s ta t ion ,  known as  for  having the  

largest  number  of  users  in  the  world  today (more  than 3  mil l ion  people  

per  day in  2015) .  In  the  decades  that  fo l lowed the  1950s ,  Kabukicho 

developed l ike  a  rocket .  During the  1950s ,  throughout  Japan a  var ie ty  of  

novel  sex  industr ies  f lour ished,  with  Kabukicho as  one of  the  centers  of  

them. Post-1970s ,  the  presence of  sex  industr ies  boomed in  Kabukicho 

and people  began referr ing to  Kabukicho as  “ the  center  of  the  sex  

industry  in  Japan.”  In  the  1980s,  Japanese  mafia  group,  the  yakuza  were  

foregrounded in  the  image of  Kabukicho as  “dangerous .”  How infamous 

Kabukicho was  can be  seen among media  and var ious  d iscourses .  For  

example ,  Junichiro  Koizumi,  the  Pr ime Minis ter  a t  the  t ime,  expressed in  

a  pol icy  speech in  2005,  “I  wi l l  make downtowns with  h igh numbers  of  

cr ime,  such as  Kabukicho,  a  safe  and enjoyable  p lace  for  a l l  the  people .”  

The name of  Kabukicho s t i l l  ca l ls  up  images  of  the  mafia  and the  sex  

industry  in  people  today.  

Local context 

The shape of  Kabukicho is  roughly  a  square  600 meters  on each 
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s ide .  I t  has  2492 res idents  and 852 bui ld ings  (each in  2010 and 2014) ,  

but  a  number  of  res idents  are  jus t  a  person on paper ,  and hardly  anyone 

actual ly  l ives  there .  On paper ,  most  of  the  res idents  are  in  s ingle-person 

households .  The average number  of  persons  per  household  is  1 .3  in  

Kabukicho.  

Among 852 bui ld ings ,  only  36 are  ca tegor ized as  any kind of  

housing.  The off ic ia l ly  es t imated number  of  workers  in  Kabukicho is  

about  20,000,  or  about  8  t imes  as  many workers  as  res idents ,  even 

though far  more  people  must  be  working “off  the  books” .  

 

Legal context and the Japanese situation of sex work 

 In  the  Edo Per iod (1600–1866) ,  pros t i tu t ion  was  author ized by the  

government  and enclosed in  “specia l  boroughs.”  This  s i tuat ion  d id  not  

change much in  Japan unt i l  1956,  the  year  the  law prohibi t ing  

prost i tu t ion  caused bizarre  effects .  The “without  in tercourse”  sex  

industry  f lour ished because  the  law prohibi ted  only  prost i tu t ion  

including “vagina–penis  in tercourse .”  Other  types  of  sexual  ac ts ,  such as  

massage,  hand jobs ,  and blowjobs  remained re la t ively  uncontrol led .  

Curiously ,  people  not  wi l l ing  to  run the  r isk  of  being arres ted  a lso  

avoided the  sex  industry  including in tercourse .  As a  resul t ,  “ i l legal”  

s t ree t  pros t i tu t ion  is  minor  in  Japan and in  contras t  var ious  “ legal ,”  sex  

industr ies  are  major .  

 Even in  regard  to  “without- in tercourse”  sex  industr ies ,  many 

regula t ions  have been posed.  I  wi l l  point  out  only  three  re levant  points  
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here .  F irs t  of  a l l ,  sex  industry  c lubs  have to  fo l low the  permit  and 

not i f ica t ion  sys tem managed by the  pol ice .  Secondly ,  sex  industry  c lubs  

are  under  archi tec tura l  regula t ion  s tandards  about  v is ib i l i ty .  The law 

says ,  “The ins ide  of  the  rooms [of  sex  industry  c lubs]  must  not  be  

v is ib le  f rom the  outs ide .”  This  means  that  the  c lubs’  wal ls  must  not  have 

t ransparent  windows.  This  regula t ion  leads  to  the  d is t inct ive  nature  of  

sex  industry  in  Japan,  which is  very  d if ferent  f rom the  Amsterdam model  

(Figure  1 ,  F igure  2) .  In  the  th i rd  p lace ,  whi le  not  prohibi ted ,  

adver t isements  are  severe ly  res t r ic ted .  

 To put  i t  in  an  in ternat ional  context ,  the  Japanese  sex work s i tuat ion  

has  the  character is t ics  of  “ indoor”  and “on-s i te .”  In  fac t ,  a l l  types  of  

Japanese  sex  industry  ac t iv i t ies  are  carr ied  on indoors ;  s t ree t  

pros t i tu t ion  is  fa i r ly  rare .1  There  is  a lso  a  “cal l  g i r l”  type  ( i .e . ,  “off -

s i te”  type)  of  sex  work too  in  Japan,  but  a t  the  same t ime var ious  sex  

industr ies  g iv ing services  in  f ixed places  in  bui ld ings  are  a lso  common.  

The pol ice  permit  these  industr ies  to  run business  there .  

                                                        
1  A s  M u r p h y  a n d  V e n k a t e s h  p o i n t  o u t ,  t h e r e  h a v e  b e e n  f e w  s t u d i e s  o n  t h e  i n d o o r  s e x  i n d u s t r y  

( M u r p h y  &  V e n k a t e s h  2 0 0 6 :  1 3 5 ) .  I n  c o n t r a s t ,  t h e r e  i s  a  r e l a t i v e l y  r i c h  a c c u m u l a t i o n  o f  r e s e a r c h  

o n  s t r e e t  p r o s t i t u t i o n  a n d  t h e  p i m p s  w h o  w o r k  o n  t h e  s t r e e t  ( e . g . ,  A h l b u r g  &  J e n s e n  1 9 9 8 ;  E d l u n d  

&  K o r n  2 0 0 2 ;  M o f f a t t  &  P e t e r s  2 0 0 4 ;  N o r t o n - H a w k  2 0 0 4 ;  P h o e n i x  1 9 9 9 ;  W i l l i a m s o n  &  C l u s e - T o l a r  

2 0 0 2 ;  Z h a n g  2 0 1 1 ) .  
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Figure  1 .  Amsterdam type  (v is ib le) 2  

 

 

Figure  2 .  Japanese  “Massage  Parlor”  ( invis ib le) 3  

 

                                                        
2  P h o t o  t a k e n  b y  t h e  a u t h o r  i n  A m s t e r d a m ,  2 0 1 0 .  

3  P h o t o  r e p r i n t e d  f r o m  S i n c l a i r  ( 2 0 0 6 ) .  
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Logic and interaction on the streets 

 At  f i rs t ,  types  should  be  in troduced.  In  what  fo l lows,  I  descr ibe  

three  ca tegor ies  of  people  on the  s t ree ts  of  Kabukicho:  (1)  passers -by,  

(2)  people  engaged in  occupat ions  re la ted  to  the  sex  industry ,  and (3)  

pr ivate  patro l  under taken by landowners .  

 

Passers-by 

 Passers-by,  pedestr ians  on the  s t ree ts ,  a re  a l l  potent ia l  cus tomers  for  

the  town because  of  the  inconvenience  of  reaching the  d is t r ic t  by  car .  

They are  expected  to  spend some money by both  sex- industry-re la ted  

people  and others .  They are  “resources .”  I t  i s  noteworthy that  they are  

a lso  potent ia l  workers .  The sex industr ies  are  a lways in  need of  more  

workers .  This  is  because  the  turnover  ra te  is  h igh and,  being labor-

in tensive ,  sex  industr ies  need many workers  a l though sex work is  

s t igmat ized.  Under  th is  worker  shor tage ,  passers-by are  sometimes 

expected  to  become workers ,  especia l ly  when they are  women.  

 Herein  l ies  the  bas ic  conf l ic t  for  Kabukicho between the  sex  

industry  and the  middle  c lass  coal i t ion  of  the  local  government ,  the  

pol ice  and landowners .  Both  regard  passers-by as  resources ,  but  the  

coal i t ion  sees  the  resources  need to  be  protected  f rom the  sex  industry .  

In  the  coal i t ion’s  v iewpoint ,  people  in  the  occupat ions  re la ted  to  the  sex  

industry  make passers-by uncomfortable  and even terr i f ied  because  the  

sex  industry  is  not  immune to  a l l  sor ts  of  “cheat ing,”  such as  r ip-off  

pr ices .  However ,  there  is  no  doubt  about  the  dominance of  the  local  
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economy by sex industr ies  in  Kabukicho.  As i t  turns  out ,  passers-by are  

the  focus  of  the  conf l ic t  in  Kabukicho.  

 

Occupations among sex industries 

 Here  I  descr ibe  two important  sex-work-re la ted  occupat ions  working 

on the  s t ree t .  They are  the  s t ree t-adver t iser  and the  recrui ter .  Both  work 

on the  s t ree t  in  and around red  l ight  d is t r ic ts  and s imilar ly  appear  in  a  

su i t .  Almost  a l l  of  them are  male ,  but  one  man se ldom doubles  both  as  

s t ree t-adver t iser  and recrui ter .  In  what  fo l lows,  descr ip t ions  are  deta i led  

and they enable  us  to  see  occupat ions  as  ra t ional  ( i t  might  be  “bounded 

ra t ional i ty” ,  of  course) ,  which cannot  be  t rea ted  merely  as  cr iminals  or  

“nuisance.”  

Street-advert iser  

 The s t ree t -adver t iser  occupat ion involves  sol ic i t ing  people  in to  

var ious  p laces  ranging f rom res taurants  and bars  to  sex  industr ies .  They 

wear  a  su i t  ins tead of  the  “sandwich man” s ty le .  In  red  l ight  d is t r ic ts  of  

Japan,  a  number  of  s t ree t-adver t isers  work on the  s t ree t .  

I  in terviewed one s t ree t-adver t iser  in  h is  40s  who was a  member  

of  the  Japanese  mafia  in  the  pas t .  The fo l lowing descr ip t ion  is  based on 

the  in terview with  h im and observat ions  of  in teract ion between passers -

by and adver t isers .  

 Their  bas ic  working s ty le  is  to  ca l l  to  passers-by on the  s t ree t ,  such 

as  “Have a  look a t  good boobs for  50  dol lars!  Drinks  for  f ree!”  or  “Very 
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reasonable  hostess  c lub!”  They have their  own “ turf”  ass igned by the  

mafia .  They pay three  to  f ive  hundred dol lars  a  month  to  the  mafia  for  

their  author iza t ion.  

 Al l  th is  s tems f rom their  vulnerabi l i ty  agains t  law enforcement .  

Adver t is ing  sex  industr ies  is  prohibi ted  and i l legal .  S tree t-adver t is ing  

work is  complete ly  “off- the-books”  despi te  having high vis ib i l i ty  on the  

s t ree ts .  This  i l legal i ty  a l lows the  mafia  to  assaul t  s t ree t-adver t isers  when 

they do not  pay author iza t ion fees .  

 A s t ree t-adver t iser  has  a  network of  re la t ionships  among three  to  

four  hundred p laces  ranging f rom massage par lors  to  hostess  c lubs .  

S tree t-adver t isers  have “contracts”  sol ic i t ing  for  sex  industry  shops .  The 

“contracts”  roughly  fa l l  in to  two categor ies .  One is  a  constant  ra te  

sys tem and another  is  a  commiss ion sys tem.  For  example ,  one  hostess  

c lub pays  a  s t ree t-adver t iser  40% of  the  amount  paid  by customers  

(commission sys tem).  Another  example  is  tha t  a  massage par lor  

constant ly  gets  a  hundred dol lars  and the  s t ree t-adver t iser  gets  the  

remainder  of  what  the  customer  pays  (constant  ra te  sys tem).  They earn  

about  10 thousand dol lars  a  month  on average.  

 S tree t-adver t isers  have severa l  techniques  to  generate  benef i ts .  One 

is  ca l led  the  “pass .”  This  is  a  technique where  s t ree t -adver t isers  and 

other  adver t isers ,  sex  industry  c lubs ,  res taurants ,  and bars  in t roduce 

customers  to  each other  and share  the  money from that .  They “pass”  

customers  to  each other  in  a  town l ike  pass ing a  bal l  in  a  footbal l  game.  

The s t ree t-adver t iser  who is  generous  with  th is  share  can get  more  
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“passes”  f rom other  people  by winning their  t rus t .  The informant  proudly  

sa id ,  “All  types  of  p laces  in  th is  town ranging f rom massage par lors  to  

sushi  res taurants  g ive  me the  ‘pass’ ,  and in t roduct ions  to  customers .  I  

never  cheated  them and won their  t rus t .”  

 Another  technique customer-pimps acquire  is  the  hand-out  ( tedashi ) .  

This  is  a  technique where  a  s t ree t-adver t iser  g ives  some money out  of  

h is  own pocket  to  a  customer ,  to  win  the  t rus t  of  the  customer .  The 

avai labi l i ty  of  th is  pocket  money is  the  benef i t  the  s t ree t -adver t iser  gets  

f rom sol ic i t ing .  The informant  (a  s t ree t -adver t iser)  sa id  that  when a  

customer  spends  b ig  money,  the  p imp offers  taxi  fare  for  the  customer .  

Customers  who get  a  “hand-out”  not  only  fee l  an  aff in i ty  and t rus t  

toward the  p imp but  a lso  of ten  become his  regular  customers .  Some 

regular  customers  a lways seek their  favor i te  adver t iser  when they go to  

sex  industry  c lubs .  

Recruiter  

Men recrui t ing  female  employees  (sexworkers)  are  ca l led  scout  

(sukauto ) .  They earn  income by in troducing women to  var ious  sex  

industry  c lubs .  

 Their  working s ty le  is  very  s imilar  to  “ jocking.”  They cal l  to  female  

passersby on the  s t ree ts ,  saying “Aren’ t  you in teres ted  in  working a t  a  

hostess  c lub?” or  “Just  g ive  me a  second here .  Let  me expla in  about  a  

money-making job.”  Recrui ters  do  not  have any “ turf”  and can work 

anywhere .  

 They a lso  have “contracts”  for  so l ic i t ing  with  sex  industry  shops .  
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The “contracts”  fa l l  roughly  in to  two categor ies .  One is  ca l led  buying-

out  (kai tor i )  and another  is  ca l led  forever  (eikyu ) .  The “buying-out”  type 

corresponds to  the  “enter ta in ing business ,”  i .e . ,  the  industry  without  

sexual  service ,  such as  hostess  c lubs .  When a  female  employee (hostess)  

has  worked for  a  month ,  the  shop pays  a  thousand dol lars  to  the  recrui ter  

who recrui ted  her ,  as ide  f rom her  revenue.  In  o ther  words ,  the  shop 

“buys  out”  the  hostess  f rom the  recrui ter  for  a  thousand dol lars .  In  

contras t ,  the  “forever”  type corresponds to  “sexual  business”  such as  

massage par lors  and escor t  services .  In  th is  “forever  contract ,”  the  

recrui ter  gains  15% of  the  remunerat ion  of  the  sexworker  as  long as  she  

remains  working,  “forever .”  The recrui ter  earns  20 to  30 thousand 

dol lars  per  month  on average.  

 Recrui ters  in t roduce not  only  sexworks  but  a lso  hair  sa lons ,  nai l  

sa lons ,  and rea l-es ta te  agents  to  women.  Recrui ters  get  in termedia te  

charges  for  each reference ,  but  the  charge  is  not  their  pr imary object ive .  

Their  a im is  to  win  the  woman’s  t rus t  by  “ looking af ter”  her  in  var ious  

aspects  of  l i fe  and to  have her  work in  the  sex  industry .  Recrui ters  can 

maximize  their  income by get t ing  women to  work in  the  “sexual  

business”  such as  in  a  massage par lor .  Women have more  fee l ings  of  

res is tance  toward working in  the  “sexual  business”  ra ther  than in  the  

“enter ta in ing business”;  they res is t  being a  ca l l  g i r l  as  opposed to  being 

a  hostess .  Recrui ters  a lways t ry  to  get  pas t  women’s  fee l ing  of  res is tance  

by winning their  t rus t  and dragging them into  “sexual  business”  so  as  to  

maximize  their  benef i t .  
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Private patrol 

 The associa t ion  of  landowners  s ince  around 2000 has  conducted 

pr ivate  patro l  in  Kabukicho.   The f i rs t  ha lf  of  th is  sec t ion  in t roduces  and 

out l ines  th is  associa t ion .  The second half  descr ibes  the  logic  and 

“unintended consequences”  of  the  pr ivate  patro l .  

The landowners  associat ion 

 Landowners  in  Kabukicho have some other  a t t r ibutes  as ide  f rom 

being mere  landowners .  F irs t  of  a l l ,  they are  absentee  landlords .  In  the  

second place ,  landowners  are  owners  of  bui ld ings  too .  Thirdly ,  they are  

the  one and only  “ locals” .  These  a t t r ibutes  the  landowners  possess  make 

the  local  government  t rea t  them as  though they are  the  representa t ives  of  

Kabukicho.  When the  local  government  t r ies  to  implement  pol ic ies  in  

Kabukicho,  i t  has  to  obta in  “democrat ic”  authent ic i ty  by mobil iz ing 

cooperat ion f rom landowners ,  as  no one e lse  is  avai lable .  

 This  makes  i t  poss ib le  for  landowners  and the  local  government  to  

form a  coal i t ion .  However ,  they are  not  necessar i ly  in  the  same boat .  On 

the  one hand,  landowners  are  eager  to  promote  the  local  economy and 

“ legal”  sex  industr ies  that  they regard  as  the  chief  industry  in  Kabukicho.  

On the  o ther  hand,  the  local  government  thoroughly  omits  the  presence 

of  any sex industr ies .  The local  government  th inks  that  doing something 

about  sex  industr ies  is  unf i t  for  the  “publ ic  servant” .  The coal i t ion  is  

unstable  and tense .  
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Private  patrol  

 The landowners’  in teres t  l ies  in  the  local  economy and local  

revi ta l iza t ion .  Landowners  have been th inking that  s t ree t-adver t isers  and 

recrui ters  are  the  main  fac tors  in  the  local  economic decl ine  for  they 

f r ighten  passers-by away from Kabukicho.  Whether  i t  i s  t rue  or  not  is  

not  obvious ,  but  some of  them actual ly  are  rude,  aggress ive ,  and 

pers is tent ,  and have s imilar  appearances  to  the  mafia .  The landowners  

a lso  assume adver t isers  and recrui ters  to  be  oppress ing “ legal”  sex  

industr ies  because  “ legal”  ones  do not  deal  wi th  adver t isers  or  recrui ters ,  

who are  i l legal  by  def in i t ion .  

 Around 2000,  landowners  f i rs t  asked the  pol ice  to  enforce  t ighter  

control  in  vain .  Al though there  have been laws and bylaws forbidding 

s t ree t-adver t isers  and recrui ters ,  the  pol ice  were  re luctant  to  t ighten  the  

enforcement .  Actual  law enforcement  is  temporal  and in termit tent  in  

Kabukicho.  

 Landowners  f inal ly  donated a  pre-fabr icated  pol ice  s ta t ion  a t  a  cos t  

of  60  thousand dol lars  to  the  pol ice  for  t ightening up enforcement ,  but  

th is  was  a lso  ineffectual  (Figure  3) .  This  smal l  pol ice  s ta t ion  was  

abandoned on a  s t ree t  corner  of  Kabukicho and was se ldom used.  
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Figure  3 .  The pre-fabricated  pol ice  s tat ion  in  Kabukicho 

 

At  the  same t ime,  the  local  government  has  been re luctant  to  

make s t r ic ter  bylaws because  the  law already exis ts .  I f  there  was  any 

problem, i t  i s  wi th  the  pol ice ,  not  the  local  government ,  they argued.  

The landowners  could  not  move the  pol ice  by making the  local  

government  revise  bylaws4 .  

Under  these  condi t ions ,  landowners  in i t ia ted  the  pr ivate  patro l  

in  an  a t tempt  to  remove s t ree t -adver t isers  and recrui ters  f rom the  s t ree ts .  

                                                        
4  A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  p l a n n e r s  a n d  o f f i c i a l s  a r e  r e l a t i v e l y  p o w e r l e s s  i n  l o c a l  c o n t e x t s  o f  J a p a n  

w h e r e  m a y o r s  a r e  r a t h e r  p o w e r f u l .  



  
 

18 

However ,  th is  was  not  an  easy  task .  F irs t ,  landowners  are  jus t  “good old  

men” (Figure  4) .  They are  lay  people  and i t  i s  d i f f icul t  for  landowners  to  

warn  away from their  businesses  adver t isers  or  recrui ters  who are  

younger  and resemble  the  mafia .  This  sense  of  uneasiness  was  enforced 

af ter  quarre ls  and skirmishes  broke out .  Secondly ,  the  pol ice  would  not  

arres t  adver t isers  or  recrui ters  even i f  landowners  had t rouble  with  them.  

Of  course ,  the  pol ice  are  on the  s ide  of  the  landowners ,  but  the  scheme 

of  law enforcement  never  changed.  Thirdly ,  patro l  by  landowners  is  

l imited  to  specif ic  t ime per iods ,  in  contras t  to  that  of  adver t isers  and 

recrui ters  who work through throughout  the  n ight  on  the  s t ree ts .  

 

 

Figure  4 .  Landowners  in  green jackets   
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 These  d if f icul t ies  of  patro l  made for  a  pecul iar  equi l ibr ium between 

landowners  and adver t isers  (and recrui ters) .  They gradual ly  came to  

remember  each other’s  faces  and s tar ted  to  exchange casual  greet ings  on 

the  s t ree t .  Adver t isers  and recrui ters  who remembered the  rhythm of  

patro l  (6pm to  8pm on the  same days  in  a  week)  began to  avoid  working 

a t  tha t  t ime.  This  caused “switching” on the  s t ree t .  Around 6pm, when 

landowners  s tar t  pa tro l ,  adver t isers  and recrui ters  temporar i ly  withdraw 

from the  s t ree t .  Then when patro l  f in ish ,  they come back.  They are  

“switching” with  each other  on the  s t ree t ,  so  to  speak.  

 For  adver t isers  and recrui ters ,  pa tro ls  were  annoying for  carrying on 

with  their  businesses .  I t  i s  less  wel l  known that  law prohibi ts  adver t is ing  

and recrui t ing  re la ted  to  the  sex  industry .  Even though pr ivate  patro l  

fa i led  to  warn  them, the  exis tence  of  landowners  on the  s t ree ts  appealed  

agains t  the  i l legal i ty  of  businesses  conducted there .  This  had the  effect  

of  ra is ing consciousness  agains t  i l legal i ty  among people  who vis i t  

Kabukicho.  

 Even among landowners ,  th is  switching is  evaluated  posi t ively .  

They descr ibe  the  s i tuat ion as  get t ing  bet ter  and the  impress ion of  

passers-by was  that  adver t isers  became bet ter .  One day,  an  arres t  of  a  

s t ree t-adver t iser  in  another  c i ty  was  repor ted  in  the  newspapers .  The 

comment  a  landowner  gave to  th is  was  “I’m re l ieved hear ing that  nobody 

has  been arres ted  in  Kabukicho th is  t ime.”  This  sounds  s t range when we 

recal l  the  in i t ia l  purpose  of  the  pr ivate  patro l :  removing adver t isers  and 

recrui ters  f rom the  s t ree ts .  I f  they cont inued to  des i re  their  removal ,  
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they should  hope that  more  persons  would  be  arres ted .  

 This  showed that  in  the  process  of  patro l  the  value  and meaning  

s t ructure  of  landowners  exper ienced changes .  The goal  of  the  landowners  

was  to  promote  and revi ta l ize  the  local  economy.  They s tar ted  to  th ink 

that  i f  only  the  image of  Kabukicho is  protected ,  adver t isers  and 

recrui ters  themselves  would  not  harm the  local  economy very  much.  The 

landowners’  “re l ief”  put  in  the  comment  on the  arres t  in  o ther  c i t ies  

came from this  sh if t  of  the  s t ructure  of  value  and meaning.  I f  someone 

was  arres ted  in  Kabukicho,  i t  damaged the  local  image,  landowners  

supposed.  

 In  my par t ic ipant  observat ion of  pr ivate  patro l ,  a  symbolic  

in teract ion was observed.  One s t ree t -adver t iser  approached a  landowner  

and asked him,  “What  t ime wil l  the  patro l  end today?” The landowner  

repl ied ,  laughing,  “Eight  o’c lock.”  On another  day,  another  s t ree t-

adver t iser  asked me  the  same quest ion,  and I  repl ied  the  same,  with  some 

hesi ta t ion .  This  episode shows the  a tmosphere  of  the  balance  or  

equi l ibr ium on the  s t ree t .  

 These  re la t ionships  among agencies  in  Kabukicho are  summarized in  

Figure  5 .   
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Figure  5 .  Relat ionships  among agencies  in  Kabukicho 

 

 

(Latent) positive / negative functions of advertisers / 

recruiters 

 

 In  Japan,  adver t isements  for  the  sex  industry  are  s t rongly  res t r ic ted  

both  in  formal  and informal  ways .  In  such s i tuat ions ,  sex  industry  c lubs  

h ighly  apprecia te  the  ro le  that  s t ree t-adver t isers  p lay .  S treet-adver t isers  

obviously  have an  adver t is ing  funct ion and a  fee  is  paid  by the  job .  

Clubs  and s t ree t-adver t isers  s tay  in  c lose  contact  wi th  each other  and 
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adver t isers  of ten  p lay  the  ro le  of  “demand and supply  adjus tment .”  For  

example ,  a  c lub cal ls  an  adver t iser  and says ,  “We seem to  have few 

customers  tonight ,  so  you can discount  ten  dol lars  i f  you give  pr ior  

so l ic i t ing  to  us .”  Moreover ,  when a  c lub in t roduces  i ts  cus tomer  to  a  

s t ree t-adver t iser ,  the  c lub can acquire  a  referra l  fee  f rom him (Figure  6) .  

The in t roduced customer  then goes  to  another  shop and spends  more  

money,  media ted  by s t ree t -adver t isers .  

 

Figure  6 .  Relat ionships  mediated  by a  recruiter  

 

 S t ree t-adver t isers  a lso  br ing some benef i ts  to  customers .  F irs t ,  

cus tomers  can go to  the  c lubs  tha t  they want .  Kabukicho accommodates  

more  than f ive  hundred sex industry  c lubs  in  a  600  square  meter  area .  

Clubs  have var ious  character is t ics ,  fees ,  services ,  and women.  Stree t-
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adver t isers  are  providing services  to  match the  tas tes  of  customers .  

Fur thermore,  some s t ree t-adver t isers  use  a  “hand-out”  technique to  g ive  

a  d iscount  to  the  customers .  Accordingly ,  the  customer  who uses  a  

s t ree t-adver t iser  can,  as  a  resul t ,  go  to  sex  industry  c lubs  for  a  more  

reasonable  fee .  

 Of  course ,  th is  is  not  a lways  the  case .  The major i ty  of  s t ree t-

adver t isers  f requent ly  overcharges  and col ludes  with  overcharging c lubs  

in  shar ing the  benef i t .  Overcharging in  red  l ight  d is t r ic ts  is  wel l  known 

throughout  Japan;  sex  industry  c lubs  have fa i led  to  keep the  t rus t  of  

customers  because  of  widespread overcharging by s t ree t-adver t isers  and 

c lubs .  

 As ment ioned above,  remunerat ions  to  recrui ters  are  re la t ively  h igh 

in  red  l ight  d is t r ic ts .  Their  annual  incomes of ten  reach three  to  f ive  

hundred thousand dol lars .  This  notably  h igh income shows how 

recrui ters  p lay  an  important  ro le  in  the  industry .  An owner  of  an  escor t  

service  says  that  recrui ters  in t roduce 60% of  female  employees  

(sexworkers) .  Sex industry  c lubs  a lways put  out  many help-wanted ads ,  

but  they say ,  “Gir ls  who see  the  ads  are  not  a lways g lamorous .”  The 

glamor of  women is  an  essent ia l  component  for  sex  industr ies .  Recrui ters  

make a  s table  supply  of  “excel lent  human resources”  poss ib le .  

 For  female  employees ,  recrui ters  a lso  have posi t ive  aspects .  

Recrui ters  of ten  screen women from vic ious  c lubs  that  abuse  employees .  

This  is  a  ra t ional  ac t  for  recrui ters  because  they can maximize  their  

income when women work s teadi ly  for  longer .  Under  a  s imilar  pr inciple ,  
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recrui ters  help  a  woman to  maximize  her  income by offer ing to  move her  

to  another  c lub.  This  is  because  the  income of  the  recrui ter  changes  

depending on the  woman’s  income (15% on average) .  In  sum, women can 

work more  safe ly  in  a  h igher  paying shop in termedia ted  by recrui ters .  

 This  is  a lso  a  Janus-faced s i tuat ion .  As ment ioned above,  get t ing  

women to  work for  longer  terms is  a  ra t ional  choice  for  the  recrui ters ;  

therefore ,  recrui ters  over t ly  and cover t ly  prevent  the  exi t  of  women.  

Needless  to  say ,  sex  work lacks  longi tudinal  f inancia l  s tabi l i ty .  Aging 

makes  i t  more  d if f icul t  for  women to  prof i t  in  the  t rade.  As the  l i te ra ture  

has  pointed  out ,  despi te  i t s  ins tabi l i ty ,  the  money earned in  the  sex  

industry  tends  to  be  seen as  “fas t  cash” or  “easy cash” (Jeff rey  & 

MacDonald  2006;  Phoenix  1999) .  This  is  a lso  the  case  in  Japan.  

Recrui ters  exploi t  th is  weakness ,  i .e . ,  the  woman’s  need for  “fas t  cash .”  

Recrui ters  not  only  make an  exi t  d i f f icul t  but  a lso  make a  re turn  to  the  

industry  near ly  inevi table  (Murphy & Venkatesh  2006) .  

 In  their  narra t ives ,  informants  of  s t ree t-adver t iser  and recrui ter  

share  the  phrase  “supply  and demand.”  They legi t imized their  businesses  

as  “supply”  corresponding to  the  “demand” of  both  the  sex  industry  and 

customers .  

An informant  ( recrui ter)  noted ,  “They ( recrui ters)  don’ t  exi t  

f rom the  t rade  even af ter  being arres ted .  Some of  them have been 

arres ted  again  and again .  But  they never  qui t .”  Two informants  (a  s t ree t -

adver t iser  and a  recrui ter)  regard  themselves  as  a  “necessary  evi l .”  Their  

posi t ive  evaluat ions  of  themselves  cannot  be  d ismissed as  mere  s ta tes  of  
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mind.  These  evaluat ions  in  turn  provide  a  d isobedient  f rame of  mind 

towards  law enforcement  and reconf i rmat ion of  se l f -aff i rmat ion f rom 

their  h igh revenues ,  which they t ransla te  in to  the  “needs”  f rom the  

community .  

 

From a Red Light District toward the “Ideal City” 

 From observing these  in tersect ions  on the  s t ree ts  in  Kabukicho,  

what  should  we unders tand about  th is  space ,  “s t ree ts”?  From 

descr ip t ions  and analys is  above,  two dif ferent  aspects  can be  drawn out .  

 F i rs t ly ,  the  s t ree ts  are  “ infras t ructure”  through which resources  

(passers-by)  f low.  Street-adver t isers  and recrui ters  regarded themselves  

ac t ing  as  ca ta lys ts  for  v i ta l iza t ion  of  the  local  economy.  From their  

v iewpoint ,  they make the  f low of  resources  smooth .  In  contras t ,  the  

landowners’  patro l  targeted  them as  obstacles  for  the  f low.  

 Secondly ,  the  s t ree ts  are  “media”  through which the  local  image and 

vis ion are  expressed.  The shif t  of  the  goal  of  pr ivate  patro l  was  re la ted  

to  th is .  Landowners  who under took patro l  chose  the  maintenance of  the  

s t ree ts  not  as  infras t ructure  but  as  media .  As long as  s t ree ts  indicate  the  

local i ty  is  in  good condi t ion ,  landowners  do not  complain .   

I t  i s  no  less  important ,  especia l ly  in  Kabukicho,  that  the  space  

of  s t ree ts  is  open and therefore  v is ib le .  This  v is ib i l i ty  g ives  s t ree ts  

specia l  meaning that  the  space  ins ide  bui ld ings  does  not  acquire .  Owing 

to  th is  v is ib i l i ty ,  adver t isers  and recrui ters  can act  as  the  ca ta lys t  on  the  
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s t ree ts .  Owing to  the  v is ib i l i ty ,  s t ree ts  can  indicate  the  images  to  the  

outs ide  world .  

 In  the  red  l ight  d is t r ic t  under  d iscuss ion,  there  are  extremely  

complex re la t ionships  ins ide ,  even while  the  d iscuss ion is  l imited  to  one 

on the  s t ree ts .  What  then should  be  sought  about  “r ight  to  the  c i ty”  in  

the  red  l ight  d is t r ic t  wi thout  inhabi tants?  Do we have to  be  the  re la t iv is t  

who t rea ts  a l l  agencies  equal ly  when th inking upon the  area  without  

inhabi tants?  

 I  cannot  propose  a  s imple  answer  here ,  but  can propose  an  organized 

viewpoint .  That  is ,  the  var ious  agencies  in  the  local i ty  are  regarded as  

possess ing var ious  legi t imacies .  In  o ther  words ,  the  key for  the  “Ideal  

Ci ty”  is  the  p lura l i ty  of  legi t imacy.  Occupat ions  re la ted  to  the  sex  

industry  (sex  workers ,  s t ree t -adver t isers  and recrui ters)  have a  

legi t imacy re la ted  to  working in  the  c i ty ,  spending more  t ime there  than 

others ,  and contr ibut ing to  the  local  economy.  Especia l ly  in  Kabukicho,  

the  sex  industry  is  providing a  unique and unsubst i tu table  character  to  

the  c i ty .  The legi t imacy they have can be  descr ibed as  economic,  

occupat ional ,  and perhaps  even cul tura l .  Landowners  have another  

legi t imacy re la ted  to  being there  as  long as  half  century  or  so ,  

possess ing land,  and represent ing “ the  local”  f rom the  “prudent”  

s tandpoint .  This  legi t imacy can be  ca l led  h is tor ica l ,  legal ,  and poss ib ly  

moral .  I t  a lso  cannot  be  d ismissed that  some landowners ,  even i f  only  a  

very  few and as  except ions ,  are  l iv ing in  Kabukicho,  whi le  a t  the  same 

t ime,  some people  re la ted  to  the  sex  industry  are  l iv ing there  as  wel l .  
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Under  the  term of  “r ight  to  the  c i ty”  or  the  “Ideal  Ci ty ,”  what  we should  

consider  is  th is  p lura l i ty  of  legi t imacy.  The next  s tep  to  take  is  an  

agnost ic  one that  analyzes  d if ferent  legi t imacies  of  d i f ferent  agencies  

engaged in  controversy ,  and not  only  commit t ing  to  inhabi tants .  

 

 



  
 

28 

 

Works Cited 

 

Ahlburg .  Dennis  A.  and Eric  R.  Jensen.  “The economics  of  the  commercia l  

sex  industry .”  Confront ing Aids:  Evidence from the  Developing 

World .  Ed.  Martha  Ainsworth ,  Lieve  Fransen,  and Mead Over .  

Brussels :  European Commission,  1997.  Pr in t .  

Chaskin .  Rober t  J .  and Mark L.  Joseph.  “‘Posi t ive’  Gentr i f ica t ion ,  Socia l  

Control  and the  ‘Right  to  the  Ci ty’  in  Mixed-Income Communit ies :  

Uses  and Expecta t ions  of  Space  and Place .”  In ternat ional  Journal  

o f  Urban and Regional  Research  37(2)  (2012):  480-502.  Pr in t .  

Edlund,  Lena and Evelyn Korn.  “A Theory of  Prost i tu t ion .”  The Journal  o f  

Pol i t ical  Economy  110 (1)  (2002):  181-214.  Pr in t .  

Harvey,  David .  “A r ight  to  the  c i ty” .  In ternat ional  Journal  o f  Urban and 

Regional  Research  27(4)  (2003):  939-41.  Pr in t .  

Harvey,  David .  “The r ight  to  the  c i ty .”  New Lef t  Review  53  2008:  23-40.  

Pr in t .  

Iveson,  Kurt .  “Ci t ies  wi th in  the  Ci ty :  Do-I t -Yourself  Urbanism and the  

Right  to  the  Ci ty .”  In ternat ional  Journal  o f  Urban and Regional  

Research  37(3)  (2013):  941-56.  Pr in t .  

Jeff rey ,  Lesl ie  Ann and Gayle  MacDonald .  “I t ’s  the  Money,  Honey”:  The 

Economy of  Sex Work in  the  Mari t imes .”  Canadian Review of  

Sociology  43(3)  (2006):  313-327.  Pr in t .  

Lefebvre ,  Henri .  Le droi t  à  la  v i l le .  Par is :  Anthropos ,  1968.  Pr in t .  



  
 

29 

MacLeod,  Gordon.  “Urban Pol i t ics  Reconsidered:  Growth Machine to  Post-

democrat ic  Ci ty?”  Urban Studies  48  (2011):  2629-60.  Pr in t .  

Moffa t t ,  Peter  G.  and Simon A.  Peters .  “Pr ic ing Personal  Services :  An 

Empir ica l  S tudy of  Earnings  in  the  UK Prost i tu t ion  Industry .”  

Scot t ish  Journal  o f  Pol i t ical  Economy  51(5)  (2004):  675-690.  Pr in t .  

Murphy,  Alexandra  K.  and Sudhir  Al ladi  Venkatesh .  “Vice  Careers :  The 

Changing Contours  of  Sex Work in  New York Ci ty .”  Quali ta t ive  

Sociology 29(2)  (2006):  129-54.  Pr in t .  

Norton-Hawk,  M. “A comparison of  p imp-  and non-pimp-control led  

women.”  Violence Against  Women  10(2)  (2004):  189-194.  Pr in t .  

Phoenix ,  Joanna.  Making Sense  o f  Prost i tu t ion .  New York:  S t .  Mart in’s  

Press ,  1999.  Pr in t .  

Purcel l ,  Mark.  “The r ight  to  the  c i ty :  the  s t ruggle  for  democracy in  the  

urban publ ic  rea lm.”  Policy  & Pol i t ics  43(3)  2013:  311-27.  Pr in t .  

Rosen,  Eva and Sudhir  Al ladi  Venkatesh .  “A ‘Pervers ion’  of  Choice:  Sex 

Work Offers  Jus t  Enough in  Chicago 's  Urban Ghet to .”  Journal  o f  

Contemporary  Ethnography  37(4)  (2008):  417-441.  Pr in t .  

S incla i r ,  Joan.  Pink box:  ins ide  Japan’s  sex  c lubs .  New York:  Abrams,  

2006.  Pr in t .  

Venkatesh ,  Sudhir  Alladi .  American Project:  The r ise  and fa l l  o f  a  modern 

ghet to .  Cambridge and London:  Harvard  Univers i ty  Press ,  2002.  

Pr in t .  

Wacquant ,  Loïc .  “The Global  F ires torm of  Law and Order :  On 



  
 

30 

Neol ibera l ism and Punishment .”  Thesis  Eleven  (2011):  105.  Pr in t .  

Wil l iamson,  C.  & T.  Cluse-Tolar .  “Pimp-control led  prost i tu t ion:  S t i l l  an  

in tegra l  par t  of  s t ree t  l i fe .”  Violence Against  Women  8(9)  (2002):  

1074-1092.  Pr in t .  

Zhang,  Sheldon X.  2011.  “Woman pul lers :  p imping and sex t raff icking in  a  

Mexican Border  Ci ty .”  Crime Law and Social  Change .  56(5) :  509-

528.  Pr in t .  

Zukin ,  Sharon.  Naked Ci ty:  The Death  and Li fe  o f  Authent ic  Urban Places .  

New York:  Oxford  Univers i ty  Press ,  2010.  Pr in t .  

 

!


