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Trafficking in Persons: What is 
the Issue and for Whom? 

The Japanese government is in all haste 
tackling the issue of  “trafficking in persons.” 
Major countermeasures to be introduced will 
include punishment to brokers and a 
reconsideration of  the so-called “entertainer” 
visa, which has been criticized in the past as 
the official license of  exploiting Filipino 
women in the sex industry in Japan. This has 
occurred in the single year since the U.S. 
government questioned the slow course of  
action taken by the Japanese Government in 
addressing trafficking in persons. 

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) 
have been seriously alarmed by human rights 
violations against women who have been sent 
to Japanese sex markets from all over Asia, 
South America and East Europe since the 
1980s. If  the Japanese government is finally 
bestirring itself  to taking actions that will 
address this, such actions will be highly 
welcomed; however, a precise scenario has not 
been thoroughly investigated and any hasty 
actions taken by the government give us cause 
to concern. It is difficult to believe that our 
government, which has forcibly deported 
UN-mandated refugees, will seriously consider 
protecting the human rights of  foreign 
women. 

It is clear that the government’s hasty 
actions are a part of  the policies intended to 
engage “the war against terror,” urged by the 
U.S. government, which includes enhancing 

surveillance on transnational organized crime. 
It should be obvious that we need to reinforce 
not only the perpetrator’s punishment, but 
also the victim’s safety. We need to 
thoughtfully consider and offer a critical 
definition of  the phrase, “human trafficking,” 
as initiated by the government.  

The causes of  women’s suffering, who 
have been mobilized in the sex industry, are 
not only from “transnational organized 
crime.” The immigration policies and social 
biases of  Japan have also created obstacles to 
the human rights-based approach toward 
trafficking, by treating those victimized 
women as “criminals” who overstay illegally 
on Japanese soil and offend public order and 
morality. What would be overlooked in the 
public interest by specifying “human 
trafficking” as a matter of  counter-terrorism? 
What are the main issues that should concern 
us in that concept? In this issue, we would like 
to redefine “human trafficking” in order to 
discuss what we must do in order to effect 
intervention. 

 
 

The Paradox of Globalization 
It is vital to recognize that there are 

simultaneous movements, including regulatory 
actions to criminalize the global sex industry 
with involuntarily recruited women; on the 
other hand, there are movements to expand 
the legal mobilization of  the female labor 
force to make it a faster, more manageable 
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process. These efforts make it easier for top 
business managers of  global industries to fly 
around the world without any annoying 
procedures on national borders, while 
immigrants, who are cheaply exported and 
imported, are to be more strictly managed.  
This is the technology that was developed for 
managing borders by countries that were 
handling “immigration problems” in the 80s 
and 90s.   

These same countries do not want any 
more foreign “workers” who may have love 
affairs, bear children, bring over their families, 
or possibly become involved in political action 
while providing a labour force. They do not 
want to accept foreign workers who are also 
uncontrollable human beings who could 
become a risk to the host country by 
threatening the host country’s cultural and 
financial assets and national security. Those 
countries are demanding, and preparing 
through service trade negotiations, a “pure 
labour force,” which does not require time and 
financial expenditure for reproductive labor, 
and which is always available depending on the 

market’s flexible needs. 
Women are aggressively mobilized as 

cheap, flexible goods to meet the demands of  
the global market. It is ironic that brokers who 
export Filipinas as “entertainers” to Japan are 
repainting their signs to read “care-workers 
training school” due to the policy changes of  
the Japanese government. This is caused by 
the seriously deteriorating living conditions 
needed to sustain women’s lives. This situation 
cannot be simply explained with just one word 
such as poverty. The causes of  poverty include 
regional conflict, oppression by family and 
community, the responsibility of  caring for 
family members, lack of  opportunity for 
education, and the lack of  a decent open labor 
market for women. Consequently, various 
interconnected societal factors have pushed 
women “voluntarily” to brokers, although the 
risks are high. 

It is meaningless to separate this social 
context from what we term as the 
phenomenon of  the feminization of  
immigration, or to argue whether or not 
women’s choices are “voluntary” or “by 
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