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Problematization of “Trafficking in Persons” in Japan: Focus on
Conceptual Changes of Trafficking in Persons in National and
International Contexts

ONO Sera

Abstract In December 2000, the United Nations adopted “the UN Convention
against Transnational Organized Crime” and its three protocols: Trafficking
Protocol, Smuggling Protocol and Illicit Manufacturing Protocol. Until the
Trafficking Protocol appeared, the term “Trafficking” had not been defined in
international law, despite its incorporation in a number of international legal
agreements. International society and each government have agreed to prohibit
and eliminate trafficking in persons, and the Japanese government also started the
National Action Plan against Trafficking in Persons in 2004. In Japan, trafficking in
persons has been known as an issue concerning foreign women, especially from
East Asia and Southeast Asia, who have been forced into prostitution. However, the
recent discussion in Japan has been changing to a different consideration of sexual
exploitation. The aim of this paper is to examine the transition of the term and
concept of “trafficking in persons” in Japan as the process of its problematization.

First, I consider the international context of trafficking in persons from the
starting point of some international legal agreements against it. This issue started
from “white slavery” in Europe at the beginning of the 20™ century, and had
changed to “traffic in women” as an issue of women’s human rights in the 1970s—
1990s. Since 2000, “trafficking in persons” has been regarded as “transnational
organized crime”, and has become a priority matter in international society these
days.

Next, I consider the Japanese context of trafficking in persons from the
government, media and civil movements (NGOs). After WW II, “so-called jinshin-
baibai (human trafficking)” as child labor problems among war orphans and
children in the poor rural villages paved the way for discussion of trafficking in
persons. After that, it came to mean “red-light district” problems involving young
women until the 1956 Anti-Prostitution Law, and it moved into consideration as
“Jinshin-baibai”, involving as forced prostitution among women from East and
Southeast Asian countries along with the civil movements in the 1980s —1990s. In
concert with the international context, the Japanese government has regarded
“trafficking” or “jinshin-torihiki (trafficking in persons)” as transnational organized
crime since the 2000s. In addition, I refer to another tendency, showing how child
prostitution among Japanese young girls and “Technical Intern Trainee” problems
have come to be regarded as new forms of trafficking in persons, according to the
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government and NGOs.

Through these examinations, this paper argues that trafficking in persons in
Japan have been problematized by several different contexts in national and
international discussions, and its boundary line has been fluid according to “what
we should recognize as trafficking in persons” .

Key words: Trafficking in Persons, Problematization, Transnational Organized
Crime
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