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!wo streets from Shinjuku sta-
tion — Tokyo’s popular young 
and trendy shopping hub — lie 

a collection of streets where billboards 
jump out from every building picturing gig-
gling girls holding hands in school uniforms, 
half-dressed secretaries or demure Japanese 
girl-next-door-types in aprons. Others show 
teenage boys with dazzling smiles or some 
are painted with cartoon depictions of scar-
let-lipped Caucasian blondes, breasts bounc-
ing higher than their faces. If you can’t read 
Japanese all you’ll pick up on is the pictures 
and the per-hour prices. Occasionally there 
will be some Roman lettering amongst the 
Japanese: ‘We do not welcome the foleign-
er’. Or something equally quaint.

 This is Kabukicho, an area no bigger than 
one square mile, which houses around 5,000 
sex establishments. Though ‘sex establish-
ments’ isn’t really a suitable term to capture 

the electrifying mood and bountiful variety 
of Japan’s most famous red light district. The 
Japanese call their collective assortment of 
kink, fuzoku. When translated into English, 
the closest it comes to is ‘commercial sex 
industry’ — far too negatively connoted a 
phrase to get across the refreshingly scandal-
free attitude towards sex in Japan. Here, the 
sex industry is simply an entertainment ser-
vice considered as acceptable a thing to in-
dulge oneself in as going to see Avatar with 
a box of popcorn.

 Hole-in-the-wall blow job bars, which 
would be front page tabloid fodder here, 
sit in railway station exits welcoming in un-
ashamed customers. Trig businessmen sit on 
trains openly engrossed in comics showing 
characters furiously ejaculating all over each 
other. In Shinjuku itself — and anywhere else 
in Tokyo which borders a red light district — 
sex industry scouts smile and approach pretty 
young girls as they walk hand-in-hand with 
their boyfriends, trying to entice them with a 
job in the various hostess clubs. 

 There seems to be limitless imagination 
when it comes to dreaming up new fuzoku 
business ideas. The last five years have seen 
a boom in ‘baby salons’, where over-stressed 
businessmen pay to sit in a nappy and bib 
and be tended to by a caring ‘mummy’. She’ll 
fetch him drinks in a baby’s bottle, caress 
him and, no doubt, tease him with his rattle. 
Less startling but more popular are the ‘im-
age clubs’, where customers select different 
themed scenarios to act out a sexual encoun-
ter. Rooms are kitted out in impressive detail 
to look like classrooms, offices, doctor’s sur-
geries or elevators.

 The Western equivalent of your basic 
brothel would be the ‘fashion health mas-
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sage’ or ‘pink salons’. The reason for the eu-
phemism is because, like in the UK, paying for 
sex itself isn’t illegal, but forming a contract 
around it or advertising it for sale is. Like the 
thousands of escort agencies or massage par-
lours in Britain, Japanese sex clubs get around 
the law by advertising a girl (or boy’s) time 
rather than the explicit services on offer. The 
rules are far more intricate in Japan however. 
Where most countries’ prostitution laws leave 
a huge grey area, in Japan there is an entire 
volume of legislation dedicated to fuzoku, 
stating precisely when white becomes black. 
This is why many club owners don’t trust for-
eigners to abide by the rules.

But the clunky legislation only actually ap-
plies to ‘coitus’ acts — the posh term for oral, 
anal and ‘intercrural’ — so what is left behind 
is the anomaly that in Japan you can pay for 
whatever warped sadistic image or enact-
ment that may tickle your fetish fancy but you 
can’t pay for sex.

‘Health massages’ or pizza-express style 
‘delivery massages’ (you can figure out what 
that involves) are about the only services that 
do end in penetrative sex. As do ‘soaplands’ 
where customers first get rubbed into a soapy 
lather in a wet room, orally serviced in a hot 
tub before being finished off, dripping wet, 
on a towel wrapped bed.

 Time-poor customers visit ‘telephone 
clubs’ usually situated in train stations for 
businessmen breaking up their daily mon-
strous commutes — sometimes up to four 
hours each way. They will pay around £20 per 
hour to sit in a booth the size of a large desk, 
watch porn and wait for a female voice of his 
chosen role-play to call the booth and talk 
dirty. Telephone clubs are not always staffed 
by paid girls. Some match up men and wom-

en looking to share mutual fantasies or just a 
bit of casual sex. Other women join telephone 
clubs looking to date for cash — ‘compen-
sated dating’ as it is attractively called.

On the one hand Japan’s fuzoku caters 
for every imaginable sexual taste or fetish, 
yet on the contrasting side, because mere 
titillation can be as satisfying as sex itself, 
there are some establishments that would 
be considered less than tame by Western sex 
standards. ‘No-panty cafes’, for example, do 
exactly what it says on the tin. ‘Peep shows’ 
limit customers’ thrills to the visual — though 
the innovation is impressive: aquarium-like 
swimming tanks where naked women tease 
their clients through a pane of glass. In the 
well-known ‘hostess bars’ customers get 
nothing more than a tête-à-tête, a flirt and 
— if they’re lucky — a private karaoke song. 
They are nicknamed ‘snack bars’ because 
they serve pointlessly miniscule bowls of was-
abi nuts or soya beans with drinks. Generally, 
the more expensive the ‘snack bar’, the less 
intimacy the customer can expect. In line with 
geisha tradition, the quality of a girl is inferred 
by how little she is willing to submit. In recent 
years male host clubs have been catching up 
with the traditional hostess club model. Dap-
per young Japanese things sporting swept-

“The anomaly is that you 
can pay for whatever 
sadistic fetish you wish 
but you can’t pay for sex” 

JAPANS DIRTY SECRETS.indd   31 12/5/10   09:24:19



FEATURE Joe King

3 2 FORUM

back hairstyles and too-cool-for-school tuxe-
dos lure women off the streets into their clubs 
where they shower them with compliments 
and pour their drinks.

On the other end of the spectrum, however, 
is the borderline obscene. One club allows men 
to chase women around a room wielding ridicu-
lously over-sized dildos. The larger the size, the 
higher the price. When they catch a girl, they get 
to insert it in whichever of her bodily holes takes 
their fancy. In another one — threatened with 
closure — the customer chooses an animal, has 
sex with it and then gets to eat it. Whether they 
watch it be killed and cooked in front of them is 
a small optional extra.

In the UK and other western societies such 
a level of acceptance for all things sex would be 
a fetish master’s wet dream. So what gives Ja-
pan this refreshingly relaxed attitude to explor-
ing sexual desire? They think nothing of getting 
a quick grope in a lunch hour, paying for the 
30-second privilege of ripping off a fishnet body 
stocking or parting with thirty quid for ten min-
utes to inspect an anonymous teenager’s pussy 
with a magnifying glass through a hole in the 
wall. Do the Japanese race have a particularly 
sex-thirsty genetic code or is this sex obsession 
something far simpler?

 ‘It’s humour,’ says Joan Sinclair, photogra-
pher and author of Pink Box: Inside Japan’s Sex 
Clubs. Sinclair spent a year trawling some of 
Japan’s most quirky establishments to photo-
graph the girls, the clients, the themed rooms, 
booths, props and often the action itself.

 ‘They don’t take it at all seriously — that’s 
the point — the club owners and the custom-
ers are having fun. It’s gimmicky. There’s one 
hostess club called Night Flight. It’s done out 
like an aeroplane and the girls are steward-
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esses. There’s another based on the con-
cept of ‘conveyor belt’ sushi bars. The girls 
rotate around the customers shouting ‘I’m 
a shrimp’ or ‘I’m a tuna roll’ and the cus-
tomer chooses one, as he would a plate 
of rotating sushi. The role-playing is very 
tongue in cheek. It’s the equivalent of our 
90’s obsession with mirrored floors.’

 I wonder though, does that sort of comi-
cal approach to sex take away the eroticism? 
Or worse, could it give way to an unhealthy 
tendency to distance sex from meaningful 
emotion? ‘It’s actually a healthy attitude,’ in-
sists Sinclair. ‘As a photographer, I found the 
humour made it more aesthetically pleasing. 
That’s why I shot it in colour and my book is a 
bright, fun, cartoon-like representation of the 
sex industry rather than a sad and serious sto-

ry. Saying that, the book does contains some 
images that are not candy-coated. I decided 
to leave these in to show the reality of the job 
as well. When you dig deeper, you realise it’s 
not all fun and games. Fuzoku is a very serious 
business with serious money.’

 The sense of humour that Sinclair men-
tions is also endemic in manga — the peren-
nially popular Japanese cartoon books. Man-
ga takes mundane routines of the work-hard 
Japanese culture and catches them in fantasy 
images: the office girl, the commuting sec-
retary, the crowded train. Sinclair describes 
these images as ‘the archetypes of daily work 
life’. It’s these archetypes, she says, which are 
the most sexualised in the fuzoku clubs.

 It’s not so much that Japan has developed 
a leniency towards sexual fantasism but rather 
that they never adopted any taboos in the first 
place. ‘Japanese openness to sex goes right 
back to their creation myth — the creator-deity 
Izanagi created the Japanese islands by mas-
turbating into the sea,’ says Majella Munro, 
an erotic art historian and author of Under-
standing Shunga: A guide to Japanese Erotic 
Art. ‘Commercialization of sex really took hold 
during the 17th and 18th centuries when To-
kyo was a highly populated consumerist city. 
Prostitution — which was permitted by the 
government to keep civic order — flourished 
and diversified as the market grew. When you 
mix this early commercialism with the natural 
discretion of Japanese society and a lack of reli-
gious proscription, there’s a perfect climate for 
a myriad of sexual diversions to emerge.’

 This absence of controversy over sex has 
made Japan the natural home for some ex-
treme erotic artists. Many wouldn’t be able to 
find such a welcoming platform for their work 
anywhere else in the world. Trevor Brown is an 
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English artist living in Japan. His pop-art draw-
ings explore paraphilia, paedophilia and BDSM 
against a backdrop of dark themes such as 
car crashes, abattoirs and Japanese pornogra-
phy. His well known collection, baby art, is no 
stranger to controversy in the Western world 
but in Japan he says he’s rarely contested: ‘I’m 
more celebrated here because the Japanese 
like ‘cute’,’ he says. ‘But I think it’s wrong to 
think of Japan as a hub of corruption welcom-
ing perverts with open arms — perhaps better 
to regard Japan as a sensible norm and ques-
tion why the UK and elsewhere is fucked up?’

Also consider Japanese artist, Takato Yama-
moto. He has four successful books in Japan 
yet there don’t appear to be any published in 
the West. It’s likely that his sexually explicit style 
and his signature use of severed heads, claws, 
sundry bones and eyeballs don’t get past more 
conservative barriers here.

 The theme of obsessive sex leading to mad-
ness or death is common in Japanese erotic 
art. Toshio Saeki regularly explores it through 
bestial portrayals of girls having their vaginas 
thrust with the tentacles of sea monsters, 
young virgins being broken in with a dwarf’s 
head in a gang bang or hideous trolls chewing 
on sexual organs.

 Then there’s Makoto Aida — unarguably 
the most controversial, even by Japan’s stan-
dards. In his collection of paintings called Dog, 
one picture portrays the concept of true fe-
male devotion via a girl with a dog collar round 
her neck. All her limbs have been amputated 
so as to make her totally dependent and sexu-
ally available to her master, whom she looks up 
at lovingly. Another collection, Edible Artificial 
Girls aimed to show the relationship with food 
and sex, which to Aida evidently includes im-
ages such as a singed and roasted girl being 

sliced like a piece of meat. While most of us 
would be disturbed by this, Majella Munro says 
she recently met a 19-year-old student who 
cited him as her favourite artist: ‘She attributed 
his technical abilities and was totally unfazed 
by the sexual violence in his work.’

 But there must come a point when this 
lackadaisical attitude to sex anywhere, any-
how and at any cost becomes a breeding 
ground for a sinister underbelly. Earlier this 
year Japan was lambasted by UNICEF, the UN 
sponsored children’s rights group, because it 
and Russia are the only two G8 countries 
that do not ban possession of child pornog-
raphy. And of course it comes as no surprise 
that anti-prostitution lobbying groups claim 
that Japan’s insatiable sexual appetite fuels 
the demand for trafficking.

Yes, elements of Japan’s fuzoku are consid-
ered perverted, most clubs are indeed prejudi-
cial against foreigners and yes, they certainly 
hold women back in their power-quest to 
break away from the unfashionable ‘sex ob-
ject’ image. But Japan’s sex industry remains a 
closely cosseted national gem where imagina-
tions run wild, creativity flares, complex fan-
tasies are freely lived out, plenty of money is 
made and is a world where guilt and secrecy, 
for once, are needless.

“Japan hasn’t developed 
leniency towards sexual 
fantasism, it just had no 
taboos in the first place” 
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