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COVID-19 in Japan: A Nighttime Disease

Valentina Giammaria

 

Abstract:  When the state of  emergency was
declared  in  Tokyo,  it  was  less  a  mandatory
order than a request for cooperation and for
jishuku  (self-restraint).  Along  with  the
ambiguous status of such a request in a time of
pandemic,  this  confusion  was  further
compounded  by  uneven  enforcement.  While
wealthier,  middle  class  areas  were  left
relatively  unpatrolled,  the  areas  around  the
redlight  district  of  Kabuki-chō  in  Shinjuku,
Tokyo, were very strictly monitored despite the
lack  of  any  conclusive  data  at  that  time
regarding  the  infection  patterns  or  rates.  In
targeting workers in the “night business,” the
Tokyo  Metropolitan  Government  reenacted
centuries old prejudices against those working
the sex trades. This paper focuses on how the
advent of COVID-19 affected the lives of people
working in the settai (business entertainment)
industry,  in  particular  hostesses  in  hostess
bars,  kyabajō  (hostesses  in  clubs),  and  male
hosts.  Their  voices  tell  us  how,  through the
government’s  actions  as  well  as  mass  media
and social  media discourse surrounding their
work,  these  laborers  were  stigmatized,
resulting  in  a  worsening  of  their  already
precarious  positions  as  they  have  been
expected  to  do  difficult  and  increasingly
dangerous  work,  almost  always  without  any
contract or insurance protection, in a time of
pandemic. 
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected over 200
countries  and  territories  around  the  world,
compelling millions of people to observe total
lockdowns of their communities. The Japanese
response  to  the  global  emergency  prompted
significant criticism from the public. The Abe
government announced the state of emergency
only on April 7th by requesting - rather than
explicitly compelling - the population to avoid
close  contact  and  refrain  from  going  out
unnecessarily  (The  Japan  Times,  2020a).  No
mandatory  restriction  was  officially  imposed.
Instead,  the  population  was  requested  to
exercise  self-restraint  (jishuku).  There  were
temporary closures of restaurants, department
stores,  shops,  and  clubs,  along  with  the
suspension  of  much  commercial  activity.
However,  since  these  restrictions  were
voluntary  and  remained  at  the  discretion  of
individuals  and  business  owners,  the  actual
results  of  the  Abe  government’s  request  for
closures was uneven. 

In countries  such as Italy,  Australia,  France,
and Spain, people have been required to stay at
home  except  when  purchasing  primary
necessities,  with  fines  and  penalties  for
breaking  the  rules  (Tondo,  2020).  In  Japan,
despite being a country with a very high rate of
mask use, people have continued to move freely
from one prefecture to another,  to gather in
restaurants and parks, travel in crowded trains,
and  engage  in  many  outdoor  activities,
particularly in residential areas (The Mainichi,
2020a; The New York Times 2020). It has been
very common to see a significant  number of
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people in the streets,  stations,  parks,  and in
supermarkets and drugstores, who are making
little or no effort to respect social distancing
requests.  Groups  of  children  can  also  be
observed playing in the streets, at-risk elderly
people have kept gathering, and whole families
can be found walking their dogs together. Both
families and the elderly seem to behave as if
COVID-19 is not interested in catching them.

Shimokitazawa, May 1st, h. 14.40. People
walking in groups in daytime in areas not
associated with nighttime entertainment

during the state of emergency.

 

Yoyogi Park, May 8th, 16.03. A upscale
middle-class area of Tokyo where no one

was wearing a mask even as they
engaged in contact sports. 

 

The same scenario can be found in Toshima-ku
and  Shinjuku-ku’s  residential  areas,  as
explained by  two residents,  both young men
working in the tourism industry, who also lost
clients  and  money  due  to  the  pandemic.
“Yesterday  as  I  jogged  around  my  house,
keeping a safe distance from everyone else, the
whole  area,  especially  parks,  were  full  of
people, mostly families with children, but even
some  older  people.  I  was  shocked  by  the
number  of  children  playing  even  without
wearing a mask,” explained P.,  a 30-year-old
hotel staff member who lives in a residential
area of Shinjuku. L., a 33-year old interpreter,
provided a similar account, explaining that the
parks  in  the  residential  area  of  Toshima-ku
where he lives are still significantly crowded.
“Also,” he added, “the supermarkets are small
in Japan, but they still do not limit entrance to
small groups of people, there is no real social
distancing around here.” 

In  the  age  of  coronavirus,  jishuku  (self-
restraint) is the term used to suggest a need to
take precautions to ensure that the spread of
the coronavirus would not continue - but such
calls were not directed to everyone equally. As
we can see from the many examples above, this
call does not seem to be intended, heeded, or
enforced for the majority of suburban families
and  other  “respectable  types,”  with  little
negative  consequences  in  public  opinion  or
media  attention for  their  violations  of  public
safety. In fact, it seems that this self-restraint
primarily targets certain classes of people. This
targeting bias is limited to certain areas and is
built into the actual mechanism of coronavirus
testing,  a  method  referred  to  as  “cluster
testing.”. This method of testing, used in Tokyo
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and other cities in Japan,  focuses on certain
areas  and  seems  designed  to  “satisfy  an
anxious  public”  in  the  absence  of  scientific
basis rather than accurately and systematically
attempting  to  survey  the  whole  population.
(See Adelstein 2020 for the distortion of data
that this method produces and Yano 2020 for
the  l imitations  of  this  approach.)  Not
surprisingly, those working in the mizushōbai
(nighttime entertainment businesses), were far
more strictly monitored and often vilified in the
media,  with  their  actions  and  characters
questioned, with some going to the extent of
suggesting  that  they  did  not  deserve  the
100,000  yen  compensation  bond  that  every
other  resident  received.  This  paper  explores
how the advent of COVID-19 has affected the
lives of those working in the  settai  (business
entertainment) industry, particularly hostesses
in hostess bars,  kyabajō (hostesses in clubs),
and  male  hosts.  I  begin  by  outlining  the
precarious  nature  of  their  work,  made more
dangerous under COVID-19, and the attempts
at vilification and scapegoating by both media
and some state officials in ways that echo long-
held prejudices against this particular form of
labor in Japan. 

 

The Night World and its Labor

The negative public reaction could be traced in
part to a press conference held on March 30,
when  the  Governor  of  Tokyo,  Koike  Yuriko,
requested  people  to  exercise  self-discipline,
particularly stressing the need to avoid any sort
of night-life entertainment, in Japanese called
mizushōbai, which includes all the businesses
involving  settai,  as  well  as  sex-related
businesses (The Page, 2020).  The term settai
refers to the practice of sitting next to a client
to  provide  him/her  company by  serving food
and  drinks,  talking  and  flirting,  but  without
involving  sexual  services.  There  are  several
types of businesses throughout Japan - host and
hostess  clubs,  cabarets,  lounges,  snack bars,

and boys’ or girls’ bars - located especially in
Tokyo,  with  most  concentrated  around  the
Shinjuku  Kabuki-chō  area,  Roppongi,  and
Ginza.  Although  there  are  substantial
differences  among  hosts,  hostesses  and
kyabajō,  all  earn  their  money  based  on  a
calculation of the number of clients they bring
and the amount of money the clients spend at
the club: the more clients, the more the club
they are affiliated with earns and the higher
the ranking of the hostess or host within the
club becomes. In a time of social distancing,
work  that  depends  upon  social  intimacy  is
clearly problematic from an epidemiological as
well  as  political  point  of  view,  both  for
individual providers as well as for society as a
whole.  However,  while many restaurants and
even bars closed in these entertainment areas,
many others throughout Tokyo remained open.

Whi le  i t  i s  d i f f icu l t  to  est imate ,  the
entertainment  industry  around  mizushōbai
represents a significant percentage of both the
national  economy,  and even more important,
for the metropolitan economy of every major
city in Japan. Nevertheless, most of the people
who work in this industry are not getting rich
(Kakuma,  2017).  The  service  providers
generally  have no standard working contract
tying  them  to  the  club,  but  instead  can  be
considered  entrepreneurs  or  freelancers  who
affiliate with a club and get performance-based
pay which varies depending on their success
with clients. They cannot be fired or laid off
because they were never hired. Thus, while the
club  makes  money  from  the  customers,  the
workers assume the risk associated with a lack
of customers. As a result,  just like the many
irregular  workers  around  Japan,  those  who
work in the mizushōbai industry are unable to
sustain themselves in times of poor business.
Because they have no regular contract, they do
not  have  a  company  paying  into  any  health
insurance  scheme.  Nevertheless,  many  were
still expected to work by their clubs. And unlike
other  workers  who  have  been  celebrated  as
“essential  workers”  because  they  labored
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through  the  pandemic,  those  who  work  in
mizushōbai  businesses  were  vilified  in  the
present climate of fear and uncertainty, in part
because their work involves close contact with
the public.  The manner  of  this  vilification is
familiar  to  any  student  of  Japanese  history
(Sankei Biz, 2020).

 

The Struggle of Media Representation of
Night Work Under COVID-19

The way that individuals are treated, how the
public  thinks  of  them,  and  furthermore  how
they think of themselves, are influenced by the
media  construction  of  their  situation.  The
tendency of talk-shows, mass media, blogs, and
social media platforms to point fingers mainly
at settai businesses was most evident with the
press conference on March 30th, right after the
death of  the famous Japanese comedian Ken
Shimura (age 70), known to be a frequenter of
hostess clubs and bars. Shimura died on March
29th  due  to  pneumonia  caused  by  the  new
coronavirus  and  was  the  first  Japanese
celebrity known to have contracted the disease.
His  death  shocked  Japan  (The  Japan  Times,
2020b)  but  also  helped  to  raise  awareness
about  the  seriousness  of  the  disease  and  to
consider  a  lockdown.  However,  Shimura’s
death also resulted in more negative coverage
of  nightlife,  as  rumors  about  the  comedian
having  contracted  the  virus  from  a  hostess
spread  on  the  Internet  and  within  Japanese
news sources (Yahoo News, 2020). According
to some of these stories and rumors, Shimura
might have contracted the virus in a hostess
club  during  his  own  birthday  celebration
thrown by the club’s mama, who had been in
Spain a few weeks before where she allegedly
contracted  the  virus.  The  woman  promptly
denied  the  accusations,  claiming  that  she
tested negative  for  the  coronavirus  and that
she  did  not  have  any  other  contact  with
Shimura except at his birthday party. Evidently,
her  claims  did  not  convince  the  media,  and

several  nighttime  entertainment  businesses
started to close immediately after Koike’s press
conference and in the following days soon after
(Katanuma, 2020).

While  the  vagaries  of  assigning  guilt  and
culpability can be hard to follow, money often
helps to sharpen the discourse. On April 5th,
during an edition of the popular TV show Waido
na Show, broadcast every Sunday on Fuji TV,
there was a discussion of the cash payouts that
were to go to all residents in acknowledgment
of the collective hardship suffered due to the
virus.  Famous  comedian  Matsumoto  Hitoshi
openly claimed that he would not want to use
his  taxes  to  provide  monetary  support  to
hostesses. “I’m sorry, but I don’t want to use
the taxes we have paid to pay the salaries of
the hostesses who are now off.”  His  opinion
seemed  to  resonate  with  many,  as  several
“keyboard  warriors”  in  SNS,  as  well  as
renowned  public  figures  such  as  plastic
surgeon  Katsuya  Takasu,  firmly  agreed
(Medium, 2020). For some, the only option in
these heavily recirculated tweets was: “There’s
nothing  to  do  but  blow  up  Kabuki-chō”
(Matome Matome, 2020b). As a consequence,
like those who came into contact with Shimura,
many night-workers tried to defend themselves
through  their  personal  profiles  on  social
media.  

The response to this public condemnation by
those in the industry depended on a re-casting
of  their  act iv i t ies  from  the  status  of
‘entertainers’ to that of ‘workers’ in the most
powerful  form  among  urban  youth  today  -
social  media.  The workers mounted a digital
defense around the hashtag “night work is also
work” (#夜職も仕事です). They also wrote up a
petition asking not to be discriminated against,
and to be treated like any other worker facing
financial issues because of the coronavirus, just
as  sex  workers  around the world  have done
during this pandemic. They argued that “those
regulated by the Adult Entertainment Business
Law  are  the  only  ones  being  discriminated
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against.  We  ask  to  be  treated  as  any  other
industry and citizen!!” (風営法の管轄だけ差別を
されています。一般企業、一般市民と同じ処遇
を！！) (Change.org, 2020). In doing so, they
attempted to combat the negative press,  but
also  the  newly  self-righteous  TV talents  that
sought  to  draw  a  clear  line  between  those
working in the day and those working at night.
Their  argument  was  that  day  or  night,  all
workers  should  be  treated  the  same.  It  was
unfair and discriminatory treatment to single
out night-workers who have been marginalized
by wider society simply because of their labor.
In the end, the Japanese government approved
a  sum  of  100,000  yen  as  support  to  any
residents in Japan facing financial issues due to
the effects of the virus. Night workers were not
excluded,  even  if  some  of  the  bad  press
continued. 

 

History  of  Stigmatization  of  Pleasure
Quarters

At the time, everyone was facing an infection
that  was  frightening  and  not  yet  fully
understood.  In  instances  such  as  these,
attempts  to  segregate  possible  sources  of
danger are not unique and, in many ways, seem
reasonable.  However,  that  is  not  what  was
happening.  This  was  punitive,  an  attempt  to
draw a line that not only excluded these mostly
young workers financially, but also attributed
to  them  the  st igmatiz ing  features  of
promiscuity,  labeled  as  the  polluted  and  the
contagious  (Litera,  2020).  While  this
condemnation might seem extreme, in fact it is
an old strategy when it comes to the various
entertainment  districts  in  Japan.  The
discrimination  against  these  companion-
laborers,  whether  sex-workers  or  settai-
workers, has existed for centuries. The society
of  the  Tokugawa  period,  where  social  order
was mainly based on Chinese Confucian ideas,
was divided according to a hierarchy of moral
virtues, but also on the basis of their productive
contribution  to  society.  In  this  division,  the

classes that did not produce goods or materials
–  whether  of  food  or  objects  –  were  at  the
bottom,  because  they  did  not  materially
contribute. Thus, even more so than merchants,
who  only  exchanged  products  rather  than
produce  them,  those  working  in  the
entertainment  quarters  were  considered
outcasts  (Gordon,  2013).  The  Yoshiwara
quarter, populated by women and men whose
role  was  to  offer  “nonreproductive-pleasure”
(Lindsey, 1988), was physically segregated to
the  outskirts  of  the  city,  far  from  the
respectable  classes,  along  with  others
considered  outcasts  due  to  having  “low
morality”  or  being  “unclean”  (such  as
executioners  and  criminals).

Even  the  thirst  for  enlightenment  and
civilization,  and the all-out efforts to achieve
modernity,  was  not  enough  for  the  Meiji
leaders to  secure better  conditions for  those
laborers or to update their  ideas of  morality
associated with this work. Yoshiwara remained
not only isolated, but was considered one of the
areas  that  remained  trapped  in  the  past,
representing  the  obsolete  and  the  non-
developed feudal Japan (Maeda 2004) – in other
words,  the  anti-Meiji.  Today,  Kabuki-chō  is
geographically situated at the center of Tokyo,
easily reachable by everybody, but still suffers
from  another  sort  of  isolation:  a  media
isolation, made worse by the digital landscape. 

The Voices of the Night Workers

The words of individuals working in mizushōbai
reflect  these  larger  concerns;  the  lack  of  a
living wage, and the precariousness of having
no contract  or  insurance,  despite working in
high risk contexts. But just as importantly, they
talk  about  battling  a  stigmatized  public
perception of “night work”, which they usually
feel  is  unfair  and  undeserved.  In  talking  to
those  who  work  in  the  industry,  their  most
immediate  fear  was  that  the  media  bashing
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could have long-term effects. How long will this
media-built  image of the night-workers affect
their businesses and reputations after the end
of  the  state  of  emergency  and  reopening  of
their  clubs?  All  interviewees  expressed
concerns regarding their future, and also the
possibility  that  the  negative  stigma  created
mostly by the media could last longer than their
personal savings.

The workers in Kabuchi-cho are part of a larger
and growing population  of  irregular  workers
who hold up Japan’s entrepreneurial economy,
often at their own risk. “I haven’t been working
since the end of March, which means I haven’t
earned any money since then,” explains K., a
young host  working in a club in Kabuki-chō.
“We don't receive any allowance from the club
because we earn our salary based on the hours
we spend at  the  clubs  with  the  clients,  and
receive a percentage of the money they spend
on us (namely, bottles of expensive champagne
or alcohol). I am looking for other jobs I can do
in the meantime, it is hard though.” K. is 25
years old, comes from Ehime-ken, Shikoku, but
has lived in Tokyo for three years. He has dyed
light  brown  hair,  styled  in  a  perfect  host,
anime-like style. He started to work as a host
last  year  and  has  been  living  in  one  of  the
several dorms run by Kabuki-chō’s clubs since
then—a place that probably also is at viral risk
due to the nature of it being a small communal
living space. He adds, “We don’t take special
precautions in the dorm except for washing our
hands more frequently.” (Like most people in
Tokyo, some wear masks, others do not. But in
this industry where looks are so important, it is
probable that fewer people than in the general
urban  population  wear  masks.)  Having  few
choices, facing the loss of all his savings, he
confirmed that he still sees some of his clients
privately in bars in the nearby area. Still it is
not enough to support himself completely.

A. is a 32 year-old from Tokyo and lives with
her  parents,  who  are  not  aware  of  her
occupation even though she has been working

as a kyabajō since she was 18. She also works
as a sales manager for a clothing shop even
though she could live entirely on her income as
a kyabajō  (a  luxury limited to only the most
popular  women).  Besides  income,  she  also
chose to work in this other industry both for
her parents and for her future, so she will not
have to be a kyabajō forever. She said, “it is not
easy to find another job when you are over 30
and have worked only as a kyabajō.” She added
“I’ve never been home for such a long time in
my whole life.  I’m taking this opportunity to
rest  for  a  while.  Also,  I’ve  started  making
handmade earrings and flower compositions to
sell online, as it feels good to be creative.” A.
explained that she has not received any money
from the club since the day they closed on April
6th. She keeps in touch with her clients daily,
something all kyabajō do as part of the unpaid
effective labor that comes along with the job -
constant digital contact with their clients is a
necessity  for  any  host  or  hostess,  whether
aspiring  or  established,  and  is  one  of  the
features that has survived, at least for now, in
the time of coronavirus. However, A. refuses to
meet her clients personally because she “heard
from the news that ¾ of the infected people in
Japan  contracted  the  virus  in  nightclubs,
therefore I am too scared to meet anyone at the
moment.”  Despite this,  both K.  and A.  claim
that  they  have  never  heard  of  anyone  they
know, whether acquaintances or friends of  a
friend, having contracted the virus. All of their
knowledge of people who got the virus in clubs
is  exclusively  through  the  news  and  social
media, such as Twitter and Instagram. 

The stigma of  working in  settai  has  become
more pronounced since COVID-19 arrived. M.
is 28 years old and is from Yokohama, but left
her  hometown  as  soon  as  she  became  a
hostess. M. has been working in the industry
for 10 years. Her club has been closed since
M a r c h  3 0 t h ,  o n e  w e e k  b e f o r e  t h e
announcement  of  the  state  of  emergency.
However,  her  club  gave  her  a  security
allowance for April of 300,000 yen because she
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has always contributed so much to the club’s
income - she is one of the most successful girls
at the club. “I believe that hostess clubs and all
the clubs of this kind are the most dangerous
places at the moment because we sit next to
the clients, it’s impossible to keep safe social
distancing when we work, and clubs generally
do  not  have  windows.  Also,  our  job  often
involves having dinner with clients and after
dinner,  clients  drive  us  to  the  club.  If  our
drivers have the virus, we can also get it easily.
I recognize it’s necessary to close night clubs,
but I feel very anxious about the future as we
don’t really know when we will reopen.” 

Her  parents  explicitly  told  her  to  hide  her
occupation  from  the  rest  of  the  family,
especially  from her  grandparents.  “Elders  in
general  are  still  convinced  that  Ginza  and
Kabuki-chō are the same as the old Yoshiwara.
I think it’s impossible for them to understand
our  industry.”  Although  she  believes  it  is
different from what it once was, M. has also
experienced the same sort of social exclusion
her mother feared. “As soon as I became an
adult, I hardly met new people outside of our
industry.  I  feel  more comfortable  being with
those who share my view, and this protects me
from  any  sort  of  discrimination  against  my
occupation.”  But  of  course,  her  strategy  of
simply  not  meeting  people  outside  her  work
environment  to  avoid  confronting  the  stigma
also makes it nearly impossible for her to make
the transition to other lines of work.

The  situation  has  forced  some  to  leave  the
industry,  at  least  temporarily.  K.  recently
started to work for an old people’s home, which
has allowed him some perspective on his job as
a host. “I really enjoy working with elders, it is
fun. Also, I don’t feel discriminated against in
my new occupation. Working as a host is not
seen as a good thing. I’ve always felt judged by
others.” He explains that when the government
announced the possibility  of  a  payout for  all
citizens,  he  was  surprised  by  the  negative
reactions  towards  night  workers.  “I’ve  read

horrible  comments  on  Twitter.  Most  people
were  claiming  that  those  working  in  the
mizushōbai industry don’t deserve that money,
and some even suggested that we should not be
allowed to apply for any financial aid from the
government.  It’s  terrible,  right?  We  are
Japanese citizens just like everyone else! But
still, what can we do about it?”

C.(29 years old) has also worked as a host for
10  years  but  has  stayed  home  since  the
announcement of the state of emergency. He
comes from Bolivia but has lived in Japan since
he was 13.  “I  feel  pretty  anxious  about  this
situation because even after the clubs reopen, I
strongly  believe  that  we  won’t  have  many
clients, at least not for a long time. It might
take a while to get back to normal. I text my
clients every day [just to keep contact], but who
knows?” He explains that “the more crowded
any place might be, the easier it is to get sick.
Still I don’t think that host bars are the main
vehicle of the virus as many seem to believe.”

All  the  interviewees  expressed anxiety  about
their  future  because  of  the  f inancial
precariousness  of  their  jobs  and  the  close
contact  involved  with  meeting  their  clients.
Furthermore, while everyone was aware of the
negative stigma the public had of their industry
- “essential” or not - they worried more about
the  deterioration  of  public  perception  since
COVID-19 created a spotlight on their industry.
That combination of risk, both epidemiological
and financial, alongside social disapproval and
stigmatization, is difficult. A. feels compelled to
have two jobs to hide her involvement in the
mizushōbai  from  her  parents  and  to  assure
herself a future once she quits. K. does not feel
discriminated  against  now  that  he  works  in
aged  care,  and  M.  avoids  meeting  anyone
outside  the  industry.  Underlying  this  anxiety
for many is the fact that for the most part, the
mizushōbai is staffed by younger people. Their
productivity, value, and capital are all linked to
their youth, and once these young workers age,
they are quickly disposed of - there are always
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more  young  people  waiting  to  get  into  the
industry.  For  many,  COVID-19  has  simply
hastened  the  inevitable  trajectory  that  they
each face in this line of work. 

 

Jishuku – Self-restraint, but only for a few

It  is  indeed  understandable  to  request  that
people not go out and refrain from going to
crowded places, especially where food, drink,
and close contacts are involved. However, the
same strictness does not seem to be applied to
industries or areas involving the same risk of
contagion as the nighttime businesses, such as
restaurants  and  shops  that  are  open  in  the
daytime hours. 

After  the  announcement  of  the  state  of
emergency  in  seven  prefectures,  including
Tokyo, on April 7th, the police started to patrol
Kabuki-chō urging people in the streets to leave
immediately (McGee, 2020). Some restaurants
and  bars  in  Tokyo  are  still  open,  just  with
reduced  opening  hours,  but  most  shops  and
businesses are considered “non-essential” (The
New York Times, 2020).  In fact S.  (33 years
old),  who works in  a  high-end bar  in  Ginza,
explains  that  although the number of  clients
has dropped, the bar is still relatively crowded
and  no  police  patrol  ever  urged  the  people
walking around the area to go home like they
have done in Kabuki-chō. His manager reduced
their working hours, but S. and his coworkers
are still serving food and drinks late at night. “I
don’t  get  why  we  still  have  to  work  while
everyone  is  staying  home,  especial ly
considering  that  nightlife  is  the  most
dangerous activity at the moment.” He added,
“I feel uncomfortable telling people I am still
working, but I guess it’s still fine since at least
our bar is not a settai one.”

The spread of a pandemic affects the lives of
each of us in multiple ways, both as individuals
as well as part of the collective. Individuals can
experience  disillusionment,  economic  crisis,

and  a  sense  of  despair,  as  well  as  severe
psychological  issues.  This  media-imposed
targeting of the “people of the night,” resting
on the spurious division between “cities of the
night”  and  “cities  of  the  day,”  not  only
increases  the  financial  vulnerability  of  these
workers, but also marks them because of the
nature of their job. This division also reinstates
the  divide  within  society  that  has  lasted  for
centuries, isolating and discriminating against
those in the nighttime entertainment business
for the nature of their occupation.

 

 

Bibliography

Abe,  M.  (2016).  Sounding  against  nuclear
power  in  post-3.11  Japan:  Resonances  of
silence  and  Chindon-ya.  Ethnomusicology,
60(2),  233-262.

Adelstein, J. (2020) "Tokyo host bars take the
heat for Covid revival." Asia Times, July 5.

CBS Boston. (2020). “Man arrested after fight
outside  Dorchester  bank  over  lack  of
coronavirus  social  distancing,”  CBS  Boston,
May 6.

Change.org.  (2020).  “Settai  o  tomonau
naitokurabu to, sono jūgyōin ni sakkyū ni hoshō
o  motomemasu!  Fūeihō  no  kankatsu  dake
sabetsu  o  sareteimasu.  Ippan  kigyō,  ippan
shimin to onaji shogū o!!” [Those regulated by
the adult entertainment business law are the
only ones being discriminated against. We ask
to  be  treated  as  any  other  industry  and
citizen!].  Change.org.  Retrieved  on  April  21,
2020.

Crump,  A.  (2020).  “Japan’s  coronavirus
response is flawed – but it works,” Nikkei Asian
Review, May 14.

Deabler, A. (2020). “Woman attacks customer

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1557466020030387 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://asiatimes.com/2020/07/tokyo-host-bars-take-the-heat-for-covid-revival/
https://asiatimes.com/2020/07/tokyo-host-bars-take-the-heat-for-covid-revival/
https://asiatimes.com/2020/07/tokyo-host-bars-take-the-heat-for-covid-revival/
https://boston.cbslocal.com/2020/05/06/coronavirus-social-distancing-fight-dorchester-citizens-bank-ricardio-pantojas/
https://boston.cbslocal.com/2020/05/06/coronavirus-social-distancing-fight-dorchester-citizens-bank-ricardio-pantojas/
https://boston.cbslocal.com/2020/05/06/coronavirus-social-distancing-fight-dorchester-citizens-bank-ricardio-pantojas/
https://www.change.org/p/内閣総理大臣-安倍晋三-接客%20
https://www.change.org/p/内閣総理大臣-安倍晋三-接客%20
https://www.change.org/p/内閣総理大臣-安倍晋三-接客%20
https://www.change.org/p/内閣総理大臣-安倍晋三-接客%20
https://www.change.org/p/内閣総理大臣-安倍晋三-接客%20
https://www.change.org/p/内閣総理大臣-安倍晋三-接客%20
https://asia.nikkei.com/Opinion/Japan-s-coronavirus-response-is-flawed-but-it-works
https://asia.nikkei.com/Opinion/Japan-s-coronavirus-response-is-flawed-but-it-works
https://www.foxnews.com/food-drink/woman-attacks-customer-social-distancing
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1557466020030387


 APJ | JF 18 | 18 | 9

9

at  supermarket  over  allegedly  not  following
social distancing rules,” Fox News, May 14.

Denyer,  S.  (2020).  “How  hostess  bars  and
cherry  blossoms  helped  undermine  Japan’s
coronavirus response,” Washington Post, April
28.

Gordon, A. (2013). A modern history of Japan:
From Tokugawa times to the present.  Oxford
University Press.

IT Media. (2020). “Naze nihonjin wa `negatibu
shikō'na no ka shingata korona to mizushōbai
no  kankei  (5/6)”  [Why  Japanese  people  are
"negative  thinking"  The  relationship  between
new  corona  and  mizushōbai  (May  6th)].  IT
Media, June 16. 

The Japan Times. (2020a). “60% in Japan feel
government  mishandled  early  stages  of
COVID-19 outbreak,”  The Japan Times,  April
11.

The Japan Times. (2020b). “Popular comedian
Ken  Shimura  first  Japanese  celebrity  to  die
from COVID-19,” The Japan Times, March 30.

Kakuma, S. (2017). “‘Fūzoku’ ya ‘mizushōbai’
kara  ōkina  keizai  o  mite  miru  to  iu  koto”
[Seeking  a  big  economy  from  "fūzoku"  and
"mizushōbai”]. Yahoo News, November 30.

Kenbo  of  Sgym  [@kenbo_of_sgym].  (2020).
“Tochiji ga iu yō ni yoru no mise no kansen-
shana ndesu ka  ne  gaikoku hito  ga  yoru no
mise” [Just like the Governor of Tokyo says, the
i n f e c t i o n s = n i g h t  c l u b s  a n d  n i g h t
clubs=foreigners], Twitter, March 30. 

Lindsey, W. R. (1988). Fertility and pleasure:
Ritual  and sexual  values in Tokugawa Japan.
University of Hawaii Press.

Litera [@litera_web]. (2020). “Koike tochiji no
korona taiō wa tochiji-sen no koto shika kangae
tenai!  Kansen-sha  zōka  no  gen'in  wa  subete
`yoru no  machi'  no  sei  ni  shite  Tōkyō arāto

n a s h i ”  [ T h e  G o v e r n o r  o f  T o k y o ’ s
countermeasures  against  Corona reflect  Mrs.
Koike’s  sole  interest  in  the  elections!  She
blames only  nightlife  for  the increase of  the
infections], Twitter, June 15. 

Maeda,  Ai.  (2004).  Text  and  the  city.  Duke
University Press.

The Mainichi. (2020a). “More Japan parks close
play equipment, parking lots, as parents worry
about kids' growth,” May 1.

The  Mainichi.  (2020b).  “Japan's  100,000-yen
handouts  to  public  a  heavy  burden  on
municipal gov'ts,” The Mainichi, April 21.

Matome  Matome.  (2020a).  “[Tōkyō  Korona]
Tōkyō  no  kansen-sha,  4-bun  no  ichi  ga
kabukichō no o-mise no hito to happyō! Kansen-
gen ya nōkō sesshoku-sha no tokutei ga nankō
e” [Tokyo Corona, ¼ of the infected are from
Kabuki-chō’s  night-clubs!  Difficulty  in
identifying  the  source  of  infection  and
concentrated  contacts],  April  6.

Matome  Matome  [@matomame3].  (2020b).
“[Tōkyō Korona] Tōkyō no kansen-sha, 4-bun'no
1 ga kabukichō no o-mise no hito to happyō!”
[“Tokyo-corona”,  One quarter  of  the infected
are from Kabukichō’s clubs!], Twitter, April 6.

McGee, O. (2020). “Police with batons patrol
Kabuki-cho,  tell  people  to  go  home  during
coronavirus crisis,” Sora News 24, April 13.

Medium.  (2020).  “Japan’s  night  workers  left
adrift in COVID-19 response,” April 14.

The Page [thepagejp]. (2020, March 30). Koike
chiji ga kinkyū kaiken “yoru no machi” hikaete
kansen utagai jirei ga tahatsu (2020-nen 3 tsuki
30-nichi)  [Governor  Koike’s  special  press
conference:  Refra in  from  nightt ime
entertainment  (March  30  2020)]  [Video].
YouTube.

Rich,  Motoko.  (2020).  “Tokyo,  in  a  state  of

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1557466020030387 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://www.foxnews.com/food-drink/woman-attacks-customer-social-distancing
https://www.foxnews.com/food-drink/woman-attacks-customer-social-distancing
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/japan-coronavirus-bars-nightclubs-clusters/2020/04/27/190e2f12-84d1-11ea-81a3-9690c9881111_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/japan-coronavirus-bars-nightclubs-clusters/2020/04/27/190e2f12-84d1-11ea-81a3-9690c9881111_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/japan-coronavirus-bars-nightclubs-clusters/2020/04/27/190e2f12-84d1-11ea-81a3-9690c9881111_story.html
https://www.itmedia.co.jp/business/articles/2006/16/news051_5.html
https://www.itmedia.co.jp/business/articles/2006/16/news051_5.html
https://www.itmedia.co.jp/business/articles/2006/16/news051_5.html
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/04/11/national/politics-diplomacy/japan-government-mishandled-coronavirus-outbreak-survey/#.Xszujy9h2fU
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/04/11/national/politics-diplomacy/japan-government-mishandled-coronavirus-outbreak-survey/#.Xszujy9h2fU
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/04/11/national/politics-diplomacy/japan-government-mishandled-coronavirus-outbreak-survey/#.Xszujy9h2fU
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/culture/2020/03/30/entertainment-news/comedian-ken-shimura-dies-hospitalized-coronavirus/#.XsOV8i97GqA
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/culture/2020/03/30/entertainment-news/comedian-ken-shimura-dies-hospitalized-coronavirus/#.XsOV8i97GqA
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/culture/2020/03/30/entertainment-news/comedian-ken-shimura-dies-hospitalized-coronavirus/#.XsOV8i97GqA
https://news.yahoo.co.jp/byline/kakumajunichiro/20171130-00078747/
https://news.yahoo.co.jp/byline/kakumajunichiro/20171130-00078747/
https://twitter.com/kenbo_of_sgym
https://twitter.com/kenbo_of_sgym/status/1244636545467813890
https://twitter.com/kenbo_of_sgym/status/1244636545467813890
https://twitter.com/kenbo_of_sgym/status/1244636545467813890
https://twitter.com/litera_web
https://twitter.com/litera_web/status/1272511803860320258
https://twitter.com/litera_web/status/1272511803860320258
https://twitter.com/litera_web/status/1272511803860320258
https://twitter.com/litera_web/status/1272511803860320258
https://twitter.com/litera_web/status/1272511803860320258
https://mainichi.jp/english/articles/20200430/p2a/00m/0na/012000c
https://mainichi.jp/english/articles/20200430/p2a/00m/0na/012000c
https://mainichi.jp/english/articles/20200430/p2a/00m/0na/012000c
https://mainichi.jp/english/articles/20200421/p2a/00m/0na/019000c
https://mainichi.jp/english/articles/20200421/p2a/00m/0na/019000c
https://mainichi.jp/english/articles/20200421/p2a/00m/0na/019000c
https://matomame.jp/user/yonepo665/aaf8129b7c454acdc74d
https://matomame.jp/user/yonepo665/aaf8129b7c454acdc74d
https://matomame.jp/user/yonepo665/aaf8129b7c454acdc74d
https://matomame.jp/user/yonepo665/aaf8129b7c454acdc74d
https://matomame.jp/user/yonepo665/aaf8129b7c454acdc74d
https://twitter.com/matomame3/status/1247087910190329856
https://twitter.com/matomame3/status/1247087910190329856
https://soranews24.com/2020/04/13/police-with-batons-patrol-kabukicho-tell-people-to-go-home-during-coronavirus
https://soranews24.com/2020/04/13/police-with-batons-patrol-kabukicho-tell-people-to-go-home-during-coronavirus
https://soranews24.com/2020/04/13/police-with-batons-patrol-kabukicho-tell-people-to-go-home-during-coronavirus
https://medium.com/@unseenjapan/japans-night-workers-left-adrift-in-covid-19-response-9b894ad2872e
https://medium.com/@unseenjapan/japans-night-workers-left-adrift-in-covid-19-response-9b894ad2872e
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T9WNJnXw2MM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T9WNJnXw2MM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T9WNJnXw2MM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T9WNJnXw2MM
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/19/world/asia/tokyo-japan-coronavirus.html
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1557466020030387


 APJ | JF 18 | 18 | 9

10

emergency,  yet  still  having drinks at  a bar,”
The New York Times, April 20. 

Rocinate [@rocinate__]. (2020). “Koike yuriko-
san, hayaku hoshō o kudasai ne” [Please, Mrs.
Koike, give us a subsidy!], Twitter, April 12.

Sankei  Biz.  (2020).  “Tōkyō  no  kansensha
`imamade  to  seishitsu  chigau'  to  Koike  chiji
yoru  no  machi  no  kansen-sha  shūdan”
[Governor Koike to infected people in Tokyo:
New dispositions. Groups of infections in the
nighttime districts], April 15.

Sendō  Seikyō  [@sento1025].  (2020).
“Kabukichō, keisatsukan ga machi o neriaruki,
tsūkōnin ni taishite ‘gaishutsu jishuku yōsei’ no
puresshā o kake hajimemashita!"  [Kabukichō,
police started to patrol the area and to urge
passersby  to  observe  self-restraint!],  Twitter,
April 10.

Tondo,  L.  (2020).  “Italy  charges  more  than

40,000  people  with  violating  lockdown,”  The
Guardian, March 18.

Katanuma,  M.  (2020).  “Shingata  korona  ga
yoru  no  hankagai  o  chokugeki,  oikoma  reru
settai-gyō no josei-tachi” [The New Coronavirus
attacks the business districts and corners the
ladies  working  in  the  settai  industry] .
Bloomberg,  April  18.

Yahoo  News.  (2020).  “Shimura-san,  Hanshin
fujinami no shingata korona kansen keiro to sa
reta Ōsaka, Ginza no kurabu ga uwasa o hitei”
[Ginza clubs denies rumors about Shimura who
was considered to have infected Hanshin Tigers
player Shintaro Fujinami with coronavirus that
led to Osaka], April 3.

Yano,  H.  (2020).  “Coronavirus:  Why  Japan
tested  so  few people,”  Nikkei  Asian  Review,
March 19.

 

This article is a part of The Special Issue: Vulnerable Populations Under COVID-19 in
Japan. See the Table of Contents here.

Please also read our previous special Pandemic Asia on the impacts of COVID-19 in the
larger Asia-Pacific region, edited by Jeff Kingston, delivered in Part 1 and 2.

 

 

Valentina Giammaria is a PhD Candidate in Japanese Studies in the Graduate Program of
Global Studies at Sophia University in Tokyo. Giammaria is also a research assistant in the
same graduate program. As a PhD candidate majoring in Japanese Premodern and Modern
Literature, her research focuses on the depictions of Kabukichō in Modern Japanese literary
works, with particular attention to the analysis of the literary space. Giammaria is the
organizer of the symposium “Crossing Over to the Other Side - Perspectives on Postwar and
Contemporary Japanese Art and Literature” (Sophia University, Jan 2020) and participated to
the international conference “Murakami Haruki’s 9th International Symposium” (Hokkaido
University, Jul 2020) and to “The 22nd Annual Asian Studies Conference Japan” (ICU, Jun
2018).

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1557466020030387 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/19/world/asia/tokyo-japan-coronavirus.html
https://twitter.com/rocinate__/status/1249137783345688577
https://twitter.com/rocinate__/status/1249137783345688577
https://www.sankeibiz.jp/econome/news/200615/ecb2006151444003-n1.htm
https://www.sankeibiz.jp/econome/news/200615/ecb2006151444003-n1.htm
https://www.sankeibiz.jp/econome/news/200615/ecb2006151444003-n1.htm
https://twitter.com/sento1025/status/1248586041025368064%20
https://twitter.com/sento1025/status/1248586041025368064%20
https://twitter.com/sento1025/status/1248586041025368064%20
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/18/italy-charges-more-than-40000-people-violating-lockdown-coronavirus
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/18/italy-charges-more-than-40000-people-violating-lockdown-coronavirus
https://www.bloomberg.co.jp/news/articles/2020-04-17/Q8T2XJT1UM0Y01
https://www.bloomberg.co.jp/news/articles/2020-04-17/Q8T2XJT1UM0Y01
https://www.bloomberg.co.jp/news/articles/2020-04-17/Q8T2XJT1UM0Y01
https://news.yahoo.co.jp/articles/7c4313440939a6058509eb11855995535d455414
https://news.yahoo.co.jp/articles/7c4313440939a6058509eb11855995535d455414
https://news.yahoo.co.jp/articles/7c4313440939a6058509eb11855995535d455414
https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Coronavirus/Coronavirus-Why-Japan-tested-so-few-people
https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Coronavirus/Coronavirus-Why-Japan-tested-so-few-people
https://apjjf.org/2020/18/ToC.html
https://apjjf.org/2020/14/APJ.html
https://apjjf.org/2020/15/APJ.html
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1557466020030387

