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Yakuza is probably one of the Japanese words and cultural phenomena — alongside sushi1 and Godzilla2 — that are internationally most
well-known. Due to video games3 and clothing brands,4 the term has
spread throughout Western consumer culture, and popular media
like novels, manga, films, etc. There it helped to cement knowledge
about Japan’s underworld beyond the borders of the East Asian country. However, the display of the image of the yakuza, especially in
Japanese popular culture, is not written in stone, but like many other
cultural images determined by its time. Images of Japanese organized
crime therefore range between chivalrous gangsters and violent mobsters. The first image depended on the consideration that the yakuza
represent a necessary evil to provide a control for the illegal business
world of the country. In addition, the yakuza themselves by supposedly chivalrous acts — e. g. supporting the people in times of crisis
like in the aftermath of the Kobe earthquake (Hanshin Awaji daishin1
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sai) in 19955 or the Fukushima Dai-ichi Nuclear Disaster (Fukushima
dai-ichi genshiryoku hatsudensho jiko) in 20116—emphasized their own
importance for Japan.
After the Edo period and its Pax Tokugawa, during the almost
250-year-long peaceful period that stimulated a flourishing trade and
urbanization after Tokugawa Ieyasu (1543 – 1616) had finished the
unification process of the country after the so-called Age of Warring
States (Sengoku jidai, 1467 – 1615), criminal gangs began to form to
control gambling and other illegal activities. Traditionally, there existed two different branches of the yakuza, namely the gamblers (bakuto) and the peddlers (tekiya).7 It is this long history that stimulated the
existence of traditional structures and honorable codes that have been
reproduced in popular media, and the yakuza, as David E. Kaplan
and Alec Dubro highlight in their important book about the criminal underworld of Japan, »in fact, form a central theme of popular
culture in Japan, with heroes and anti-heroes enshrined in countless
movies, books, ballads, and short stories.«8 These stories were also provided by yakuza themselves, like Fujita Gorō, the author of more than
30 novels about life as a gang member, whose works were published
since the 1960s.9 In such stories, the image provided of the yakuza is
one determined by chivalry, dedication, honor, and the protection
of common people. Very often, a dichotomy between honorable
yakuza and honorless gangsters is constructed, due to which a rather
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positivistic image of organized crime is provided. Inagawa Kakuji, a
yakuza himself, explained in an interview in 1984 with regard to the
organization’s self-perception that »[t]he yakuza are trying to pursue
the road of chivalry and patriotism. That’s our biggest difference with
the American Mafia, it’s our sense of giri and ninjō. The yakuza try to
take care of all society if possible, even if it takes 1 million yen to help
a single person.«10 The yakuza, nevertheless, as Wolfgang Herbert’s
contribution in the present volume emphasizes, are to be understood
as a traditional element of Japanese society that is being challenged
by modern times and by the fact that the society no longer intends to
accept organized crime.
The yakuza, whose members often consider themselves to be heirs
to Japan’s samurai traditions, is organized in families, whose members
are hierarchically ranked according to a father-child like relationship
(oyabun-kobun)11 into which new recruits are initiated by a traditional
ceremony that is often shown or described in yakuza-related popular
media. The rules for life as a yakuza are strict and mistakes are not
tolerated, often leading to a formal apology by the cutting off of a
fingertip (yubitsume), another aspect that is very often shown in films
or in other popular media.
A survey in 1993 confirmed that 45 % of known yakuza gang members had performed yubitsume at least once, 15 % even twice.12 Another
trademark of the Japanese yakuza, next to fancy oversized suits, is
their tattoos.13 Usually having a traditional Japanese style (wabori),
these tattoos follow the tradition of Edo-period woodblock prints
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Fig. 1 – 4: Traditional tattooing by Horihiro in Osaka.
Photos by Frank Jacob.
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Fig. 5 – 8: A member of the Yamaguchi-gum with a bodysuit-tattoo
by Horihiro in Osaka. Photos by Frank Jacob.
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(ukiyo-e), often the particularly famous and popular series of the 108
heroes of the Suikoden.14 While »[t]he tattoo marks the yakuza as
misfits, forever unable or unwilling to adapt themselves to Japanese
society,«15 this is a rather modern reading of tattoos in Japan, where
large body tattoos were common among non-yakuza until the early
Meiji-period (1868 – 1912) as well.16 Regardless of their status as social
outcasts,17 the yakuza were quite successful and, especially in the years
after the Second World War, very influential with ties to politicians
and large businesses.18
The occupation of Japan created a power vacuum that allowed the
gangs to grow further, although violent conflicts were not uncommon in those years. The Supreme Commander of the Allied Powers,
General Douglas MacArthur (1889 – 1964), and his staff tolerated the
yakuza and looked the other way, especially since they were not a
communist threat in the early Cold War.19 The American occupation
forces only tried for a short time span to suppress organized crime in
Japan, and they did not succeed in their efforts.20
In the years to come, the large yakuza syndicates would continue to
extend their influence and were socially accepted, although the issue
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of organized crime was never really addressed in public. It was more
like an outspoken secret, especially since the connections between police and crime syndicates were equally as close as those between politicians and the yakuza. Nevertheless, larger scandals and the involvement of leading yakuza would lead to a change in the perception of
the »chivalrous gangsters.«21 This change was intensified even more by
a large gang war during the 1980s, when one of the largest syndicates,
the Kobe-based Yamaguchi, split after the death of its boss (kumichō)
Taoka Kazuo (1913 – 1981). Takenaka Masahisa (1933 – 1985), leader of
the Takenaka-gumi, was elected as the new boss, but Yamamoto Hiroshi, kumichō of the Yamahiro-gumi, did not accept this result and
formed a new syndicate, the Ichiwa-kai. As a consequence, the two
groups fought the so-called Yama-Ichi War (Yama-Ichi Kōsō), which
not only led to Takenaka’s murder but also caused unwanted attention for the yakuza and their business, although the Yamaguchi-gumi
turned out to be victorious and many Ichiwa-kai members rejoined
their former gang. In 2015, another split took place, and Wolfgang
Herbert described the situation that existed afterward as a secession
war between the antagonist syndicates. In 2018, the police registered
24 large yakuza groups in Japan and around 30,000 yakuza nationwide (Fig. 3).22
Regardless of the internal clashes between different yakuza groups,
the violent gang war in the 1980s, which also became the plot of numerous films, e. g. the 9-part series New Japan’s Don (Shin-Nippon no
don, 2004 – 2006),23 transformed the image the yakuza had in public.
This transformation, however, was also stimulated by new laws.
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