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‘With characteristic verve and colour, Rankin offers the most comprehensive and reliable portrait of the yakuza available in English. He manages to debunk some of the popular myths without sacrificing a compelling narrative; the truth is sometimes even more remarkable than fiction. This is writing and scholarship to be admired.’

—Christopher Goto-Jones, author of Modern Japan

‘Famous events and big names are relegated to the background in a cunning, brilliant reframing of Japanese society from the point of view of its criminal underclass.’

—Jonathan Clements, author of Japan at War in the Pacific

‘Andrew Rankin has written the best book in English on this fascinating and misunderstood subject. With style, irony, and scholarly authority, he traces the evolution of Japan’s gangsters from delinquent samurai through ultranationalist thugs to besuited corporate extortionists. Rich in incident and anecdote, Rankin’s account of the tattooed finger-choppers also serves as a thrilling alternative history of modern Japan.’

—Richard Lloyd Parry, author of People Who Eat Darkness

‘Andrew Rankin has written a fascinating history of the yakuza, drawing on an impressive command of Japanese culture, language, and sources. By situating the organization alongside other mafias around the world, he highlights both its unique features and its broader place within the study of organized crime. Elegantly written and richly informed, this is essential reading for anyone interested in Japan, crime, or the underworld.’

—Federico Varese, author of Mafia Life

‘It will be the definitive work in English for a generation now on the subject.’

—R. Taggart Murphy, author of Japan and the Shackles of the Past

‘The yakuza book that everyone has been waiting for. The clear-eyed narrative is studded with vivid vignettes and pen portraits, and the twists and turns of mobster life are securely located in the context of Japan’s tumultuous modernization. Yakuza is both shrewd and engrossing.’

—John Dickie, author of Cosa Nostra

‘Andrew Rankin’s Yakuza delivers something many of us have long pined for – a deeply researched, comprehensive history of Japan’s historic “mafia”. Yakuza tells a story that is both gripping and revealing of Japanese culture, politics and society. Those with affection for all things Japanese will love and appreciate Rankin’s knowledge and rich prose. Those with a passion for the world of organized crime will learn a great deal from its depth and insights. A must read regardless.’

—Ryan Gingeras, author of Mafia: A Global History

‘The mythic roots and practices of the yakuza always sound larger than life, but as Rankin’s fascinating and intensely readable book demonstrates, the reality if anything is even more extraordinary. With a cast ranging from Samurai and “chivalrous nationalists,” to corrupt politicians and dodgy sumo wrestlers, the evolution of the Japanese underworld is as distinctive as it is absorbing.’

—Dr Mark Galeotti, author of Homo Criminalis

‘The best thing that has been written about the yakuza in the last twenty years.’

—Dr Jonathan López-Vera, author of A History of the Samurai
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INTRODUCTION

JAPAN ARGUABLY HAS THE MOST ORGANIZED CRIMINAL UNDERWORLD of any nation. Japan’s illicit economy has long been dominated by a network of large gangster groups, each including scores or even hundreds of gangs tied together by fictive kinships and loyalty oaths, some tracing their genealogy as far back as the 1700s. Their main business activities are typical of underworld groups elsewhere: control of gambling games, black markets, protection rackets, and the sex trade. But their culture and mythology are distinctively Japanese, and their history is intertwined with the social transformations of Japan since the samurai era.

The proper name of these underworld groups has always been elusive. Samurai police reports of the early 1800s describe tattooed gamblers organizing in groups called ikka (“families”). The leaders of some of these groups styled themselves as men of honor and protectors of their local communities, and popular writers accordingly dubbed them kyōkaku (“chivalrous types”). The groups welcomed this term, and from the late 1800s identified themselves publicly as ninkyō dantai (“chivalry groups”). Japanese police chiefs, all too familiar with the groups’ true nature, opted to classify them as soshiki bōryokudan (“organized violence groups”), which has been the oﬃcial police term since the 1920s.

Around the same time, the groups adopted a new name for their members. Kabuki theaters and popular fiction had popularized a type of character called a yakuza-mono (a “useless one” or “bad one”), typically an outlaw or drifter who made his living from the gambling tables. Initially used as a slang term for a gambler, from the early 1900s the word yakuza became associated with gangsterism. A Japanese silent film of 1937 about gangs fighting for control of a dockland was titled Hatoba yakuza (Yakuza on the Waterfront).

When Western journalists started taking an interest in Japanese gang culture, during Japan’s remarkable economic rise after World War II, they introduced the word yakuza to the world. Some American writers adopted the style of capitalizing the first letter and discussing “the Yakuza” as if it were the name of an organization, just as they would say “the Mafia” or “the Mob.” Around 1970, some chivalrous types tried to push back against their categorization as yakuza, which by then had acquired an extremely negative connotation, but international notoriety ensured that the name stuck. Since Japanese nouns do not change form between singular and plural, yakuza can signify an individual member (“He’s a yakuza”) or the collective membership (“The yakuza are dangerous”). Today, yakuza is still not a word that can be uttered easily in polite conversation in Japan. Older people often mime the word by stroking their cheek with a finger as if to show a scar, the symbolic mark of a gangster.

Yet euphemistic talk about chivalry and honor in the underworld is not entirely obsolete in Japan. A journalist or other formal guest who is granted permission to visit the headquarters of a yakuza organization today is likely to be shown a written code of conduct that supposedly governs the members’ behavior. Along with instructions to be polite, to obey orders, to be loyal to the organization, and to avoid drugs, the code typically contains an instruction to “uphold the spirit of chivalry.” This will seem incongruous if the guest has studied reports of the organization’s recent legal problems, which might include charges such as extortion, blackmail, money laundering, sex traﬃcking, illegal confinement, and conspiracy to commit murder. A clearer understanding of the nature of the organization can be gained from three words written in brush calligraphy on a scroll hanging somewhere within the headquarters, usually on a wall of the reception area: Danketsu. Chinmoku. Hōfuku. (“Solidarity. Silence. Retribution.”)

Japanese underworld analysts tend to regard the yakuza as a uniquely Japanese phenomenon, and so they dislike the term Japanese mafia. Criminologists in the West have defined a mafia as an organized crime group that specializes in protection: A mafia supplies and sells protection and aggressively tries to monopolize the supply of protection within specific fields of business, both legal and illegal. Understood in that way, the yakuza groups surely constitute a Japanese variety of mafia. There are some types of crimes that yakuza almost never commit, such as armed robbery, kidnapping for ransom, and murder for hire. Regarding protection rackets, however, yakuza ambition knows no bounds. At one time or another, the yakuza have penetrated almost every industry in Japan, from fish markets to geisha agencies, including pachinko parlors, garbage collecting, sumo wrestling, speedboat racing, property development, and pornography.

Histories of mafias in other cultures typically begin with the discovery of a secret criminal organization, denials by mafiosi that such an organization existed, and attempts by police investigators to prove that it did. No such efforts are needed for the yakuza groups. Japanese law constrains them but has never criminalized their existence. Membership is not illegal, and bosses are not fugitives from the law. The addresses and telephone numbers of the headquarters of all the major groups are publicly available. The semilegitimate status of the yakuza remains one of their most unusual aspects.

Another feature of the yakuza is their insularity. Unlike the Chinese triads, the Russian mafia, and other well-known criminal organizations, the yakuza have generally not established transnational criminal networks. They do not export drugs to the world, sell weapons to terrorists, or threaten national security with anarchic violence. Though they have adjusted their operations with great ingenuity over the years, the yakuza remain parochial, their activities confined almost entirely within Japan.

Aside from gambling and protection, the main sources of yakuza income are moneylending and debt collecting, enforcement of business contracts, resolution of disputes, and taxation and control of the murkier parts of Japan’s indefatigable sex industry. Yakuza operations are not always predatory or parasitic. Many yakuza services are desired and requested by the businesses and individuals who pay them—hence, a continuing incentive for members of yakuza groups to promote themselves as eﬃcient and trustworthy fixers.

A key characteristic of the yakuza is their ability to unite into large alliances or syndicates that include scores or even hundreds of gangs and endure for decades. Largest of them all is the Yamaguchigumi, which operates out of the port city of Kobe. From its founding in the early 1900s as a labor-supply firm in Kobe’s docklands, the Yamaguchi-gumi quickly expanded to wield influence within Japan’s entertainment and sports promotion industries, while running protection rackets in the nightlife districts of towns all around Japan. The Yamaguchi-gumi has epitomized the yakuza aptitude for operating in both the underworld and the upperworld with equal success, although intermittent power struggles within the syndicate’s senior ranks have also been the cause of Japan’s bloodiest gangland wars.

Each yakuza group includes a core body of full-time members plus a roughly equal number of associates. Most full-time members pay a monthly fee to the group, which is determined according to their rank. Members must also hand over a portion, normally 10 percent, of any money they have earned while using the group’s name. The boss has total authority over how the money is used. It may go toward the day-to-day expenditures of the group, be put into an emergency fund, or be used as financial assistance for dependents of members who are currently serving prison sentences.

There is an expectation that a yakuza boss will take good care of his men, for which they repay him with loyalty and obedience. Trust and bonds of loyalty between members are high. For a yakuza to testify in court against another yakuza, even one that is his enemy, is almost unheard of. At the same time, no stigma is attached to communicating with law enforcement oﬃcers. Successful yakuza bosses have often been those who cultivated relationships with police chiefs or detectives and then exploited each relationship to the advantage of their own organization.

Police detectives have often relied on the yakuza groups for information and assistance in catching criminals, or for help in satisfying police quotas for arrests and confiscated firearms. In return, police turn a blind eye to yakuza rackets. When rival groups go to war, police oﬃcers stand guard outside the oﬃces and homes of the warring bosses. In oﬃcial statements, Japanese police oﬃcials have typically depicted the yakuza as a relic of the feudal era that needs to be extirpated from modern society. In practice, police routinely overstate the yakuza threat to justify increases in police powers and budget.

Part of the yakuza groups’ own claim to legitimacy is that they are effective in maintaining harmony within the underworld. Consider the fact that the yakuza term for a violent conflict is machigai, which simply means “mistake.” According to the yakuza way of thinking, if a fight breaks out between groups, something has gone wrong. An important function of the frequent rituals and ceremonies that make up formal yakuza life is to maintain good relationships among members. Similarly, yakuza apprenticeships, codes of conduct, and military levels of discipline are intended to impose order on the sort of young men who might otherwise tend toward rebelliousness and disruption. It is not unknown for a despairing Japanese mother to entrust her wayward teenage son to the care of her local yakuza boss, in the hope that the boy will learn the importance of discipline and self-control. Almost certainly, he will.

A Yamaguchi-gumi crew active in Osaka during the 1960s displayed the following code of conduct on a wall at its headquarters:


Put aside trivial concerns and live according to what is important.

Refrain from acting rashly or blindly. Devote yourself to the Chivalrous Way.

Loyalty to the organization above all else.

Never divulge decisions made at meetings of the organization.

Train your mind and body every day, and have no fear of death.

Instant punishment for any member who disrespects, disobeys, or argues with a member of senior rank, or causes disruption for a senior’s business or territory.

Always obey your superior. Even if he is wrong, do not question him.1



These are sensible rules for an organization engaging in criminal activity. All the distinctive yakuza attitudes are present here: the injunctions toward chivalry and self-control, the military-style chain of command, the warrior-like ethos of loyalty and fearlessness, the strict regime of discipline and punishment. The rule about nondivulgence is worth emphasizing. It is acceptable to talk about the organization but not to reveal its secrets. This point should be remembered when reading or listening to interviews with yakuza. Often, they are happy to talk. Many are eloquent and interesting, even entertaining. Listen carefully, however, and you will notice that they reveal no significant information about their group’s operations or moneymaking activities. They talk but do not divulge. As for discipline, yakuza culture provides many ways for dealing with members who disobey orders or cause conflict within the organization. The most notorious is the practice of pressuring a wayward member to chop off one of his fingers. Until recently, it was not unusual for a yakuza boss to keep a collection of small bottles containing his henchmen’s severed fingers, each one pickled in alcohol.

The challenges faced by the yakuza groups in the twenty-first century are similar to those of mafias and traditional underworld fraternities in other parts of the world. The internet, cybercrime, immigration, and globalization have transformed the landscape within which they operate, and traditional methods no longer reap easy rewards. Under pressure to secure income outside the stricter laws that now constrain their operations, some groups have degenerated into crime gangs with no redeeming features. A few Japanese commentators have even lamented the decline of the yakuza as a symptom of national decay, another piece of traditional Japan fading into extinction. Yet jingoism about chivalry has recently made a comeback, as a new generation of yakuza members try to disassociate themselves from the sociopathic image of their immediate predecessors.

THIS BOOK CHRONICLES the evolution of the yakuza across four centuries. Some aspects of yakuza culture and ritual can be traced at least as far back as the establishment of the Tokugawa shogunate in the early 1600s. Gang culture flourished among rōnin, warriors with no master to serve, who had been excluded from positions within the new political order. They swore oaths of brotherhood and claimed to follow a code of warrior chivalry, while running gambling rings and strong-arming small businesses for free goods and services.

The 1700s saw the rise of more disciplined groups styling themselves as chivalrous organizations. Gamblers, moneylenders, peddlers, and workmen’s bosses pooled their resources. They sanctified their alliances with quasi-religious ceremonies and covered their bodies with tattoos. As men of chivalry, they strived to acquire social legitimacy by funding volunteer fire brigades and helping with relief efforts after natural disasters. The shogunate even granted some of them oﬃcial status as civilian security oﬃcers.

The question of when these gambling gangs evolved into organized crime groups of the kind that can be considered mafias is not at all settled. Some Japanese historians use the term yakuza retroactively to describe the Tokugawa gamblers. My research shows that the gamblers first began aggressively extending their rackets beyond the gambling dens following the fall of the Tokugawa shogunate in 1868. While gambling remained their core business, wholesale markets, transportation firms, cargo handling, and many other activities also came under their control. Some groups lent their services to aﬄuent upper-class families by protecting them from blackmailers. From the 1920s, as the term yakuza was becoming prevalent, the groups began to unite into large multiprefectural or even nationwide associations with many thousands of members.

Their operations were brutally shut down by police as Japan descended into fascism and war, but the groups reactivated quickly after the war’s end. Once again, their resources were useful to politicians and business leaders, who paid them to stifle labor unionists and communist agitators. Large yakuza syndicates coalesced again during the 1960s. They enjoyed a long period of prosperity, disrupted now and then by internal feuds, until Japan’s high-growth economy stalled near the end of the century. Since then, new antigang laws have restricted their activities and pushed them toward even greater secrecy.

Each chapter of this book focuses on one location in Japan, either a city or a region, and describes underworld activities in that location during a specific historical period. The choice of locations, most of which I visited to conduct research and interviews, was influenced by the availability of archival materials and the importance to overall yakuza history. I have tried to achieve a balance between chronicling the history of the phenomenon and telling the stories of individuals.

My research received substantial assistance from underworld experts and other specialists who generously helped me to obtain materials and secure introductions. Thanks to them, I was able to access rare sources that would otherwise have eluded me. These included a two-volume history of the major yakuza families compiled and privately printed in the 1930s by a senior member of the Tokyo Namai family; though most copies of this unique work were confiscated by police and destroyed, a few survived in private collections. I also had access to other materials printed by the yakuza themselves, such as privately compiled biographies of bosses and genealogies of the various families, propaganda pamphlets circulated by yakuzabacked political activist groups of the 1920s and 1930s, and news bulletins distributed in the 1970s by the Yamaguchi-gumi headquarters to its nationwide members. A great deal of the information presented in this book thus appears in English for the first time.




1

Samurai Gangsters

IT IS NO OVERSTATEMENT TO SAY THAT MANY OF OUR YAKUZA WAYS, the customs and rituals that we continue to observe proudly today, were born from warrior culture.”1 These words belong to Numata Toramatsu, a prominent figure in the Tokyo underworld during the period between the two World Wars. Numata was speaking at a time when the entire Japanese population had become intoxicated with jingoistic talk about the “way of the warrior.” Yet his remarks are in keeping with the manner in which members of Japan’s underworld groups have traditionally spoken about themselves and their activities.

Two claims have been consistently promoted to the public, both through longstanding yakuza influence over Japan’s entertainment industries and through the writings of insiders like Numata. The first is that the yakuza phenomenon originated several centuries ago among rebellious warriors of the feudal era. The second is that members of yakuza organizations strive to uphold a code of conduct defined by ancient warrior notions of chivalry and honor.

It would probably be more accurate to say that Japanese gangsters have spent the past few centuries fashioning an image based on warrior culture, while pretending to uphold a code of chivalry and honor.

Still, there are aspects of the claims that stand up to scrutiny. To say that a particular feature of Japanese society is derived from warrior culture is to say nothing unusual. Japan was ruled by its military class for nearly seven hundred years, from the twelfth century to the nineteenth, and many elements of Japan’s social and cultural traditions owe their origins to practices initiated by warriors and to attempts by commoners to emulate the warrior ways. For several centuries, members of the military class were almost the only men in Japan permitted to carry weapons and learn swordsmanship. It was not surprising that key positions within Japan’s criminal underworld should come to be dominated by warriors or, more accurately, as Numata himself acknowledges, by bushi no ochibito, “warrior dropouts.” As we shall see, however, much of the behavior of these warrior dropouts was not guided by any recognizable chivalric code.

The first signs of a new kind of criminal subculture appeared after the turn of the sixteenth century, as Japan was emerging from a long period of civil war. In the town of Edo, as Tokyo was then known, the victorious warlord, Tokugawa Ieyasu, formed a military government with himself as shogun, or supreme commander. Ieyasu also claimed Kyoto and Osaka as his territories. The Japanese emperor was permitted to remain in Kyoto as a symbolic figure without any political authority. The rest of the country was divided into nearly three hundred feudal domains, each ruled by a daimyō, a regional lord who maintained his own army.

The Tokugawa family was to rule Japan, without interruption, for the next two and half centuries, and the process of national unification was accompanied by a significant restructuring of Japan’s social order. Previously, the distinction between soldiers and civilians had not always been absolute. Many farmers had fighting skills; they would answer a call to arms when their local lord needed them, or when they needed to protect their territories from bandits and pillagers. Many military men were also part-time farmers; when not at war, they returned to their farmlands. In the new social order, the two professions were made exclusionary. Farmers were no longer permitted to go off and fight; they were obliged to hand over their weapons to authorities and remain on the lands they tilled. Warriors were no longer permitted to farm; they were ordered to leave their lands and move to the castle towns. This was the foundation of the rigid social hierarchy that was to characterize the whole of the Tokugawa period.

The permanent cessation of warfare, and the radical social changes that followed, created disaffection among many young Japanese men who hoped to pursue a military career. During the long years of civil warfare, a warrior’s value had been defined by the level of his courage and his fighting skill. Under the Tokugawa peace, however, warriors had almost no opportunities to distinguish themselves in combat. Warriors were expected to find positions in the shogunal regime as administrators or security guards. The old word bushi (“man of war”) was gradually replaced by the less martial term samurai (literally, “one who serves”).

Resistance against the new order was initially manifest in a new subculture. From the early years of Tokugawa rule, reports began to circulate that “malicious bands of ruﬃans” were appearing in various parts of the country.2 Groups of young swordsmen, dressed in gaudy colors and carrying extravagantly long swords, swaggered about the streets and caused trouble. They instigated fights with shopkeepers and staff, with members of other gangs, or with random people on the streets. They were also accused of more serious crimes such as robberies, kidnappings, and rapes.

For their deviant antics and eccentric appearances, these ruﬃans earned themselves the disparaging name kabuki-mono, the “crooked ones.” The word had the same root as kabuki, the gaudy new form of theater that was being popularized around this time. Kabuki theaters, and the districts that housed them, attracted hoodlums and prostitutes and were considered places of decadence. One Buddhist priest described his visit to a theater district near the Nihonbashi Bridge in the center of Edo as nerve-racking, due to “atrocious behavior by yakko [street toughs], who were attired in the most extraordinary manner and were searching eagerly for a fight.”3

It soon became clear, however, there was more to the “crooked ones” than their fashion. Senior warriors organized many of the youths into gangs and espoused an ideology of sorts. The buzzword of these gangs was ninkyō, an old warrior term for “chivalry.” Like many concepts that circulated in Japan, its origins were in China. The ancient Chinese historian Sima Qian, writing around 100 BCE, had described bands of chivalrous outlaws who lived in mountains or marshes and survived on gambling, robbery, and plunder. Supposedly, these outlaws also earned some admiration for their bravery, their strict code of honor, and their occasional good deeds. “Admittedly, the bands of men who espouse the ideal of chivalry do not always act in accordance with justice,” Sima had written. “But they stand by their word, fulfil whatever task they have undertaken, and do their utmost to honor any agreement they have made, all without the slightest concern for their own safety.”4

For these rebellious young swordsmen of the early years of the Tokugawa era, the man of ninkyō was tough, fearless, loyal, and dependable and willing to risk death for his comrades. Such ideals exerted a powerful appeal over young Japanese men who had been excluded from the Tokugawa military administration. Moreover, these ideals transferred easily to gang culture. Shogunal authorities noted the rise of this phenomenon among warrior youth gangs and in oﬃcial proclamations referred to them as ninkyō no to, or “followers of chivalry.”

Members of these gangs swore oaths of loyalty and brotherhood to each other. They did so by drinking saké (rice wine) from a single sakazuki, a lacquer wine cup shaped like a saucer. The wine would often contain a few droplets of blood the men had drawn from their fingers. While blood oaths had long been customary among Japanese warriors, during the first century of Tokugawa rule, warrior-style oaths proliferated among men of other social classes, especially those whose jobs involved physical risk. Firefighters, steeplejacks, miners, and professional criminals swore oaths of brotherhood to each other and oaths of loyalty to their superiors. Swearing of oaths became a ceremonial event, featuring pseudoreligious language and paraphernalia. Brotherhood oaths between underworld bosses were often attended by a priest, who performed a Shinto rite that would protect the oath takers from evil spirits. The sakazuki ritual was to become central to Japan’s organized criminal underworld, the whole structure of which rested upon loyalty oaths made over saké cups laced with blood.

Yet for all the ways that the new gang culture was typical of its time, it also carried subversive potential. In 1611, the ruler of the Kaga domain, Lord Maeda Toshinaga, received a tip-off that one of his own attendants, a samurai named Osada, had hired a manservant who belonged to a violent gang. When Lord Maeda ordered Osada to arrest the servant and bring him in for interrogation, Osada refused. He said, “Even if I do employ such a person in my household, it would be against the way of the samurai to arrest him and deliver him to you.”5 Osada was asserting the ancient right of a warrior house to deal with its problems internally, without bending to standards imposed from outside its loyalty group.

Infuriated by Osada’s disobedience, Lord Maeda ordered his own security oﬃcers to arrest the servant. But the servant had already made a run for it, apparently with some assistance from Osada. Lord Maeda then sent squads of soldiers into the town to hunt for suspected gang members. They rounded up dozens of young men; some were later executed. Osada, being a warrior of high rank, was permitted to die with his honor intact by turning his sword on himself. As for the troublesome servant, he was eventually captured and killed while trying to fight his way through a border checkpoint. In accordance with protocols, the checkpoint guards cut off his head and delivered it to Lord Maeda for inspection. The honor code of the proto-yakuza was already deeply entrenched, however, and killing a handful of gang members and their sympathizers would not be enough to dislodge it.6

Another gang-related incident in Edo, a year later, showed how intractable this new culture was becoming. One of the shogun’s security oﬃcers, a commander named Shibayama, had learned that one of his junior men had been involved with a chivalry gang and had him executed. In response, members of the gang quickly avenged the death of their friend by ambushing Shibayama and stabbing him to death. Because Shibayama commanded one of the security units that guarded the shogun’s castle, his murder was a direct assault on the authority of the shogun, tantamount to an act of treason.

Police detectives launched an investigation of Shibayama’s murder. They learned that the gang responsible was an alliance of samurai youth gangs operating around Edo’s western districts called Daishō Jingigumi (Gods of the Long and Short), in reference to the two swords, one long and one short, worn by Japanese warriors. The alleged leader of the Gods was a ronin—a masterless samurai—called Ōtori Ippei. A formidable swordsman of large build, Ippei was said to have once served in the personal guard of a prominent vassal of the Tokugawa family before quitting to embrace the rambunctious lifestyle of a street tough. Yet he was also a charismatic speaker who preached to junior warriors about the importance of honor and self-sacrifice. A warrior must be fearless to the point of death, Ippei told them. Action is everything. If a warrior has committed himself to doing something, he must follow through with action, regardless of the danger. An Edo writer named Miura Jōshin noted that Ippei’s lectures about chivalry mesmerized the restless young samurai of Edo. “Around the city,” wrote Miura, “as many as two thousand young men, all dastardly ruﬃans with no fear of death, are said to have sworn a sakazuki oath with this fellow.”7

By the time shogunal detectives learned his identity, Ippei and many of his comrades had gone into hiding. Detectives set up roadblocks and conducted sweeps of key districts to try to flush them out. Eventually, someone spotted Ippei among the crowd at a wrestling tournament and alerted the authorities. After being tortured in gruesome ways, Ippei was executed in the summer of 1612, along with other senior members of the Gods. Yet his name survived: For his distinctive blend of organized criminality and chivalrous rhetoric, some historians have cited Ippei as the first yakuza boss.

The killing of Ippei was not enough to halt the growth of warrior gangs—or even stop his own gang in Edo from remaining active. Nonetheless, this would not be the shogunate’s last attempt.

IN THE SUBSEQUENT decades, the Tokugawa shogunate issued a string of decrees aimed at curtailing bad behavior by members of chivalry gangs. The shogunate imposed restrictions on long swords, the blades of which could not be longer than 28 sun (approximately 34 inches), and short swords, which could not be longer than 18 sun (approximately 22 inches). The shogunate for a while also banned sumo tournaments, as they had become venues for fighting between rival gangs. A shogunal decree of 1657 banning the use of silk brocade on kimonos was specifically directed at members of chivalry gangs. Yet as with decrees banning body armor, face masks, gaudy clothes, scruffy beards, fireworks, rowdy dances, strongman contests, and “groups of eight or more ruﬃans roaming about the town,” there was no evidence that these decrees had any significant effect.8

Even kabuki theaters became a battleground. Kabuki had begun as an entertainment in which young women danced and enacted simple stories. Since many of the women doubled as prostitutes, warriors sometimes fought over access to them. The shogunate intervened by banning women from the stage and replacing them with boys. But this achieved little improvement, as warriors started fighting over the boys instead. Homosexual relations were not uncommon among the warrior class of early Tokugawa, and some of the reports of young swordsmen passionately defending each other’s honor might signify a bit more than brotherly bonding.

Not all of the warriors’ energy was spent on bloodshed. Martial arts and swordsmanship demonstrations were all the rage, as was the newly developed hand-to-hand combat system of jujutsu. Sumo wrestling, once a private entertainment for Japanese elites, gained wide popularity among the public during these same years. Young warriors often wrestled each other at casually arranged outdoor tournaments, though these had a tendency to degenerate into brawls.

Fencing schools became natural hubs of warrior machismo. Idle swordsmen often headed to the execution grounds, where they could practice their sword strikes on the body parts of freshly executed criminals. Deadly nighttime attacks on pedestrians, a serious problem in urban centers, were often blamed on bored warriors testing their swords on unlucky civilians.

To deter unruliness by young swordsmen and stamp out the practice of dueling, the shogunate, starting in 1659, constructed a system of guardhouses in the samurai residential districts. From each guardhouse, night and day, a small team of policemen patrolled the surrounding streets. A similar system was later established in the parts of the city inhabited by non-samurai. These guardhouses were precursors of the neighborhood police boxes that are today a ubiquitous feature of Japan’s urban landscape.

Another of the shogunate’s anticrime policies had a lasting influence on the evolution of the Japanese underworld. After centuries in which brothels were allowed to operate under license from local authorities, the shogunate took the new step of moving all licensed brothels inside designated walled districts. The main objectives were public order and crime control. The sex industry had long been notorious for its unscrupulous practices, especially by recruiters for the brothels. As one brothel-district organizer explained things, the new segregation policy would not only reduce crimes committed by “unemployed samurai of ill repute, ruﬃans, and vagabonds” but would also deter “villains who kidnap young girls and sell them into prostitution.”9

The Tokugawa attitude toward the sex industry was thus grounded in pragmatism. Instead of persecuting the pimps and brothel keepers or trying to eradicate their business outright, the policy was to segregate and regulate. This attitude would be reflected again and again over the years in Japanese policing strategies toward gangster groups and their activities and toward the criminal underclass in general.

The largest and most famous of the yūkaku (“pleasure quarters”), as the licensed brothel districts became known as, was Yoshiwara, located just north of Edo’s city limits. Some five thousand women and girls were employed there, along with thousands more staff and servants and professional entertainers of diverse kinds. Other major licensed quarters included the Shinmachi quarter in Osaka, which offered eight hundred “pleasure girls” at a range of prices, and the Shimabara quarter in Kyoto, where the pretentions of geisha culture would one day reach their highest point.

Each pleasure quarter was enclosed behind a tall wooden fence and a ditch and typically had just one entrance gate, which was heavily guarded. Only men were permitted to enter, while the women who worked inside were not permitted to leave. Swordsmen were supposed to leave their weapons at the entrance, though reports of stabbings and duels inside the quarters indicate that at least a few ignored this rule.

Upon arriving at a pleasure quarter, a man was first shown to a teahouse, where a receptionist would question him about his budget and his requirements. A servant would then escort the man to a suitable brothel. After enjoying himself with the pleasure girl(s) of his choice, the man was escorted back to the teahouse to settle his bill. It was not unusual for well-to-do men to spend several days indulging themselves, and so brothels also provided other services to pass the time, such as dining and dancing.

Security within the pleasure quarters was essential. Men would not patronize a quarter with a reputation for crime. During the early days of the Yoshiwara, security in the quarter was provided by a samurai gang called the Yoshiya-gumi, or the Yoshiya crew. The Yoshiya crew was possibly an oﬃcial police unit, but its members had a reputation for abusing their power by shaking down business owners in the quarter. They punished troublemakers by beating them, abducting them and keeping them confined, or, in the case of other samurai, humiliating them in front of a crowd. The only other information we have about members of the Yoshiya crew is the manner of their deaths: “Stabbed in the licensed quarter.” “Killed in a duel on a riverbank.” “Executed by authorities.” “Died in jail.”10

Public humiliation was regarded as a devastating form of punishment against a samurai, and it would become a common tactic in the underworld in later centuries. Humiliation tactics of nineteenth- and twentieth-century Japanese gangs included abducting the rival gang’s leader, stripping him naked, and leaving him chained to a bridge or locked inside an animal cage.

In time, the shogunate actively encouraged denizens of the pleasure quarters to arrange their own security measures. Brothels and surrounding businesses thereby became reliant on unoﬃcial protectors who operated full-time within the quarters. Gangster types monopolized this protection business, and more than a few of the modern yakuza organizations can be traced directly to the gangs that sprouted from the pleasure quarters.

From the mid-1600s, gang culture was no longer concentrated among the lower samurai ranks and had spread to the higher rank known as hatamoto, or “bannermen.” As direct military retainers of the Tokugawa family, bannermen were oﬃcially permitted to attend formal audiences with the shogun himself and thus stand beneath his banner. When called to active service by the shogun, a bannerman was expected to mobilize a small unit of soldiers. A senior bannerman typically held a small fief of his own, while a junior bannerman received a fixed stipend paid to him in bales of rice. Most of them lived in Edo, where they were billeted in a district just northwest of the shogun’s castle. During the first century of Tokugawa rule, there were around five thousand bannermen in total.

Though they enjoyed high status, the bannermen wielded no political power. Since they were expected to cultivate their fighting skills and forbidden from engaging in trade, they had no oﬃcial revenue other than their rice stipends. Yet their expenditures were considerable, since every bannerman had to maintain a staff consisting of at least two junior samurai, a spearman, and a stable boy, along with several porters and servants. Consequently, many bannermen struggled to cover their costs and supplemented their income with freelance jobs, sometimes of a dubious nature.

People often asked bannermen to help them resolve disputes, enabling the bannermen to earn money as fixers and enforcers. Security and bodyguard work were also staples of the bannermen. Festival organizers seeking funding, priests seeking temple donations, and business owners chasing up late payments could all hope for better and speedier results if they sent a bannerman to collect the money.

In the early decades of Tokugawa rule, it was deemed permissible for a samurai to cut down on the spot any commoner who had insulted him, a practice known as burei uchi, “killing for disrespect.” This made intimidation an easy matter, especially in villages or rural areas where people were unaccustomed to encountering a samurai of high rank. A bannerman need only put on his formal kimono, the one bearing the shogunal insignia, and strut about with an attendant behind him. This would be enough to send the peasants scurrying.

Samurai enjoyed other violent privileges, including the right to carry out revenge killings, with the shogunate’s permission. A samurai wanting to carry out a vendetta needed to register his name, and the names of any men who were going to assist him, at the oﬃce of the shogunal magistrate. The samurai then waited for his application to be adjudicated. Once his name had been accepted into the oﬃcial list of registered avengers, he was free to pursue his vendetta.

More than a few bannermen turned to crime to solve their financial problems. The most common offenses fell within the category that we would today call strong-arm robbery. It was not diﬃcult for bannermen to intimidate business proprietors into giving them merchandise and services free of charge. Bannermen could run up bills in brothels, bathhouses, restaurants, and shops, and then simply dare the proprietors to try to collect the debt. Extortion rackets developed as a matter of course, with business owners making regular payments to bannermen in return for freedom from disturbance. Some warriors engaged in more hostile criminality. Vicious gangs of ronin, sometimes led by bannermen, stalked the city streets after dark to carry out robberies and random murders. A ronin named Shirai Gonpachi, who was twenty-four at the time of his arrest in 1679, was believed to have killed as many as 130 people while robbing them on the streets of Edo.

At their banquets, bannermen were rumored to eat lizard soup and viper sashimi. More plausibly, they were credited with popularizing the most belligerent word in the Japanese language, temē, which is usually uttered just before launching a physical assault. Bannermen soon acquired a reputation as thugs and bullies. One Edo writer observed despairingly of bannermen: “When the world needs them, they become tigers. When the world has no need for them, they become rats.”11

Bannermen-led gangs active in Edo during the middle of the century included the Thorns, the Wagtails, and the Muskets. A gang called the Six Directions derived its name from the distinctive walk of its members, who were said to swagger about as if they were moving in six directions at once. Some features of gangsterdom are, it seems, universal. Each of the above gangs was an aﬃliate of the Gods of the Long and Short, which remained active and, for the time being, was managing to evade repression from the shogun’s government.

Samurai gang members gave each other tough-sounding nicknames, such as Hurricane, Cudgel, Goblin, the Monk, and Demon-slayer. Nicknames became so associated with criminality that many warrior houses banned them altogether. The government urged people to report any stranger using a nickname. Some of the nicknames suggest a caustic sense of humor. Three members of a violent crime gang apprehended in Osaka, which had a small but energetic gangland, went by the names of “Hermitage” Heibei, “Brand-New” Kichiemon, and “Three-Worms” Kanbei. Two notorious criminals responsible for multiple murder-robberies around Edo were known as “Lumpy” Ichiemon and “Shit-bowl” Gorozaemon.12

The most troublesome gang in Edo was the Shiratsuka-gumi, or the White Hilts. Active for nearly two decades, the White Hilts counted one hundred men among its core members. All were samurai, a mix of bannermen and warriors of lower ranks. The gang’s signature color was white, the color of death in Japanese tradition. Members wrapped white thread around the hilts of their swords and wore white headbands, white obi (sashes), and kimonos adorned with patterns of skulls.

Unlike the earlier chivalry gangs, which were bound together solely by loyalty oaths and drinking rituals, the White Hilts gang was organized as a financial cooperative. The gang existed not only to provide mutual protection for its members but also to make money and secure other benefits. New members had to pay a joining fee and thereafter make regular payments to the gang. There was an agreement that the gang would offer financial support to any member who needed it. A strict hierarchy of ranks was established, in the manner of a military unit. Discipline within the gang was strict, with severe punishment meted out to any junior member who disobeyed a ruling from his seniors.

The leader of the White Hilts was a bannerman named Mizuno Jūrōzaemon. The Mizunos were a respected warrior clan in the region around Hiroshima, where several generations of Mizuno men had served the shoguns with distinction. Yet every description of Mizuno Jūrōzaemon indicates that he was just a sociopathic thug. With his fellow gang members, he harassed and intimidated owners of shops and businesses, fought street battles against other gangs, and committed countless assaults and murders. It was rumored that Mizuno also abducted teenage girls from the town and kept them as slaves in his Edo residence.13

The activities of samurai gangs like the White Hilts provoked a defensive reaction from townsmen. In the major urban centers, where the samurai were concentrated, townsmen began to form their own gangs, ostensibly to protect their local stores and small businesses from samurai extortionists and troublemakers. Large townsmen’s groups coalesced around men of influence within the urban working class. These included labor bosses allocating jobs to workmen, security chiefs employed in the pleasure quarters, gambling bosses, and underworld leaders. These townsmen’s groups, dubbed machi yakko (“toughs of the town”), provided material for later generations of Japanese playwrights and storytellers, though reliable information about their activities hardly exists at all.

One of the men murdered by the White Hilts was said to have been the leader of one of these townsmen’s groups. He was known by the nickname Chōbei of the Banzuiin, Banzuiin being the name of a temple where he had once worked as night watchman. Chōbei achieved success as a labor boss overseeing the supply of day laborers for construction and land reclamation projects ordered by the Tokugawa government. Chōbei’s influence must have been considerable, since thousands of laborers were said to have depended on him for their livelihoods. He and his men controlled gambling rights around the east side of the city, but beyond that, little is known about his illegal businesses.

The government routinely appointed bannermen to supervise its construction projects, and this seems to have been how Chōbei encountered Mizuno. According to one account, an unpaid debt led to enmity between the two. According to another, Mizuno had murdered a gambler named Jinbei, who was one of Chōbei’s henchmen. Whatever the reason, on a midsummer evening in 1657, Mizuno and the White Hilts ambushed Chōbei at a bathhouse somewhere on the city’s east side. After stabbing him to death with spears, they tossed his body into the Sumida River.

Mizuno perhaps hoped that the dead body would not attract much attention, as the city had recently been devastated by a massive fire. But Chōbei’s body was recovered from the river and quickly identified, prompting two of his henchmen to attempt a vendetta attack on Mizuno. The two were intercepted and killed by swordsmen of the White Hilts.14

The Tokugawa government had been remarkably tolerant of Mizuno prior to these deaths. Other than an oﬃcial reprimand (for a kidnapping) and a temporary banishment to Hiroshima (for a murder), Mizuno had spent years without facing serious punishment. This was likely due to the honorable reputation of his family and the low social status of his victims.

After receiving repeated complaints about the White Hilts from Edo residents, however, the government finally ran out of patience with Mizuno. In the spring of 1664, when he was thirty-four years old, he was summoned to Edo Castle to explain himself to a committee of shogunal oﬃcials.

Mizuno appeared before the committee in the slovenly state typical of a kabuki-mono. His kimono was dirty, with its sleeves ripped into shreds. His beard was scraggy, and his long hair was unknotted and dangling to his shoulders. He refused to cooperate with the oﬃcials. When they tried to question him, he addressed them contemptuously. Perhaps he knew that his fate was already sealed. He cannot have been surprised the following day when he received a shogunal command to kill himself.

Mizuno carried out his own death sentence as commanded, apparently without objection. In the garden of his Edo home, he knelt unceremoniously on the ground and plunged a dagger into his stomach. He was then decapitated by an assistant. Government oﬃcers confiscated Mizuno’s house, along with his estate in Hiroshima, and sold his wife and daughter into slavery. Mizuno also had two sons, the youngest of whom was just two years old. Government executioners stabbed both boys to death, so as to exterminate the crooked Mizuno seed forever.15

Though the White Hilts was forcibly disbanded, fighting between samurai gangs and townsmen only intensified in the years that followed. In the 1680s, a townsmen’s gang called the Tōken-gumi (Guard Dogs) faced off against samurai gangsters. When a group of ronin attempted some kind of shakedown at an Edo theater in 1686, members of the Guard Dogs challenged them. The ensuing sword fight left three men dead. Shogunal security units responded with another draconian purge. Police squads rounded up some two hundred suspected gang members, including ronin and townsmen. An oﬃcial announcement of the arrests put the blame on “a group calling itself the Gods of the Long and Short, whose members make a fuss about chivalry.”16

Whether the Gods had been active continually for seven decades is not clear. Appropriating the name of a famous gang or gang leader from the past has long been a common practice among Japanese underworld groups. Security oﬃcers identified the leader of the Gods at the time of the purge as a ronin named Hanbei. He turned out to be one of the three men murdered at the playhouse. Meanwhile, a professional thief named Gonbei, believed to be the leader of the Guard Dogs, was one of eleven men who were summarily beheaded. The samurai arrestees were not executed but were banished from Edo for the rest of their lives. Yet samurai privilege was soon to come under increasing pressure in a changing social climate.

AS THE TOKUGAWA shogunate entered its second century, the prestige of the samurai class had begun to fade. With the spread of commercialism, merchants and business owners were now conspicuously more aﬄuent than the warriors. Townspeople had become more confident and assertive, especially in Edo. They routinely flouted or ignored decrees regulating social conduct issued by the government or local samurai authorities. Townsmen freelancing as porters, builders, and palanquin bearers organized into teams with gang-like names, such as the Red Devils or the Reckless Hondas, and sometimes got into brawls with staff of the samurai estates.

By the 1730s, a military instructor named Matsumiya Kanzan advised provincial samurai to be careful when posted to Edo. “The townsmen in Edo are not like those in the castle towns,” he warned, “and they have no fear of samurai retainers from the provinces. They appear to think of themselves as samurai.” The old rule that a samurai could strike down any commoner who offended him was no longer viable. If confronted by a group of unruly townsmen, Matsumiya advised his students, the best response was to remain at a safe distance, “just as you would avoid going near a horse covered in muck.”17 Clearly, a spirit of resistance was growing.

Japan’s transition to a money economy had made life more difficult for bannermen, whose stipends continued to be paid in bales of rice. Ordinarily, bannermen turned their stipend rice into cash by selling it to rice brokers. But as they increasingly asked rice brokers for cash loans with the stipend rice as collateral, the brokers were soon making bigger profits from usury than from selling rice. The brokers flaunted their wealth by wearing extravagant kimonos and spending mind-blowing sums of money in the pleasure quarters. Given the dangers of pressuring a bannerman to pay his debts, broker-moneylenders were obliged to surround themselves with bodyguards. The shrewdest brokers devised ways of putting pressure on their debtors without provoking a violent reaction, causing alliances to form among moneylenders, blackmailers, enforcers, and informants.

Besides their financial woes, the samurai faced a more fundamental problem. Japan was ruled by a military government, staffed by a hereditary warrior class. But with no wars to fight, and none fought in living memory, the nation had no military heroes. The Qing dynasty of China kept its warriors busy with military campaigns against the Mongols and the indigenous Taiwanese. But Japan’s warrior class had lost much of its reason for existing. The samurai still strutted about with their long and short swords, but most had never used them outside of training, which many had started to neglect. Virtually the only men in Japan still making a career of violence were criminals. Consequently, some elements of Japan’s popular culture began to look for models of heroism, loyalty, and self-sacrifice in outlaws or people living on the edge of the criminal world: gamblers, ronin, townsmen’s bosses, and highwaymen.

There was also the notorious vendetta carried out by forty-seven ronin in Edo in 1703.

Their former lord, Asano Naganori, had stabbed and wounded another lord, Kira Yoshinaka, at Edo castle. Kira served as the shogun’s master of protocol and had apparently demanded a bribe from Asano, who refused to pay. Any violence inside the shogun’s castle was a grave offense, and within hours of the incident, Asano was ordered to kill himself. The shogunate confiscated Asano’s rice stipend, his castle, and his Edo residence and dismissed the three hundred samurai in his service, who thus became ronin. Forty-seven of them vowed revenge. On the night of January 31, 1703, they stormed Kira’s residence, overpowered the guards, hacked Kira to death, and cut off his head. They carried his head jubilantly through the streets of Edo and placed it at their lord’s grave. By assassinating a shogunal oﬃcial, the ronin had turned themselves into criminals. The shogunate treated them as such and executed them all. While samurai intellectuals debated the righteousness of the ronin’s actions, the public had no doubts. People admired the ronin for their loyalty and fearlessness and, implicitly, for their disobedience toward the shogunate. A kabuki play adulating the forty-seven ronin was a runaway success.18

Other Tokugawa criminals, such as robbers and highwaymen, were similarly glorified, often in a wildly fact-free manner, and transformed by the popular imagination into honorable rogues or subversive rebel-heroes. Townsmen’s leader Banzuiin Chōbei began to appear as a minor character in Japanese popular tales and stage plays from the mid-1700s. As his popularity increased, he became a protagonist, and by the end of the next century he was a household name in Japan. His fame was bolstered by writers of samurai novels and adventure stories for boys and by singer-raconteurs called kōdanshi. The best-known kabuki play based on Chōbei’s career was first staged in Tokyo in 1881 and is still performed today.

Stories featuring Chōbei typically gave him a samurai heritage by claiming that his father had been a warrior in Nagasaki. Chōbei’s enemies in these stories are corrupt bureaucrats, arrogant samurai, and dishonest merchants. Though Chōbei is quick to beat up people who cause trouble on his turf, he usually stops short of committing murder. The few men he kills are rival gambling bosses or criminals who have been terrorizing the townsfolk. Chōbei uses violence, at which he is skilled, for the common good. Young toughs in his neighborhood are inspired to swear an oath of loyalty to Chōbei when they see how he “vanquished the strong and helped the weak” (tsuyoki wo hishigi yowaki wo tasukuru). This phrase was appropriated by real-world gangsters and became a familiar yakuza slogan, cited frequently in memoirs, interviews, and even courtroom testimony.19

In the fictional tales, Chōbei’s devotion to social justice keeps him busy. One minute, he is rescuing a beautiful “pleasure girl” from the clutches of a ruthless brothel keeper. The next, he is chasing away a gang of extortionists who tried to shake down a local shopkeeper. Chōbei is always more courageous and more honorable than the samurai who try to steal his turf. At crucial moments, he is more warrior-like than they are. In the kabuki scene where Mizuno and his gang ambush Chōbei in a bathhouse, Chōbei defends himself only for a moment before fearlessly thrusting out his chest to offer a clear target, while boasting that his own loyal men will avenge his death. As Mizuno punctures Chōbei’s heart with a spear, he expresses remorse that he is taking the life of such a remarkable adversary.

The success of these tales created a mythology that yakuza bosses of the modern era would try to emulate and incorporate into their propaganda. If challenged about their activities, they would claim to be protectors of the underclass, helpers of the weak and the marginalized. Secret criminal organizations, those that claim not to exist, need not concern themselves with building a positive public image. Yakuza groups have never been secret organizations, and they therefore have strong incentive to build a facade of legitimacy for themselves. Assisting with relief efforts after natural disasters, building homeless shelters, funding orphanages and schools for the children of paupers, or simply handing out cash on festival days were to become common expressions of yakuza humanitarianism.
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Townsmen’s boss Banzuiin Chōbei ambushed by White Hilts leader Mizuno Jūrōzaemon. This 1884 print depicts the murder scene as it was performed by actors on the kabuki stage.



This tendency was already apparent in one of the last recorded cases of senior samurai engaging in gangland activity. In the 1770s, two gangs, the Honjo-gumi and the Shitaya-gumi, were operating northeast of Edo’s city center, not far from present-day Ueno. Their leaders, Ōta Genzō and Kotaba Sashirō, were direct vassals of the Tokugawa family, either bannermen or gokenin (“housemen”), one rank lower. Each had established under his command a large mob of gamblers and enforcers, including junior samurai, ronin, and townsmen. Their criminal operations were slightly more ambitious than those of the earlier samurai gangs. In addition to his gambling business, Ōta had been running a financial fraud scheme. He used forged documents to obtain loans from moneylenders and merchants. When his creditors pressed him for repayment, Ōta unleashed his thugs on them. Kotaba had been running a gambling ring from his own house. He had routinely demanded reikin (“gratitude money”) from people whom he claimed to have helped in resolving disputes and other business-related issues.

The government ordered the arrests of Ōta and Kotaba after receiving complaints about their gangs’ many “rampageous outbursts” and sought to execute them for their crimes. But groups of local residents submitted petitions detailing their many good deeds. According to the petitions, Ōta and Kotaba were pillars of their communities. Far from being public enemies, they were kyōkaku, “men of chivalry” or “chivalrous types.” They had helped raise funds for local temples and for their local fire brigades. Ōta had personally distinguished himself as a firefighter. Both had generously offered assistance to people in need, and both had cooperated with police in catching thieves. The petitions emphasized the success of the two men in preventing robberies and “solving people’s problems.”20

Perhaps swayed by the petitions, the oﬃcials opted to spare the men’s lives. Shogunal oﬃcials ruled that Ōta and Kotaba had each engaged in “conduct unbecoming a samurai,” banishing them forever from Edo. The tacit rule was that the distance of the banishment from Edo should reflect the severity of the miscreant’s offenses. The shogunate deposited Ōta on an island off the west coast of Kyushu, about as far from Edo as it was possible to go.

Kyōkaku, the term used in the above case, was to be the standard Japanese euphemism for a gangster until the early twentieth century, when it was superseded by the slang term yakuza. The notion of the underworld “man of chivalry” was clearly a manifestation of a concept also found in traditional mafias of some other cultures. Westerners are likely to see a resemblance to the uomo d’onore (“man of honor”) of the Sicilian Cosa Nostra, or to the vor-v-zakone (“thief with a code of honor”) of the Russian mafia. In China and Taiwan there have long been underworld figures called xiongdi (“brothers”) who supposedly adhere to a code of loyalty and righteousness.

In each of these cases, the concept functioned not only as self-promotion but also as self-persuasion. A member of a Japanese ninkyō dantai (“chivalrous organization”) could tell himself that he was not a common criminal. He was loyal to his organization, honorable and truthful to his comrades and superiors, and willing to sacrifice himself to protect his boss. Something of the old warrior spirit lived on within him. If ordered to take responsibility for some mishap or other, he did so without complaint and accepted his punishment. Strict, military-style internal discipline has long been a characteristic of the yakuza and has bolstered the willingness of Japanese society to tolerate their existence.

The concept of yakuza chivalry is easy to mock. In recent years, a staple preoccupation of Japan’s chivalrous organizations has been the traﬃcking and distribution of crystal meth, while reports of yakuza donations to charities are outnumbered by reports of people having their limbs broken by yakuza debt collectors. Yet yakuza chivalry has been remarkably effective as a recruiting tool. Police surveys have confirmed that many of the young men who join the yakuza groups were attracted by the image of the chivalrous and honorable outlaw and also by the notion of the yakuza as a “family.”

Yakuza leaders, for their part, have devoted much effort to branding themselves as latter-day samurai, though this sort of posturing in Japan is not limited to gangsters. Generations of yakuza influence over Japan’s entertainment industries helped to equate yakuza culture with the samurai ethos, as if the two derived from the same source. Japanese gangsters were settling their scores in sword duels until well into the twentieth century, and it was a cliché for a yakuza boss to own an antique pair of long and short swords, which he displayed prominently in his work space. It has not been unusual for a yakuza family to run its own martial arts gym where members can train in karate and judo or, in more recent times, boxing and kickboxing. The reception hall of a yakuza headquarters is typically adorned with brush pen calligraphy extolling the virtues of fearlessness, honor, and sacrifice in pseudo-samurai manner.

Such is the image that the yakuza have strived to cultivate and the lineage they have claimed for themselves. To understand the yakuza phenomenon more clearly at an operational level, however, we need to examine how it has organized its two most traditional sources of revenue: gambling and protection.
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The Families

JAPAN’S AMBIVALENCE ABOUT GAMBLING IS OVER A THOUSAND years old. At no time in Japan’s early history was gambling oﬃcially deemed lawful, yet Japan arguably has one of the most creative gambling traditions in the world. Expressions of concern about gambling gangs appear in edicts issued by Japanese emperors in the eighth century, though the oldest surviving Japanese gambling boards were made for the very same emperors. Japanese nobles wagered on a variety of board games, along with games using flowers and folding fans, while dice gambling was predominant among the general populace. Illicit gambling rings took bets on cock fights and dog fights, and gambling dens offered both dice and traditional Japanese card games. Across the class spectrum, opportunities to gamble were abundant, even if their legality was dubious.

The morality of the practice was similarly hazy. Japan’s clergy preached that gambling was a vice. Yet monks and priests were frequently among those nabbed in police raids on gambling dens. Samurai thinkers declared it shameful for a warrior to earn money by gambling. Yet it was an open secret that gambling was popular among warriors of all ranks. Government oﬃcials expressed concern that gambling would make peasants lazy and less likely to pay their taxes. Yet senior government oﬃcials, and even a few lords of the samurai domains, became notorious for their own gambling excesses. The ambiguous status of the yakuza within Japanese society has been due, at least in part, to the ambiguous status of gambling itself, which became their core business.

Many of the modern yakuza groups can trace their origins to nineteenth-century gangs that linked gamblers with the moneylenders, debt collectors, and protection specialists whose livelihoods depended on gambling. After a period of feuding, these gangs became established in their communities, bringing greater order to the gambling scene and even acquiring a degree of legitimacy in the eyes of authorities. These developments were reflected in a saying popularized from the late eighteenth century: bakuto ni nusubito wo majiezu or “No thieves among gamblers.” The success of these gangs in maintaining control of their gambling territories across the generations gave a solidity to Japan’s underworld that has continued to the present era.

DURING THE FIRST century of Tokugawa rule, professional gamblers had been regarded as lowlifes and pariahs. This disdain was often justified, since the men most likely to make their living in the gambling dens were often itinerant conmen preying on amateurs or urban criminals financing their gambler lifestyles with robbery and extortion. The most troublesome gamblers were punished harshly by the shogunate. In 1682, a ronin and gang leader named Nomura was crucified in Edo, along with two of his henchmen, for running a gambling ring and committing a string of other unspecified “evil deeds.”1

From the second century of the Tokugawa period, as Japan transitioned from a rice-based economy to a money economy, gambling lost some of its stigma. Merchants and artisans congregated in the castle towns and devoted their energies to accumulating wealth. This led to the flourishing of a bourgeois culture with an unabashed emphasis on pleasure. Gambling events could now attract a clientele that included prosperous merchants, traders, moneylenders, and rice dealers, along with wealthy samurai.

Though gambling acquired a measure of respectability, it was still illegal. Temples and samurai estates therefore became common venues for gambling events, since police teams could not enter these areas without prior authorization. Gambling was also a staple entertainment in the licensed brothel quarters, another sphere of society that was shielded from police intrusion. For customers with less money to risk, teahouses often doubled as gambling dens.

Though new regulations of 1718 reduced the severity of punishments, the gambling scene remained dangerous. Swindles were frequent, and gambling gangs were regarded with fear by ordinary folk. Predatory gamblers became known as tōrimono, which meant something like “the specialists.” In 1725, a Confucian scholar named Ogyū Sorai made the following observations about them: “Basically they are no different from thieves. With their accomplices they organize devious ways of taking people’s money, and they will even kill people who have won at the gambling table, just to take their winnings. One has to wonder how many of the persons who are listed as missing have been murdered like this, especially in rural areas.”2

For a long time, Japan’s most popular game was chōhan (“odds and evens”). This was a simple form of bank craps in which players bet on whether a two-dice roll would total an odd or even number. Typically played indoors on tatami mats, its players were seated around a shooter who rolled the dice onto a tray from a bamboo shaker. Seldom was any cash on display; players placed their bets using wooden chips or paper checks.

During the eighteenth century, urban gamblers came to prefer card games. The most popular was oicho-kabu (“eight-nine”), an early version of baccarat that seems to have been brought to Japan by Portuguese traders. As in baccarat, a hand is valued according to the last digit of its total, and the highest scores are therefore eight and nine. A total ending in zero (i.e., ten or a multiple of ten) scores zero.

The basic rules of oicho-kabu were easily explained by referring to a three-card hand of eight, nine, three. This looks promising but gives a total of twenty and therefore scores zero. In the Japanese language, the numbers eight, nine, and three can be abbreviated as ya-ku-sa, or more casually ya-ku-za, a word that took on a life of its own. Initially, it came into use as an adjective used to describe anyone or anything that was bad or worthless. An unlucky gambler, a quack doctor, a violent drunk, a street hoodlum—these were all yakuza types. The word would be later used as a noun with a much more specific meaning.3

As gambling becomes a business, it naturally demands organization. Anyone can spontaneously throw down some dice or bet on a game of cards, but a successful illegal gambling enterprise requires a team of disciplined operators. Aside from the dealers and other staff running the tables, reliable bookkeepers and accounting staff are essential. If loans are to be issued, an eﬃcient collections system is needed. Illegal gambling joints are vulnerable to robbery, so security must be robust. And to prevent harassment by law enforcement, various bribes are needed to ensure a smooth operation.

In the cities, towns, and villages of Tokugawa Japan, men with the requisite skills organized into gangs called ikka, “families.” The head of a family was typically a veteran gambler, moneylender, labor boss, or retired criminal. He might even be all of these. He was generally known by the underworld title of oyabun, the “parent” or “father figure,” while his men were kobun, his “kids.” These titles corresponded to Japanese gambling jargon. In a card game, the oya is the dealer and banker, while the ko are the players.

The titles oyabun and kobun also reflected the paternalistic nature of the relationship between the family’s leader and his men. The oyabun was expected to take fatherly care of his kobun. At the very least, he was to provide them with food and shelter and some pocket money or basic income. Ideally, the oyabun would also be able to offer his kobun a degree of protection from police. If one of his “kids” got killed, the oyabun would pay for the funeral. In return, his kobun were expected to offer him their single-minded loyalty and obedience. Usually, each kobun was also expected to be capable of putting together his own team of hoodlums to fight for the family or to do other work as needed. It was common for several kobun to reside in their oyabun’s house and perform menial tasks for him, a practice that continues today.

In time, these gambling families (bakuto ikka, the term used by Tokugawa authorities) extended their influence beyond the gambling industry and became formidable protectors and enforcers within their local communities. While gambling remained their core business, they deployed their resources across a range of moneymaking activities. Many took control of labor supply systems, transportation services, longshoring and harbor jobs, prostitution rings, and the entertainment industry. Gamblers oversaw street markets, civilian security units, volunteer fire brigades, lotteries, numbers games, and much else.

The formation of a new ikka was a delicate matter, to be undertaken with caution and humility. An experienced gambler wanting to form his own family first needed permission from his own oyabun. He also needed to receive the blessing of bosses of other gambling families in his region. Gift giving and pseudoreligious ceremonies became necessary formalities for authenticating a new family. Maverick criminals and gangsters who proclaimed themselves oyabun without adhering to these protocols came under ferocious attack from other families and invariably ended up dead.

It could be said that the territorial system of the gambling families resembled that of the shogunate
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