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Since the late 2010s, sexual violence has 
increasingly gotten attention in Japan beco-
ming a topic of discussion in media, politics, 
and society. In 2017, Ito Shiori went public 
accusing a senior journalist of raping her and 
in the same year the Penal Code’s articles on 
sex crimes were reformed for the first time in 
110 years.
	 In 2019 a series of non-guilty verdicts for 
rape cases sparked public outrage which 
was channelled by feminist activists into the 
Flower Demo movement. In 2023 the Penal 
Code was reformed once again and the BBC 
released a documentary exposing the sexual 
abuse of young boys perpetrated, since the 
1970s, by Johnny Kitagawa, founder of one 
of the most famous talent agencies in Japan.  
However, sexual violence is neither a new 
problem in Japan nor a new issue discussed 
by feminists.

	 While it certainly has been, 
and still is to a degree, a taboo 
topic in Japanese society, women’s groups 
in Japan have been tackling the problem 
since the early 1980s. They established the 
first support services for victims filling in an 
institutional void, they spoke out about rape 
myths and deep-rooted sexism, and they 
engaged in social actions to raise awareness 
about the issue. This lecture will explore an 
often-forgot page of Japanese feminism 
retracing the history of anti-rape activism in 
Japan: the first grassroots women’s groups 
in the 1980s and 1990s, the first advocacy 
efforts for legal reforms in the 2010s, the 
emergence of the #MeToo movement and 
the Flower Demo in recent years, and the two 
reforms of the Penal Code.  
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