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INTRODUCTION: THE HIDDEN
WORLD OF THE JAPANESE
UNDERWORLD

For decades, the Yakuza have been a
subject of both fascination and fear in
Japan and around the world. These
organized crime syndicates, with their
intricate codes of honor, full-body
tattoos, and ritualistic practices, have
been romanticized in films, manga, and
video games. But beyond the fiction,
there exists a rare and raw firsthand
account that pulls back the curtain on
what it truly means to live and die as a
yakuza. That account is Confessions Of
A Yakuza, a seminal oral history
compiled by Dr. Junichi Saga, a physician
who treated a terminally ill former
gangster named ljichi Eiji. This article
delves into the depths of that
remarkable book, exploring its origins,
the brutal honesty of its narrator, and
the cultural, historical, and human
dimensions that make Confessions Of
A Yakuza an indispensable read for
anyone seeking to understand the
Japanese underworld from the inside out.

THE GENESIS OF AN ORAL
HISTORY

How a Doctor

Became a Scribe

Dr. Junichi Saga was not a crime reporter
or a sociologist. He was a rural physician
in the town of Yawara, Ibaraki
Prefecture, who treated the aging and
ailing former yakuza boss ljichi Eiji
during his final weeks. As ljichi lay in his
hospital bed, he began to share stories
from his life as a gambler, a gangster,
and a boss. Recognizing the historical
and anthropological value of these
unvarnished memories, Dr. Saga began
transcribing their conversations. The
result is Confessions Of A Yakuza,
published in Japanese in 1989 and later
translated into English by John Bester.
The book is not a novel or a polished
biography—it is a raw, spoken
confession, capturing ljichi's voice with
minimal interference.

The Authenticity
of the Narrator

What makes Confessions Of A Yakuza
so compelling is the unabashed honesty
of its narrator. ljichi Eiji does not glorify
his life nor excuse his crimes. He
describes killings, extortion, betrayals,
and prison sentences with a matter-of-
fact tone that is both chilling and
strangely poignant. He admits to his
failures—the loss of his wife, the
estrangement from his children, the slow
decay of his body and reputation. This is
not a sensationalist tell-all; it is the
quiet, reflective confession of a man who
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has outlived his era and knows that his
world is vanishing.

THE WORLD OF IJICHI EIjI: A LIFE
INSIDE THE YAKUZA

From Gambler to
Gangster

ljichi's journey into the yakuza began in
the pre-war years, a time when Japan
was undergoing rapid modernization and
social upheaval. Born into poverty, he
learned to gamble illegally as a
teenager. Gambling was the backbone of
many yakuza operations, and ljichi
quickly became a master of dice and
card games. His skill and ruthlessness
caught the attention of local bosses, and
he was formally inducted into a yakuza
family. The initiation ritual—sharing a
cup of sake with the boss—bound him to
a life of absolute loyalty and violence.

The book details his early days as a foot
soldier, running numbers, collecting
debts, and participating in gang wars.
ljichi describes the constant tension, the
petty rivalries, and the moments of
sudden, brutal violence that defined his
existence. He recounts a time when he
was forced to cut off his own little finger
as an apology to a rival boss—a practice
known as yubitsume. This act, he
explains, was not just penance but a way
to show his willingness to sacrifice for
the group.

Bosses,
Underlings, and

the Code of
Honor

One of the most fascinating sections of
Confessions Of A Yakuza is ljichi's
description of the hierarchical structure
of the organization. He discusses the
importance of oyabun-kobun (father-
child) relationships, where loyalty to
one's boss was paramount. He recounts
how he rose through the ranks by
proving his reliability and his capacity for
violence. Yet he also reveals the
hypocrisy of the so-called code of honor:
bosses often cheated their underlings,
and betrayals were common. The code,
he says, was more about maintaining
order and profit than any abstract
morality.

ljichi’s account dispels many myths.
While he acknowledges the existence of
chivalrous acts—such as helping a
struggling family in the
neighborhood—he is clear that the
fundamental business of the yakuza has
always been crime: gambling, loan-
sharking, extortion, and protection
rackets. There is no romanticism here,
only the gritty reality of a man who sold
his conscience for a place in a brutal
family.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT: THE
YAKUZA THROUGH WAR AND
PEACE

The Impact of
World War I

ljiichi’s life spans some of the most
turbulent decades in Japanese history.
He lived through the rise of militarism,

2 Confessions Of A Yakuza

2023-02-11



Confessions Of A Yakuza 3

the devastation of World War I, and the
American occupation. He describes how
the yakuza adapted to wartime
conditions, sometimes cooperating with
the military police, sometimes running
black markets. During the war, many
yakuza bosses were imprisoned or killed,
but the organization survived by going
underground. ljichi himself spent time in
prison for draft dodging and gambling.
His accounts of prison life—the constant
fear, the camaraderie among inmates,
the arbitrary cruelty of guards—are
starkly memorable.

Post-War
Transformation
and Decline

After Japan’s surrender, the yakuza
experienced a boom. The chaos of the
post-war economy, combined with the
demand for black-market goods, gave
the syndicates new opportunities. ljichi
became a boss during this period,
running gambling operations and
mediating disputes. But as Japan rebuilt
and modernized, the old ways began to
fade. The rise of corporate crime, drug
trafficking, and more sophisticated
syndicates like the Yamaguchi-gumi
pushed smaller, traditional gangs like
ljichi's to the margins. The final chapters
of his confession are melancholic, as he
watches his organization dissolve and his
peers die or retire.

THE HUMAN SIDE OF THE
CONFESSION

Family, Love,
and Regret

Perhaps the most moving parts of
Confessions Of A Yakuza are those in
which ljichi talks about his personal
relationships. He married a woman who
loved him despite his lifestyle, but the
constant danger, his infidelity, and his
absences drove them apart. He had
children whom he barely knew. In his old
age, he lives alone, his only visitors
being Dr. Saga and a few old comrades.
He does not ask for pity—he accepts that
his choices led him here—but his
frankness reveals a man burdened by
remorse. He dreams of his dead wife, of
the peaceful life he might have had, but
he also admits that the excitement and
power of the yakuza life were addictive.
This duality gives the book its emotional
depth.

The Physical Toll
of a Violent Life

ljiichi’s body bears the scars of his
career: missing fingers, knife wounds,
the effects of years of drinking and
smoking, and finally, cancer. He
describes the pain and the humiliation of
being bedridden, dependent on a doctor
who is younger and more educated than
him. His physical decline mirrors the
decline of the traditional yakuza. He
becomes a living relic, a testimony to a
bygone era. Dr. Saga does not shy away
from the medical details, which adds a
clinical, unsentimental layer to the
narrative.




SIGNIFICANCE

A Unique
Contribution to
True Crime
Literature

Confessions Of A Yakuza stands apart
from most true crime books. It is not
written by a detective or a journalist, but
by a doctor who listened without
judgment. The narrative is episodic,
following ljichi’s memories as they
surface—a style that feels authentic and
unvarnished. The translation by John
Bester preserves the colloquial,
sometimes rough tone of the original
Japanese, capturing ljichi’s voice. Critics
have praised the book for its restraint
and its refusal to moralize. It does not
offer easy lessons; it simply presents a
life as it was lived.

Insights into
Japanese Society
and the Outsider

Beyond the crime story, the book offers
profound insights into Japanese social
structures, the concept of honor, and the
plight of those who exist outside the
mainstream. The yakuza, ljichi explains,
were always considered outcasts—the
burakumin (social outcasts) and the
impoverished often filled their ranks. But
they also provided a kind of alternative
community for those who did not fit into

Japan’s ritITERARY ANDeCULTURAL
confessions reveal how the yakuza both
mirrored and perverted traditional
Japanese values of loyalty, filial piety,
and endurance.

KEY THEMES EXPLORED IN THE
CONFESSIONS

e Loyalty and Betrayal: ljichi deals
constantly with the tension
between group loyalty and
personal survival. He recounts
instances of both unwavering
faithfulness and cold-blooded
treachery.

 Violence as a Tool: Violence is
never exaggerated or glorified in
the book. It is presented as a
mundane, necessary part of the
job. ljichi describes fights,
executions, and tortures with a
chilling neutrality.

e Mortality and Legacy: The entire
narrative is framed by ljichi's
impending death. He grapples with
what he will leave behind—a
reputation, a few fading
photographs, and the memories
that Dr. Saga is recording.

e Moral Ambiguity: ljichi refuses to
label himself as good or evil. He
acknowledges his crimes but also
points to the small acts of
kindness he performed. The book
leaves the reader to form their
own judgment.

WHY READ CONFESSIONS OF A
YAKUZA TODAY?

Relevance to
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Modern

Organized Crime

Studies

While the yakuza of today are more
corporate and less violent than ljichi's
generation, the foundational dynamics
remain. Understanding the old yakuza
helps scholars and law enforcement
track the evolution of the syndicates.
The confessions provide a baseline for
how the culture of honor and obligation
operated before globalization and
massive drug profits changed the
landscape.

A Human
Document for
General Readers

For those not specifically interested in
crime, the book is a powerful human
story. It tackles universal themes: the
search for belonging, the weight of
choices, the approach of death. ljichi’'s
voice is so distinctive that readers will

feel as though they are sitting beside Dr.
Saga’s desk, listening to an old man tell
his story. It is a reminder that even those
we consider criminals have histories,
loves, and regrets.

CONCLUSION: THE LAST WORD
OF A DYING MAN

Confessions Of A Yakuza ends not
with a bang but with a whisper. ljichi Eiji
passes away, and Dr. Saga concludes
with a quiet note about the funeral,
attended only by a handful of elderly
gangsters and a curious doctor. The
book closes with the sense that a world
has ended—not just a man’s life, but an
era of rough justice, personal loyalties,
and raw, unmediated violence. In an age
of anonymous crime and digital
transactions, the confessions of this
aging yakuza serve as an artifact of a
lost world. They remind us that behind
the tattooed exteriors and the code of
silence, there were people who bled,
feared, and regretted. For anyone
wanting to understand the human face
of organized crime, Confessions Of A
Yakuza is an essential, unforgettable
read—a testament to the power of
listening, and the courage of an old man
who decided, at the very end, to tell the
truth.



