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Sayaka Osakabe, activist against 
matahara – she was a victim too



It may sounds like a Japanese word to Western ears, but matahara is an 
acronym created in Japan from the words ‘maternity harassment’. Matahara 
defines the attempt of many companies to dismiss women once they became 
pregnant.

Despite a law guaranteeing the maternity leave, in Japan more than 65% of 
women give up their job during their pregnancy. “Better: they’re forced 
to leave their jobs, when not fired” says Sayaka Osakabe, who had suffered 
two miscarriages because of the stress provoked by her employer. He told 
her she would have been fired if she had left her job for the week she 
needed because her pregnancy was at risk. Now Sayaka is a women’s right 
activist, and the number of Japanese women reporting illegal layoffs is 
constantly growing. Their situation is indeed still hard if they want to 
continue their working career after having a child, as Japan is one of 
the most male chauvinist countries among the developed ones.



A woman pictured in the Tokyo subway



A mother with her son in the 
Open Air Museum of Hakone



Hiroko Miyaashita with her daughter 
Aika (12 yo). Hiroko was a victim of 

matahara when expecting Aika



An employee at the Tokyo 
International Forum



Mother, daughter and friends in 
traditional dresses visiting the 
Sensoji shrine, the oldest in Tokyo



Joanna Jakus, a Polish English teacher. She 
hid her pregnancy until it was possible, and 

then she didn’t have her contract renewed



Babysitters at the park in 
the Ueno district



A young woman sleeping in the subway. Work 
schedules are often quite frantic, and many 

people fall asleep on their way home



People hanging out in the Golden Gai 
district, counting thousands of small clubs



Mother and son on a paddle boat in the 
little lake of the Ueno district



Yumiko Akutsu, lawyer specialised 
on matahara lawsuits



A grandmother and her granddaughter at the exit of a 
nursery school. In Tokyo is not easy to access structures 
taking care of children while their mothers are working, 

so often grandparents must take care of the kids



Two mothers with their sons walking along in the 
Ueno district. The birthrate in Japan is quite 
low (1.2 child per family), so it’s not common 

to see parents with more than one children



A flyer explaining the different 
kinds of matahara pregnant women can 

encounter in their workplace
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