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INTRODUCTION

In 2006, Dr Eileen Servidio, president of the American Graduate School of
International Relations and Diplomacy, centered in Paris and affiliated with
Arcadia University in Pennsylvania, chaired a meeting of its Faculty to discuss
the choice of theme for an international conference or an international
collective academic work. The choice fell for the academic work, and the
present author, who served as Head of Research at AGS, offered to edit the
work. As for theme, he first proposed “Programmed Rape as a Weapon of
War.” The proposal reflected a new turn in contemporary conflicts.
Programmed rape was little known before the 20th century. The best known
programmed rape in history was the Rape of the Sabine Women, but this
amounted to little more than mass abduction. Perhaps the first true
programmed rape was that introduced in the Second World War on the Soviet
side, when the Red Army was instructed, rather than merely allowed, to help
themselves to German women (and not only German). This was in line with
the injunction by the prominent Soviet journalist and propagandist Ilya
Ehrenburg to “rip the pride off the faces of German womenfolk.” It cost the
life of a Soviet major to try to stop his troops from taking part in the order.
The subject was covered by German historians taking part in the 1995
international conference Twilight of a Totalitarianism: The Closing of the
Second World War, held at The American University of Paris.1 On the general
topic of programmed rape, the world woke up to this new phenomenon in
1993, after discovering that Serbian forces had set up a network of “rape
camps.” The purpose was to inflict a triple humiliation: forcing the woman
into sexual slavery, then forcing her into pregnancy, and finally forcing her to
bring the foetus to term, in order that she nurture her own enemy.2
The committee at AGS considered that rape in any form was too
restrictive a topic for an international collective work, and Violence against
1

The ensuing work was published by Peter Lang Publishing (New York, 2001), as a sequel to The Opening
of the Second World War published in 1991. The subject of this mass rape was covered at the conference by
Manfred Nebelin, who based his account on material held in the Dokumentation der Vertreibung der
Deutschen aus Ost-Mitteleuropa, in Dresden. The topic has since been taken on, separately, by two other
major historians, Norman M. Naimark and Antony Beevor. It should be mentioned that while censorship of
works by foreign historians is more relaxed in Russia today (unlike the situation in China), it is a crime in
Russia to accuse the Red Army of any form of misbehavior.
2
Cf. David Wingeate Pike, “Rape in war, and programmed rape,” Crimes against Women (New York:
Nova Science Publishers, 2011), pp. xx-xxii.
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Women was suggested instead. The present author pointed out that violence
against women (or men) is not necessarily a felony or even a misdemeanor in
cultures where the norms allow some degree of domestic battering to go
unpunished. It was then decided to call the work Crimes against Women. The
book received contract offers from Peter Lang Publishing, Cambridge
Scholars Press, and Nova Science. AGS selected Nova Science.
The work as published by Nova Science includes an article by the
present author entitled “Imperial Japan and its Comfort Women.” Material
from this article, and from a follow–up article by the same author published
in The Arcadia Journal, led the author to expand the theme into its present
length by examining the origins of the comfort women concept and updating
the account of the survivors in their demand for redress.
Today only a few dozen such survivors are still alive, but the passions
that their experiences inflamed, so long kept secret from the world, will remain
even after the death of the last of them.
dwp
October 2, 2017
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LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

Part 1. ENSLAVEMENT
1. The Japanese text in Chinese script within the photo reads: “Godly Women Troop”
and indicates November in the 13th year of the reign of Mikado Showa, therefore
1937. The group appears to be mostly Japanese with some Chinese.
2. A convoy of Chinese girls aged between 12 and 16. The flag reads “Girls Volunteer
Labor Corps.” The photo was taken in the prefecture of Nagoya in 1944. They are
being conducted to a shrine before entering the Comfort Station.
3. This group of four Chinese women are dressed in the uniform of the Japanese
Imperial Army. The banner they hold reads “Comfort Women”, and the caption
below reads “self-volunteered.”
4. A group of Chinese comfort women under the command of a Japanese soldier. The
signs on the wall are commercial.
5. A Japanese soldier embraces two Chinese comfort women.
6. In 1945 the Imperial Government issued a Japanese Voluntary Labor Ordinance
under which numerous “Unmarried Girls Associations” were organized by
Japanese officers responsible for the region. This group shows girls aged between
12 and 16 who belonged to the Doam-Myeon association in Korea, seated before a
shrine.
7. Self-described.
8. Studio portrait of Jan Ruff (later O’Herne), taken shortly before she, her mother and
her sisters were interned by the Japanese in Ambarawa (central Java).

Part 2. LIBERATION
9. The photo, taken by a photographer belonging to Allied forces, shows comfort
women who had been abandoned at the end of the war near the border between
China and Myanmar. The pregnant woman, identified in August 2000 by the
Japanese freelance journalist Nishino Rumiko, was Young Shim Park, living in
Nampho, North Korea. She then testified to her experience in an interview
conducted by Asahi Shimbun.
10. A family, almost certainly Dutch, at the moment of their liberation.
11. A group of women liberated on August 14, 1944 in Myitkyina, Burma by a unit of
US Army G-2 Intelligence.
12. A group of Korean and Chinese women liberated on April 30, 1945 by a US Marine
patrol from a camp near the Japanese headquarters in Okinawa.
13. A child victim seated on a stretcher in Rangoon (now Yangon), Burma is
interviewed on August 8, 1945 by a British officer.
14. A group of women and children, of mixed nationality, mainly Chinese and Filipino.
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Part 3. THE DEMAND FOR REDRESS
15. A group of former comfort women on a visit to Japan c. 1993. All are Korean
except for Jan Ruff O’Herne (right), by then a naturalized Australian.
16. Washington DC, February 15, 2007. Kim Gun-Ja, aged 82, A former Korean
Comfort Woman testifying before a hearing of the US House of Representatives.
17. Seoul, August 2011, A group of former comfort women, supported by young
Koreans, in one of the “Wednesday Demonstrations” in front of the Japanese
Embassy. The demonstrations had been held weekly since January 8, 1992.
18. Two Filipino comfort women, who had been abducted in November 1944, in front
of the Bahay na Pula (Red House) in Mapaniquez, near Candaba (Pampanga),
which served as a brothel.
19. Manila, August 14, 2015. A protest in front of the Japanese Embassy was partly
directed at the Philippine Government for allowing the South China Sea dispute to
distract attention from the demands for redress of the comfort women.
20. Korean women taking part in the “Wednesday Demonstrations” wearing white
aprons with signs reading “Accept the truth!”, “Public apology!”. Young supporters
behind are calling for the erection of a monument to the victims’ souls.
21. Seoul, August 18, 2014. Pope Francis in Myeongdong Cathedral, welcoming
former Korean comfort women.
22. Seoul. Japanese Foreign Minister Fumio Kishida (left) and South Korean Foreign
Minister Yun Byung-se, after the signing on December 28, 2015 of the “final and
irreversible” agreement on the comfort\women issue.
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TERRITORIES OCCUPIED BY THE JAPANESE EMPIRE
The dates given in parentheses indicate the year in which the territory fell under the
Japanese Empire.

Formosa/Taiwan (1895)
Korea (1910)
Manchuria/Manchukuo (1932)
Shanghai (1932)
Inner Mongolia (1937)
China (1937)
Hong Kong, then UK (1940), now China
French Indochina (1940), now Vietnam
Thailand (1941)
Malaya, then UK (1941), now Malaysia
Papua New Guinea, then Netherlands/Australia (1941)
Burma, then UK (1942), now Myanmar
The Philippines, then US (1942)
Netherlands East Indies (1942), now Indonesia
Portuguese Timor (1942), now East Timor
Andaman and Nicobar Islands, then UK (1942), now India
Macao, then Portuguese (1943), now China
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Part 1

THE EVENTS:
WHY, HOW, WHEN AND WHERE?
“They numbered no more than twenty or thirty,
and they were all having a good time.”

This mind-boggling dismissal of a historic outrage was delivered at an
international conference hosted by the Sandhurst Military Academy in April
2014. The proponent was a Japanese historian, Toyomi Asano, professor of
political history and international relations at Chukyo University.
The women were known as ianfu, a Japanese euphemism for
“prostitute,” and the term came into use in Japan to depict the victims of stateimposed sexual slavery. 3 The ianfu comprised Japanese professional
prostitutes, few in number, and a very large number of non-Japanese women
who were lured or forced into the service.
The large majority of the victims in the occupied territories were
Korean, Chinese, Filipino, and Indonesian, together with a small number of
Dutch and French and a tiny number of Australians. 4 Among those of
European descent, some 200-300 survived. They had been either seized by
force or threatened with starvation.

3

Our research assistant Althea Nelson, who is bi-lingual in English and Japanese, provides the following
information.
-

-

4

All the characters used below are traditional Chinese characters that are used in Japan. Chinese has
simplified its characters now, while Japan has kept the traditional characters, so I've only noted down
the traditional writing and not the simplified.
Kogun, written 皇軍, indicates the Japanese Imperial Army. “Gun” (軍) means army, and “Ko” (皇
) means something holy.
The terms jugun-ianfu and ianfu are Japanese, written traditionally as 従軍慰安婦 or 慰安婦 and
not intelligible to the Chinese. Jugun (従軍) means military service, and ianfu refers specifically to
a military brothel. All four terms can be used inter-changeably, but the term ianfu is the preferred
term in reference to Japan’s Comfort Women of the Second World War. The Chinese equivalent is
wei-an fu, written traditionally as 慰安婦.

Cf. “Australian sex slave seeks apology,” The Sydney Morning Herald, February 13, 2007.
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Many of those taken from Taiwan, New Guinea, the Andaman Islands
and elsewhere were aboriginals.
Korea in one regard was in a special category among the countries
occupied by Japan. It had been under Japanese rule from 1912. It was in
another special category. Koreans constituted by far the largest single segment
of the comfort women, and it was in Korea that the first groups were formed
and collective protests raised, though not until the 1990s.
*****
The first Comfort Station was set up in the Japanese concession in
Shanghai in 1932. Among the first women to respond were Japanese
prostitutes who volunteered. The Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs soon
became concerned that the traffic was harming the image of the Japanese
Empire and it stopped issuing travel visas to the prostitutes.5 The women had
to be found locally.
The cause was taken up by middlemen, who advertised in newspapers,
first in Japan and then in the Japanese territories of Taiwan, Korea,
Manchukuo and China, calling for nurses and factory workers.6 Most women
who responded suspected nothing. In an early investigation into this practice,
held in Burma in 1944, the US Office of War Information (OWI) interviewed
20 Korean comfort women and found that all had been tricked into
prostitution.7
Sexual violence by the Japanese Imperial Army was virtually
overlooked by the International Military Tribunal for the Far East, commonly
known as the Tokyo War Crimes Trials of 1946-1948. In the larger sense of
bringing war criminals to trial, the experience of Japan in the postwar world
was both different from and similar to that of Germany. The Tokyo Trials were
forbearing in the number of those accused, while with the advent of the Cold
War in 1948 the Japanese authorities were free to deal on a bilateral level with
the countries they had overrun. Major crimes went uninvestigated, despite the

George L. Hicks, The Comfort Women: Japan’s Brutal Regime of Enforced Prostitution in the Second World
War (New York: W. W. Norton, 1997), pp. 223-228; Yoshiaki Yoshimi, Sexual Slavery: The Japanese
Military during World War II (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), pp. 82-83.
6
The first and so far only Japanese survivor to publish her memoirs (under pseudonym) was Suzuko Shirota.
In her memoirs, published by a convent near Tokyo under the title マリアの賛歌 [Maria no Sanka//In praise
of Mary] (Tokyo: The Board of Publications of the United Church of Christ in Japan, 1971), Shirota recounted
how her father, to pay off his debts from gambling, sold her into prostitution at the age of 17 (China News,
6 July 2007).
7
Alex Yorichi, Report. n° 49, Japanese POW Interrogation on Prostitution, US Office of War Information, 1
October 1944. n°1.
5
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leads that were provided. According to Kentaro Igusa, the Japanese naval
surgeon who was assigned to Rabaul, the order to carry out the comfort
women program was issued by Vice-Admiral Yorio Sawamoto, vice-secretary
of the Navy Ministry.8 No action was taken against him.
*****
The International Military Tribunal for the Far East (May 3, 1946November 4, 1948) had applied the principles of the Hague Convention of
1907—the first international treaty implicitly outlawing sexual violence—and
the Geneva Conventions of 1929, which stated that women prisoners of war
“should be treated with all consideration due to their sex.” 9 Documentary
evidence in 87 rape cases and eight more relating to the comfort women were
submitted to the Tribunal, but suspects were rarely mentioned and even more
rarely charged.10
The Tokyo Tribunal was followed by the so-called minor war crimes
trials. Among the historians who later engaged in researching the crimes was
Hirofumi Hayashi of Kanto Gakuin University in Yokohama..11
France in French Indo-China had similarly conducted its own minor war
crimes trials. The records of the trials were held and originally issued by the
Permanent Military Tribunal in Saigon (now Ho Chi Minh City). Copies of
these official documents passed to the Japanese Ministry of Justice, and from
there to the National Archives in Tokyo in 1999. Although they became
available to the public in 2007, it was only in summer 2014 that they were
examined by researchers. The papers provided the first documentary evidence
to come to light of sexual violence committed on French women by Japanese
soldiers, and included the case of a Japanese officer referred to as Captain X.
His unit came across two young French sisters on the battlefield. The captain
sexually assaulted the older girl. He took their small amounts of cash and all
their clothes, and then confined them in his company’s living quarters. For
seven weeks he organized or tolerated the abuse and rape of the sisters by his
subordinates. At the end of this ordeal, the sisters were shot dead. According
to the documents, in January 1947 Captain X was convicted of murder, rape,
Tony Stephens, “Our forgotten shame of wartime sex slavery,” The Sydney Morning Herald, 23 June
2007.
9
Cf. David Wingeate Pike, ed., The Closing of the Second World War: Twilight of a Totalitarianism (New
York: Peter Lang, 2001). For Nanking, pp. xxxv-xxxvi. For Unit 731 (bacteriological warfare), pp. xlix-li.
For owabi and the problems with apology, pp. xli-xlii. For the Major War Crimes Trial, p. 20.
10
Kayoko Kimura, “Stance on ‘Comfort Women’ Undermines Fight to End Wartime Sexual Violence,” The
Japan Times, 4 March 2015.
11
Ibid.
8
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complicity in rape and robbery in connection with events that included the
massacre of more than 40 French prisoners of war. The court condemned him
to death and the sentence was carried out on August 12, 1947.12
In Portuguese Timor, victims testified that they had been forced into sex
slavery even before they had reached menstruation, and those who refused
were executed.13 In Papua New Guinea, Hank Nelson, Professor Emeritus at
Australian National University’s Asia Pacific Research Division, reported on
the situation of the comfort women on the island of New Britain. He quotes
from the diary of Gordon Thomas, a prisoner of war in Rabaul. Thomas wrote
that the women working in the brothels “most likely served 25 to 35 men a
day.” Nelson also quotes from Kentaro Igusa, a Japanese naval surgeon who
was stationed in Rabaul. In his memoirs, Igusa wrote that the comfort women
continued to work despite infection and severe discomfort, “though they cried
and begged for help.”14
It was the Dutch, despite their small number, who were the foremost in
demanding redress. The first to take legal action were 35 Dutch women
victims who accused 12 Japanese officers of crimes committed in Java in
February 1944, when the Japanese entered a civilian internment camp,
selected them, and carried them off by force to a military brothel in Semarang.
It resulted in 1947-1948 in the Batavia War Crimes Trials, which on the model
of the French Indo-China Trials were restricted to crimes committed against
the Dutch. Eleven Japanese officers were found guilty, and one acquitted. One
of the eleven was sentenced to death, and the other ten received prison
sentences ranging from 2 to 15 years. This was to be the only Netherlands trial
in which those responsible for the crimes received punishment. A subsequent
official study of the situation in the Netherlands East Indies showed that it was
the Japanese military, and not middlemen, who had seized the women by
force.15
One of the Dutch women, Jan Ruff (now O'Herne), became the best
known of all the comfort women survivors. In 1990, she was invited to address
the United States House of Representatives: “I was systematically beaten and
raped day and night. Even the Japanese doctor raped me each time he visited
the brothel to examine us for venereal disease.” 16 Another Dutch survivor,
12

Ibid.
Stephanie Coop (Associate Professor of Law, Aoyama Gakuin University), “Sex slave exhibition exposes
darkness in East Timor,” The Japan Times, 23 December 2006.
14
Hank Nelson, “The Consolation Unit: Comfort Women at Rabaul,” Journal of Pacific History, vol. 43, n°1,
January 2008, pp. 1-21.
15
Ibid.
16
Jan Ruff O’Herne, Cry of the Raped, unpublished memoir; Norimitsu Onishi, “Denial reopens wounds of
Japan’s ex-sex slaves,” The New York Times, 8 March 2007. Cf. Fifty Years of Silence, a documentary on
13
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Ellen Van der Ploeg, testified that she was living in an internment camp when
she was turned over to a comfort station by the Japanese military. “Soldiers
would cut my food ration if I did not work hard enough, They also ignored
orders to use condoms, which led to my contracting a venereal disease.”17 The
Dutch women were later moved by the Japanese to a camp in Buitenzorg (now
Bogor) in western Java, where they were reunited with their families but first
warned that if they spoke of what had happened to them, they and their family
members would be executed. They were finally liberated in a camp in Batavia
(now Djakarta) on August 15, 1945.
Harrowing accounts continued to emerge of how the Japanese military
acquired their sex slaves. One such report referred to the violence used on
family members who tried to prevent the abduction of their daughters, some
of whom were raped in front of their parents before being forcibly taken off.

the life of Jan Ruff-O’Herne, produced in 1994 by Carol Ruff and directed by Ned Lander; it won the 1994
AFI award and the 1995 Logie Award.
17
Jan Banning, Dutch artist-photographer based in Utrecht, in an obituary to Ellen Van der Ploeg.
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ENSLAVEMENT

The Japanese text in Chinese within the photo reads: “Godly Women Troop” and indicates
November in the 13th year of the reign of Mikado Showa, therefore 1937. The group appears
to be mostly Japanese with some Chinese.
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A convoy of Chinese girls aged between 12 and 16. The flag reads “Girls Volunteer
Labor Corps.” The photo was taken in the prefecture of Nagoya in 1944. They are
being conducted to a shrine before entering the comfort station.

This group of four Chinese women are dressed in the uniform of the Japanese Imperial
Army. The banner they hold reads “Comfort Women”, and the caption below reads
“self-volunteered.”

The events of 1932-1945

A group of Chinese comfort women under the command of a Japanese soldier.
The signs on the wall are commercial.

A Japanese soldier embraces two Chinese comfort women.
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In 1945 the Imperial Government issued a Japanese Voluntary Labor
Ordinance under which numerous “Unmarried Girls Associations” were
organized by Japanese officers responsible for the region. This group shows
girls aged between 12 and 16 who belonged to the Doam-Myeon association
in Korea, seated before a shrine.

Trauma without words.
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Studio portrait of Jan Ruff, taken shortly before she, her mother and her sisters were
interned by the Japanese in Ambarawa (central Java).
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LIBERATION

The photo, taken by a photographer belonging to Allied forces, shows comfort
women who had been abandoned at the end of the war near the border between
China and Myanmar. The pregnant woman, identified in August 2000 by the
Japanese freelance journalist Nishino Rumiko, was Young Shim Park, living in
Nampho, North Korea. She then testified to her experience in an interview
conducted by Asahi Shimbun.

A family, almost certainly Dutch, at the moment of their liberation.

The events of 1932-1945

A group of women liberated on August 14, 1944, in Myitkyina, Burma by a unit
of US Army G-2 Intelligence.

A group of Korean and Chinese women liberated on April 30, 1945 by a US
Marine patrol from a camp near the Japanese headquarters in Okinawa.
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A child victim seated on a stretcher in Rangoon (now Yangon), Burma is
interviewed on August 8, 1945 by a British officer.

A group of women and children, of mixed nationality, mainly Chinese and
Filipino.

PART 2

THE FIRST WAVE OF PROTESTS, 1992-2007

For decades after its surrender in 1945, Japan succeeded more or less in its
insistence that there was no proof that its military had enslaved foreign women
in brothels. The truth about the brothels emerged when many of the surviving
victims surmounted the wall of shame that had caused them to remain silent.
It was only when the United Nations, on December 20, 1993, gave the
designation of war crime to wartime rape that the world began to learn of this
practice by the Japanese in the Second World War of kidnapping foreign
women and forcing them to serve as prostitutes for the Japanese Army. What
first caught public attention was the use by the Imperial authorities of the term
ianfu, or “comfort women”, a term that combined euphemism and cynicism.
Other terms listed on the procurement roles, when these finally came to light,
included references to the ianfu as “items” or “logs.” The words had a curious
ring. They were an echo of the term Stück (piece, or item) used by the German
SS as the official description of a prisoner in a concentration camp. “Comfort
woman” was equally reductive : the individual debased to mere
instrumentality, or as the American journalist Ellen Goodman would later
remark, the woman reduced to the sum of her services.18 The ianfu was totally
dispensable, and she did not need to know the meaning of her job title to
understand that she had been removed from the scroll of humanity.
In 1991, a group of 80 survivors began to stage weekly protests
outside the Japanese Embassy in Seoul. Then, when three South Korean
women filed suit in Japan in December of that year, the cause of the comfort
women—and sexual violence in conflict—became a public issue. Japan
retorted that all war-related claims by South Korea had been settled in 1965
when the two countries established diplomatic ties.
A change came in 1993. On August 4 of that year, the Japanese
government issued an apology known as the Kono Statement that
acknowledged for the first time that the imperial military had been at least

18

Ellen Goodman, Boston Globe, 17 March 2007.
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indirectly involved in coercing women into sexual slavery during the Second
World War.
(Unofficial Translation)
Ministry of Foreign Affairs website Statement by the Chief Cabinet Secretary Yohei Kono
on the result of the study on the issue of “comfort women”. August 4, 1993.
The Government of Japan has been conducting a study on the issue of wartime
“comfort women” since December 1991. I wish to announce the findings as a result of that
study.
As a result of the study which indicates that comfort stations were operated in
extensive areas for long periods, it is apparent that there existed a great number of comfort
women. Comfort stations were operated in response to the request of the military
authorities of the day. The then Japanese military was, directly or indirectly, involved in
the establishment and management of the comfort stations and the transfer of comfort
women. The recruitment of the comfort women was conducted mainly by private recruiters
who acted in response to the request of the military. The Government study has revealed
that in many cases they were recruited against their own will, through coaxing, coercion,
etc., and that, at times, administrative/military personnel directly took part in the
recruitments. They lived in misery at comfort stations under a coercive atmosphere.
As to the origin of those comfort women who were transferred to the war areas,
excluding those from Japan, those from the Korean Peninsula accounted for a large part.
The Korean Peninsula was under Japanese rule in those days, and their recruitment,
transfer, control, etc., were conducted generally against their will, through coaxing,
coercion, etc.
Undeniably, this was an act, with the involvement of the military authorities of
the day, that severely injured the honor and dignity of many women. The Government of
Japan would like to take this opportunity once again to extend its sincere apologies and
remorse to all those, irrespective of place of origin, who suffered immeasurable pain and
incurable physical and psychological wounds as comfort women.
It is incumbent upon us, the Government of Japan, to continue to consider
seriously, while listening to the views of learned circles, how best we can express this
sentiment.
We shall face squarely the historical facts as described above instead of evading
them, and take them to heart as lessons of history. We hereby reiterate our firm
determination never to repeat the same mistake by forever engraving such issues in our
memories through the study and teaching of history.
As actions have been brought to court in Japan and interests have been shown
in this issue outside Japan, the Government of Japan shall continue to pay full attention to
this matter, including private research related thereto.

The first wave of protests (1992-2007)
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Japan thus formally apologized in 1993 to the women who were
forced into wartime brothels for Japanese soldiers. It should be noted in the
Kono Statement that although the translation is unofficial, it was done by the
Japanese, and that the term “against their will, through coaxing, coercion, etc.”
is repeated in the document itself.
Negative reaction to the Kono Statement came from both sides of the
argument. The apology and admission of responsibility by the Japanese
military became at once a source of irritation to Japanese conservatives and
nationalists, who objected to the statement on many occasions. During Shinzo
Abe’s first term in office (2006-2007), his Deputy Chief Cabinet Secretary
Hakubun Shimomura called for an “objective” look at the Kono Statement. In
2007 he said: “It is true that there were comfort women. I believe some parents
may have sold their daughters. But it does not mean the Japanese Army was
involved.”19 Again, at a press conference on March 1, 2007, Prime Minister
Abe expressed his doubts about the Kono Statement, saying that there was “no
proof” of coercion.
A fund was later set up by private donors in Japan that made
payments to a number of comfort women in Asian countries. Many comfort
women, however, rejected the payments on the grounds that they did not come
from the government, and found the apology by Yohei Kono inadequate in
describing the scope of the atrocities.20 Their stance was strongly supported
by lobbies in the People’s Republic of Korea, ever eager to drive a wedge
between Seoul and Tokyo. As for comfort women living in the RPK, nothing
is known of Pyongyang’s efforts to give them assistance.
In mid-1945, the Japanese imperial government had ordered the
destruction of all documents in the Occupied Territories, and in Korea the
colonial government was given direct responsibility. The search for proof was
therefore never easy. Japanese historicism moved into the debate and took
distinct sides. Ikuhiko Hata of Nihon University, considered the dean of
Japanese military historians, estimated in 1993 that the total number of
comfort women amounted to 90,000. Hata revised this figure in 1999,
apparently as a result of his political alignment with the anti-redress camp that
had emerged in the early 1990s. He now wrote of “20,000 at most. None of
them was forcibly recruited. They were mostly willing prostitutes, with no
direct involvement by the Japanese military. Forty percent of them were
“Abe protégé urges ‘objective’ look at sex slave apology, draws flak,” The Japan Times, 27 October 2006.
Floyd Whaley, “In Philippines, Former Sex Slaves Speak Out,” International New York Times, 30 January
2016.
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Korean, 10 percent Chinese, and the rest from miscellaneous countries.”21 He
was supported by A. Hamish Ion, a Nippologist at the Royal Military
Academy Sandhurst, 22 who wrote that Hata had succeeded in creating “a
measured evaluation in the face of sensational and ill-researched studies,” with
the works of George Hicks as his target. Opposing their findings was the
historian Yoshiaki Yoshimi, of Chuo University in Tokyo, who estimated the
total at between 50,000 and 200,000, employed in 2,000 establishments.23 His
cause was joined by another Japanese historian, Yuki Tanaka of Hiroshima
University.24
The secret of the brothels, it was now said, involved the enslavement
of some 200,000 women who were tricked or forced into prostitution for the
benefit of Japanese soldiers in the Second World War.25 In hindsight, it was
considered doubtful that the whole truth would ever have come to light had it
not been for three factors: the work of a Japanese historian who discovered
incriminating military records; the filing of a class-action lawsuit by a few of
the surviving victims on the 50th anniversary of the attack on Pearl Harbor;
and the long-sought visit to Korea of Kiichi Miyazawa, who had become
Japan’s Prime Minister on November 5, 1991.26
Yoshiaki Yoshimi, supported by Yuki Tanaka, proceeded to debunk the
government’s invention that if a vast network of brothels had indeed existed
for Japanese troops throughout the entire area, it was the work of private
merchants and not the military. Combing through the archives of the SelfDefense Agency in the 1980s in his research on Japan’s use of poison gas
during the war, Yoshimi came across a military order to set up a brothel. One
document carried the title “Regarding the recruitment of women for military
brothels,” and it ordered the speedy construction of “facilities for sexual
comfort.” The order bore the hanko, or personal stamp, of high-ranking
commanders of the Japanese Army. Yoshimi passed the documents to a
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reporter of the Tokyo daily Asahi Shimbun on the eve of Miyazawa’s visit to
South Korea to meet President Roh Tae Woo. On January 17, 1992, Miyazawa
addressed the National Assembly in Seoul and expressed his “sincerest
apology” over the affair.27
Most, perhaps 80 percent, of the ianfu were children and teenagers from
Korea, a Japanese colony from 1910 to 1945. Since the comfort women were
almost entirely gaijin, or foreigners, they were unlikely to disturb the
conscience of the Japanese Government, which had also benefited from the
ancient viewpoint that a raped woman is a defiled woman who would spend
the rest of her life with her head buried in shame. The first woman to overcome
all this and go public was a Korean, Kim Hak Soon, who testified in August
1991, no longer in shame but in anger. She announced her plan to take legal
action against the Japanese Government, whereupon two other women
stepped forward to join her. All three presented themselves at the Tokyo
District Court on December 7, 1991 to file suit. One of the three was Jan Ruff,
a Dutchwoman then living in the Netherlands East Indies and since 1960
living in Adelaide, Australia. According to the records of the Netherlands war
crimes trials, there were 34 other Dutch survivors in her category, and in
December 1992 the United Nations arranged a public hearing in Tokyo at
which Ruff gave a horrifying account. The hearing was relayed nationally on
Japanese television, and Theo Van Boven, a Dutch law professor serving as
Special Rapporteur of the U.N. Sub-commission on Human Rights, attended
the meeting and submitted a report.28
Far from sympathizing with the women, Koichi Kato, the government’s
chief spokesman, reacted in defiance, denying that the Army had organized or
administered the brothels and insisting at the same time that Japan considered
the issue of reparations had been definitively settled by the 1951 San Francisco
peace treaty. The word “compensation” would remain taboo, because the
government feared that any payment made as compensation would unleash
hundreds of thousands of demands from all those, from prisoners of war to
forced laborers, who had suffered at the hands of the Japanese military during
the war.29
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The more Tokyo denied the evidence, the louder grew the
denunciations. More and more women came forward to speak of their
experiences, revealing that it was a highly developed and meticulously
regulated system that dated back to 1938 and employed women also from The
Philippines, Indonesia and China. When Tokyo claimed, in July 1992, that in
Malaya there were no such stations, documents were unearthed in Tokyo
showing that in Kuala Lumpur alone there were about 20, and Kuala Lumpur
was only one of the 20 Japanese garrison towns in Malaya. On July 6, Kato
reversed himself, expressing “sincere apology and remorse” on the part of the
government, adding, “My heart really aches.” Kato concluded by saying: “We
have no plan to extend this research into other issues,” leading The New York
Times to call the apology “neither spontaneous nor graceful.”30
The case began to widen. A conference of women’s rights groups from
six Asian countries (Hong Kong, Japan, the Philippines, South Korea, Taiwan
and Thailand) established the Asian Network in Solidarity with Women
Drafted for Sexual Slavery by Japan. Seventy of their delegates met in Seoul
in August 1992, when Lee Yong Yeo of Korea spoke of being forced to have
intercourse with 20 to 30 Japanese soldiers every day for five years. The
Filipino delegation accused the government of former President Corazon C.
Aquino of ignoring the evidence, and the conference ended with a
condemnation of Japan for a “brutal crime unprecedented in the whole history
of mankind.”31
The Japanese Government continued to announce that it could find no
documents to show that the women had been recruited by force, so that its
embarrassment was the greater when, in the summer of 1992, Seiji Yoshida, a
Japanese living in the Tokyo suburb of Abiko, appeared several times on
television to confirm what he had written in a book in 1983, long before the
issue became a major political dispute. Still retaining the pen name he had
adopted to protect his family from reprisals, Yoshida confessed that he had
been hired by the prefecture in Yamaguchi to lead a group of Korean police
who raided Korean villages and selected the women. Japanese historians
responded by attempting to discredit Yoshida, claiming there was no
documentary evidence or other witness to back up his story. Among these was
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Professor Ikuhiko Hata, now at Takushoku University, who called it a
fabrication: “In Korea it was through official arrangements or it was
voluntary.” The Japanese Government claimed that the women were either
volunteers or were sold by their families to brokers, and it rejected proposals
for public hearings on the issue, insisting that it would violate the privacy of
the women.32
The women were certainly not concerned about their privacy. In the
Philippines, the issue was so intense that the Foreign Minister, Roberto
Romulo, visited Tokyo in February 1993 to discuss the question with his
counterpart Michio Watanabe. On April 2, 18 Filipino comfort women filed
suit against the Japanese Government, each demanding $160,000 in
compensation. A few days later, the first comfort woman resident in Japan,
who was Korean, filed a suit demanding not monetary compensation but an
official apology. An apology, with the implied admission of guilt, was still
strongly resisted by the Japanese authorities, and to avoid it they began
consideration of establishing a large fund for the benefit of surviving victims.33
August 4, 1993 was the last full day in office for the Miyazawa
government, and it marked the day by acknowledging, finally, that Japan had
indeed recruited Asian and European women, “often against their will,” into
serving as prostitutes for Japanese soldiers. It admitted that the women had
lived as captives of the military over a period of up to 13 years and had been
paid nothing. Johei Kono, leader of the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP),
spoke of Japan’s “firm determination never to repeat the mistake, by
engraving such issues in our memories forever through the study and teaching
of history.” But the government was not speaking for all the people. The
director of the Bereaved Families Association, Sakae Suehiro, gave his
response: “Many of these women accepted the invitation of the businessmen
who operated the comfort stations because they needed the money to help their
families. I never heard before of forced recruitment or the involvement of the
military.” The last was particularly disingenuous because the Army’s attitude
was well known: the comfort stations would help to prevent troops from
raping local civilians, and the rape of civilians, if unchecked, would stiffen
resistance to the Army as it swept across Asia.34
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In 1994, the Netherlands Government entered the fray. On January 24,
it announced that it had evidence in its archives that between 200 and 300
Dutch or Dutch-Indonesian women had been forced into prostitution as
comfort women for Japanese troops. A private Dutch foundation went to court
in Tokyo the next day to demand compensation. Still determined to avoid
compensation, the Japanese Government on August 31 offered 100 billion yen
(about $1 billion) over five years beginning in 1995, not in compensation but
in grants classified as “gifts of atonement” which would fund such projects as
“centers for women’s self-reliance.” Since not a single yen would go to the
women who survived the ordeal, the proposal was at once denounced by the
women’s groups, in a joint statement submitted to the Murayama government,
as “mere charity, inadequate and unacceptable.”35 It was equally denounced
by the International Commission of Jurists, a private advisory panel in
Geneva, which on November 22 declared that Tokyo had a moral and legal
duty to make financial restitution to the victims for the “unimaginable violence
and cruelty they had undergone,” and it urged the Japanese Government to
pay at least $40,000 to each. Since fewer than 1,000 of the comfort women
were still alive in 1995, the proposal was not expensive, but it fell on deaf ears.
The government responded on December 6 with a refusal to change its plan.36
A major step forward was taken by the International Commission of
Jurists, based in Geneva, who interviewed 40 victims and three Japanese
soldiers. In its report, published on November 22, 1994, it quoted the estimates
of historians at between 100,000 and 200,000. Estimates by non-Japanese
scholars went higher. In 1997, Bruce Cumings, a Korean historian, wrote that
the figure for Korean women and girls alone amounted to 100,000-200,000.37
In December 2000 a BBC documentary quoted the figure of 200,000-300,000,
predominantly Korean and Chinese, 38 and Huang Hua-Lun, Professor of
Sociology at the University of Louisiana at Lafayette, proposed a total of
360.000-410.000. 39 More conservatively, the International Commission of
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Jurists (Geneva) on December 1, 1994 issued a George report that quoted the
estimates of historians at 100,000 to 200,000 women.
The Asian Women’s Fund was finally set up by the Japanese
Government as early as 1994 to provide monetary compensation to victims in
South Korea, the Philippines, Taiwan, the Netherlands, and Indonesia. A total
of $45 million was distributed, $5 million of which was donated by the people
of Japan and the rest by the Government. Each payment was accompanied by
an apology signed by the Japanese Prime Minister, Tomiichi Murayama, and
addressed “to all who suffered immeasurable and painful experiences and
incurable physical and psychological wounds as comfort women.”
Many Korean women rejected the payments on principle, since the
money came from private and not public sources and were thus unofficial.
Eventually, before the Fund was dissolved on March 31, 2007, 61 Korean
women had accepted 5 million Yen ($42 000) per person together with the
signed apology.
The women did not give up. A three-day conference opened in Seoul on
February 27, 1995, attended by delegates from Japan, the Philippines, South
Korea and Taiwan who were fully prepared to confront shame, anger and
ridicule. Julia Partosa Porras of the Philippines recounted in tears how she had
been abducted from her village at the age of 13, and she even named the
Japanese officer who first raped her. The Japanese delegate Itsuko Ishikawa
denounced her own country’s women for not making every effort to reveal the
facts to the Japanese people. The women continued to demand “a clear and
sincere apology in a resolution adopted by the Japanese Parliament.”40
Prime Minister Murayama was personally sympathetic to the appeal,
but he faced an upper house that opposed any expression of remorse. The
proposal of the private fund was as much as Murayama could offer, but he
promised that each payment would be accompanied by a personal letter
expressing “humble apologies” and signed by him as Prime Minister.41
This did not end the matter. In the first major condemnation by the
United Nations of acts of violence against women since the United Nations
was created, the U.N. Special Investigator Radhika Coomaraswamy, a lawyer
from Sri Lanka, submitted a 37-page report in which she cited meticulous
records kept by the Japanese military on the comfort stations network,
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showing that army doctors examined the sex slaves to prevent the spread of
venereal disease while “little notice was taken of the frequent cigarette burns,
bruises, bayonet stabs, and even broken bones inflicted on the women by the
soldiers.” Coomaraswamy called upon the Japanese Government to accept full
legal responsibility for “the violence and savagery” that Japanese soldiers
inflicted upon the comfort women, to make a public apology to the survivors,
and to pay the compensation. The new government of Ryutaro Hashimoto at
once refuted the charges and refused to pay.42
On June 5, 1996 the Japanese Government finally agreed to a price of 2
million yen (about $18,500) for each surviving comfort woman, whose
numbers were now very much in question: 300 were identifiable, but many
others could have kept their past a secret out of shame. Even now the payment
was to come not from the Japanese Government but from the private fund it
had created, known as the Asian Peace National Fund for Women. 43
Hashimoto’s only concession was to pledge $6.3 million in medical and
welfare services and to write to each “a heartfelt letter with apology and
remorse.” Although the letter said that Japan was “painfully aware of its moral
responsibility” in the affair, it could not dispel the feeling that the government
remained grudging, and Yoshiaki Yoshimi, who had done more than anyone
to reveal the truth about the brothels, pointed out that Hashimoto, who retained
his nationalistic views regarding the Second World War, chose a less formal
word for apology than others open to him.44
Only a handful of the women accepted Hashimoto’s offer. The rest
continued to refuse to accept the money as long as it came from a private fund,
demanding direct payment and a real apology. It was just as well for the
government that more of the comfort women did not accept the offer, because
the Fund, which was created to solicit private donations and had aimed at
raising $10-20 million, had succeeded in raising only $4 million, which would
not have been enough to cover even the first round of payments. On January
12, 1997, the Fund announced that seven South Korean women had been paid
5 million yen ($43,000), drawing a bitter reaction against Tokyo from the
South Korean Government. 45 Once again, the issue reopened. Seiroku
Kajiyama, Japan’s chief government spokesman, suggested on January 24,
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1997 that the comfort women were simply trying to make money and were no
different from Japanese prostitutes who were operating legally. Hashimoto
was due to meet South Korea’s President Kim Young Sam the very next day.
“Some Japanese politicians say things that baffle the understanding of the
Korean people,” Kim told the press, to which Hashimoto could only reply
limply, “I am sorry if this remark caused you displeasure.”46
The truth of the matter is that the remark represented a broad gauge of
Japan’s rehabilitated public opinion. At a rally on March 22, 1997, at the
Yasukuni Shrine, it was said again that the comfort women were willing
prostitutes, and criticism was leveled especially at Yukio Hatoyama of the
LDP, who remarked during a recent trip to South Korea that Japan should
accept more responsibility for the comfort women. “Hatoyama the disgusting
traitor!” was the cry of the far right, and Hiroki Ooto, president of the ultranationalist Japan Alliance, declared that he favored the assassination of such
traitors.
It seemed that the tergiversation would continue indefinitely. Every
expression of a desire for a new start was almost immediately rescinded.
Hashimoto’s promise of August 1996 “to convey Japan’s history accurately
to future generations”47 was at odds with the campaign in Japan to remove
from Japanese textbooks any reference to the ianfu, resulting in another protest
on May 29, 1997 by Filipina comfort women outside the Japanese Embassy
in Manila. There was a widespread feeling in many Asian capitals that what
the Japanese nationalists were saying publicly was what a great number of
Japanese were thinking privately. Professor Lee Jung Hoon, Professor of
Political Science at Yonsei University in Seoul, described it as Japan’s basic
“unrepentance: they glorify and beautify their imperial heyday.”48
*****
For three years it seemed that the women’s cause had died at that point.
Then suddenly, on September 18, 2000, it came back to life. Fifteen Asian
women, from China, Korea, the Philippines and Taiwan, filed a class-action
suit against Japan in a US federal court to seek compensation and an apology
for being forced to work as sex slaves of the Japanese military in the 1930s
and 1940s. The Japanese Government responded, on the following day, with
an expression of “remorse” together with a reminder that the government
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considered the issue closed. “It is our position,” said a spokesman for the
Japanese Foreign Ministry, “that this has been solved legally by the San
Francisco Peace Treaty and other related treaties and documents. We
recognize that the honor and dignity of many women involved have been hurt
by this issue, and we have been using various occasions to express our feelings
of apology and remorse.”49
This served only to incite a new interest in the details of the 1951 San
Francisco Peace Treaty. Phyllis Hwang, a human rights lawyer from Taiwan,
wrote: “Japan’s interpretation of the San Francisco Peace Treaty of 1951 is
legally incorrect. The treaty addresses only claims for reparations brought by
the Allied Powers, that is, government-to-government reparations, not claims
brought by individuals.” Kwang referred back to the 1996 report on Japanese
military sexual slavery written by Radhike Coomaraswamy, the UN special
rapporteur on violence against women, which concluded that the San
Francisco Treaty did not cover claims raised by former sexual slaves of the
Japanese military and that the Japanese Government remained “legally
responsible.” Moreover, wrote Hwang, the San Francisco Treaty contained a
provision on dispute settlement, granting the International Court of Justice
jurisdiction over any dispute concerning the interpretation or execution of the
treaty. In 1951, Japan had issued a declaration confirming that it would accept
the jurisdiction of the ICJ for this purpose and that it would “undertake to
comply in good faith with the decisions of the Court.”50
In December of the same year 2000, in a Japanese court, 80 Filipino
plaintiffs demanded 920 million yen ($9 million) in direct and official
compensation, together with a direct and official apology to individuals. The
court rejected the demand, and on 6 December the Tokyo High Court upheld
the lower-court ruling, with the attorney Fumio Takemura arguing that under
international law individuals were not allowed to sue a government for human
rights abuses, and even if they were, the statute of limitations had expired. To
this the plaintiff Carmecita Ramel, aged 74, responded: “I will fight till I die.
They are all criminals, the Japanese government.”51
The Japanese Government was given no rest. Two days later, on 8
December, a Women’s International War Crimes Tribunal opened in Tokyo
to put Japan on symbolic trial for the sexual enslavement of women in Asia.
While the five-day mock trial carried no legal weight, its panel of four judges
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included Gabrielle McDonald, former president of the Yugoslavia War
Crimes Tribunal, and Christine Chinkin, Professor of Law at the University of
London. Those accused were the Emperor Hirohito and Japan’s war leaders,
both in the military and the government. Hirohito had died in 1989 without
ever being charged with war crimes.
The mock-trial above all provided the plaintiffs with publicity,
especially by holding the proceedings close to the Yasukuni Shrine. As the
Japanese women’s activist Yayori Matsui commented: “Japan has not
punished one single war criminal. Instead, they are enshrined at Yasukuni.”
The eighty women who attended spoke of how girls as young as ten were sent
to the brothels, where they serviced as many as 20 Japanese soldiers a day.
Among the eighty was Moon Pil Gi, aged 74, who declared: “I am here to be
free of some of my anger. I want an apology from the emperor of this country.”
At the close of the trial, on December 12, 2000, the tribunal found
Hirohito guilty for his army’s policy of systematically forcing Asian women
into sexual slavery. “The Emperor,” it declared, “knew or should have known
about the establishment of the system of comfort stations. Japan must act to
redress the harm done to the women, by paying compensation.” The Japanese
historian Hideaki Kase came at once to the defense of the accused: “I don’t
believe the comfort women were forcibly abducted or forced into this
profession. Most of them were already prostitutes or young girls tricked into
serving as prostitutes by Korean brokers and pimps.”52
Kase’s comment incited the women to fury. On March 26, 2001, eight
former South Korean sex slaves who were members of the Seoul-based
Association of Pacific War Victims and Bereaved Families brought suit in a
Tokyo district court, demanding 20 million yen ($162,000) each in
compensation. The presiding judge, Shoichi Maruyama, rejected the demand
and ordered the plaintiffs to pay the cost of the lawsuits.53 In the same week
the High Court in Hiroshima reached a similar decision, overturning the only
ruling by a Japanese court to have ordered compensation. Back in 1992, ten
former sex slaves had sued for 380 million yen ($3.1 million) in compensation
before the Shimonseki branch of the Yamaguchi District Court. The court had
finally agreed, in 1998, that the Government had failed to enact laws to
accommodate the payment of compensation to former sex slaves and ordered
the Government to pay 900 000 yen ($7,260) to each of the ten women. The
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women and their supporters had hailed that ruling as a landmark decision,
while at the same time three of the ten had appealed against the ruling on
grounds that the payment was far below the amount they were seeking. The
result now, on 29 March 2001, was that Toshiaki Kazanami, the presiding
judge of the Hiroshima High Court, ruled against them, arguing that the
abduction of the women to use them as sex slaves did not constitute a serious
constitutional violation.54
The intransigence of the Japanese Government was helped by the fact
that the six nations to which the plaintiffs belonged were not fully united in
their support of their citizens. None of the six could provide an accurate
estimate of the number of their countrywomen who had been victims of the
Japanese. 55 Not every country backed its countrywomen, least of all if it
depended on Japan for trade and financial investment. Another factor was the
refusal of many of the victims to come forward to present evidence, and a
further factor, the refusal of many victims, even when offered compensation,
to accept a monetary settlement in recompense for their ordeal.
*****
Again, between 2001 and 2005, the matter seemed to have gone to rest.
What brought it back to life was the fact that the unofficial fund (the Japanese
Asian Women’s Fund), set up by the Japanese Government in 1995 in lieu of
an official acceptance of responsibility, was due to close down on March 31,
2007.
The Fund had been set up as a private fund, and it was made clear that
the “atonement” payments came from ordinary Japanese citizens, who
contributed a total of about $4.8 million. Haruki Wada, executive director of
the Fund and an historian at the University of Tokyo, did his best to present
the program as Japan’s first attempt since the end of the war to compensate its
war victims individually. Critics saw it differently, as a new device of the
Japanese Government to avoid its own responsibility. Even those who favored
accepting the money said the Fund reflected an absence of moral clarity. Two
Asian governments even offered their own money to discourage women from
accepting Japan’s, and only a tiny fraction of the former sex slaves accepted
the Fund’s money. Among the first to receive compensation were 78
Dutchwomen who, in The Hague on 13 July 2001, were each paid 50,000
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guilders, or about $19,000.56 Among the Asian survivors, 285 women in South
Korea, Taiwan and the Philippines received almost $17,000 each, together
with a letter of apology from the Japanese Prime Minister which did not
inculpate the government. A total of $6.3 million was also provided by the
Japanese Government in “welfare services” to the 364 women.57
The women’s cause was hindered by the lack of a common political will
among the victim nations. In the Philippines, the government was too
dependent on Japanese investment to criticize the Fund, and offered no
assistance of its own. In the case of Indonesia, where there was hardly any
record at all of the number of women forced into sex slavery, the issue of
official war reparations was settled under a 1958 treaty which had remained
undisturbed by the revelations regarding the comfort women. Tokyo had
reduced Jakarta to a client state. In seeking direct compensation and an official
apology on behalf of the Indonesian victims, Ines Thioren Situmorang, a
young lawyer with the Indonesian Legal Aid Foundation, reported on what
she had been taught in elementary school, where the textbooks show
that comfort women were simply prostitutes. “The current generation
perceives comfort women as part of a system of voluntary prostitution. That
is what our schools teach here.”58
In Taiwan, and especially South Korea, it was a very different matter.
Faced with the official opposition of their governments to Tokyo’s deal, some
40 women took the Japanese money secretly. Korean women probably
constituted the largest group of the sex slaves. In South Korea, where distrust
in the sincerity of Japan’s apologies was coupled with fear of a revival of its
militarism, the election of President Roh Moo Hyun in 2002 spelt an end to
the country’s policy of appeasing Japan. Under the 1965 Seoul-Tokyo treaty,
Japan had offered no apology for colonial rule but provided $800 million in
urgently needed economic aid. In return, the government of President Park
Chung Hee, who not incidentally had served as a lieutenant in the Japanese
Army, had renounced all claim to reparations. Demonstrations, curbed by
martial law, had followed. Now, in April 2005, President Roh was reminding
Japan that it had never won the trust and forgiveness granted to its former Axis
allies in Europe. Yoon Mee Hyang, head of the Korean Council for the
Women Drafted for Military Sexual Slavery by Japan, reminded Tokyo that it
had made no legal reparation, meted out no punishment, offered no official
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apology. Accordingly, South Korean women were among the most defiant,
and every Wednesday since 1992 a small group of fragile women had been
rallying in Seoul in front of the Japanese Embassy, demanding an official
apology and proper compensation.59 Meanwhile, a North Korean group called
the Measure Committee for Demanding Compensation to Comfort Women
revealed (accurately) that Prime Minister Abe was the grandson of a Class A
war criminal. “Abe is obliged,” it stated, “to reflect, more straightforwardly
and sincerely, on the past crimes of Japan”.60
If most of the victims declined to come forward to describe their
personal experiences, a few brave hearts responded to the call. The Korean
Yun Soon Man told how she was raped when only 14. 61 Another Korean,
Moon Pil Gi, described how, at the age of 15, she had been whisked away
from her rural village. Kil Won Ock, also Korean, was 13 when she was
transported to a military brothel in Manchuria. “After the war,” she said, “I
could never go to the public bathhouses because of shame that I was a woman
raped by Japanese. I never had any of the pleasures that a Korean woman can
expect: having a family, raising children, and obeying a husband and his
parents. Who would take a woman like me as a wife?”62 A Taiwanese, Wu
Hsui-mei, then 23, was working in 1940 as a maid in a hotel when her
Taiwanese boss handed her over to Japanese officers. Transported to
Guangdong in South China, she was forced to have sex with 20 Japanese a
day for almost year. Wu had abortions and became sterile.63 Another witness
was the Dutchwoman Jan Ruff. Ruff was in Java with her family when Japan
invaded in March 1942. She, her mother and two younger sisters were interned
as enemy noncombatants in a prisoner of war camp. One day in 1944, Japanese
officers arrived, forced all the single girls aged 17 to 21 to line up, and picked
10 of them, including Ruff, then 19: “On the first night it was a high-ranking
officer. After that a military doctor came to examine us for venereal diseases.
Before examining me the doctor beat me and raped me. That’s how well
organized it was.”64 Released from the comfort station, Ruff returned to prison
camp in Java. Her parents swore her to silence. But it was in the camp, after
Japan’s defeat, that she met her future husband. Tom O’Herne was one of the
British soldiers who was assigned to guarding the camp. Before they were
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married, she told him her story, but after that he never wanted her to discuss
it with him again, while she, for her part, could never bring herself again to
have any sexual contact.65
It was Japan’s persistent refusal, throughout the term of office of prime
minister Junichiro Koizumi, to listen to outside voices, and especially those of
its former victims, that invalidated all its pretensions of innocence at the top.
“Taking the victims’ perspectives seriously,” wrote Martin Fackler, “is the
only way Japan can persuade the rest of Asia to trust it again.”66
Again there was a lull in activity until, in 2007, two movements came
into play in opposite directions. The United States Government had strongly
resisted being drawn into the disputes over history that continued to roil East
Asia, and especially the dispute over the “comfort women.” Its position was
complicated by the fact that, during the postwar occupation, Japan’s fear of
rampaging American soldiers had led it to establish brothels with Japanese
prostitutes serving these soldiers throughout Japan. What changed the
situation was the victory of the Democrats in the 2006 US elections, giving an
immediate impetus to a nonbinding resolution in the House of Representatives
that called for Japan to “formally acknowledge, apologize, and accept
historical responsibility in a clear and unequivocal manner for its Imperial
Armed Forces’ coercion of young women into sexual slavery.” Spearheading
the resolution was Mike Honda, a Californian Democrat who as a JapaneseAmerican had spent childhood years in US internment camps. In February
2007 Honda arranged for three former sex slaves to testify in Congress. The
South Korean Lee Yong Soo, aged 78, testified in the House that she had been
kidnapped by Japanese soldiers at the age of 16 and raped repeatedly at an
army brothel. “I want Japan and the Japanese Prime Minister to apologize,”
she said. “As a victim who was forcibly taken, as someone who went through
these events, I’m a living witness.”67 The Dutch-Australian Jan Ruff O’Herne,
told the Congress : “An apology is the most important thing we want, an
apology that comes from the government, not simply a personal one, because
this would give us back our dignity.”68
In the Japanese House of Representatives, the member Kijomi
Tsujimoto rose on March 16, 2007 to question why Prime Minister Abe had
even recognized the issue. The government responded the same day with a
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statement: “No evidence was found that the Japanese Army or the military
officials seized the women by force.”69
The Japanese declaration of 1993 had never satisfied the women
because it came from Yohei Kono, the chief cabinet secretary at the time, and
had not been adopted by the Parliament. Conversely, a group of conservatives
in the governing Liberal Democratic Party was stepping up calls to rescind the
non-ratified declaration. Shinzo Abe, who had become Prime Minister in the
autumn of 2006, moved with the prevailing wind. Abe had spent his career
trying to play down Japan’s wartime past, and had been a leader in the efforts
to revise Japan’s wartime history. As Prime Minister, however, he began by
softening his nationalistic tone, saying that he recognized the validity of the
1993 declaration, which offered an apology to the women. Predictably this
angered his conservative base, and with his approval rates plummeting over a
series of scandals, Abe was ready to reopen the entire case. On March 1 he
refused to acknowledge that the Japanese military had set up brothels or
forced, directly or indirectly, foreign women into sexual slavery. “If Yoshiaki
Yoshimi,” he now argued, “had found documents in 1992 to show that the
military had established the facilities, he had not found documents that proved
that the military had forcibly recruited the women. There is no evidence to
prove there was coercion, nothing to support it. So, in respect to this
declaration, you have to keep in mind that things have changed greatly.” What
had changed greatly was not the evidence but the temper of the new
government. Nariaki Nakayama, the leader of the 120 LPD lawmakers intent
on revising the declaration, issued a stunning announcement: “Some say it is
useful to compare the brothels to college cafeterias run by private companies,
who recruit their own staff, procure foodstuffs and set prices.” 70 He later
added : “To say that women were forced into service by the Japanese military
is off the mark. The issue must be reconsidered, based on truth, for the sake of
Japanese honor.”71
This ignited the women’s cause as nothing else before it. In Seoul the
Korea JoongAng Daily immediately responded: “Germany, after repeated
apologies and repentance over its Nazi history, gained international respect
and trust. Japan must know that it has failed to gain such respect, despite its
position as an economic superpower, because it has distorted history.”72 This
had the effect of forcing Abe, once again, to change his position. After denying
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that the women had been forced to work in the brothels, he declared on March
5, 2007 that he supported the 1993 declaration admitting that the military had
had at least an indirect role in forcing the women into sexual slavery. “In the
broad sense,” he said, “there was coercion.”73
No sooner had Abe admitted that there had been coercion than he again
shifted his position. On that same March 5 the Prime Minister declared that
while he would keep the 1993 statement he denied its central admission of the
military’s role, saying that there had been “no coercion, such as the authorities
breaking into houses and kidnapping women.” It was private dealers, he
insisted, that had coerced the women. Here Abe was admitting to more than
his closest allies in the LDP government were ready to admit, for these
continued to dismiss the comfort women as prostitutes who volunteered for
the work. No official Japanese documents, these allies affirmed, existed to
prove the collaboration of the military in the recruitment of the women. With
their support Abe went further, declaring that the US House resolution was
“not based on objective facts” and that he would not change his position even
if it were passed. If the US Congress were to demand an apology for his
nation’s use of foreign women as sex slaves, he said, Japan would refuse to
comply: “Testimony to the effect that there had been a hunt for comfort
women is a complete fabrication.”74 It was in vain that Japanese historians,
using official documents and the diaries and testimonies of military officials,
came forward to show that the Japanese military was involved, directly in this
case and indirectly in that, in deceiving, luring, coercing and sometimes
kidnapping outright the young women who served in the brothels.
Prime Minister Abe had turned himself into a national embarrassment.
Minoru Morita, a political analyst running an independent think tank in Tokyo
commented: “It just looks bad for the Prime Minister to be getting involved in
these sorts of historical details. His argument isn’t going to sway world
opinion anyway. Even if the military wasn’t pointing guns at the women, they
still could have been coerced…. In making such denials he is in effect
dismissing as liars the aging women now coming forward with tearful
testimony of their ordeals.”75
A lead editorial in the International Herald Tribune put a withering
question to the Japanese Prime Minister: “What part of ‘Japanese army sex
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slaves’ does Shinzo Abe have so much trouble understanding and apologizing
for? … These were not commercial brothels. Force, explicit and implicit, was
used in recruiting these women. What went on in them was serial rape, not
prostitution. The Japanese Army’s involvement is documented in the
government’s own defense files. Last week Abe claimed that there was no
evidence that the victims had been coerced. Abe seems less concerned with
repairing Japan’s sullied international reputation than with appealing to a large
right-wing faction within the LDP that insists that the whole shameful episode
was a case of healthy private enterprise. … Japan is only dishonored by such
efforts to contort the truth. … It is time for Japan’s politicians – starting with
Abe – to recognize that the first step toward overcoming a shameful past is
acknowledging it.”76
Therein lay the rub, admitting to shame. Japan’s predicament was well
understood in China, which also spoke of “patriotic education” and enjoyed
lecturing the Japanese about the need to respect “correct history.” Abe’s latest
denial that Japanese soldiers had forced foreign women into sexual slavery
came at the moment that China and Japan were celebrating the 35th
anniversary of the resumption of diplomatic relations, to be marked by a visit
to Tokyo in April of President Wen Jiabao, the first such visit in seven years.
China’s Foreign Minister Li Zhaoxing expressed his country’s outrage at a
news conference on 6 March during a meeting of the National People’s
Congress. Urging Japan to accept responsibility for its use of sex slaves, Li
said: “Japan should stand up to this part of history, take responsibility and
seriously view and properly handle this issue.”77 Howard French commented
drily from Shanghai : “Young Chinese tend to know next to nothing about
their country’s own conquests, or even about atrocities committed in living
memory by their own government.”78
If the Chinese Government did nothing to encourage their own womenvictims to come forward, elsewhere in Asia the reaction was one of fury. “How
can Abe lie to the world like that ?”, asked Wu Hsiu-mei, aged 90, in Taipei.79
Abe’s recalcitrance drew a rare rebuke from the US Government when John
Negroponte, Deputy Secretary of State, during a visit to Tokyo, threw out a
remark that was itself highly controversial: “The forced mobilization of
comfort women was the most deplorable act of the war.”80
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The Japanese Government remained unmoved, no doubt betting on the
hope that if it could survive the difficult month of March with its closing of
the Private Fund it might be able to withstand all further challenges. This was
infinitely preferable, it reasoned, to admitting to the nation’s guilt, which
could cost Japan the respect of the world. Abe accordingly went on television
to express “sympathy for the injuries of the heart” but no more than that,
inducing Andrew Horvat, an American professor in Japan, to reply: “If
someone has to provide sexual services for 20 soldiers a day, she comes home
with more than just ‘injuries of the heart.’ She comes home sterile, infected
with a stubborn sexually transmitted disease, and in a state of psychological
trauma.”81 Some voices inside the Japanese Parliament also challenged the
Prime Minister. The opposition lawmakers Kiyomi Tsujimoto and Haruko
Yoshikawa (Communist Party) asked Abe to explain his denial that the
military had coerced the women. Abe responded on March 16 with a statement
endorsed by the Cabinet, announcing that a study begun in the early
1990s showed no evidence of the use of force by the Japanese military.82 Ellen
Goodman of the Boston Globe drew the only possible conclusion : “Abe is
saying in effect that the women are lying.” Mindy Kotler, of Asia Policy Point,
expressed it more bluntly: “Abe is calling these elderly survivors ‘lying
whores’.”83
Confident that if the Government could get through the month of March
2007 it would never have to admit to the truth, Nariaki Nakayama of the LPD
again came forward, on March 26, to deny that the women were coerced or
that the Imperial Government was to blame: “Where there’s demand, business
crops up.” 84 Again Abe refused to acknowledge that the State had been
responsible for enslaving the women, to which the Korean Cho Yoon-Young
responded : “Japan will stubbornly keep denying the sex slavery until all the
witnesses are gone, so they may strengthen their stances by saying that there
is no evidence.”85
That prediction seemed to be borne out in July 2007 when once again
the Japanese Government spurned the resolution approved by the US House
of Representatives calling on Japan to make its apology full and formal, unlike
the nuanced or dismissive apologies that the Japanese Government had so
often made in the past. Representative Tom Lantos, a Democrat from
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California serving as chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee,
denounced the “nauseating efforts of those in Japan who would distort and
deny history and play a game of blame the victim. Inhumane deeds should be
fully acknowledged. The world awaits a full reckoning of history from the
Japanese Government.” What the resolution demanded was an apology no
different from that which the US Government had given in 1988 to JapaneseAmericans forced into internment camps during the war, an apology approved
by Congress and signed into law by President Ronald Reagan. The reaction of
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe was to dismiss the resolution as “regrettable” and
to indicate that the Japanese Government would not offer surviving victims an
official apology.86
Abe’s announcement came shortly after the cause of denial had received
a further setback, this time from the Japanese historian Yoshiaki Yoshimi. On
April 17, 2007, Yoshimi, with Hirofumi Hayashi of Gakuin University,
reported the discovery of seven official documents that had been presented at
the War Crimes Trials in Tokyo and held in its archives. In one of them, a
Japanese lieutenant is quoted as confessing to having organized a brothel and
having made personal use of it. The journalist Taichiro Kaijimura then
reported the discovery of 30 Dutch Government documents submitted to the
Tokyo tribunal as evidence of forced mass prostitution in Magelang (Central
Java) in 1944.87
“If you have made mistakes in life,” commented the Dutch survivor
Ellen Van der Ploeg, who had refused to accept the monetary compensation,
“you must have the courage to say, ‘I’m sorry, please forgive me’.” 88
Apparently it would be up to a future Japanese generation to see the matter in
that light. Ellen Goodman in the Boston Globe made what might be the last
appeal: “The Japanese revisionists argue that history should make children
proud of their country. Perhaps telling the truth would make them really
proud.”89
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THE DEMAND FOR REDRESS

A group of former comfort women on a visit to Japan c. 1993. All are Korean except for Jan Ruff
O’Herne (right), by then a naturalized Australian. The Korean protesters were known as halmoni,
meaning grandmothers.

Washington DC, February 15, 2007. Kim Gun-Ja, aged 82, A former Korean comfort woman
testifying before a hearing of the US House of Representatives.
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Seoul, August 2011. A group of former comfort women, supported by young
Koreans, in one of the “Wednesday Demonstrations” in front of the Japanese
Embassy. The demonstrations had been held weekly since January 8, 1992.

Two Filipino comfort women, who had been abducted in November 1944,
photographed in front of the Bahay na Pula (Red House) in Mapaniquez, near
Candaba (Pampanga), which served as a brothel.

The first wave of protests (1992-2007)

53

Korean women taking part in the “Wednesday Demonstrations” wearing white aprons with
signs reading “Accept the truth!”, “Public apology!” Young supporters behind are calling for
the erection of a monument for the victims’ souls.

Manila, August 14, 2015. A protest in front of the Japanese Embassy was partly directed at the
Philippine Government for allowing the South China Sea dispute to distract attention from the
demands for redress of the comfort women.
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Seoul, August 18, 2014. Pope Francis in Myeongdong Cathedral, welcoming former Korean
comfort women.

Seoul. Japanese Foreign Minister Fumio Kishida (left) and South Korean Foreign Minister Yun
Byung-se, after the signing on December 28, 2015 of the “final and irreversible” agreement on
the comfort women issue.
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PART 3

THE SECOND WAVE OF PROTESTS (2010-2017)
The struggle was not abandoned, but for three years there was little action.
Yukio Hatoyama, while opposition leader in 2002, had told lawmakers that
the Japanese government should “offer compensation to the victims and
restore their honour.” On October 28, 2009, when some dozens of survivors
gathered in Tokyo to continue the protest, their spokeswoman, the South
Korean Lee Yong-soo, proclaimed: “Now Mr. Hatoyama is prime minister.
It’s time for him to settle the issue.” Hatoyama held two master’s degrees and
a doctorate from Stanford. The new American ambassador to Tokyo, John
Roos, was Hatoyama’s contemporary at Stanford, where Roos received a JD.
The Comfort survivors could expect at that point to hear of friendly
discussions of their plight between the Japanese Prime Minister and the
American Ambassador.
The comfort women were once again to be disappointed. In Tokyo, the
two fellow-alumni duly revived their acquaintance when the American
Ambassador John Roos (JD, Stanford) presented his credentials to the
Japanese Prime Minister Yukio Hatoyama (MA, MA, PhD, Stanford).
Hatoyama came from a most distinguished political family. His grandfather
Ichiro had been three times Prime Minister. His father, also Ichiro, had served
as foreign minister in the mid-1970s. As for Yukio, he had quit the
conservative Liberal Democratic Party in 1993 to co-found the left-of-center
Democratic Party of Japan, which in September 2009 won the election to the
lower house in a landslide, ousting the LDP. Stanford Magazine interviewed
them in Tokyo, separately,90 but whatever discussions the Prime Minister and
the Ambassador had about the comfort women were not mentioned and have
gone unrecorded.
In 2010 two basic questions were still contested. Did the comfort
women number in the hundreds, or in the hundreds of thousands? Were the
comfort women enslaved by private local enterprises, or by the Japanese
military following instructions from the Japanese Government?
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Not least among the factors remaining in dispute were the after-effects
of the atrocities. An estimated three-quarters of the comfort women died in
service, and most of the survivors were left infertile, due to sexual trauma or
sexually transmitted diseases, or from the torture and beatings that were
common. A clinical study carried out in 2011 found that the survivors
were prone to showing symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder even 60
years after their liberation.
Various Japanese politicians continued to insist that the testimonials of
the comfort women were inconsistent and unreliable, making them invalid.
The Japanese history textbooks had still not been corrected, and pressure was
increasing to make the textbooks even less conciliatory to the comfort women.
It did not pass unnoticed that Prime Minister Shinzo Abe and most
members of his Cabinet were affiliated to the openly revisionist Nippon Kaigi,
a movement established in 1997 to sponsor “patriotic education.” The
movement denies that the Japanese ever committed war crimes, including the
imposition of sexual slavery by the military. Foreign Minister Hirofumi
Nakasone (2008-2009) established a commission to examine “concrete
measures to restore Japan's honor with regard to the comfort women issue,”
despite the fact that his father Yasuhiro Nakasone, who had served as Prime
Minister from 1982 to 1987, had himself organized a “comfort station” in 1942
when he was a lieutenant paymaster in Japan’s Imperial Navy.91
And then there was the Shrine. The Yasukuni shrine, it should be
mentioned, was not reserved exclusively for Japanese dead, but among the
millions honoured in it were several senior military and political figures who
had been convicted of war crimes, and the annual pilgrimage to the shrine
every August 15 had been the source of friction between Japan and the rest of
Asia ever since fourteen Class-A Japanese criminals had been buried there at
the end of the Second World War.92 It had become a tradition for Cabinet
members to attend the ceremony, and the visits to the shrine by Prime Minister
Junichiro Koizumi (2001-2006) had clearly offended China, Japan’s biggest
trade partner. In order not to cause further economic damage to Japan’s ties
with China, his successor Shinzo Abe had made it a point in 2006, as his first
act as Prime Minister, to fly to Beijing.
The visits to the Shrine continued until in 2010 Prime Minister Naoto
Kan (2010-2011) broke from his predecessors. He not only refused to visit the
shrine but ordered his cabinet to do likewise. The action was unprecedented.
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Kan followed it up on August 9, 2010 with a renewed apology for Japan's
brutal colonial rule. This time the apology was addressed not only to Korea
but to all of Asia—which did not include the Dutch or the French, it might be
added. In Seoul a spokesman for President Lee Myung-bak said South Korea
accepted the apology. This apology did not touch on the issue of individual
compensation for those who had been forced to work as slave-laborers or as
slave-prostitutes, but it was enough to inflame conservatives. Tabloid
newspapers denounced it as “treasonous diplomacy,” while rightist groups
protested loudly in front of the prime minister's residence.
There followed several years of relative calm in which Tokyo seemed
to be mending its fences with neighbors still traumatized by Japan’s brutal
march across Asia. The dispute over the comfort women then resurfaced,
putting Japan at odds with its postwar protector, the United States.
In May 2012, after the issue had been dormant in the United States for
six years, the sex-slave issue was given new attention when Japan’s consul
general in New York tried to have a monument to sex-slaves removed from a
public park in New Jersey. Unconfirmed reports that US Secretary of State
Hillary Rodham Clinton had banned the use of the euphemism “comfort
women” in favor of the more direct term “sex slaves” prompted a retort in the
Japanese Parliament in July 2012 by Foreign Minister Koichiro Genba, who
called Clinton’s term “a mistaken expression.”93 Under its conservative Prime
Minister Yoshihiko Noda (2011-2012), Japan again challenged the claim that
the women had been forced into sexual slavery by the Japanese military. The
conservative Yomiuri Shimbun tangled with the Kono Statement, and in its
August 16, 2012 editorial claimed that no documents had been found that
could prove there was any truth to what Kono had suggested. The Yomiuri
added: “As long as the Kono Statement is valid, it denies the Japanese
government the chance to refute the claim that the Japanese military abducted
Korean women and girls to use them as comfort women.” The newspaper
found this to be “extremely problematic.” Another editorial on August 30,
2012 stated that the statement “must be reviewed” because “no evidence
proving the forcible recruitment of comfort women has been found.” On
August 24, 2012 Toru Hashimoto, mayor of Osaka and co-leader of the
populist and nationalist Osaka Restoration Association, added his support,
insisting that there was no proof that the Japanese military had forcibly
recruited comfort women. Foreign Minister Koichiro Genba planned to hold
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a meeting with his South Korean counterpart, Kim Sung-hwan. But the
meeting never took place, because the two nations remained too far apart.
No sooner had the dispute quieted down than a new factor entered into
it. In April 2013, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe seemed to question whether
Japan was the aggressor during the war, saying that the term “invasion” was
relative. Suggestions were made that the government might revise or even
repudiate the apologies. Predictably, Japan’s former enemies were once again
aroused. Again the Japanese Government backed away, stating that the
government would abide by the official apologies made.
On May 7, 2013, Foreign Minister Fumio Kishida told reporters that
Prime Minister Abe shared the views expressed in the 1995 apology made by
the Socialist Prime Minister Tomiichi Murayama (1994-1996). At a separate
news conference, the chief cabinet secretary, Yoshihide Suga, said the Abe
government would not revise the Kono Statement, which formally recognized
the military’s responsibility in forcing women into sexual slavery.94
Toru Hashimoto, the mayor of Osaka and seen by some as a possible
future prime minister, stepped in again on May 14, 2013, to provoke a new
outcry. Japan, he said, had been “unfairly demonized.” Women forced into
wartime brothels for the Japanese Army during the Second World War, he
explained, had served a necessary role in providing relief for war-crazed
soldiers. He further suggested that U.S. soldiers stationed on Okinawa should
make more use of the island’s sexual entertainment industry, which he said
would reduce the incidence of sexual crimes against local women. Yonhap, a
South Korean news agency, quoted a senior government official as saying that
Hashimoto’s comments exposed “a serious lack of historical understanding
and a lack of respect for human rights.”95 The comfort women system was
simply not necessary, said Banri Kaieda, the president of the opposition
Democratic Party.
Hashimoto held his ground. When pressed later on the issue, he said
that the brothels “were indeed necessary at the time, to maintain discipline in
the army.” He added that in any case there was no proof that the Japanese
authorities had forced women into servitude. Instead he put the women’s
experiences down to “the tragedy of war.”96 Hashimoto gave the same speech
on May 27, 2013 to overseas journalists at the Foreign Correspondents’ Club
of Japan. It was as much a plea to domestic voters before the coming summer
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parliamentary elections as it was an attempt to reach out to global public
opinion.97 The U.S. Department of State responded by calling Hashimoto’s
remarks “outrageous and offensive.” A censure motion was introduced on
May 30, 2013 into the Japanese Parliament, but Hashimoto survived it, and to
divert attention from his contentious remarks about comfort women, he turned
to the upcoming G-8 Summit (June 17-18, 2013 in Northern Ireland) as a fine
opportunity for the nations’ leaders to examine how soldiers around the world
behave toward women in wartime.98
It was once again an impasse. Jonathan Tepperman, editor-in-chief of
Foreign Affairs, summarized the quandary in magisterial fashion.
The answer is that no one will go first. The best thing that could happen for Asia today
would be for Japan to apologize once and for all, in a manner that is as clear,
comprehensive and un-nuanced as possible. This means doing something like what
Chancellor Willy Brandt of Germany did in 1970 when he fell to his knees before a
monument to the Warsaw Ghetto uprising, or when President Richard von Weizsäcker
recognized the principle of Germany’s “collective responsibility” a decade later.99
Imperial Japan’s crimes weren’t the same as Nazi Germany’s. But democratic Germany
has profited enormously from its open, non-defensive approach to the country’s past, and
democratic Japan would as well. Japan’s victims, for their part, should press to have their
legitimate grievances addressed – and then move on, as France, Russia and even Israel
have done with the Third Reich’s descendants.
But this, sadly, is unlikely to happen. Politicians in the countries concerned have
too much to gain (or so they think) from continuing to stir the pot. Thus Japan likes to point
out that it has already apologized multiple times for its misdeeds, and that it has even paid
compensation in certain cases. This is true. But it is also true that various Japanese
politicians, catering to their conservative and contrition-weary base, continue to
undermine those apologies by questioning them and the historical record.
When I interviewed Abe in Tokyo two weeks ago [mid-May 2013], he was carefully
opaque on whether Japan had been the aggressor in World War II, and defended the right
of Japanese leaders to visit the Yasukuni Shrine (where 13 Class-A war criminals are
buried) by comparing it to America’s Arlington National Cemetery. […]
In China especially, the nationalist demon would be hard to stuff back in its box.
Nor would this approach salve the private pain of those, like former wartime “comfort
women”, still seeking acknowledgements and reparations from Tokyo. But it would cool
the region’s boiling waters while letting all sides save face. And it might just be the only
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way to avoid an actual shooting war that no side, despite the overheated talk, wants or
could afford.100

It was now the turn of Japan’s Finance Minister, Taro Aso, to create a
fire-storm.101 An outspoken nationalist famous for his slips of the tongue, Aso
made comments that appeared to call on Japan’s conservative government to
emulate Hitler in his takeover of the Weimar Republic and to learn from the
Nazis how to quietly rewrite the Constitution. Forced to explain his meaning,
he insisted on August 1, 2013 that his words had been taken out of context and
he had never meant to praise the Nazis. The uproar did not subside. The
comments served to confirm the fears of some Japanese and many other
Asians that members of Abe’s government wanted to revise current views of
the Second World War by showing Imperial Japan in a more positive light.
Critics speculated that Shinzo Abe might return to the nationalistic
agenda that he pursued in his first term as Prime Minister seven years earlier,
when he drew outrage in South Korea and even the United States by his denial
that Koreans and women from other conquered nations had been forced to
serve as prostitutes for Japanese soldiers during the war. The downfall of the
first Abe administration had been due also to his attempt to have history
textbooks rewritten. Abe now said his government would adhere to apologies
made in the mid-1990s to the victims of Japanese aggression and to the women
who were forced to serve in wartime brothels – a reversal of his earlier stance
that those apologies offered an overly negative view of Japan’s conduct during
the war. Following his election victory in July 2013, Abe signaled that he
would not go to the Yasukuni shrine, knowing that it would outrage South
Korea and China.102
Nothing had changed. “The biggest historical sticking point between
Japan and the United States,” wrote Victor Cha and Karl Friedhoff, “remains
the comfort women. The practice of conscripting young girls as sex-slaves for
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the Japanese Imperial Army during World War II requires a formal
acknowledgement and apology. Mr Abe should also meet some of the
survivors. Japan’s long-running practice of accepting the existence of such
practices but denying the government’s involvement irreparably stains the
country’s reputation in the international court of public opinion.”103
The matter of historical revisionism in textbooks once again resurfaced.
Prime Minister Abe instructed the Educational Ministry to approve only
textbooks that promoted patriotism. He was primarily concerned about the
Second World War era, and wanted to shift the focus away from disgraceful
chapters in that history. It was reported that he wanted the “comfort women”
issue out of the textbooks, and he wanted to downplay the mass killings
committed by Japanese troops in Nanking. His critics replied that by sanitizing
Japan’s wartime aggression he was fostering a patriotism that was dangerous.
They pointed out that both he and President Park had personal family histories
that made them particularly sensitive. After Japan’s defeat in 1945, the Allied
powers had arrested Abe’s grandfather, Nobusuke Kishi, as a suspected ClassA war criminal. As for Park, her father, Park Chung-hee, was an Imperial
Japanese Army officer during the colonial era, and later, in the period 19621979, South Korea’s military dictator. “In both countries,” wrote The New
York Times, “these dangerous efforts to revise textbooks threaten to thwart the
lessons of history.”104
The textbook question drew The New York Times to publish a letter from
a Japanese-born American citizen: “The fact that Japan’s leaders are still
trying to rewrite the country’s World War II history deepens my despair for
its future prospects. I grew up in postwar Japan with the standard high-school
textbook おきょ[New Japanese History] (Tokyo: Sanseido, 1967) written by
Professor Saburo Ienaga.105 Ienaga repeatedly sued the Education Ministry
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for trying to whitewash the description of Japanese conduct in Asia during the
war. His various lawsuits ran from the 1960s to the 1990s, until they reached
the Supreme Court and resulted in a decision in the professor’s favor. “I am
outraged,” declared Ienaga, “at how parochial Japan’s leaders remain
regarding the atrocities committed by an earlier generation. I admire the
Germans, in contrast, for their courage and maturity in admitting the mistakes
of the past and bearing full responsibility for Nazi crimes. […] Japan, on the
other hand, is still stuck in the mind-set of self-righteousness and delusional
imperial glory. […] Today’s political leaders in Japan come straight from the
families of war criminals who never had the courage of self-reflection or soulsearching after the war. The younger generation won’t be able to move
forward without an accurate accounting of Japan’s wartime behavior. Unless
Japan convenes its own Truth and Reconciliation Commission, the country
may be condemned to repeating the mistakes of the past.”106
Two weeks later, on February 28, 2014, the Abe government announced
that the issue of the comfort women would be reexamined—in the context of
the apology made two decades earlier and known as the Kono Statement.
Yoshihide Suga, the chief cabinet secretary, said a team of scholars would be
formed to examine what historical evidence had been used in compiling the
apology issued by Yohei Kono, the chief cabinet secretary at the time. A
former official who had helped draft the statement was now called in to testify
that the main evidence was based on the testimony of only 16 former comfort
women and that no documents were found to support their stories. Critics
responded that while Abe had struck a very pragmatic tone in the first year of
his new administration, he could be reverting to his earlier nationalistic agenda
of challenging what he called “masochistic views” of Japan’s wartime history.
For many Koreans, and others, the questioning of the women by Japanese
rightists was seen as proof of a lack of remorse for the suffering of the
women.107 Abe and his nationalist supporters, in casting doubt on the Kono
Statement, were suggesting that the testimonies of comfort women might be
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unreliable. This ran counter to the opinion of experts that personal testimonies
provide crucial evidence.
Shortly afterwards, on April 14-17, 2014, a conference was held at the
Royal Military Academy Sandhurst. Organized by Global War Studies in San
Diego as part of its cycle Seventy Years On, the conference marked the year
1944. Among the speakers was Toyomi Asano, professor of political history
and international relations at Chukyo University. In his conference
abstract Asano wrote of “comfort women who had served with Japanese
forces at the front. The women were prohibited from refusing to have sex or
going out freely. […] The women apparently were enjoying their lives.” In
his oral presentation Asano closed by denying the importance of his topic,
estimating their number at some twenty or thirty only, all of whom “were
having a good time.” To the bewilderment of his audience, Asano then
presented photographs of the women, showing them, far from “having a good
time,” either glum or miserable. Question time arrived. The present author,
who was a participant at the conference, referred the audience to his work
Crimes against Women and informed the Japanese professor that no scholar
of this subject could support his findings and that the estimate of the victims,
far from numbering in the twenties, numbered in the tens of thousands.
Professor Asano sat stone-faced in his chair.
On the question of the perpetrators, if they were indeed the Government
and the military themselves, it required an open confession and a full apology
without added clauses. This was the sticking point. The pattern of dialogue
became a shuttlecock. Every Japanese gesture toward a confession and a full
apology was followed and neutralized by a dissenting opinion. Every step
forward was followed by a step back, to such a point that it became a dance.
It was now the turn of China to add to Japan’s embarrassment. Under
the China-Japan Joint Communique, signed in Beijing on September 29,
1972, Japan had agreed to sever relations with the Republic of China (Taiwan)
and to renounce any claim for war reparations. The Chinese Government
agreed not to seek any restitution for wartime crimes and other incidents
committed by Japanese forces in China. This did not prevent individual
Chinese victims from taking legal action. Nor did the Chinese Government
adhere too strictly to the 1972 agreement. In April 2014 the Chinese
Government presented more than 80 official documents from the archives of
the Kwantung Army, headquartered in Hsinking in Manchuria, providing
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“iron-clad proof” that the Japanese military forced Asian women to work in
the brothels.108
Revisionist history was once again the accusation leveled at Japanese
policy. The New York Times ran an editorial: “Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s
brand of nationalism is becoming an ever more serious threat to Japan’s
relations with the United States. […] It is directed against Japan’s own history
since World War II, which he finds shameful. He wants to shed what he calls
the self-effacing postwar regime and recreate a renewed patriotism. […] He
also whitewashes the history of the war. […] His government said [February
28] that it would re-examine and possibly rescind an apology to Korean
women who were forced into sexual servitude by Japanese troops. […]
Despite clear signals from Washington to refrain from visiting the Yasukuni
shrine, he did so in December.”109 As for South Korea, it reacted strongly, with
its Foreign Minister Yun Byung-se saying at a United Nations Human Rights
meeting in that week that Japan was “insulting the honor and dignity of the
victims.” Abe’s insistence that he shared his predecessors’ “heartache” over
the women’s plight did little to calm South Korean apprehensions. By
revealing the consultations between the two governments at the time that the
1993 statement was being drafted was evidence to South Korea that Japan had
never been sincere about the apology.110
Repeating once again the pattern of reassurance followed by denial
followed by reassurance, Yoshihide Suga, the chief cabinet secretary,
announced on March 10, 2014 that the Abe administration had no intention of
changing the 1993 apology,111 and indeed, in its release on June 20, 2014 of
a Japanese report on the sex slaves, the Abe administration admitted for the
first time that thousands of women from Korea and other countries had been
coerced.
*****
The Global Summit to End Sexual Violence in Conflict, the largest-ever
event of its kind, was held in London on June 10-13, 2014. Nobuo Kishi,
Japan’s parliamentary senior vice-minister for foreign affairs, told participants
from more than 140 nations: “Anyone who has been charged with these crimes
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ought to stand trial in accordance with international law. There is also an
urgent need to provide assistance for the victims of sexual violence.”112
The summit was almost completely ignored in Japan. Ironically, the
public and the media were much more preoccupied at the time by picking apart
the results of a government-ordered review of the 1993 Kono Statement.
*****
In making his first visit to an Asian nation, Pope Francis chose South
Korea. This was the first to South Korea by a Pope since that of John Paul II
in 1989. The visit, which took place on August 14-18, 2014, coincided with
Korea’s Independence Day on August 15 and culminated in a Mass celebrated
on August 18 in Seoul’s Myeongdong Cathedral, where the Pope met with
some of the comfort women. There he bent down and clasped the frail hands
of each woman. One of them offered him a butterfly pin as symbol of their
lost innocence. The Pontiff at once fastened it to his vestments and wore it
throughout the service that followed. He was also handed a letter from Jan
Ruff O’Hearn, now living in Adelaide and too weak to attend the ceremony.113
In the same month of August 2014, the matter surfaced again in the
United Nations where its Human Rights Commissioner Navi Pillay, from
South Africa, had frequently spoken out on the question of the comfort women
throughout her term of office (2008-2014).114 On August 29, 2014, the U.N.’s
Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, chaired by Anastasia
Crickley of Maynooth University in Ireland, called upon Japan to “conclude
investigations into the violations by the Japanese military of the rights of the
comfort women, to bring to justice those responsible, and to ensure a
comprehensive and lasting resolution to these issues.”
In September 2014, at the 69th Session of the General Assembly of the
United Nations, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe referred to sexual violence in time
of conflict: “We intend to make the 21st century a world with no human rights
violations against women. Japan will stand at the fore and lead the
international community in eliminating sexual violence during conflicts.”115
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Hata’s reappraisal of the issue led to an escalation in the debate. The
textbook in question, Traditions and Encounters: A Global Perspective on the
Past, was co-authored by Herbert F. Ziegler, an Associate Professor of History
at the University of Hawaii who wrote the whole of the book’s volume 2
containing the sentences to which Hata’s group objected, namely: ‘The
Japanese army forcibly recruited, conscripted and dragooned as many as
200,000 women aged 14 to 20 to serve in military brothels, called ‘comfort
stations’…. The Japanese military massacred large number of ‘comfort
women’ to cover up the operation.” Two diplomats from the Japanese
Consulate in Hawaii entered Ziegler’s office without warning during his office
hours. They requested that he remove the sentences. He refused, saying that
the request amounted to an infringement of his freedom of speech and his
academic freedom. The publisher McGraw Hill agreed with the author.116
Another battle had been joined, pitting historians on both sides of the
Pacific against the Japanese authorities, and it was likely to be remembered
after the death of the last comfort woman. Nineteen academics from a variety
of American universities signed the following letter which was published in
the March 2015 issue of the American Historical Association’s magazine,
Perspectives on History.
As historians, we express our dismay at recent attempts by the Japanese government to
suppress statements in history textbooks both in Japan and elsewhere about the
euphemistically named “comfort women” who suffered under a brutal system of sexual
exploitation in the service of the Japanese imperial army during World War II.
Historians continue to debate whether the numbers of women exploited were in the
tens of thousands or the hundreds of thousands and what precise role the military played
in their procurement. Yet the careful research of historian Yoshimi Yoshiaki in Japanese
government archives and the testimonials of survivors throughout Asia have rendered
beyond dispute the essential features of a system that amounted to state-sponsored sexual
slavery. Many of the women were conscripted against their will and taken to stations at the
front where they had no freedom of movement. Survivors have described being raped by
officers and beaten for attempting to escape.
As part of its effort to promote patriotic education, the present administration of
Prime Minister Shinzō Abe is vocally questioning the established history of the comfort
women and seeking to eliminate references to them in school textbooks. Some conservative
Japanese politicians have deployed legalistic arguments in order to deny state
responsibility, while others have slandered the survivors. Right-wing extremists threaten
and intimidate journalists and scholars involved in documenting the system and the stories
of its victims.
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We recognize that the Japanese government is not alone in seeking to narrate
history in its own interest. In the United States, state and local boards of education have
sought to rewrite school textbooks to obscure accounts of African American slavery or to
eliminate “unpatriotic” references to the Vietnam War, for example. In 2014, Russia
passed a law criminalizing dissemination of what the government deems false information
about Soviet activities during World War II. This year, on the 100th anniversary of the
Armenian genocide, a Turkish citizen can be sent to jail for asserting that the government
bears responsibility. The Japanese government, however, is now directly targeting the work
of historians both at home and abroad.
On November 7, 2014, Japan’s Foreign Ministry instructed its New York
Consulate General to ask McGraw-Hill publishers to correct the depiction of the comfort
women in its world history textbook Traditions and Encounters: A Global Perspective on
the Past, coauthored by historians Herbert Ziegler and Jerry Bentley.
On January 15, 2015, the Wall Street Journal reported a meeting that took place
last December between Japanese diplomats and McGraw-Hill representatives. The
publisher refused the Japanese government’s request for erasure of two paragraphs,
stating that scholars had established the historical facts about the comfort women.
On January 29, 2015, The New York Times further reported that Prime Minister
Abe directly targeted the textbook during a parliamentary session, stating that he “was
shocked” to learn that his government had “failed to correct the things [it] should have.”
We support the publisher and agree with author Herbert Ziegler that no
government should have the right to censor history. We stand with the many historians in
Japan and elsewhere who have worked to bring to light the facts about this and other
atrocities of World War II.
We practice and produce history to learn from the past. We therefore oppose the
efforts of states or special interests to pressure publishers or historians to alter the results
of their research for political purposes.
Signed: Jeremy Adelman, Princeton University; W. Jelani Cobb, University of
Connecticut; Alexis Dudden, University of Connecticut; Sabine Frühstück, University of
California at Santa Barbara; Sheldon Garon, Princeton University; Carol Gluck, Columbia
University; Andrew Gordon, Harvard University; Mark Healey, University of Connecticut;
Miriam Kingsberg, University of Colorado; Nikolay Koposov, Georgia Institute of
Technology; Peter Kuznick, American University; Patrick Manning, University of
Pittsburgh; Devin Pendas, Boston College; Mark Selden, Cornell University; Franziska
Seraphim, Boston College; Stefan Tanaka, University of California, San Diego; Julia
Adeney Thomas; Notre Dame University; Jeffrey Wasserstrom, University of California,
Irvine; Theodore Jun Yoo, University of Hawaii; Herbert Ziegler, University of Hawaii.

The deniers did not relent. The Japanese Government was preparing to
mark the 70th anniversary of the ending of the war and sought to present the
past in the best possible light. Ikuhiko Hata, now at Nihon University, allowed
that the number of comfort women could amount to 10,000 or 20,000 but
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persisted in saying that none of them had been forcibly recruited. In 2015 Hata
led a group of Japanese historians in requesting the publisher McGraw Hill to
make corrections to what they believed were erroneous descriptions of the
comfort women in a world history textbook published in the United States.117
Hata was supported by Prime Minister Abe, who said in Parliament that he
was “shocked’ by the textbook and called on the government to step up efforts
to disseminate the “correct” view abroad.118
*****
The work of Park Yu-ha, a professor of Japanese literature at Sejong
University in Seoul, now gave rise to a major controversy. In 2013, she
published Comfort Women of the Empire.119 In researching the book, Park
claimed that, apart from holding interviews with surviving comfort women,
she had combed through rich archives in South Korea and Japan that had
convinced her that the “sanitized, uniform image” of the Korean comfort
women “did not fully explain who they were and only deepened the most
emotional of the many disputes between South Korea and Japan.”120
Not all the comfort women were Korean, a fact that Park Yu-ha
overlooked. Korea was nevertheless special, as we have seen, since it was
under Japanese domination from 1912 and was logically the first to suffer
from the system imposed.
Park Yu-ha began writing the book in 2011 “to help narrow the gulf
between deniers in Japan who dismissed comfort women as prostitutes and
their image in South Korea.”121 The gulf widened under President Park Geunhye of South Korea and Prime Minister Shinzo Abe of Japan, both of whom
were accused of trying to impose their governments’ historical views on their
people.
In her book, Park emphasized that it was profiteering Korean
collaborators, as well as private Japanese recruiters, who forced or lured
women into the “comfort stations,” where life included both rape and
prostitution. There is no evidence, she concluded, that the Japanese
government was officially involved in, and therefore legally responsible for,
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coercing Korean women. While conceding that the women were held in a
“slave-like condition” in their brothels, and brutalized, Park pointed out that
the women from the Japanese colonies of Korea and Taiwan were also treated
as citizens of the Empire and were expected to consider their service
patriotic. They forged a “comrade-like relationship” with the Japanese
soldiers and sometimes fell in love with them, she wrote. She cited cases
where Japanese soldiers took loving care of sick women and even returned
those who did not want to become prostitutes.122
Park Yu-ha said in subsequent interviews that she had no reason to
defame comfort women. Instead, she was “trying to broaden discussions by
investigating the roles that patriarchal societies, statism and poverty played in
the recruitment of comfort women.” She said that unlike women rounded up
as spoils of battle in conquered territories such as China, those from the
Korean colony had been taken to the comfort stations in much the same way
that poor women in any age enter prostitution. After Korea’s liberation in
1945, she said, former comfort women tried to forget much of their
experiences, such as “their hatred of their own parents and Korean recruiters
who sold them.” Instead, she wrote, they were expected to serve only as a
“symbol of a victimized nation,” a role foisted on them by nationalist activists
to incite anti-Japanese feelings and accepted by South Koreans in general.
“Whether the women volunteered or not, whether they did prostitution or not,
our society needed them to remain pure, innocent girls,” she said in an
interview. “If not, people think they cannot hold Japan responsible.”123
Park Yu-ha wrote in the book that she felt “a bit fearful” of how the
book might be received, since it challenged “the common knowledge” about
the wartime sex slaves. In fact, the book sold only a few thousand copies, but
it stirred uproar. Even she was not prepared for the severity of the backlash,
proving that the aging women remained an inviolable symbol of Korea’s
suffering under Japanese colonial rule. A total of 238 former comfort women
had come forward in South Korea, but in 2015 only 46 were still living, most
of them in their 80s and 90s. They were all held as sex slaves, they insisted,
raped by dozens of soldiers a day, in the most hateful legacy of Japan’s 33year colonial rule that ended only with Japan’s defeat. Nine of them now filed
lawsuits (civil suits, for false information) and criminal suits (for personal
defamation) and called for Park’s expulsion from her university. Researchers
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called Park an apologist for Japan’s war crimes, and on social media she was
vilified as a “pro-Japanese traitor.”124
Although Park’s book was never banned outright, the Seoul District
Court in February 2015 ordered redactions in 34 sections. Among the
redactions was the remark: “Korean comfort women were victims, but they
were also collaborators as people from a colony.”
On November 18, 2015, the state prosecutor at the Seoul District Court
indicted Park for defamation.
Meanwhile in Japan, news of the book dropped like manna from heaven,
and in no time at all Park found a publisher. The Japanese edition, which
appeared on November 7, 2014, quickly won awards, and in 2015 could boast
that the only full and unexpurgated edition currently on sale was the Japanese!
The unexpurgated edition found other support. Fifty-four intellectuals,
not only from Japan but also from the United States, issued a statement on
November 26, 2015 criticizing South Korean prosecutors for “suppressing
freedom of scholarship and press.” Among the signatories was the former
Japanese chief cabinet secretary, Yohei Kono, who had himself in 1993 issued
the landmark apology admitting to coercion in the recruitment of the comfort
women. He added the proviso that the recruiting of the women had been
conducted mainly by private agents working at the request of the Japanese
military rather than by the military itself.
Another of the 54 signatories was Kazuhiko Togo, formerly the
Japanese Ambassador to the Netherlands and currently Professor of
International Politics at Kyoto Sangyo University and director of its Institute
of World Affairs. “Park Yuha’s book,” stated Togo, “gives courage to anyone,
Japanese or Korean, who wants to stay humble, but at the same time wants to
see history as it happened, rather than as one wanted it to happen.” The
influential Japanese journalist Kayoko Kimura also sought to deflect the
criticism, reminding France that the minor war crimes trials conducted by the
French military had never dealt with the suffering inflicted on the local
population in Indochina.125
In Seoul, Park responded calmly to the attacks on her veracity. “They
do not want you to see other aspects of comfort women,” she told an
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interviewer. “If you do, they think you are diluting the issue, giving Japan
indulgence.”126
Overall, Park Yu-ha found little support. In December 2015, 380
scholars and activists from South Korea, Japan and elsewhere accused her of
“revealing a serious neglect of legal understanding and avoiding the essence
of the issue: Japan’s state responsibility.” The group maintained that official
agencies of Japan, like its military, were involved in “the hideous crime of
coercing tens of thousands of women into sexual slavery, a view shared by
two United Nations special rapporteurs in the 1990s.”127
Supporting the group of 380 was a major figure of Japanese
jurisprudence, Maeda Akira, Professor of Comparative International Law at
Tokyo Zokei University. In December 2015 he published a series of blogs
criticizing the public statement issued in November 2015 by the 54 mostly
Japanese and American intellectuals that had been published in the Journal of
Japan War Responsibility. Akira examined the view of the Fifty-four that
Park’s book “does not harm the honor of the former comfort women, and that
on the contrary it succeeds in conveying to Korean and Japanese readers the
deep anguish of these women.” The Fifty-four had also expressed their “shock
by the indictment in which the prosecutor’s office has moved to confine
academic freedom and freedom of speech to those attached to a particular view
of history.” Akira conceded that the Fifty-four were not necessarily defending
the content of Park’s book, nor did their statement in any way endorse the
comfort women program itself, but they were nevertheless arguing that free
speech and academic freedom were threatened by Park’s indictment.
Furthermore, they were arguing that the indictment of Park inhibits their
ability “to fight bad speech with good” and is inimical to the concept of “a
robust marketplace of ideas.”
Akira replied that the question is nothing of the sort. Akira pointed to
the large number of falsehoods in the book, and that these falsehoods were the
result not of the author’s sloppy workmanship but rather of the author’s
deliberate intent. Akira derided Park’s claim that she wrote the book on the
basis of “historical materials,” and pointed to her persistent reliance on the
novel by the Japanese writer Senda Kako. These falsehoods, he added, were
the result of taking mistaken claims as data and then building on the data. To
accuse the comfort women in any general sense of having maintained
relationships of equality with Japanese troops and of having collaborated with
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them amounts to a libel. “Freedom of speech,” concluded Akira, “is no defense
against charges of libel. The signatories concern themselves with ‘freedom of
speech,’ but not with its responsible exercise.”128
In ruling on the criminal suit on January 13, 2016, the Eastern District
Court in Seoul ordered Park to pay each of the nine women a fine of
10,000,000 won (about $8,500) for making “false, exaggerated or distorted”
claims in her book. Park said she would appeal.129
*****
There was undoubtedly a general desire to reach a conclusion on the
question of a full apology before the end of year 2015. On the books was the
“heartfelt apology [for Japan’s] colonial rule and aggression” given in 1995
by the socialist Prime Minister Tomiichi Murayama and endorsed by the
conservative Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi. All this was cast in doubt
when Prime Minister Abe announced in August 2015 that he did not think that
Imperial Japan “did much wrong that other warring nations did not do.”130 In
the same month Abe showed a starkly different attitude to the German
understanding of “inherited guilt” when he said: “We must not let our children,
grandchildren, and even further generations to come who have nothing to do
with the war, be predestined to apologize.”131 On the question of the comfort
women, Shinzo Abe’s constantly changing position was being carefully
tracked.
President Park had repeatedly urged Japan to address the grievances of
comfort women before its neighbors could improve their ties, and she refused
to hold a summit meeting with Prime Minister Abe until the latter agreed to
address specifically the grievances of the comfort women. From spring 2014
no fewer than 12 rounds of negotiations were held before a meeting was
convened in Seoul between the two Foreign Ministers, Fumio Kishida and
Yun Byung-se. Finally, on December 28, 2015, South Korea and Japan
reached a landmark agreement to resolve the dispute, one that both sides called
“a final and irreversible resolution” of the issue. In admitting that Imperial
Japan had “severely injured the honor and dignity of many women,” Foreign
Minister Kishida announced at a news conference in Seoul on the same day
that the Japanese government would give 1 billion yen (US$8.3 million) to a
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foundation that the South Korean government would establish to offer
medical, nursing and other services to the surviving women, who at that
moment numbered 46. That Tokyo would provide money directly from the
national budget was a significant departure. A previous fund, the Asian
Women’s Fund, created after the 1993 apology, relied on private donors and
for that reason had never been fully accepted in South Korea. Although 60
South Korean former comfort women had accepted financial aid from the
fund, many others had refused it.132 Kishida added that Prime Minister Abe
“expresses anew sincere apologies and remorse from the bottom of his heart
to all those who suffered immeasurable pain and incurable physical and
psychological wounds as ‘comfort women’,” and Abe later called President
Park Geun-Hye to deliver the same apologies.
Japan had won meanwhile an important concession from Seoul, a
promise not to criticize Tokyo over the comfort women again. In the eyes of
many, the caveat rendered the apology useless. Moreover, the wording hewed
closely to an official declaration from 1993 that some comfort women had
been found lacking in sincerity.
*****
In Japan, initial reaction to the deal was generally positive. Former
Prime Minister Tomiichi Murayama, who had made the historic apology in
1995 for Japan’s role in the Second World War that many conservatives
opposed, said that Prime Minister Abe had “decided well.”133
In South Korea, the deal won praise from the governing party of
President Park but was immediately criticized as insufficient by some of the
surviving former sex slaves as well as by those opposition politicians whose
anti-Japanese sentiments ran deep. It fell far short, it was said, of the women’s
longstanding demand that Japan admit legal responsibility and offer formal
reparations. A civic group, the Korean Council for the Women Drafted for
Military Sexual Slavery in Japan, called the deal “shocking.” Hiroka Shoji, a
researcher on East Asia at Amnesty International, said the agreement should
not be the end of the road in securing justice for the former sex slaves. “The
women were missing from the negotiation table, and they must not be sold
short in a deal that is more about political expediency than justice,” she said.
“Until the women get the full and unreserved apology from the Japanese
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government for the crimes committed against them, the fight for justice goes
on.”134
Among the dissatisfied was Lee Yong-soo, aged 88. “The Agreement
does not reflect the views of former comfort women,” she said at a news
conference held after the agreement was announced. “I will ignore it
completely. We are not craving for money. What we demand is that Japan
make official reparations for the crime it has committed.” She said she also
opposed the removal of a statue of a girl symbolizing comfort women that a
civic group had erected in 2011 in front of the Japanese Embassy in Seoul.
During the negotiations, Japan insisted that South Korea remove the statue,
and South Korea said on December 28, 2015 that it would discuss the matter
with the former sex slaves. It was noted that the Prime Minister’s wife, Akie
Abe, uploaded pictures of the Yasukuni shrine on to her Facebook page the
day the apology was issued, announcing that she had visited the shrine that
honors Japanese Class-A war criminals. A certain Nagyon Kim wrote to The
New York Times: “This simply exposes the sheer insincerity and
disingenuousness of the apology.”135
*****
For several years, the protest movement had turned to the erection of
monuments. In South Korea, the first such monument was unveiled in Seoul
on December 14, 2011, on the occasion of the activists’ 1,000th weekly
demonstration. It consisted of a small statue in bronze depicting a teenage
Korean girl in traditional costume, seated next to an empty chair and with a
small bird perched on her left shoulder. The monument, named Statue of Peace
and reportedly funded by about $32,000 worth of donations, was erected on a
site directly in front of the Japanese Embassy. 136 From the moment the
construction began, the Japanese Government protested, but to no avail, and a
24-hour vigil was maintained to protect the monument from removal. Weekly
demonstrations followed, but on December 28, 2015, as part of the cloture
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agreement with the Japanese government, the South Korean Government
agreed to remove the statue.137
If the South Korean Government agreed to remove the statue, the
comfort women did not, regardless of the reduction in their numbers to fewer
than 40. Prime Minister Abe made things worse when he told the Japanese
Diet that the deal did not require Japan to issue letters to apology to South
Korean comfort women. Given the fact that so few of them were left alive, it
was considered a new provocation, and on December 23, 2016, a second statue
was unveiled, this time in Busan, South Korea’s second largest city, directly
in front of the Japanese Consulate General. The first reaction to the erection
was an order from the Busan authorities for the statue’s swift removal, but this
order was quickly reversed after the Japanese Defense Minister, Tomomi
Inada, chose that moment to offer prayers at the Yasukuni shrine. This action
stoked a new outpouring of public anger, not only in South Korea, and resulted
in a reversal of the South Korean action. The statue was restored.
The Japanese Government reacted by arguing that the statue violated
the spirit of the agreement reached in December 2015, claiming that the
comfort women issue had been resolved “finally and irreversibly” when Abe
had expressed his “sincerest apologies and remorse” and promised to fund a
foundation established by the South Korean Government to provide support
for the women still struggling with deep psychological wounds. Tokyo called
for the removal of both statues. When the South Korean Government balked,
Japan recalled both its Ambassador Yasumasa Nagamin and its Consul
General Yasuhiro Morimoto, but Tokyo failed to elicit a promise from Seoul
to remove the statue.
Seoul and Busan were by no means the only cities to erect monuments
to the comfort women. By this time more than 20 similar monuments had been
erected, whether replicas or varieties on the original, in Canada, Australia,
Hong Kong, and especially the United States, where the first such memorial
had been erected as early as 2010 in Palisades Park, New Jersey. A lawsuit to
have the monument removed was dismissed by a federal judge, and on August
16, 2014, a new memorial statue was unveiled in Southfield,
Michigan. Another followed in Glendale, California, and in Fort Lee, New
Jersey, 138 these two states holding the largest Korean communities in the
United States. The attempts by the Japanese authorities to make South Korea
dismantle the monuments to the comfort women were also made in the United
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States, but to no avail, and in July 2016 the San Francisco Board of
Supervisors voted unanimously to erect a new monument, this one in the city’s
St Mary’s Square, “as a reminder that the events happened and to prevent it
from ever happening again.”139
*****
As the year 2016 opened, Floyd Whaley in The New York Times
reopened estimates of the total number of the comfort women. It was at this
point, after long years of study of the case, that he published his figure of
between 80,000 and 200,000 of whom “most came from Korea.”140
The fact that the vast majority of the sex slaves were Korean explains
why far less attention was paid to the other countries whose women suffered
the same fate, but Whaley did not overlook the Philippines, estimating their
number at “more than a thousand girls and women,” of whom some 70 were
still alive in 2016. Their fate had been clearly overlooked, no doubt because
Japan was the Philippines’ largest aid donor, providing more than $20 billion
in development assistance since the 1960s. Shifting the balance somewhat to
the other side, the Philippines were Japan’s largest trading partner.
The announcement in December 2015 that Japan had offered a formal
apology and an $8.3 million payment to the Korean women who were forced
into sexual slavery was met with resentment in the Philippines and elsewhere,
since no official apology or compensation had been offered to the victims in
other countries. That was the question asked by Rechilda Extremadura,
executive director of the League of Filipino Women, an organization of the
former sex slaves. “The Japanese government did something for the women
in Korea, why can’t they do something for the women here?” Ricardo Jose, a
professor of history at the University of the Philippines, explained why. “The
delicate issues of Japanese sexual atrocities during the war often get buried by
the broader contemporary issues facing the two countries,” he told The New
York Times. He pointed out that the Japanese emperor was well positioned to
address historical grievances between the two countries and could stand as a
moral voice on the issue of the sex slaves. “He is deeply respected by his
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people,” Jose added. “If he would recognize this problem and express grave
remorse that would be a major step forward.”141
It was the perfect moment for Rechilda Extremadura to ask her
question. Japan was about to step into the second cauldron. On January 24,
2016, the Emperor, now 82, and the Empress Michiko embarked on a five-day
visit to the islands to mark the 60th anniversary of the restoration of full
diplomatic relations. It was his first visit to the Philippines since 1962. About
520,000 Japanese troops had died in the Philippines in the course of the
Second World War, the highest number of Japanese casualties outside of
Japan. At the same time, anti-Japanese sentiment after the war had been rife,
and many Japanese-Filipinos had gone through hard times.142
The imperial couple arrived in Caliraya (Laguna Province) on January
26 aboard a helicopter based on the Akitsushima, a large Japanese Coast Guard
patrol vessel. They met President Benigno Aquino III for a banquet at
Malacanang Palace, where the Emperor referred to Japan’s role in the war as
“something we Japanese must long remember with a profound sense of
remorse.” He made no specific mention, however, of the victims of sexual
slavery, and quiet protests were staged throughout the Imperial visit. The event
that drew the most publicity, and the most controversy, was the visit on
January 29 of the Emperor and Empress to the monument to the Japanese war
dead in Caliraya.
Among the Filipino victims that Floyd Whaley interviewed was Hilaria
Bustamante, aged 89 in 2016. She recounted the moment in 1943 when, as a
girl of 16, she was walking along a provincial road when she was abducted by
three Japanese soldiers who threw her into a truck and beat her. She was taken
to a nearby Japanese military garrison and put into a shack with three other
women. There, she washed clothes and cooked by day, and every night, for
15 months, she was raped by six or more soldiers. “I never told anyone except
my mother about what happened to me,” she said. “I was too ashamed. But
now I want people to know.” She added: “I was happy when I heard about the
Emperor’s visit because I thought he could bring justice for us,” she said. “But
he never mentioned us.”143 She was right. During his meeting with President
Aquino, the Emperor expressed remorse for the atrocities of the Japanese
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military during the Second World War, but he did not specifically mention the
victims of sexual slavery.
The closure that so many still awaited was nowhere in sight. On August
3, 2016, Shinzo Abe appointed Tomomi Inada to the post of Minister of
Defense.144 She became the second woman to head the ministry, Yuriko Koike
having held the post between July 4 and August 24, 2007.145 Inada was even
less likely than Koike to show sympathy for the comfort women. A lawyer by
training, she had been elected to the Diet in September 2005 and soon caught
the attention of Shinzo Abe. A believer in the spirits of Shinto and a member
of Nippon Kaigi, the right-wing openly revisionist lobby, she wrote in the
Tokyo magazine Will in September 2006: “The Yasukuni shrine is not the
place for the oath of peace, but the place for the oath to fight desperately
against the aliens that threaten Japan.” She supported the filmmaker Satoru
Mizushima’s 2007 revisionist film 南京の真実(Nankin no Shinjitsu—The Truth
about Nanking) which denies that the Nanking Massacre ever occurred.146 Of
the Tokyo Trials she wrote that the Tribunal was at variance with modern
law,147 and in August 2015 she expressed her intent to form a committee to
verify the authenticity of the Tribunal.148 In what she afterwards described as
a misunderstanding, Inada was photographed smiling alongside Kazunari
Yamada, leader of the 国 家 社 会 主 義 日 本 労 働 者 党 (Kokka-shakai-shugi-nihonrodo-shato—National Socialist Japanese Labor Party), which has praised
Adolf Hitler and the 9/11 attack on the World Trade Center.149 As for the
comfort women, Inada was a signatory to an advertisement in The Washington
Post that there is no proof that the Imperial Japanese Army ran a system of
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comfort women during the Pacific War,150 and she recommended to Prime
Minister Abe that he counter these “false allegations.”151 In her overall view
of Japan’s role in the Second World War, and its antecedents in Manchuria
and China, she said in a television interview: “There is no need for Japan to
express the word remorse.”152
“No need to express remorse.” None of this boded well for the comfort
women. For them, the appointment of Tomomi Inada was considered likely to
set back the clock by years. The South China Sea, the whole Western Pacific
was now broiling with antagonisms. America’s hands were tied. It needed
Japan’s support as never before, while Japan was similarly placed: it had no
friend in Southeast Asia. It was still at war with the Soviet Union, hence with
Russia, over the Kurile Islands.
*****
The relations that resembled a dance had not changed. Prime Minister
Abe had set a priority on an overhaul of the Japanese educational system,
including the drive to amend historical textbooks used in secondary schools,
but the new look showed a toning down rather than a clearing up in the
depiction of Japanese abuses in the war period. 153 The comfort women
question had again entered an impasse, but outside events now intervened. At
a news conference on April 4, 2017, Japan’s Foreign Minister Fumio Kishida
spoke of Japan’s determination to improve relations with South Korea, the
better to deal with the turmoil in South Korea following the arrest and
impeachment of its President Park Geun-hye. Kishida “strongly urged” the
South Korean Acting President Hwang Kyo-ahn to comply with the 2015
agreement. As Ambassador Nagamin and Consul General Morimoto now
returned to their posts, Kishida strongly denied that it signified a
compromise. The ambassador was instructed to convey to the South Korean
Foreign Minister the message that the 2015 agreement must be respected. In
foreign circles it was considered overall that Japan’s had no choice but to
concede.
The resignation in August 2017 of the hawkish Tomomi Inada as
Defense Minister was welcome to the comfort women, but it had no
connection with their cause.154 Instead, the case drew attention to the paucity
of women in Japanese political life. Only 13 percent of Japan’s members of
150
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parliament were women, though it was observed that Yuriko Koike, who was
instrumental as Tokyo’s mayor in securing the 2020 Olympic Games for
Japan, was extremely popular.155
According to a poll taken in 2017, 75 percent of South Koreans thought
that the 2015 agreement did not, in fact, settle the comfort women dispute.
Against the mainstream, the Hong Kong journalist Ilaria Maria Sala deplored
the direction that the women’s cause had taken: “Their cause has become
increasingly visible and increasingly vulnerable to being appropriated in the
service of other, often nationalistic, agendas. The few remaining survivors are
being cast in a heavily symbolic role they never asked to play—yet another
blow to their long-running quest for recognition and the restoration of their
dignity.”156
To this day the only site in South Korea that chronicles the experiences
of the comfort women is the “House of Sharing,” a shelter and museum in the
countryside built in 1992 by a private Buddhist foundation in which survivors
live and practice art therapy. Many of their paintings show women dragged by
the arms and legs, bloodied and visibly in despair. “The images have nothing
in common,” added Sala, “with the innocent-looking, nearly ethereal girls of
the bronze statues.” Sala’s article gained her a full page in The New York
Times, but one can wonder why. “Not all the comfort women were innocent
children,” is Sala’s uncharitable point, but who said they were? The vast
majority of the girls were happy children once, before they were wrenched
from their homes and beaten into blood-soaked rags and blank despair.
The new government of Moon Jae-in, elected in May 2017, quickly
announced that it intended to designate an official day of commemoration for
the comfort women, starting in 2018 and most likely on August 14, the day of
Japan’s surrender in 1945. The Moon administration also announced plans to
build in Seoul a museum and a research institute dedicated to the women.
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CONCLUSION
The narrative of the protest movement and its target has been presented
in this account as no different from a dance. Again and again, the Japanese
Government has issued a full apology. The regularity is impressive. And each
time, as regularly as the morning after, the apology has been followed by a
retraction of some kind, or a claim that the apology was “taken out of context,”
or a prominent voice of opposition insisting it is wrong for Japan to apologize.
Of all issues that deserve the world’s attention, this issue was and is the easiest
in the world to resolve.
The comfort women dispute should never have arisen, and today it should
be closed, once and for all. How to do it? Japan might try thinking of Germany,
its erstwhile Axis ally, that faced up totally to its past and now enjoys the
world’s undiluted admiration. It is true that it took time. The West German
law courts and the German universities after 1945 were riddled with Nazis
who had avoided detection or legal judgment. But in Japan the situation was
more pronounced, and the social dominance of war criminals after the war
meant that the criminalization of hate speech was never enacted and the
history textbook question is still not resolved. On the question of the comfort
women, the problem has been caused by every admission by a Japanese leader
being accompanied by a proviso or followed by a recantation. The Japanese
Parliament could declare an official apology to the comfort women, admit that
the use of comfort women had been sanctioned by the Japanese Imperial
Army, and offer to every last surviving comfort woman, who now number no
more than dozens, compensation out of state funds, not private funds. What
impedes it? What is the root cause of the delay? The answer is to be found in
the factor known as shame, which lies at the heart of Yamato culture. A central
tenet of Western culture is the burden of conscience and the sense of guilt, but
guilt can be expiated. Shame is of a different order: it requires exorcizing.
Perhaps the problem could be approached differently, and more easily, by
adopting a simple formula of cost-benefit analysis: weighing the cost of saying
sorry … against the far heavier cost of not saying sorry.
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JAPANESE PRIME MINISTERS
AND FOREIGN MINISTERS (1990-)

PRIME MINISTER

Year of entry into office

Year of exit from office

Toshiki Kaifu

1990

1991

Kiichi Miyazawa

1991

1993

Morihiro Hosokawa

1993

1994

Tsutomu Hata

1994

1994

Tomiichi Murayama

1994

1996

Ryutaro Hashimoto

1996

1998

Keizo Obuchi

1998

2000

Yoshiro Mori

2000

2001

Junichiro Koizumi

2001

2006

Shinzo Abe

2006

2007

Yasuo Fukuda

2007

2008

Taro Aso

2008

2009

Yukio Hatoyama

2009

2010

Naoto Kan

2010

2011

Yoshihiko Noda

2011

2012

Shinzo Abe

2012

Present Day
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FOREIGN MINISTER

Year of entry into office

Year of exit from office

Taro Nakayama

1989

1991

Michio Watanabe

1991

1993

Kabun Muto

1993

1993

Tsutomu Hata

1993

1994

Koji Kakizawa

1994

1994

Yoshei Kono

1994

1996

Yukihiko Ikeda

1996

1997

Keizo Obuchi

1997

1998

Masahiko Komura

1998

1999

Yohei Kono

1999

2001

Makiko Tanaka

2001

2002

Junichiro Koizumi

2002

2002

Yoriko Kawaguchi

2002

2004

Nobutaka Machimura

2004

2005

Taro Aso

2005

2007

Nobutaka Machimura

2007

2007

Masahiko Komura

2007

2008

Hirofumi Nakasone

2008

2009

Katsuya Okada

2009

2010

Seiji Maehara

2010

2011

Yukio Edano

2011

2011

Takeaki Matsumoto

2011

2011

Koichiro Genba

2011

2012

Fumio Kishida

2012

Present Day
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