
International Workshop: Japan and the Comfort Women of Asia 

Date: November 27, 2014 
Time: 10:00-12:00 
Location: Okuma Kaikan, Room 305, Waseda University 

As part of a new effort to widen the scope of discussion in WOJUSS to formally address important 
multi-region issues in US-Japan relations, the first meeting of this year's Symposium was an international 
workshop on "Japan and the Comfort Women of Asia." 

When the issue of military conscripted comfort women exploded onto newspapers in 1992, there was a 
sense that this was a new problem requiring urgent action. "Hidden from history," historical facts about 
these women and the comfort women system needed to be exposed. Spearheaded by activist groups, 
journalists and politicians, this issue went global, with demands for the Japanese government to "reveal 
the truth" and take action. 

In the last 22 years, numerous books have been published, international mock -trials held, source materials 
published, a large semi-private institution created to make payments to individuals and governments in the 
name of the "Japanese people", and apologies made by the Japanese government. Nonetheless, the issue 
of comfort women is still arguably the most important contested "historical issue" related to World War II. 
In fact, in mid-20 14, Japan was shaken by the long-delayed admission by Asahi Shinbun that a series of 
their reports on the comfort women and the issue of "force" were dependant on Yoshida Seij i' s false 
account of forcibly recruiting Korean women; an account debunked in the 1990s by Korean journalists 
and Japanese scholars. 

Frequently a thorn in the side of the Japanese government, especially in Japan-Asia relations, the comfort 
women issue has even effected US-Japan relations, as the US Federal and local governments have 
responded to various demands to pressure the Japanese government, directly and symbolically. Most 
recently, the erection of statues of Korean comfort women on public lands by local US governments with 
outside financial support has become a new site of contestation, even reaching the US court system. 

After 22 years, it seems time to begin a discussion about why this issue has not been resolved. What would 
it mean to "resolve" this issue? What are the real issues? Can they, or should they be resolved? 

Bringing a range of geographical specialties (Japan, Korea, Indonesia, the Netherlands and the US), the 
scholars invited to participate are working on a range of different themes, some working directly on 
comfort women issues, but others working on research related to women in W orId War II, violence in 
modern Asia, Korean politics, and Japan-US relations. 

This workshop sought to utilize the participants' varied knowledge and perspectives to address these 
questions, enriching each other's future work, and contributing to a constructive discourse on the comfort 
women, but also starting a discussion which will be carried on by the new Waseda University 
Organization for Regional and Interregional Studies (ORIS). 

However, because discussions of historical issues of W orId War II have often proved "poisonous" to 
scholars trying to discuss them, the audience for this workshop was limited, and a decision made to limit 
public identification of individuals' statements. The priority here was-and is-to facilitate a frank, open 
discussion of facts and perspectives. 
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Panelists (5 including moderator): 
William Bradley Horton - Moderator (Research Assistant Professor, Waseda University Organization 

for Japan-US Studies) 

Kuniald Nemoto--(Research Assistant Professor, Waseda University Organization for 
Japan-US Studies) 

Mayumi Yamamoto-(Associate Professor, Miyagi University) 

Lauren Richardson--(Lecturer, Keio University Faculty of Law; Teaching Fellow, Department of 
Asian Studies, Edinburgh University [from January 2015]) 

Eveline Buchheim (Researcher, Netherlands Institute for War, Holocaust and Genocide Studies) 

Discussant: 
Fadjar Thufail- (Researcher, LIPI . Indonesian Institute of Science) 

The workshop opened with greetings from the moderator, William Bradley Horton, and a short 
explanation of the purpose of the workshop. Each speaker was given 10 minutes for initial statements. The 
small audience included WOJUSS Dean Professor Takashi Yoshino, Professor Shunji Matsuoka of 
GSAPS, and a number of other members of the Waseda conununity. 

In her conunents entitled "Race and gender framing of the Comfort Women discourse," the first speaker, 
Eveline Buchheim, raised the issue of the multilayered discourse on comfort women with a variety of 
different views, which greatly complicates efforts for a solution. Part of the problem is that the women 
themselves have been in some ways as vulnerable after the war as they were during the war; for decades 
they were unable to come out publicly due in part to their own society's biases. However, the comfort 
women issue also proves an easily marketable discourse, less about the women concerned than about other 
contemporary goals. While she noted statements of conservative Japanese politicians which have raised 
the ire of the foreign press, including Osaka Mayor Hashimoto's statements in 2013, or a request by 
Foreign Minister Fumio Kishida to American authors of a textbook to change a statement on comfort 
women, Buchheim also noted that public opinion in Japan is far more nuanced that generally assumed 
overseas. 
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Speaking about "The Vexing Political Dynamics 
of the Comfort Women Issue in Korea-Japan 
Relations," Lauren Richardson presented a 
detailed description of the political dynamics 
within Korea itself, and interactions between the 
Asian Women's Fund, a private funding agency 
established on the initiative of the Japanese 
govemn1ent in 1995 on the one hand, and the 
Korean comfort women, acti vists, and the 
Korean goven1illent on the other. The activists 
have gained a great deal of authority within 
Korean society due to their efforts to take care of 



this group of elderly women, but although they have played an extremely important role, there is no single 
determining group within Korea. While some Korean women did accept money from the A WF, they had 
to do so secretly; subsequently a Korea Fund was established, but with a requirement that they not accept 
AWF money. 

Reflecting on "The Unstoppable Pendulum for the Pinnacle of Nationalism: The Politics of Discourses on 
Comfort Women," Mayumi Yamamoto raised the issue of how and why the discourse on con1fort women 
began and was stabilized as bi-polar nationalistic discourses, describing the early raising of the issue of 
Jongsindae (the women's "volunteer" labor corps) in the Diet which was followed by the first public 
appearance of Korea comfort women in 1991. By 1992, Y oshimi Y oshiaki had announced discovery of 
documents on the Semarang incident and Asahi Shinbun published around 353 articles on comfort women 
in one year. The repetitive publication and sensationalism was critical in creating a sense that the history 
related to comfort women was well understood, despite a lack of serious scholarship (the acceptance and 
long-tenn usage of Yoshida Seiji's testimony is one part of this). Although the discussion on the 
international stage was built off of these events, it was related to very different issues, including US 
concerns with the former Yugoslavia and the "culpability" of President Clinton. The only real solution to 
this problem in our understanding of the comfort WOlnen is to engage historians of each region in studies 
related to World War II and the comfort 
women. 

In speaking about "The Women's 
Inteluational War Crimes Tribunal on 
Japan's Sexual Slavery and the 
Dominance of Nation-specific Discourse 
on Sexual Violence," Brad Horton 
discussed some of his own experiences 
with the December 2000 VOWW -Net 
mock trial in Tokyo, highlighting the 
"subjugation of accuracy to the political 
agenda" in view of the instructions given 
to translators to change all terms related to 
comfort women to "sexual slaves." This 
changed the nature of the testimony of all the women and other witnesses before their words reached the 
"judge" or the media. He noted that Japan and Japanese are always depicted as victimizers, while other 
(largely Asian) women are victims, a unitary association of nation-to-victimizer image which fans the 
flames of nationalism, and unden1unes the ability to address more general violence against women, or to 
find a resolution to the comfort women issue. 

In the final presentation entitled "Korea's Domestic Politics and Issue Salience Beginning from 1991," 
Kuniaki Nemoto presented an analysis of Korean parliamentary motions related to Japan and war issues 
like Japanese history textbooks, disputed islands, and the comfort women issue since the early 1990s. In 
his detailed presentation, he noted a close tie between democratization in South Korea (1987-) and 
parliamentary motions related to "historical issues" related to Japan, with the comfort women issue being 
a consistently important element of Parliamentary resolutions and electoral campaigning. This suggests an 
increasingly strong public sentiment, and a political imperative for politicians to continue to show they are 
active on this issue. 

In his comments which touched on a number of topics, Fadjar Thufail suggested a separation of "legal" 
and "historical" issues, and asked why there was no discussion of legal matters, except for the mock trial. 
One of the problems discussed in that context was the process of "truth telling," like conducted 
successfully in South Africa and less successfully in East Timor, a putatively legal process which is 
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essentially social and political, seeking to allow members of a society to live and work together. 

Discussion 

One topic addressed by several speakers was the difficulties with the term "comfort woman" itself, 
voicing reservations about the tenn, noting problems like the emphasis on women as comforters, 
expressing a preference for other terms like the Korean or Philippine "grandmas" as local respectful words 
used for those women, or in other contexts "sexual slaves." Other participants felt that terms like 

"grandmas" potentially evade all issues related 
to military prostitution and violence against 
women, while "sexual slave," academically 
speaking, originates in discussion of domestic 
violence and prostitution in general, a sense 
which is lost in much discourse. Additionally, 
one speaker noted that "comfort women" 
explicitly retains the historical context of the 
1930s and 1940s, but that "military prostitute" 
is most accurate. Avoidance of the term 
actually reflects a common male bias against 
prostitutes. 

Almost immediately, Fadjar's suggestion of 
"truth-telling" provoked responses from 

-

, ----. . - several panelists. There is a significant 
element of individual testimony in comfort women activism, providing not just an opportunity to speak 
but also a powerful political tool with respect to Japanese relations with other countries. While 
truth-telling is unlikely to work in an international context, Fadjar's suggestion of something which could 
allow public change of sen6ment in different national communities seems to be an important element in 
any solution. 

Several speakers noted some type of "slipping" of stakeholders' positions which make any settlement 
impossible. It was noted that Korean activists saw Japan or the Japanese government as having a tendency 
to slide with respect to public apologies, including conservative Japanese politicians seeking to revoke the 
1993 Kono Statement. Dutch and American actors have tended to share a similar view. Others expressed 
concern about slippage in what "Japanese" action was acceptable to [Korean, Japanese, and other] 
individuals, groups and whole national communities, with slippage between demands for different 
amounts of money, new requirements for government payments, demands for new or different forms of 
apologies, or claims that statements by individual Japanese reflect the nation and negate all other efforts. 
This seems to be a clear indication of fundamental distrust by different groups, which needs to be rectified 
for there to be any real chance of resolution. 

One major focus of discussion was the possibility that increased US involvement in the comfort women 
issue might produce some kind of solution. A range of opinions were expressed, including the opinion that 
that the involvement of the US congress directly in dealing with this issue was new, and given the special 
place of the US to Japan, might produce new, constructive reactions by the Japanese government. Other 
opinions included the idea that Korean and other domestic political dynamics were paramount, ensuring 
that the issue would never die, while another participant questioned what kind of solution the US could 
dictate to Japan. In response to discussion of dependence on outside influence, one of the audience 
melllbers raised the ques60n about "solutions by Japanese, not just by outsiders." This actually reflects 
well the information presented by several of the participants which emphasized national dynamics, and 
with a concern for practical efforts, rather than awaiting a solution falling from the sky, or dictated by 
some outside power. 
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Conclusion 

we with a ""':>CT11r. ..... women has not been III 

over 20 years of discussion, Y":l1-hro''''''"'"tc to '.lI'F"'-"'P a .::oV1UUVll. 
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INFORMATION 

ABOUT PARTICIPANTS 
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Information about participants 

Eveline Buchheim studied Cultural Anthropology at the University of Amsterdam and works as a 
researcher at NIOD (The Institute for War, Holocaust and Genocide Studies) in Amsterdam. Her research 
interests include intimate relationships in colonial Indonesia and changing gender relations as a result of 
the Pacific War. Her research is largely based on unique personal documents from this era, including 
letters, diaries and oral history interviews. She was awarded a PhD by the University of Amsterdam for 
her dissertation Passie en missie: Huwelijken van Europeanen in Nederlands-Indie en In do nes ie, 
1920-1958 (Passion and Purpose: Marriages of Europeans in the Dutch East Indies and Indonesia, 
1920-1958) in 2009. She has published on women's contributions to empire, Dutch-Japanese 
fraternization during the Pacific War and its legacies, and heritage tourism. 

William Bradley Horton is a graduate of the University of Wisconsin-Madison Southeast Asian Studies 
Program and the University of Michigan-Ann Arbor Department of History. He has worked on a number 
of research subjects related to 20th Century Indonesian and East Timorese history, particularly focusing on 
the 1940s, and Japanese involvement in Indonesia. His publications include articles on the comfort women 
of Indonesia, Japanese women in Indonesia during the war, and the politics of literature in the 1940s, 
including a study of political activism in the fiction of ex-Digulist Abdoe'lxarim M.s. in the immediate 
pre-war period. He is currently a research fellow at the Waseda Organization for Japan-U.S. Studies, 
working on World War II issues. 

Kuniaki Nemoto, specializing in political systems in Korea, Japan and the Asia-Pacific Region, he did his 
undergraduate and Master's work at the University of Tokyo, receiving a PhD from the University of 
California-San Diego with a dissertation entitled "Committing to the party: The costs of governance in 
East Asian democracies." His publications include "Reverse Contamination: Burning and Building 
Bridges in Mixed Member Systems" and "Localism and Coordination under Three Different Electoral 
Systems: The National District of the Japanese House of Councillors." He is currently a research fellow at 
the Waseda Organization for Japan-U.S. Studies. 

Lauren Richardson completed graduate degrees in Asian Studies at Monash University and in Politics at 
Keio University. She now completing her dissertation in International Relations & Political Science at 
ANU, focusing on "Reshaping Korea-Japan Relations: Transnational Activist Networks and the Politics of 
Redress". She is currently a lecturer at Keio University Faculty of Law, and from 2015 will be a Teaching 
Fellow in the Department of Asian Studies, Edinburgh University. 

Fadjar Thufail earned an MA at Rutgers University, focusing on the cultural politics of fishing in Sangihe 
Island area, and his PhD in Anthropology at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, focusing on the May 
1998 riots in Indonesia and the New Order state. His current work also focuses on violence in Indonesian 
society. His publications include "Writing Pasts, "The Social Life of Reconciliation: Religion and the 
Struggle for Social Justice in Post-New Order Indonesia," and "Ninjas in Narratives in Narratives of Local 
and National Violence in Post-New Order Indonesia. Currently, he is a researcher at the Indonesian 
Institute of Sciences, and during 2014-2015 is a Visiting Professor at the Tokyo University of Foreign 
Studies. 
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