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Teaching about the

Korean Comfort Women

During World War II, human rights violations against women took on gargantuan
proportions of indescribable horror. The Japanese military engaged in the systematic
abduction of women from China, Indonesia, Japan, Korea, the Philippines, Taiwan,
and other nations and confined them to military installations in Japanese-occupied
territories to serve as sexual slaves. Between 50,000 to 200,000 women and girls were
abducted by the Japanese to serve as We AAn Boo (a Korean term meaning “Comfort
Women”) for its troops in military comfort stations (ianjo) throughout Asia. The
majority of the abducted women were from Korea.!

The Korean We Ahn Boo were mostly
uneducated, sexually inexperienced teen-
agers from rural areas who were taken
from families, schools, and rice fields
either by force or on the promise of work
infactories. During this historic period of
Japanese brutality, these women became
infected with venereal diseases; were
coerced to induce abortions in often
multiple pregnancies; or were simply
discarded by the wayside when consid-
ered “useless” to the soldiers. One expert
has estimated that fewer than 10 percent
of the Korean comfort women survived
World War II as a result of the disease
and damage inflicted by this experience.?

After the War

After the defeat of the Japanese Army, the

majority of Korean women, aged, physi-
cally and mentally broken, could not

return home to their native country for
amultiplicity of complex reasons. Some

were forced to die with Japanese soldiers

on the battlefield; others were killed in

caves or trenches; still others were locked

into submarines and sunk at sea; and

many were simply abandoned, finding

themselves in an unknown foreign coun-
try. Others had no choice but to remain in

previously Japanese-occupied countries

because of severe illnesses or lack of

means to return home. The women’s
major reason, however, was their sense
of profound shame and guilt.? The few
survivors who were able to return home
endured indescribable suffering and
humiliation. Many could not marry, and
those who attempted marriage—without
revealing their background—often failed
intheir marriage because of shame, guilt,
ill health, or prejudice from their fami-
lies and communities when their past
was learned. Today, these women live
isolated and alone in crippling poverty
and failing health.

Redressing Grievances
After World War 11, discussion of the
plight of comfort women began to emerge
in Korea; but it was not until the 1990s,
when a brave former We Ahn Boo made
a public testimony of her experiences,
that the issue began to surface to the
general public. Since that momentous
revelation, 234 Korean women publicly
identified themselves as former comfort
women; of these, only 99 women are
still alive today.* Since other survivors
have concealed their identity, their exact
number will never be known.

Today, the crime against these women
has become a painful dispute between
governments and civic groups. When
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a Japanese historian found a number of
documents revealing the deep involve-
ment of the Japanese military in the
comfort women system, the Japanese
government acknowledged the injus-
tice. In fact, in 1993 the Japanese Chief
Cabinet Secretary Yohei Kono issued
a public statement that acknowledged
these actions and apologized on behalf
of the Japanese military.’ Unfortunately,
since then, the Japanese government has
consistently attempted to withdraw the
1993 Kono statement, insisting that it has
no legal responsibility for what occurred.

Compensation for surviving comfort
women has been implemented by pri-
vately raised funds under the auspices
of The Asian Women’s Fund, between
1995 and 2007. The Korean government
has also contributed to the women’s com-
pensation since the 1990s, and Korean
NGOs established the Korean Council
for the Women Drafted for Military
Sexual Slavery by Japan to conduct
research. The “House of Sharing,” a
home for the surviving victims, was built
from private donations to offer those
women still alive a place of safety and
comfort. In 1996, the United Nations
Commission on Human Rights approved
research studies into the human rights
abuses of the Korean comfort women
and urged the Japanese government to
apologize and take financial respon-
sibility.® The foreign governments of
Canada, The Netherlands, the European
Union, and the United States, as well
as international organizations such as
the International Labor Organization,
International Commission of Jurists, and
Amnesty International have raised their



SUGGESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION AND WRITING

(These suggestions are presented for classes whose students are of an appropriate age to study this topic)

After reviewing pictures, paintings, and writings of Korean comfort

women through the Internet

- Express your reaction in class. Then write a letter to a comfort
woman. (http://en.womenandwar.net/contents/home/

home.asp)

« After watching the online video on Korean comfort women
discuss how to prevent the repetition of such a tragedy in
the future. (http://english.historyfoundation.or.kr/eng/, go
to Resources > Digital History > Historical Videos) differen-
tiate between ‘the comfort women system’ and ‘licensed

prostitution.’

+ Reflect on the reason(s) why the Japanese government only

Student Assignments

After reading related reports (such as the U.S. House of

Representatives Resolution 121, Reports of the Human Rights
Commission, International Labor Organization, the Vienna

Declaration and Program of Action on Human Rights, the

Beijing Declaration, and Platform for Action by the Fourth World
Conference on Women), students are required to submit a 5- to
6-page report analyzing the issue from various standpoints:
- Abuse of women in patriarchal societies (gender inequality)
+ Violence against poor, uneducated women (class inequality)

« Discrimination under Japanese colonial rule (racial inequality)

accepts moral responsibility for the comfort women, disre-

garding any legal responsibility.

voices requesting Japan to apologize and
compensate the victims.

Future Generations

In order to educate future generations
about crimes against humanity, for
effective global citizenship, the topic of
comfort women in both Korea and Japan
has been addressed intermittently in his-
tory textbooks since the beginning of the
1990s. Most of the textbooks describe the
exploitations in only a few paragraphs.
However, since the founding of the
Japanese Society for History Textbook
Reform in 1997, which is embedded in
strong nationalism, Japanese textbooks
have omitted the comfort women issue
altogether.” From the Korean standpoint,
a new effort to discuss the issue from
the perspectives of gender equality and
human rights was begun in the early
2000s. Hopefully, more historical truth
on the We Ahn Boo will continue to be
collected and disclosed to the public by
the Museum of History, which opened
its doors in 1998. Most encouraging is
a new joint effort between Korea and
Japan toward historical reconciliation
by establishing a Korean-Japanese Joint
Committee for Historical Research.?

Assessment

» Violations of individual human rights by another nation-state.

The teacher uses pre-established writing rubrics implemented
at the beginning of the school year.

Conclusion

The Japanese government treats the com-
fort women issue from a moral standpoint,
insisting that compensations are repara-
tions. The Korean government, however,
demands from Japan an official apology,
monetary compensation, and a public
statement of deep regret about its failure
to protect these women against the bru-
tality of the Japanese military. Korean
NGOs treat the issue from a nationalistic
and feminist point of view, portraying it
as massive sexual exploitation. The issue
is not solely related to the power relation-
ship between two nations. The brutality
of abductions of the We Ahn Boo by the
Japanese military during World War II
compel an examination into international
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human rights violations viewed from
the perspectives of gender, class, racial
inequality, and violence inflicted on a
people of one nation-state by another.
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