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It is over seventy years since the issue of systematized sexual abuse in the Asia-Pacific War
came to light in interrogations leading up to the post-Second World War Military Tribunals.
There was also widespread vernacular knowledge of the system in the early postwar period
in Japan and its former occupied territories. The movement for redress for the survivors of
this system gained momentum in East and Southeast Asia in the 1970s. By the 1990s this
had become a global movement, making connections with other international movements
and political campaigns on the issue of militarized sexual violence. These movements have
culminated in advances in international law, where militarized sexual violence has been
addressed in ad hoc Military Tribunals on the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda and is explicitly

addressed in the Rome Statute which established the International Criminal Court.1 Cultural
politics and the politics of commemoration have also been an important element of the
movements for redress. Here, we survey some of the physical sites of commemoration of
this issue. We survey sites in Australia, South Korea, Japan, the US, China, and Taiwan. The
elderly women, who have been demonstrating and campaigning for decades are respectfully
referred  to  as  the  ‘Grandmothers’.  We argue that  these  sites  commemorate  not  only
suffering, but also the activism of the survivors and their supporters. These twin themes can
be introduced through a discussion of the Australian War Memorial’s depiction of Dutch-
Australian survivor Jan Ruff O-Herne.

The Australian War Memorial

The Australian War Memorial was established at the end of the First World War as a ‘shrine,

a world-class museum, and an extensive archive’.2 Its mission is to ‘assist Australians to
remember, interpret and understand the Australian experience of war and its enduring

impact on Australian society’.3 The holdings include ‘relics, official and private records, art,
photographs,  film,  and sound’.  The physical  archive is  augmented by an extensive on-line

archive of digitized materials.4 From the end of the First World War to the present, the
Memorial has been the official repository for the documentation of Australia’s involvement in
military  conflicts  and  peacekeeping  operations.  It  has  employed  historians,  archivists,
journalists,  film-makers,  photographers,  and  artists.

The Australian War Memorial is devoted to documenting the Australian experience of war.
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As has been argued elsewhere,  the presence or  absence of  individuals  in this  archive
reflects hierarchies of nationality, ethnicity, racialized positioning, gender, class, and status
as soldier or civilian, enemy or ally. The closer an individual is to the military institution, the
higher their rank, and the more closely they are connected with Australia, the more likely

they are to be mentioned.5

As far as we know, the museum section of the Australian War Memorial  has only one
permanent exhibit which focuses on the association of military institutions with brothels,

prostitution, and sexual violence, an exhibit which we will discuss below.6 Nevertheless, a
temporary exhibition in  2016 included Australian art  which depicted relations between

Australian women and US soldiers stationed in Australia.7

In the archives, though, there are trails which can be followed, particularly now that so

many  records  have  been  digitized.8  We  can  find  interrogation  reports  which  mention
incidents of sexual violence and the enslavement of women by Japanese troops in South

East Asia.9

One on-line exhibition of the Australian War Memorial includes discussion of the experiences
of Jan Ruff O’Herne, who suffered sexual abuse at the hands of the Japanese military in the
occupied Netherlands East Indies in 1944.

Jan O’Herne was born in 1923 at [Bandung], in central Java. After the Japanese invasion of
the [Netherlands East Indies], she, her mother, and her two sisters were interned, along with
thousands of other Dutch women and children, in a disused and condemned army barracks
at Ambarawa.

In February 1944 a truck arrived at the camp, and all the girls 17 years and above were
made to line-up in the compound. The ten most attractive, including Jan O’Herne, were
selected by Japanese officers  and told  to  pack a  bag quickly.  Seven of  the girls  (including
O’Herne) were taken to an old Dutch colonial house at [Semarang], some 47 kilometres
from their camp. This house, which became known to the Japanese as ‘The House of the
Seven Seas’, was used as a military brothel, and its inmates were to become ‘comfort
women’.

On their first morning at the house, photographs of the girls were taken, and displayed on
the front verandah which served as a reception area. Visiting Japanese personnel would
then select from these photographs. Over the following four months, the girls, all virgins,
were repeatedly raped and beaten, day and night. Those who became pregnant were forced
to have miscarriages.

After four harrowing months, the girls were moved to a camp at Bogor, in West Java, where
they were reunited with their families. This camp was exclusively for women who had been
put into military brothels, and the Japanese warned the inmates that if anyone told what had
happened to them, they and their family members would be killed. Several months later the
O’Hernes were transferred to a camp at Batavia, which was liberated on 15 August 1945.

In 1946, O’Herne married British soldier Tom Ruff, whose unit had protected the camp from
Indonesian freedom fighters after its liberation. The two emigrated to Australia from Britain

in 1960.10
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The  on-line  narrative  of  Ruff  O’Herne’s  experiences  is  supplemented  by  three  items  of
material  culture.  The  first  is  a  photograph  of  O’Herne  at  age  nineteen,  just  before  the
Japanese  invasion.  This  photograph  has  become  iconic,  and  graces  the  cover  of  her

autobiography, Fifty Years of Silence.11

Figure 4.1: Jan Ruff O’Herne’s memoir, Fifty Years of Silence, on display in the Australian War Memorial
Bookshop, July 2016; photograph by Vera Mackie.

The second is  a  handkerchief  embroidered with the autographs of  the interned Dutch

women who were enslaved in the ‘House of the Seven Seas’ with Ruff O’Herne.12 The third is
an apron embroidered with the names of  the women interned at  Kamp 1A Ambarawa

Internment Camp.13 Ruff O’Herne’s handkerchief is currently displayed in the Australian War
Memorial, alongside other material artefacts from internment camps and prisoner of war
camps of the Second World War.

The caption to the display acknowledges not only her wartime sufferings but also her post-
Second World War activism.

Handkerchief of a ‘comfort woman’

…She survived the brutal assaults but, traumatised, could not speak about her experiences.
She married, had children, and with her family migrated to Australia, always living with the
memory of  her  terrible ordeal.  In  1992,  in  Tokyo,  with other former ‘comfort  women’,
O’Herne courageously spoke out about Japanese wartime atrocities. In her book, Fifty Years
of Silence,  she describes how the Japanese military used tens of thousands of women,

mainly from Korea and Japan’s Asian territories, as sex slaves.14

In  the  caption  to  the  Australian  War  Memorial  display,  Ruff  O’Herne’s  handkerchief  is
described as the ‘handkerchief of a “comfort woman”’. The quotation marks around ‘comfort
woman’  suggest  that  the  War  Memorial’s  curators  were  aware  of  problems  with  this
terminology, but chose to use the most commonly understood term for the enforced military
prostitution/military sexual slavery system perpetrated by the Japanese military in the Asia-
Pacific War. In the text below the caption, however, the term ‘sex slave’ is used.

Ruff O’Herne has commented on the term ‘comfort woman’.

The euphemism ‘comfort women’ is an insult, and I felt it was a pity that the media were
also  continually  using  these  words.  We  were  never  ‘comfort  women’.  Comfort  means
something  warm and soft,  safe  and friendly.  It  means  tenderness.  We were  war-rape

victims, enslaved and conscripted by the Japanese imperial forces.15

Ruff  O’Herne  is  not  only  a  survivor  of  this  oppressive  system,  but  has  also  been  a  vocal
activist since the 1990s, participating in a transnational movement for redress.

Towards a transnational movement for redress

While  commentators  often refer  to  decades of  ‘silence’,  there  was in  fact  widespread
knowledge of this systematic military abuse in Japan and in the territories occupied by Japan
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during wartime. The encounters in the military brothels lived on in the memories of the
military  personnel  and  the  enslaved  women,  not  to  mention  all  of  the  officers,  doctors,
bureaucrats, entrepreneurs, and pimps who managed the system. There are various casual
references to the women in English-language texts of the early postwar years, often using

the phrase ‘comfort girl’.16 Early postwar memoirs and literary works in Japanese mention

the system and several Japanese-language books on the issue appeared in the 1970s.17 The

issue was also discussed in feminist circles in Japan in the 1970s.18

Until  the  1990s  very  few  individual  survivors  had  testified  publicly.  A  Japanese  woman,
Mihara Yoshie (1921–1993),  published an autobiography under the pseudonym ‘Shirota
Suzuko’ in 1971 and she was interviewed on a radio program in Japan in 1986. In 1979, film-
maker  Yamatani  Tetsuo  made  a  documentary  and  published  a  book  about  a  Korean
survivor,  Pae Pong-gi  (1915–1991),  who lived out  the post-Second World War years in
Okinawa. Yamatani’s book was entitled Okinawa no Harumoni (Halmoni [Grandmother] in

Okinawa).19

On 14 August 1991, a Korean survivor, Kim Hak Sun (1924–1997), held a press conference
to tell of her wartime experiences. This was the day before the anniversary of the end of the
Asia-Pacific War on 15 August. She was soon joined by survivors from South Korea and other
places.  Dutch-Australian  Jan  Ruff  O’Herne  came  forward  in  1992  and  published  her
abovementioned  autobiography  in  1994.  Maria  Rosa  Henson  (1927–1997)  from  the
Philippines also came forward in 1992 and published her autobiography in 1996. In 1992,

Taiwanese survivor,  Liu  Huang A-tao told  her  story.20  These were the beginnings of  a

transnational movement for redress which built on existing feminist networks in the region.21

In January 1992, then Japanese Prime Minister Miyazawa Kiichi (1919–2007) made an official
visit to South Korea. On Wednesday 8 January1992, Kim Hak Sun, other survivors, and their
supporters gathered in front of the Japanese Embassy in downtown Seoul. They demanded
that the Japanese government make an official apology and provide compensation, chanting
‘Apologize!’ ‘Punish!’ ‘Compensate!’. There has been a Wednesday demonstration almost
every  week  for  over  twenty  five  years.  Survivors  and  their  supporters  hold  placards  in
Japanese,  Korean,  or  English.  The  elderly  survivors  sit  on  portable  stools,  facing  the
Japanese  Embassy,  surrounded by  their  younger  supporters.  They  are  often  joined by

international supporters visiting Seoul.22  Demonstrations have been carried out in other
places, too, such as outside the Japanese Embassy in Manila. Taiwanese survivors and their
supporters have demonstrated outside the Japanese representative office, the ‘Interchange

Association’ in Taipei.23

Through their embodied presence in public space, the survivors assert their citizenship in
the modern South Korean nation-state. Their first assertion of citizenship was in coming out
publicly  to  tell  their  stories  of  wartime abuse,  and  to  charge  both  the  South  Korean
government and the Japanese government to do something about their situation. Their
press  conferences  and testimonies  brought  their  stories  into  public  discourse.  In  their
weekly attendance at the Wednesday demonstrations they make their demands visible in a
public space on a Seoul street. Their placards in Korean, Japanese, and English show that
they are  addressing  multiple  audiences:  the  South  Korean government  and the  South
Korean public,  the Japanese government and the Japanese public,  and an international
community which often communicates in the English language.
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Activists  have  supported  the  survivors  in  various  ways:  recording,  publishing,  and
translating collections of  testimonies,  supporting law suits,  holding a  people’s  tribunal,
fundraising, and volunteering to look after the everyday needs of the survivors. As recently
as August 2017, 90-year old survivor Gil Won-Ok released an album of songs for fundraising

purposes.24

The House of Sharing

From 1992, a group of elderly survivors shared a rented house in Seoul, known as the
‘House of Sharing’ (the Korean name ‘Nanum-ui Jip’ literally means ‘our house’). The House
of Sharing moved to the outer suburbs of Seoul in 1995. Every Wednesday the survivors

travel into downtown Seoul to take part in the weekly demonstration.25

The suburban complex combines a residence, a Buddhist temple, a museum, a gallery, and

a  memorial.26The  museum,  established  in  1998,  has  several  rooms,  described  as  the
‘Experience Room’, the ‘Indictment Room’, the ‘Cherish Room’, the ‘Record Room’, and the
‘Testimonial Room’. There is also a replica of a room from a wartime military brothel. Some
of  the  possessions  of  Pae  Pong-gi,  the  subject  of  Yamatani  Tetsuo’s  abovementioned
documentary  film  and  book,  are  displayed  in  a  glass  case.  One  wall  has  a  series  of
terracotta tiles with the women’s handprints embedded in them. In the garden, there are
tombstones and statues commemorating former residents who have passed away.

The House of Sharing website provides a history of the so-called ‘comfort women’ system,
profiles of the survivors who share the House, information about the House, a collection of

historical  photographs,  and  a  gallery  of  the  women’s  paintings.27  The  paintings  were

completed by the survivors as a form of therapy and a form of testimony.28 Several of the
paintings depict their younger selves, innocent young women wearing Korean ethnic dress
(chima jeogori). Flowers often appear in the paintings, denoting nature and innocence. The
House  of  Sharing  was  perhaps  the  first  museum  devoted  to  documenting  the  issue  of
militarized sexual violence. Several more have opened in recent years, as we shall see
below.

The Women’s Tribunal

Once Kim Hak Sun and others came out with their stories of militarized sexual violence in

the  early  1990s,  a  transnational  movement  for  redress  developed.29  In  each  country
historians and activists worked on documenting the women’s wartime experiences. These
testimonies  were  collected,  published,  and  translated  into  several  languages.  This
collaboration between women in Japan, China, North and South Korea, and other countries
culminated in the Women’s International War Crimes Tribunal on Japan’s Military Sexual
Slavery, held in Tokyo on 8–12 December 2000. This people’s tribunal had no legal force,
although  it  followed  international  legal  protocols.  The  judges  had  experience  in  the
International Military Tribunals; professional lawyers prosecuted the case, and amici curiae
(‘friends of the court’) presented defences on behalf of the Japanese government, which did

not send any representatives to the hearing.30Sixty four survivors attended – from South
Korea, North Korea, the People’s Republic of China, Taiwan, the Philippines, the Netherlands,
Indonesia,  East  Timor,  and  Japan.  Twenty  survivors  testified  –  some  by  video.  Expert

witnesses and former military personnel also testified.31  The Tribunal indicted the Emperor
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of  Japan,  ten  high  military  officials,  and  the  Japanese  government  for  crimes  against
humanity.

The Women’s Tribunal drew on the documents of the International Military Tribunal of the
Far East (the Tokyo Tribunal,  1946–1948) and other research carried out by historians,
lawyers, and activists in several countries. The judgment, handed down one year later in
December 2001, found that the Japanese Emperor, the Japanese government, and the other
accused  individuals  were  liable  for  criminal  responsibility  for  crimes  against  humanity

committed through the system of sexual slavery.32

Nicola Henry has argued that ‘the structure and practice of law is not only a site of memory

preservation but also a medium for contested memory’.33 The Women’s Tribunal provided a
forum for  survivors  to  present  their  testimonies  and contribute  to  a  reworking  of  the
historical memory which had been encoded in the original Tokyo Tribunal. In many ways the
Women’s Tribunal could be seen as a massive transnational historical research project, with

the aim of achieving historical justice for the survivors.34

When the Tribunal judgment was handed down one year later in December 2001, a small
group of women of several nationalities staged a demonstration outside the hall in Tokyo
where the judgment was announced. They were dressed in black clothes and covered their
heads and faces with black veils, standing in silent vigil. No signs or placards announced the
purpose of their vigil. Their demonstration adopted the format of an international group
called  ‘Women  in  Black’.  The  first  such  demonstrations  were  carried  out  by  Israeli,
Palestinian, and American women in 1988. Since then, such demonstrations have been
carried out around the world, including protests against the war in the former Yugoslavia
and vigils associated with the terrorist attacks in the USA in September 2001 and the
subsequent wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. By staging a vigil  as ‘women in black’ these
women were performing a visual affirmation of their links with women’s groups around the

world and staking a claim to their use of public space.35

The ‘Women in Black’ vigil and the Wednesday demonstrations also have resonances with
the demonstrations of the mothers and grandmothers of the ‘disappeared’ in Argentina. In
April 1977, women in Buenos Aires occupied a central city square to draw attention to their
sons and daughters who had been ‘disappeared’ by the military regime. This developed into
a regular ritual of pacing around the Píramido de Mayo monument in the Plaza de Mayo
square,  carrying  photographs  of  their  ‘disappeared’  children  and  grandchildren
(desaparecidos). It is estimated that the number of disappeared was around 30,000; the
majority were young, between sixteen and thirty-five; around 30 per cent were women and
around  3  per  cent  were  pregnant.  Two  of  the  protesting  mothers  themselves  were
‘disappeared’ after the protests started. After the democratization of Argentina in 1983,
details of the systematic kidnapping, torture, and execution were revealed. Over thirty years

later, the women still carry out their procession every Thursday at 3:00 p.m.36 As with the
Wednesday demonstrations in Seoul, supporters come from around the world to witness
their activism.

The Women’s Active Museum on War and Peace in Tokyo

One of the leaders of the movement in Japan for redress for survivors of militarized sexual
abuse  was  journalist  Matsui  Yayori  (1934–2002),  longtime  editorial  staff  member  of  the
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Asahi newspaper and a champion of the Women’s Tribunal. After Matsui’s death in 2002, her
supporters worked to establish the Women’s Active Museum on War and Peace (WAM),
which opened in 2005. WAM is in the Waseda Hōshien complex in Tokyo, which houses
several  Christian civil  society  organizations.  The Museum and the Asia-Japan Women’s
Resource Centre build on the work of Matsui and the Asian Women’s Association which she

co-founded.37

WAM has mounted a series of temporary exhibitions which have focused on the ‘Women’s
International War Crimes Tribunal’, ‘The Tenth Anniversary of the Tribunal’, ‘Matsui Yayori’s
Life and Work’, ‘The Comfort Women Issue A to Z’, ‘Korean Survivors in Japan’, ‘Testimonies
from Former Soldiers’, ‘The Sexual Service Industry and Sexual Violence in Okinawa’, an
exhibit directed at high school students, and reports on the issue from East Timor, China,

Taiwan,  Indonesia,  and the Philippines.38  Until  mid-2016,  the exhibition was ‘Under the
Glorious Guise of “Asian Liberation”: Indonesia and Sexual Violence under Japanese Military
Occupation’. This partly drew on Comfort Women/Troost Meisjes, a collaboration between
Dutch photographer Jan Banning and anthropologist Hilde Janssen, who travelled around

Indonesia interviewing elderly survivors and photographing them.39 Banning’s photographs

also  featured  in  the  Japanese  photojournalism magazine,  Days  Japan  in  2014.40  From
mid-2016 to mid-2017 the exhibition was ‘Battlefield from Hell: Japanese Comfort Stations in

Burma’.41 From mid-2017, the exhibition focused on ‘The Silence of the Japanese “Comfort

Women”: Sexuality Managed by the State’.42

In each of the different museums in Seoul and Tokyo (and others to be discussed below), the
implied viewer is different. In WAM in Tokyo, a group of activists are encouraging a largely
Japanese audience to reflect on the contested history of their own country in wartime. The
main language of the museum displays is Japanese, but with some English captions. The
history of the Asia-Pacific War has been hotly contested in ‘history wars’ among historians
within Japan, and there is also intense debate between historians in Japan, other parts of

East Asia, North America, and Australia.43

One Thousand Wednesdays

To mark the 1,000th Wednesday demonstration on 14 December 2011 a commemorative
statue was erected on the site of the demonstrations. Kim Seo-kyung and Kim Eun-sung’s
statue depicts a young woman seated on a chair, facing the Embassy, with an empty chair
beside her.  The plaque has  inscriptions  in  Korean,  Japanese,  and English.  The English
inscription reads:

December  14,  2011  marks  the  1000th  Wednesday  demonstration  for  the  solution  of
Japanese military sexual slavery issue after its first rally on January 8, 1992 in front of the
Japanese Embassy. This peace monument stands to commemorate the spirit and the deep
history of the Wednesday demonstration.

Figure 4.2: The Peace Memorial, Seoul, February 2013; photograph by Vera Mackie.

The figure depicted in the bronze statue wears Korean ethnic dress (chima jeogori); her hair
is bobbed, suggesting that she is a young unmarried woman; and her fists are clenched on
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her  lap.  Her  bare  feet  suggest  vulnerability,  or  someone  fleeing  from  danger.  She  stares
steadfastly  ahead,  unsmiling.  A small  bird is  perched on one shoulder.  Behind her,  at
pavement level, is a mosaic, depicting the shadow of an old woman. The statue and its
‘shadow’ suggest the different stages of life of the survivor – the young woman before her
ordeal, and the old woman who refuses to forget. The mosaic also includes a butterfly. The

bird is an icon of peace and of escape, while the butterfly has spiritual connotations.44

The empty seat suggests those who are missing, but also provides a site for performative
participation in the installation – demonstrators or visitors can have their photographs taken
seated beside the statue of the young woman. Statues are often monumental, larger than

life-size, standing on a tall pedestal, looking down on passers-by.45 The Seoul statue is at
street level and is life-sized. Because the figure is seated, she seems approachable. There
is, however, another reason why she is sitting. The fragile elderly women who have been
demonstrating  in  front  of  the  Japanese  Embassy  every  week  for  over  twenty  five  years
generally  sit  there  on  portable  stools  rather  than  standing.

The statue does more than commemorate the suffering of the thousands and thousands of
women  who  suffered  from  militarized  sexual  violence.  It  also  commemorates  the
determination of those demonstrators and supporters who keep the issue alive. Placed at
the very site where these demonstrations have now occurred for over twenty five years, the
statue is a form of petition to the Japanese government and its diplomatic representatives.
At times other than Wednesday lunchtimes, it is an avatar for the elderly demonstrators.

At one of the demontrations in February 2013, it had been snowing in the few days before
the Wednesday demonstration and there was still some snow on the ground. Supporters had
dressed the statue in a warm winter  coat,  woollen hat with ear muffs,  a scarf,  a  long red,
embroidered winter skirt, and socks. On the seat next to the statue were cute stuffed toys;
behind her was a row of colourful potted plants. By dressing the statue in protection against
the  cold,  the  supporters  symbolically  expressed  their  concern  for  the  halmoni
(‘grandmothers’) who have survived and their care for the spirits of the countless women
who did not survive.

By the time the demonstration started on this day, two busloads of police were in the street,
the number of police roughly matching the number of demonstrators. The demonstrators
were a mixture of young and old, male and female. Journalists, photographers, and media
representatives joined the crowd. Behind the site of the Wednesday demonstration, there
was  a  series  of  panels,  commenting  on  other  contentious  issues  such  as  the
Dokdo/Takeshima islands which are under dispute between Japan and South Korea. The
statue has been replicated in the War and Women’s Human Rights Museum.

The War and Women’s Human Rights Museum in Seoul

The War and Women’s Human Rights Museum was opened in May 2012, designed by Wise
Architecture, and founded and maintained by the Korean Council for Women Drafted into

Military Sexual Slavery.46 It is hidden away in a cul-de-sac in a residential neighborhood west
of the city centre, surrounded by houses, schools, churches, and shops. Its location is much
more accessible than the House of Sharing in the outer suburbs of Seoul. The War and
Women’s Human Rights Museum is in a house which has been renovated and extended, and
is therefore in proportion to the surrounding streetscape. The building is clad in charcoal-
coloured bricks. Signs in Korean and English, decorated with a butterfly logo, indicate that
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this is The War and Women’s Human Rights Museum.47

Figure 4.3: The War and Women’s Human Rights Museum, February 2013; photograph by Vera Mackie.

Visitors enter from a small door at street level. After purchasing tickets and picking up an
audio guide, the tour starts downstairs. A small dark room recreates the feeling of the
prison-like conditions the women were subjected to in the wartime brothels. Testimonies are
replayed and visuals are projected onto the walls of the room. Visitors then walk upstairs.
The walls of the staircase are lined with photographs and messages from the survivors.
There is a balcony with an outside wall made of the same charcoal bricks as the external
walls of the museum. The names and photographs of women who have passed away are
affixed to the bricks. The spaces in the lattice make it possible to place a candle or a flower.
The open lattice of the brickwork allows visitors to look out at the surrounding residential

area, reconnecting the museum with the city.48

Figure 4.4: The War and Women’s Human Rights Museum Balcony, February 2013; photograph by Vera
Mackie.

In  the  exhibition  space  wall  panels  explain  the  history  of  the  enforced  military
prostitution/military sexual slavery system. Here, there is a replica of the bronze statue that
sits across from the Japanese Embassy in central Seoul. The statue itself is identical to the
one in central Seoul, but without the plaque or the mosaic of the older woman’s shadow.
This statue, too, has an empty seat beside it. It faces a video screen running footage of the
Wednesday demonstrations, a virtual suggestion of the location and context of the original
statue. Rather than a plaque, the museum as a whole provides historical context on the
wartime enforced military prostitution/military sexual slavery system, the campaigns for
redress, and the Wednesday demonstrations.

Figure 4.5: The Peace Monument in the War and Women’s Human Rights Museum, February 2013;
photograph by Vera Mackie.

Because  the  Peace  Monument  is  cast  in  bronze,  it  can  be  reproduced.  The  War  and
Women’s Human Rights Museum sells replicas of various sizes, and various communities

have made plans to install replicas.49

Figure 4.6: Small Replica of the Peace Statue, December 2016; photograph by Vera Mackie.

Glendale, California

Another replica of the peace monument has been installed in Glendale, California.50 The
statue, chair, and platform are identical to the original. Its plaque bears the caption, ‘I was a
sex slave of the Japanese military’, and provides an explanation of the meanings of the
shadow of the old woman, the bird, and the butterfly.
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Peace Monument

In memory of more than 200,000 Asian and Dutch women who were removed from their
homes to Korea, China, Taiwan, Japan, the Philippines, Thailand, Vietnam, Malaysia, East
Timor and Indonesia to be coerced into sexual slavery by the Imperial Armed Forces of
Japan between 1932 and 1945.

And in celebration of ‘Comfort Women Day’ by the City of Glendale on July 30, 2012, and of
passing the House Resolution 121 by the United States Congress on July 30, 2007, urging
the Japanese government to accept historical responsibility for these crimes.

It is our sincere hope that these unconscionable violations of human rights shall never recur.

July 30, 2013

While the plaque of the original Seoul statue has text in Japanese, Korean, and English, the
Glendale plaque is in English only. The original statue commemorates the activism of those
who participate in the Wednesday demonstration, while the Glendale statue commemorates
the ‘more than 200,000 Asian and Dutch women who were removed from their homes to
Korea, China, Taiwan, Japan, the Philippines, Thailand, Vietnam, Malaysia, East Timor and
Indonesia to be coerced into sexual slavery by the Imperial Armed Forces of Japan between
1932 and 1945’. The Dutch women are identified by nationality, while ‘Asian’ seems to refer
to an ethnic category which transcends any one national identification. Nevertheless, this is
an acknowledgement that it  was not only Korean women who were abused under this
system. Indeed, because of the shifting geopolitics in the region after the end of the Second
World  War  and  successive  waves  of  decolonization,  identifying  the  nationality  of  any
individual can be complicated, depending on whether one is referring to colonial regimes

before and after 1945, the period of Japanese occupation, or the postcolonial nation-states.51

The plaque refers  to  the local  situation in  Glendale,  where Asian American and Asian
diasporic communities led the campaign for an acknowledgment of the issue, leading to the
announcement of ‘Comfort Women Day’ by the City of Glendale on 30 July 2012. The plaque
also acknowledges House Resolution 121 of the United States Congress on 30 July 2007,

which called on the Japanese government to apologize and provide compensation.52 There
was a similar campaign in Australia, with a few local councils passing resolutions, but none

at the state or national government level.53 In each of these places, diasporic communities
played an important role.

Figure 4.7: The Peace Memorial, Glendale, May 2014; photograph by Vera Mackie.

The Glendale statue is in a park in front of the local community centre and public library,
facing a busy main road. On a sunny spring day in May 2014, the features of the statue
were  cast  into  relief  by  the  bright  sunlight.  As  in  Seoul,  supporters  had  offered  colourful
potted plants, but there was no need for the affective touches of scarves and warm clothing
seen on the Seoul statue on a cold winter’s day.

In Glendale, the addressee of the statue’s petition is less clear than in Seoul. She is no
longer clearly addressing the Japanese government through her accusatory gaze at the
Japanese Embassy. She is perhaps addressing the local Glendale community, the wider US
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public, or an international Anglophone community.

The Glendale statue has stimulated controversy, with Japanese historical denialists putting
pressure on the local government for the removal of the statue. The US District Court

decided  that  the  statue  could  stay.54A similar  controversy  has  been  seen  in  Strathfield,  in
the Western suburbs of Sydney. Members of the Korean-Australian community were initially
successful  in  convincing  Strathfield  Council  to  approve  a  memorial.  After  pressure  from

conservative denialists from Japan, however, Strathfield decided not to go ahead.55 Currently
a  replica  of  the  Seoul  statue  is  housed  in  a  community  centre  in  a  church  in  Ashfield,  an

inner Western suburb of Sydney.56 In Germany, there was a controversy when the city of
Freiburg planned to erect a statue, a gift from Suwon, their sister city in South Korea. After

pressure  from  Matsuyama,  their  sister  city  in  Japan,  they  decided  not  to  proceed.57

Eventually  the  town  of  Wiesunt  hosted  a  replica,  the  first  one  in  Europe.58  These
controversies demonstrate that it is not only the survivors and their supporters who have
forged transnational links. The conservative denialists also operate across national borders.
Historians  who  write  about  issues  related  to  the  Asia-Pacific  War  in  East  Asia  regularly
receive  unsolicited  denialist  propaganda  in  the  mail  and  on  e-mail.

Other Asian American communities have installed commemorative plaques, often outside
local community centres, and others are planned. The memorial plaque in Eisenhower Park,
Long Island reproduces a well-known photograph of some survivors found at the end of the

Second World War in China.59

Figure 4.8: Memorial plaque in the Veterans Memorial in Eisenhower Park, Long Island, New York, May
2017, photograph by Katharine McGregor, reproduced with permission.

Replicas of the Seoul Peace Monument have been installed in other North American cities.

There is a commemorative plaque in Manila and one memorial in Chiba, outside Tokyo.60 In
August 2017 it was reported that there were dozens of such statues in South Korea, the US,
Canada,  Australia,  and  China.  Five  Seoul  city  buses  carried  similar  statues  in
commemoration of the anniversary of the end of the Second World War in August 2017. The
seated posture of the statue made it easy to install it on a bus seat, sitting in silent vigil
alongside the commuters. August 15 is the date when Japan surrendered to the Allies, but
Korea commemorates this date as the liberation of the country from colonization by the

Japanese.61 In 2012 at an Asian Solidarity Conference in Taipei it was suggested that the day
before this – 14 August – should be named ‘International Memorial Day for Comfort Women’.
This is also the anniversary of Kim Hak Sun’s press conference in 1991 which had been one

impetus for the movement for redress.62 Since 2012, civil society organisations have marked
the day.

The Geopolitics of Commemoration

Another iteration of the Peace Memorial in Seoul is in a park some remove from the city
centre. In this version, the statue of a young woman in Korean ethnic dress is joined by the
statue of a young woman in Chinese ethnic dress, sculpted by a Chinese artist, Pan Yiqun,

and supported by a  Chinese American film-maker,  Leo Shi  Young.63  There  is  another  chair



| 12

set aside for future visitors and the potential for future statues to be added. This perhaps
suggests  that  the  original  statue  was  being  read  as  referring  specifically  to  the  Korean
women, rather than a more universal figure of a young woman. This instability is apparent in
the different descriptions attached to the statues in different locations, as noted above.

The  juxtaposition  of  the  Chinese  and  Korean  statues  can  perhaps  be  read  as  a
demonstration of transnational solidarity at the level of civil society, staged at a strategic
moment  just  before  Prime  Minister  Abe  Shinzō’s  official  visit  with  South  Korean  President
Park Geun-hye in October 2015. It could also be argued, however, that the two statues were

‘re-nationalised’ as Korean and Chinese, united in opposition to Japan.64 While civil society
forged links between Korean and Chinese activists and artists, there was a different dynamic
at the official level.

In  December 2015,  two months after  Abe’s  meeting with Park,  the South Korean and
Japanese governments issued a joint communiqué. The Japanese Foreign Minister, Kishida
Fumio,  stated  that  the  Prime Minister,  Abe  Shinzō,  ‘expresses  anew his  most  sincere
apologies  and  remorse  to  all  the  women  who  underwent  immeasurable  and  painful
experiences and suffered incurable physical and psychological wounds as comfort women’.
Kishida stated that the Japanese government would provide the South Korean government
with funds for the establishment of a fund for the care of the survivors and that ‘this issue is
resolved finally and irreversibly’. The statement was met with hostility by the South Korean
survivors, who felt they should have been consulted before any government-to-government
agreement was reached, a basic principle of restorative justice. Then South Korean Foreign
Minister, Yun Byung Se, confirmed that the issue was ‘resolved finally and irreversibly’ and
that the Republic of Korea and Japan would ‘refrain from accusing or criticizing each other
regarding this issue in the international community’. The statue was not mentioned in the
Japanese  statement  at  this  stage,  but  the  South  Korean  statement  included  an
acknowledgment that ‘the Government of Japan is concerned about the statue built in front
of the Embassy of Japan in Seoul’ and that the South Korean government would ‘strive to
solve this issue in an agreeable manner through taking measures such as consulting with

related organizations about possible ways of addressing this issue’.65 The agreement also
returned the issue to a bilateral one between Japan and South Korea. Survivors from other
countries demanded similar recognition. It was clear, however, that the Japan-ROK joint
communiqué was a matter of geopolitics, an attempt to forge a closer alliance between the

governments of the US, Japan, and South Korea against China.66

In December 2016 a community group in the Southern port city of Busan placed a statue in
front of the local Japanese Consulate, hoping to make it a permanent installation. It was one
year on from the unpopular bilateral agreement between the ROK and Japan. Prime Minister
Abe called for the statue’s removal and recalled the Ambassador from Seoul and the Consul

from Busan.67

In December 2016, Park Geun-hye – who had engineered the agreement with Abe Shinzō
–was impeached on corruption charges, and in March 2017 the Constitutional Court voted
unanimously to remove her from the Presidency. A new President, Moon Jae-in, took office
on 10 May 2017. Moon has brought the 2015 Japan-ROK agreement into question. He has
stated that he will  institute a national day of commemoration, establish an institute to
research the issue and build a museum, activities to be spearheaded by the Ministry of

Gender and Equality.68 The statues continue to be attributed geopolitical significance in the
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region.

Commemoration in China

In Shanghai, two professors at Shanghai Normal University, Su Zhiliang and Chen Lifei,
maintain the Chinese ‘Comfort Women’ Research Centre. In Shanghai there is an extant
building which once housed a so-called ‘comfort station’. It is currently a residential building

but many, like Su Zhiliang and Chen Lifei, would like to see it transformed into a memorial.69

In December 2015, a memorial to the so-called ‘comfort women’ opened in Nanjing.70 The
building has been identified as the site of a former military ‘brothel’. In front of the museum
is a statue which recreates in three-dimensional form the scene of the abovementioned

well-known photograph of the survivors at the end of the Asia-Pacific War.71

Figure 4.9: Nanjing Liji Lane Former Comfort Station Exhibition Hall, June 2017, photograph by Antonia
Finnane, reproduced with permission.

An exterior wall is covered with huge black and white photographs of some of the elderly
survivors.  Inside  there  are  wall  panels  explaining  the  history  of  the  system,  historical
photographs, and more recent photographs of the survivors. Explanations are in Chinese
and English.

The name of the memorial is the Nanjing Liji Lane Former Comfort Station Exhibition Hall.
Memorials and museums in other countries avoid using terms like ‘comfort  women’ or
‘comfort station’ in their names, preferring to refer to ‘Women in War and Peace’, ‘War and
Women’s Human Rights’ or, as we shall see below, ‘Grandmothers’. China’s Xinhua news
agency, in its English-language reports on the issue, unapologetically uses the term ‘comfort

women’.72

The location of the memorial in Nanjing takes on further resonance as this city was the site
of the Nanjing Massacre in 1937 (also known as the ‘Rape of Nanjing’). Nanjing houses a
massive memorial to the Massacre and various other historical sites. Statues at the Nanjing
Massacre Memorial commemorate the victims of massacre, torture, and sexual violence.
There is also a statue of controversial Chinese-American author Iris Chang (1968–2004), who

campaigned to keep the history of the Nanjing Massacre in the public eye.73

Figure 4.10: Statue of Iris Chang, Nanjing, August 2015; photograph by Vera Mackie.

On the Xinhuanet news agency website, the article about the opening of the Nanjing Liji
Lane memorial is grouped with a series of articles commemorating the 70th anniversary of
the end of hostilities in 1945. In the US, Europe, and Anglophone countries, it is usual to
refer to the ‘Second World War’ (from 1939 to 1945). Historians working on East Asia,
however,  often  refer  to  the  ‘Asia-Pacific  War’,  recognizing  that  all-out  war  between  Japan
and China commenced in 1937. Historians in Japan often refer to the ‘Fifteen Years War’,
counting fifteen years from the Manchurian Incident of 1931 to the end of the war in 1945.
In China, much of 2015 was taken up with commemoration of what they call ‘The 70th
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Anniversary of Victory of Chinese People’s Resistance against Japanese Agression and World

Anti-Fascist War’.74 A special section of the Xinhuanet website is devoted to what they call

the ‘comfort women album’.75 In 2015, the Chinese media was full of stories about the war:
dramatizations  of  important  events,  documentaries,  and  news  stories  about  elderly
survivors.  The  commemorations  culminated  in  a  huge  military  parade  in  Beijing  on  3
September  2015.  These  commemorations  are  inseparable  from  ongoing  geopolitical
tensions between Japan and its neighbouring countries in East Asia.

The Grandmothers’ Museum in Taipei

In December 2016 a new museum was opened in Taipei, under the auspices of the Taipei
Women’s Rescue Foundation. This organization provides support for the survivors and has

been planning the museum for the last decade.76 A commemorative plaque was unveiled on
the site on International Women’s Day 2016 and the museum opened on 10 December 2016
(Human Rights  Day,  the  anniversary  of  the  Universal  Declaration  of  Human Rights  in

1948).77  It is called the ‘Ama Museum’ or ‘Grandmothers’ Museum’. In Taiwan, too, the
survivors are referred to respectfully as ‘grandmothers’.

Figure 4.11: The Ama Museum, Taipei, December 2016; photograph by Vera Mackie.

The Ama Museum is  in  a  bustling shopping street  called Dihua Street  in  a  renovated
building. The buildings in this area generally date to the mid-nineteenth century or the
Japanese colonial period (1895–1945). The ground floor is a trendy café which is open to the
public.  On  entering  the  museum,  one  walks  along  a  corridor  which  has  a  gallery  of
photographs of the ‘grandmothers’ at different stages of their lives.

Figure 4.12: Gallery of Portraits of Ama, December 2016; photograph by Vera Mackie.

The  Museum  has  a  combination  of  historical  documentation,  profiles  of  survivors,  artistic
responses, and interactive installations. As one moves from the gallery of portraits to the
museum proper, a series of questions invite reflection on the part of the museum visitor.

World War II ended more than 70 years ago. Why do you think we need to pay attention to
the ‘comfort women’ issue?

If you were a loyal soldier and discovered your country had established a system of sexual
slavery for the national military, what action would you take?

After the war, ‘comfort women’ survivors returned to Taiwan and found themselves the
targets of discrimination and prejudice. If you were their family member, what would be
your attitude toward this mistreatment?

The ‘comfort women’ system during World War II left the victims with both physical and
mental scars. What do you think the Japanese government should do to face up to the
historical mistake they made?

Issues regarding ‘comfort women’ often become reduced to the question of whether a
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person is  ‘anti-Japanese’  or  ‘pro-Japanese’.  Do you believe that  protesting against  the
Japanese  government  regarding  the  ‘comfort  women’  system  makes  a  person  anti-
Japanese?

While these questions are presented in Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and English, captions in
other parts of the museum are generally in Chinese and English. As of December 2016,
brochures  were  available  in  Chinese,  Japanese,  and  English.  Japanese-language  texts
address the perpetrator nation; Chinese texts address Taiwanese and Chinese audiences;
while English texts address an international audience.

Figure 4.13: Questions addressed to museum visitors, Ama Museum, December 2016; photograph by
Vera Mackie.

Inside the museum, historical background is provided in informative historical panels, video
testimonials, and artefacts of the movement for redress, such as a poster for the Women’s
International War Crimes Tribunal on Japan’s Military Sexual Slavery, where some Taiwanese
survivors  testified.  Each  of  three  panels  celebrates  the  life  of  one  of  the  survivors  and
several exhibits celebrate the therapeutic arts projects which were deployed as a way to
heal the survivors’ psyches (as was also the case in South Korea). Memory baskets hold
meaningful objects from each individual’s life. In front of each panel is a life story book of
her  life.  In  other  interactive installations,  visitors  are invited to write postcards to the
survivors or to the Japanese government.

Figure 4.14: Postcards from the Ama Museum, December 2016; photograph by Vera Mackie.

In addition to the informative sections, there are several artistic interventions. A major motif
of the museum is the reed, signifying resilience. The ‘Song of the Reed’ commemorates the

resilience of the survivors.78 A corridor leading from one gallery to another is called the
‘Song  of  the  Reed  Walk’,  described  as  ‘a  memorial  corridor  dedicated  to  survivors’.
Transparent cylinders and metal cylinders, evoking the shape of the reed, are suspended
from  the  ceiling.  Fifty-nine  of  the  metal  cylinders  take  the  form  of  little  flashlights.  Each
projects the name of a survivor on to the floor, or on to the visitor’s hand if placed under the
lamp. In another part of  the museum, survivors’  names are carved into a black metal
screen. The museum invites contemplation through its provocative question panels, active
participation through its interactive displays, and emotional engagement through the artistic
displays and installations.

The issue of militarized sexual violence emerged as an international feminist issue in the
1970s although there had been widespread knowledge of various forms of militarized sexual
abuse well before then. By the 1990s, when the movement for redress had become a global
one, demonstrators had transformed themselves from figures of suffering to political actors.
They claimed public space in order to petition for their cause. In the 1990s, Cynthia Enloe
reflected on the absences from most war museums of any reflection on sexual behaviour in

wartime.79  While  this  is  still  to  some  extent  true  in  mainstream  war  museums  and
memorials, recent decades have seen museums and memorials dedicated to the issue of
wartime  sexual  violence.  These  museums  do  not  simply  document  suffering.  They  also
document the citizenship and activism of the ‘grandmothers’ who have fought for justice. A
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feature  of  these  recent  museums  and  memorials  is  that  they  also  engage  in  an  affective
politics, mobilizing the emotions of the viewer in order to stimulate further activism.

***

This  is  an  edited  and  abridged  extract  of  Sharon  Crozier-De  Rosa  and  Vera
Mackie,  Remembering  Women’s  Activism  (Oxford:  Routledge,  2019),  pp.  161–199;
reproduced  with  permission  from  Routledge.  Also  available  here.
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