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Abstract

This article sheds light on how active engagement of societal 
actors have added new dynamism to “comfort women” 
activism, which has brought de-territorialization of the issue 
with the spread of the “comfort women” statues beyond 
Korea, and transformed the issue from national tragedy 
WR�D�XQLYHUVDO�KXPDQ�ULJKWV�LVVXH��7KRXJK�ȉYLFWLPKRRG�
nationalism” is still strong in Korean society today, which 
prevents Korean people to come to terms with its dark history 
of victimizing the others, there has been an emerging trend 
toward transcending simple victimhood narratives related to 
WKH�ȉFRPIRUW�ZRPHQ�Ȋ�,Q�PXWXDO�YLVLWV�RI�WKH�YLFWLPV�EHWZHHQ�
Korea and Vietnam commemorating  seventy years of 
.RUHDȆV�OLEHUDWLRQ�DQGࡼ�IW\�\HDUV�RI�.RUHDȆV�VHQGLQJ�VROGLHUV�
to Vietnam, we can see that memories of victimhood do not 
QHFHVVDULO\�OHDG�WR�D�SHUSHWXDO�F\FOH�RI�KDWH�DQG�DQJHU��6LQFH�
������-DSDQ�.RUHD�ELODWHUDO�UHODWLRQV�KDYH�GHWHULRUDWHG�WR�WKH�
SRLQW�FDOOHG�ȉWKH�ZRUVW�LQ�WKH�SRVW�ZDU�SHULRG�Ȋ�6WLOO�ZH�FDQ�
�QG�PDQ\�JUDVVURRWV�HಀRUWV�WR�PDLQWDLQ�SHRSOH�WR�SHRSOHȆVࡼ
ties between the two countries, especially revived feminist 
networks pushed by the rise of the #MeToo movement amidst 
KHLJKWHQHG�GLSORPDWLF�WHQVLRQ�LQ�WKH�VXPPHU�RI�������ZKLFK�
FRXOG�SDYH�WKH�ZD\�IRU�VRFLHWDO�UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ�
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“comfort women,” gender, victimhood



S/N Korean Humanities, Volume 6 Issue 2     /     Feature Articles 38

1. Asian Paradox Situations

East Asian countries are now facing a situation often 
called the “Asian paradox,” in which deepening economic 
interdependence FRH[LVWV�ZLWK historical and territorial 
FRQࡽLFWV�DQG�PXWXDO�VXVSLFLRQ��8QWLO�UHFHQWO\��WKHUH�KDG�EHHQ�
an optimistic view that deepening ties of trade, tourism, and 
cultural exchanges between the two countries in the last 
decade would lead to improvement in diplomatic relations 
EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�FRXQWULHV��$PRQJ�-DSDQHVH�WHHQDJHUV��WKHUH�
has been “love all things Korean” boom, evidenced by the fact 
that the Japanese hashtag #IWantToBeKorean has recorded 
over 7,000 hits on Instagram, while #KoreaLoversUnite has 
UDFNHG�XS�RYHU���������KLWV��'HEXWHG�LQ�-DSDQ�LQ�-XQH�������
TWICE, a nine-member Korean girl group immediately 
gained popularity among Japanese teenagers, and attended 
Japan’s popular year-end music festival, NHK’s Kohaku Uta 
Gassen��3UHYLRXVO\�-DSDQ�KDG�DQRWKHU�ȉ.RUHDQ�%RRP�Ȋ�FDOOHG�
.DQU\Ĭ�LQ�WKH�����V��7KH�6RXWK�.RUHDQ�JRYHUQPHQW�EDQQHG�
the importation of Japanese popular culture to South Korea 
EHWZHHQ������DQG�������:KHQ�WKLV�EDQ�ZDV�OLIWHG�LQ�������
UDWKHU�WKDQ�D�RQH�ZD\ࡽ�RZ�RI�-DSDQHVH�SRSXODU�FXOWXUH�
LQXQGDWLQJ�6RXWK�.RUHD��.RUHDQ�SRSXODU�FXOWXUH�DOVRࡽ�RZHG�
LQWR�-DSDQ��7KH�.RUHDQ�:DYH�FDOOHG�.DQU\Ĭ�created interest 
DPRQJ�-DSDQHVH�LQ�OHDUQLQJ�DERXW�.RUHDQ�FXOWXUH��%\�WKH�
HQG�RI�������-DSDQ�EHFDPH�WKH�ELJJHVW�LPSRUWHU�RI�.RUHDQ�
�OPV�DQG�GUDPDV�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG��DFFRXQWLQJ�IRU�DQ�HVWLPDWHGࡼ
����RI�DOO�.RUHDQࡼ�OP�H[SRUWV��&UHLJKWRQ��������:LWQHVVLQJ�
the unprecedented rise of cultural interaction, some people 
optimistically argued that the Korean Wave would bring more 
mutual understanding between Japanese and Korean people, 
DQG�LPSURYH�-DSDQ�.RUHD�UHODWLRQV��1HYHUWKHOHVV��ZKHQ�LW�
comes to wartime history, the picture of the two countries 
KDV�EHHQ�FRPSOHWHO\�GLಀHUHQW��'LSORPDWLF�UHODWLRQV�EHWZHHQ�
Japan and South Korea have been increasingly tense over the 
issue of “comfort women,” young females of various ethnic 
and national backgrounds, with the majority being Korean, 
ZKR�ZHUH�IRUFHG�WR�RಀHU�VH[XDO�VHUYLFHV�WR�WKH�-DSDQHVH�
PLOLWDU\�EHIRUH�DQG�GXULQJ�::,,���
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For a long time, the “comfort women” issue has been a 
primarily historians’ concern, yet recently more and more 
political scientists have argued about the problem, realizing 
that the issue has been a serious impediment to security 
FRRSHUDWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�FRXQWULHV��:KLOH�VKDULQJ�WKHVH�
IR scholars’ concerns for Korea-Japan rapprochement, this 
paper questions their assumption that the “comfort women” 
LVVXH�FRXOG�EH�ȉVROYHGȊ�E\�JRYHUQPHQWDO�LQLWLDWLYHV��7RGD\��WKH�
“comfort women” issue is no longer purely a bilateral issue 
RI�-DSDQ�DV�SHUSHWUDWRU�DQG�6RXWK�.RUHD�DV�YLFWLP��5DWKHU��
it has increasingly been recognized as a universal human 
ULJKWV�LVVXH��0LN\RXQJ�.LP��������,Q�WKLV�VHQVH��DV�WKLV�SDSHU�
ODWHU�GLVFXVVHV��WKH������-DSDQ�.RUHD�ȉFRPIRUW�ZRPHQȊ�GHDO�
between Japanese Prime Minister Abe Shinzo and South 
Korean President Park Geun-hye, which aimed at providing 
D�ȉࡼQDO�DQG�LUUHYHUVLEOHȊ�VROXWLRQ�WR�WKH�ȉFRPIRUW�ZRPHQȊ�
issue, was doomed to failure in its wrong assumption that the 
SUREOHPV�FRXOG�EH�ȉVROYHGȊ��E\�WRS�GRZQ�LQLWLDWLYHV��

Mostly, political scientists provide a gloomy vision for 
future reconciliation between the two countries, as they 
pay too much, sometimes only attention to governmental 
LQLWLDWLYHV��HVSHFLDOO\�RࡺFLDO�DSRORJ\��-HQQLIHU�/LQG�DUJXHV�
that a state’s policy of apologizing for past misdeeds does 
not always promote its relationship with former enemies, 
emphasizing that Japanese leaders have in fact acknowledged 
responsibility for its past wrongdoings through a series of 
RࡺFLDO�DSRORJLHV��\HW�IDLOHG�WR�LPSURYH�LWV�GLSORPDWLF�UHODWLRQV�
ZLWK�WKH�IRUPHU�YLFWLP�FRXQWULHV��/LQG��������������7KRPDV�
8��%HUJHU�WULHV�WR�UHYHDO�XQGHU�ZKDW�FRQGLWLRQV�V\PEROLF�
acts of reconciliation could succeed through examining how 
governments in post-WWII Austria, Germany, and Japan have 
dealt with its wartime wrongdoings, and concludes that under 
certain conditions states’ reconciliation policy may have 
greater costs than is commonly realized, and it cannot be 
simply said that it is always right and just to apologize (Berger 
�������

Here is the reason that this paper focuses on reconciliation 
LQLWLDWLYHV�DW�VRFLHWDO�OHYHO��6XFFHVVIXO�UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ�VKRXOG�EH�
D�PXOWL�OD\HUHG�SURFHVV�WKDW�LQYROYHV�YDULRXV�DFWRUVȂQRW�RQO\�
JRYHUQPHQWV�DQG�KLJK�RࡺFLDOV��EXW�YDULRXV�FLYLO�VRFLHW\�DFWRUV�
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SOD\LQJ�D�FDWDO\VW�UROH�IRU�RࡺFLDO�LQLWLDWLYHV��(VSHFLDOO\��WKLV�
paper sheds light on new developments of “comfort women” 
activism, which has brought de-territorialization of the issue 
with the spread of the “comfort women” statues beyond 
Korea, and then examines what kind of understanding and 
HಀRUWV�ZH�VKRXOG�GHYHORS�WRZDUG�KLVWRULFDO�UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ�
EHWZHHQ�WKH�FLWL]HQV�LQ�ERWK�FRXQWULHV���

2. The “Comfort women” Issue as a 
Human Rights Issue

Though the existence of the “comfort women” has long 
EHHQ�NQRZQ��LW�ZDV�RQO\�LQ�WKH�����V�WKDW�WKH�ȉFRPIRUW�
women” issue was recognized as a serious war crime 
requiring Japanese governmental acknowledgement of 
-DSDQȆV�UHVSRQVLELOLW\��)URP������WR�������WKH�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�
Military Tribunal for the Far East, commonly known as the 
Tokyo tribunal, did not punish any Japanese leaders for the 
VH[XDO�YLROHQFH�FRPPLWWHG�E\�-DSDQHVH�PLOLWDU\�SHUVRQQHO��
Neither the Japanese nor the Korean governments raised the 
LVVXH�RI�ȉFRPIRUW�ZRPHQȊ�GXULQJ�IRXUWHHQ�\HDUV������ȁ������
RI�QHJRWLDWLRQV�WR�FRQFOXGH�WKHLU�QRUPDOL]DWLRQ�WUHDW\��

,Q�WKH�����V��SXVKHG�E\�WKH�FKDQJLQJ�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�WUHQGV�
of the post-Cold War period, democratization in South Korea 
gained momentum, which empowered civil society and 
SURYRNHG�UHQHZHG�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�-DSDQȆV�ZDUWLPH�DWURFLWLHV��,Q�
$XJXVW�������.LP�+DNVĐQ�EHFDPH�WKHࡼ�UVW�IRUPHU�FRPIRUW�
ZRPDQ�WR�WHVWLI\�LQ�SXEOLF�DERXW�KHU�VXಀHULQJ�GXULQJ�::,,��
,Q�'HFHPEHU�������VXSSRUWHG�E\�6RXWK�.RUHDQ�DQG�-DSDQHVH�
IHPLQLVWV��WKHࡼ�UVW�VXLW�E\�WKUHH�.RUHDQ�IRUPHU�ȉFRPIRUW�
ZRPHQȊ�ZDVࡼ�OHG�DJDLQVW�WKH�-DSDQHVH�JRYHUQPHQW��,Q�
������WKH�-DSDQHVH�JRYHUQPHQW�FRQGXFWHG�D�KHDULQJ�RI�
WHVWLPRQLHV�JLYHQ�E\ࡼ�IWHHQ�.RUHDQ�IRUPHU�ȉFRPIRUW�ZRPHQȊ�
in Seoul, which ultimately led to a historical statement by 
WKHQ�&KLHI�&DELQHW�6HFUHWDU\�<RKHL�.RQR��,Q�WKLV�VWDWHPHQW�
Kono acknowledged the Japanese military’s involvement 
in setting up wartime brothels before and during WWII,  
DQG�DSRORJL]HG�WR�WKH�IRUPHU�ȉFRPIRUW�ZRPHQ�Ȋ�,Q�������D�
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Japanese government, led by Socialist Prime Minister Tomiichi 
Murayama, expressed its “deep remorse” over colonialism 
DQG�DJJUHVVLRQ�DQG�VSHFLࡼFDOO\�DSRORJL]HG�WR�WKH�ȉFRPIRUW�
ZRPHQ�Ȋ�,W�VHW�XS�WKH�$VLDQ�:RPHQȆV�)XQG��ZLWK�SXEOLF�
GRQDWLRQV�DQG�VWDWH�IXQGV��WR�RಀHU�PRQHWDU\�FRPSHQVDWLRQ�
and welfare support to the surviving victims from South 
.RUHD��7DLZDQ��3KLOLSSLQHV��,QGRQHVLD�DQG�WKH�1HWKHUODQGV�� 

+RZHYHU��WKH�LVVXHࡽ�DPHG�XS�DJDLQ�LQ�'HFHPEHU�������
when a statue symbolizing “comfort women” was erected by 
the Korean Council for Women Drafted for Military Sexual 
6ODYHU\�QHDU�WKH�-DSDQHVH�(PEDVV\�LQ�6HRXO��2Q�'HFHPEHU�
����������$EH�DQG�3DUN�DJUHHG�WR�UHVROYH�WKH�WKRUQ\�GHFDGHV�
ROG�ȉFRPIRUW�ZRPHQȊ�LVVXH�ȉࡼQDOO\�DQG�LUUHYHUVLEO\�Ȋ�7KH�
DJUHHPHQW�FRPPLWV�-DSDQ�WR�SURYLGH�g��ELOOLRQ�WR�D�6RXWK�
Korean fund to compensate the victims and their families, 
while it urged Korea to acknowledge Japan’s concerns about 
the “comfort women” statue in Seoul, and to strive to solve 
WKH�LVVXH�LQ�DQ�ȉDSSURSULDWH�PDQQHU�Ȋ

As expected, the two governments’ deal on “comfort 
women” statue immediately sparked anger among the 
“comfort women” supporters, who insisted that the Korean 
government has no authority to remove a privately erected 
statue, and pledged to continue to erect new “comfort 
ZRPHQȊ�VWDWXHV�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�FRXQWU\��,Q�'HFHPEHU�������
one civic group placed a bronze statue of a girl in front of 
WKH�-DSDQHVH�FRQVXODWH�LQ�WKH�VRXWKHUQ�SRUW�FLW\�RI�%XVDQ��
Criticizing the installation of the statue as the violation of the 
�����DJUHHPHQW�WR�UHVROYH�WKH�ȉFRPIRUW�ZRPHQȊ�LVVXH�ȉࡼQDOO\�
and irreversibly,” the ambassador, Yasumasa Nagamine came 
EDFN�WR�-DSDQ�DV�DQ�H[SUHVVLRQ�RI�SURWHVW��

,QDXJXUDWHG�LQ�0D\�������WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�RI�3UHVLGHQW�
Moon Jae-in, launched the task force to review the negotiation 
process that led to the deal on the “comfort women” issue 
ZLWK�WKH�-DSDQHVH�JRYHUQPHQW��,Q�'HFHPEHU�������WKH�WDVN�
IRUFHࡼ�QDOO\�LVVXHG�WKH�UHSRUW�FULWLFDOO\�DQDO\]LQJ�WKH�3DUN�
government’s failure to gather adequately the opinions of 
WKH�IRUPHU�ȉFRPIRUW�ZRPHQȊ�EHIRUH�UHDFKLQJ�WKH�DJUHHPHQW��
The report also details a previously undisclosed request by 
the Japanese government that the South Korean government 
should persuade victims’ support groups, which were likely 

1 The  o f f i c ia l  webs i te  o f  the 
Asian Women’s Fund explains its 
purpose, history and activities 
comprehensively. See, http://www.
awf.or.jp.
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WR�RSSRVH�WKH�GHDO��WR�DFFHSW�LW��2�7ȆDH�J\X��+HDG�RI�WKH�WDVN�
force, insisted that, “A victim-oriented approach, which has 
been accepted as a norm of the international community for 
KXPDQ�ULJKWV�RI�ZDUWLPH�ZRPHQ��KDV�QRW�EHHQ�IXOO\�UHࡽHFWHG�
LQ�WKH�GHDO�Ȋ�,PPHGLDWHO\��WKH�-DSDQHVH�)RUHLJQ�0LQLVWHU�
Taro Kono issued the statement that he saw no problem with 
the process leading to the agreement and called on Seoul 
WR�VWHDGLO\�LPSOHPHQW�LW��$OVR��WKH�-DSDQHVH�JRYHUQPHQW�
UHTXLUHG�6RXWK�.RUHD�WR�PDNH�DQ�HಀRUW�WRZDUG�UHPRYLQJ�WKH�
statues outside its consulate in Busan as well as the Japanese 
Embassy in Seoul, claiming that they violate the Vienna 
Convention on Diplomatic Relations, which requires a host 
state to prevent any disturbance of the peace of a diplomatic 
PLVVLRQ�RU�LPSDLUPHQW�RI�LWV�GLJQLW\�

,Q�-XO\�������6RXWK�.RUHDȆV�QHZ�0LQLVWHU�RI�*HQGHU�
Equality and Family, Chung Hyun-back, announced a plan to 
construct a new museum in Seoul to commemorate former 
Korean women forced into Japanese wartime brothels, which 
would remind people of the “human rights violations caused 
by war,” insisting that the so-called “comfort women” issue 
is “no longer an issue between South Korea and Japan but 
DQ�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�RQH�Ȋ�:KLOH�WKH�-DSDQHVH�JRYHUQPHQW�VWLOO�
regards the “comfort women” issue primarily as a bilateral 
diplomatic issue between Japan and South Korea, the issue 
has increasingly been recognized as a universal human rights 
issue, and has already developed well beyond the control of 
WKH�WZR�JRYHUQPHQWV�

 “Comfort women” statues have continuously been 
erected by local activists not only in South Korea but abroad 
VLQFH�WKHࡼ�UVW�LQVWDOODWLRQ�LQ�6HRXO�LQ�������,Q�������D�ORFDO�
city council in Glendale California erected a replica of the 
6HRXO�VWDWXH�LQ�D�ORFDO�SXEOLF�SDUN��6XEVHTXHQWO\��RWKHU�
cities across the United States installed memorial statues, 
LQFOXGLQJ�3DOLVDGHV�3DUN�DQG�8QLRQ�&LW\��1HZ�-HUVH\��
6RXWKࡼHOG��0LFKLJDQ��DQG�)DLUID[�&RXQW\��9LUJLQLD��,Q�
1RYHPEHU�������6DQ�)UDQFLVFR�0D\RU�(GZLQ�/HH�VLJQHG�D�
document formalizing the city’s acceptance of a statue that 
symbolizes Korean “comfort women,” set up by a local private 
RUJDQL]DWLRQ��DQG�EHFDPH�WKHࡼ�UVW�PDMRU�8�6��FLW\�WR�LQVWDOO�
D�ȉFRPIRUW�ZRPHQȊ�PHPRULDO��7KHUH�DUH�ȉFRPIRUW�ZRPHQȊ�
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VWDWXHV�LQ�&DQDGD��$XVWUDOLD��DQG�&KLQD��WRR��,Q�0D\�������
civic groups from eight countries, including South Korea and 
&KLQD��PDGH�DQ�RࡺFLDO�UHTXHVW�IRU�WKH�81(6&2�OLVWLQJ�RI�
GRFXPHQWV�RQ�ZDUWLPH�ȉFRPIRUW�ZRPHQ�Ȋ�WKRXJK�LQ�2FWREHU�
�����81(6&2�GHFLGHG�WR�SRVWSRQH�LWV�UHYLHZ�EHFDXVH�RI�LWV�
SROLWLFDOO\�VHQVLWLYH�FKDUDFWHU��,Q�'HFHPEHU�������D�PXVHXP�
dedicated to the Taiwanese victims of sexual violence opened 
LQ�7DLSHL��,Q�0DUFK�������WKHࡼ�UVW�ȉFRPIRUW�ZRPHQȊ�VWDWXH�LQ�
Europe was erected in Germany’s southeastern municipality 
RI�:LHVHQW��,Q�'HFHPEHU�������D�VWDWXH�V\PEROL]LQJ�WKH�
ȉFRPIRUW�ZRPHQȊ�VWDWXH�ZDV�LQVWDOOHG�LQ�0DQLOD��WKHࡼ�UVW�
such statue in the Philippines, with the inscription that, “This 
monument is a reminder of the Filipino women who were 
victims of abuses during the occupation of the Japanese forces 
IURP�����ȁ�����Ȋ

6FKRODUV�KDYH�GLಀHUHG�RQ�ZKHWKHU�HUHFWLQJ�WKH�ȉFRPIRUW�
ZRPHQȊ�VWDWXHV�FRXOG�SURPRWH�UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ�RU�QRW��
5HJDUGLQJ�WKH������DJUHHPHQW�RQ�WKH�ȉFRPIRUW�ZRPHQȊ�DV�D�
product of political wisdom of Abe and Park, security experts 
have regarded the statues as one of the major potential 
VRXUFHV�RI�IXWXUH�FRQࡽLFW��6FRWW�$��6Q\GHU�UHIHUUHG�WR�WKH�
“comfort women” statue as one of the “immediate challenges” 
WR�.RUHD�-DSDQ�UDSSURFKHPHQW��6Q\GHU���������/RRNLQJ�
back to the agreement two years later, Brad Glosserman 
HPSKDVL]HG�WKDW�WKH������GHDO�ZDV�ȉWKH�KLJK�SRLQW�RI�
bilateral reconciliation,” which “signaled the readiness of 
leaders in both countries to make real their oft-stated desire 
to build a more positive relationship, and the agreement, if 
LPSOHPHQWHG��ZLOO�EH�D�FRUQHUVWRQH�IRU�JHQXLQH�SDUWQHUVKLS�Ȋ�
Then, Glosserman expressed his regret over the “comfort 
women” statue outside the Japanese embassy in Seoul which 
ZDV�QRW�UHPRYHG�DFFRUGLQJO\��*ORVVHUPDQ��������

In contrast to these security experts who are primarily 
concerned about reconciliation at the governmental level and 
regard negatively the “comfort women” statues as a potential 
source of disturbance, scholars who take more sociological 
approaches have regarded the “comfort women” statues as a 
FDWDO\VW�WR�EULQJ�D�GHHS�DQG�EURDGHU�UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ��)RFXVLQJ�
not only on the activists who have erected the “comfort 
women” statues but active interaction and participation from 
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the viewers of the statues, Vicki Sung-yeon Kwon emphasizes 
that the “comfort women” statues have manifested a way 
of empowering women and generating solidarity among 
global subalterns, who had been silenced by patriarchal 
QDWLRQDOLVP��9LFNL�6XQJ�\HRQ�.ZRQ��������-LKZDQ�<RRQ�
points out that the “comfort women,” who had been located 
at intersectional margins during both Japanese colonialism 
and the postcolonial era in Korea, and long deprived of 
RSSRUWXQLWLHV�WR�UHSUHVHQW�WKHLU�PHPRULHV��FRXOGࡼ�QDOO\�
overcome their vulnerable status, using sensory information 
produced by symbolic meanings of the “comfort women” 
VWDWXHV�FRQVWUXFWHGࡼ�UVW�LQ�IURQW�RI�WKH�-DSDQHVH�HPEDVV\�LQ�
6HRXO��DQG�WKHQ�VSUHDG�DOO�RYHU�WKH�ZRUOG��-LKZDQ�<RRQ�������

We should also be aware of the global context of the rise 
RI�ȉFRPIRUW�ZRPHQȊ�DFWLYLVP�VLQFH�WKH�����V��7KH�UHQHZHG�
DWWHQWLRQ�WR�WKH�ȉFRPIRUW�ZRPHQȊ�LQ�(DVW�$VLD�LQ�WKH�����V�
coincided with a global shift in attitudes towards sexual 
YLROHQFH��0LPDNL��������2QO\�UHODWLYHO\�UHFHQWO\�KDV�UDSH�
been recognized as a grave violation of human rights and 
DV�D�FULPH�DJDLQVW�KXPDQLW\��2RVWHUYHOG�������+DOOH\��������
/DUJH�VFDOH�VH[XDO�YLROHQFH�LQ�WKH�<XJRVODY�FRQࡽLFW��ZKLFK�
ODVWHG�IURP������WR�������FUHDWHG�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�DZDUHQHVV�
of the need to build a prohibition regime against rape as 
VRRQ�DV�SRVVLEOH��7KH�O����:RUOG�&RQIHUHQFH�RQ�+XPDQ�
Rights in Vienna, the International Criminal Tribunal for 
the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and for Rwanda (ICTR), which 
ZHUH�HVWDEOLVKHG�LQ������DQG������UHVSHFWLYHO\��DV�ZHOO�DV�
WKH�5RPH�6WDWXWH�RI�WKH�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�&ULPLQDO�&RXUW���������
all prosecuted rape as a war crime and a crime against 
KXPDQLW\��7KH�81�+XPDQ�5LJKWV�&RPPLWWHH�LQFUHDVLQJO\�
emphasized that the wartime system of sexual enslavement 
is an issue of universal human rights present in almost every 
EDWWOHࡼHOG�WRGD\��DQG�WKDW��WKHUHIRUH��WKH�ȉFRPIRUW�ZRPHQȊ�
LVVXH�VKRXOG�QRW�EH�UHOHJDWHG�WR�KLVWRU\��7KHVH�QRUP�FKDQJHV�
on sexual violence and increasing demand for historical 
justice for unnamed rape victims have also been an important 
background of the rise of “comfort women” activism all over 
WKH�ZRUOG�

Certainly, the fact that the “comfort women” issue has 
been increasingly recognized as a universal human rights 
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issue and shared globally does not necessarily guarantee 
de-nationalization of Korean collective memories of the 
ȉFRPIRUW�ZRPHQ�Ȋ��0DU\�0��0F&DUWK\�SRLQWV�RXW�WKDW�WKRXJK�
transnational advocacy groups seeking historical justice 
for the “comfort women” have successfully transformed 
the international discourse surrounding the plight of these 
women by reframing the issue as a women’s rights and 
KXPDQ�ULJKWV�LVVXH��WKHVH�1*2V�XOWLPDWHO\�KDYH�FKRVHQ�WR�
work with the state to achieve their goals, which has allowed 
state actors and their allies put it back in its box (McCarthy 
�������1HYHUWKHOHVV��DV�VKRZQ�LQ�WKH�QH[W�VHFWLRQ��WKHUH�
has been an emerging trend toward transcending simple 
YLFWLPKRRG�QDUUDWLYHV�UHODWHG�WR�WKH�ȉFRPIRUW�ZRPHQ�Ȋ

3. Overcoming 
“Victimhood Nationalism”

So far, the “comfort women” statues have been built 
mostly to commemorate the victims of sexual violence by 
Japanese soldiers, yet there are other “comfort women” 
VWDWXHV��ZKLFK�PDNH�WKH�LVVXH�XQLYHUVDO�LQ�D�WUXH�VHQVH��,Q�
2FWREHU�������WKH�.RUHDQ�9LHWQDPHVH�3HDFH�)RXQGDWLRQ�
SUHVHQWHGࡼ�IW\�WZR�GRFXPHQWV�DQG�LWHPV�WR�'D�1DQJ�0XVHXP�
as an apology for atrocities committed by soldiers from the 
5HSXEOLF�RI�.RUHD�GXULQJ�WKH�9LHWQDP�:DU��3URPLQHQW�DPRQJ�
the items was the “Vietnam Pieta,” created by the two Korean 
DUWLVWV��.LP�6Đ�J\ĐQJ�DQG�.LP�ĭQ�VĐQJ��ZKR�DUH�NQRZQ�IRU�
creating controversial art addressing war-time atrocities, 
most notably the famous “comfort women” statues that were 
HUHFWHG�DFURVV�6RXWK�.RUHD�DV�ZHOO�DV�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��2QH�
RI�WKH�DUWLVWV��.LP�6Đ�J\ĐQJ��VDLG��ȉ-XVW�DV�RUGLQDU\�-DSDQHVH�
civilians’ willingness to care about “comfort women” induced 
more Japanese to become aware of the issue, we need to 
start the movement to see what was done and how some 
.RUHDQV�RQFH�YLFWLPL]HG�RWKHUVȊ��0DFOHOODQ��������,Q�$SULO�
������DQRWKHU�9LHWQDP�3LHWD�ZDV�LQVWDOOHG�LQ�WKH�YLOODJH�RI�
.DQJMĐQJ��RQ�-HMX�,VODQG��ȉLVODQG�RI�SHDFH�Ȋ�WR�FRQVROH�WKH�
souls of mothers and their nameless babies tragically slain in 
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civilian massacres by South Korean forces during the Vietnam 
:DU��+R�MRRQ�+XK��������

Certainly, with regard to East Asian history problems, 
the onus is primarily on Japan as the former perpetrator 
FRXQWU\��+RZHYHU��LW�LV�DOVR�WUXH�WKDW�UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ�LV�D�
IXQGDPHQWDOO\�UHFLSURFDO�DFW�EHWZHHQ�IRUPHU�DGYHUVDULHV��
Lily Gardner Feldman, who is known for her comprehensive 
study on postwar Germany’s reconciliation policy with the 
neighboring countries, emphasizes that not only perpetrator 
countries but victims could take initiatives in promoting 
reconciliation, and that victims need to be magnanimous and 
RSHQ�WR�UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ��)HOGPDQ��������������,Q�WKH�*HUPDQ�
cases not only political leaders in the victim countries, 
such as Robert Schuman in France and Vaclav Havel in 
Czechoslovakia, but civil society actors made overtures 
FRQFHUQLQJ�UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ��)RU�H[DPSOH��LQ�FDVH�RI�3ROLVK�DQG�
*HUPDQ�UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ��WKH�LQLWLDWLYH�FDPHࡼ�UVW�QRW�IURP�WKH�
SHUSHWUDWRU�FRXQWU\��EXW�IURP�WKH�YLFWLP�FRXQWU\��,W�ZDV�WKH�
3ROLVK�&DWKROLF�ELVKRSV�WKDWࡼ�UVW�DSSHDOHG�WR�WKH�*HUPDQV�LQ�
������ZKHQ�WKH�KDWUHG�WRZDUG�*HUPDQ�SHRSOH�ZDV�ZLGHO\�
shared among the Polish, through issuing the message, “We 
forgive and ask for forgiveness,” with the conviction that the 
only way to stabilize a peaceful relationship between Poland 
DQG�*HUPDQ\�ZDV�WKURXJK�UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ��7KHVH�ELVKRSVȆ�
HಀRUWV�ZHUH�VXSSRUWHG�E\�WKH�V\PSDWKHWLF�PHGLD��ZKLFK�QRW�
only allowed the civil society to openly discuss their shared 
SDVW�LQ�SXEOLF�VSKHUH��EXW�DOVR�DಀHFWHG�WKH�VWDWH�OHDGHUVKLS�
�+HR��������*HUPDQ\ȆV�FDVH�WHOOV�XV�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�YLFWLPVȆ�
active commitment toward breaking the impasse and pushing 
IRUZDUG�UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ�XQGHU�GLࡺFXOW�VLWXDWLRQV��

Indeed, in case of Korean “comfort women” issue, 
the victims themselves have already acted to seek global 
MXVWLFH�EH\RQG�UHGUHVV�RI�WKHLU�SHUVRQDO�JULHYDQFHV��7KH�
Hankyoreh newspaper covered an interesting story which 
KDSSHQHG�RQ�$SULO����������FRPPHPRUDWLQJ�VHYHQW\�\HDUV�
RI�.RUHDȆV�OLEHUDWLRQ�DQGࡼ�IW\�\HDUV�RI�.RUHDȆV�VHQGLQJ�
VROGLHUV�WR�9LHWQDP��2Q�WKDW�GD\��DW�WKH�+RXVH�RI�6KDULQJ�
LQ�*ZDQJMX��*\HRQJJL�3URYLQFH��<X�+ĮLQDP������D�IRUPHU�
“comfort woman” for the Japanese imperial army, met with 
WKH�VXUYLYRUV�RI�FLYLOLDQ�PDVVDFUHV�GXULQJ�WKH�9LHWQDP�:DU��
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Yoo said, “It’s shocking to think that South Korean soldiers 
GLG�WKRVH�WKLQJV�ZKLOH�WKH\�ZHUH�LQ�9LHWQDP��,�ZDQW�WR�
apologize on their behalf,” “There is hardly anyone who truly 
XQGHUVWDQGV�WKH�VDGQHVV�DQG�VXಀHULQJ�RI�YLFWLPV�RI�ZDU��,�DP�
UHDOO\�KDSS\�WR�PHHW�DQRWKHU�YLFWLP�OLNH�P\VHOI��:H�ERWK�KDG�
the good fortune to make it out alive, so let’s not waste the 
WLPH�ZHȆYH�EHHQ�JLYHQ�Ȋ�$W�DURXQG�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��1JX\HQ�7DQ�
Lan and Nguyen Thi Thanh, Vietnam War victims, and Huynh 
Ngoc Van, Director of the War Remnants Museum in Ho Chi 
Minh City, visited South Korea for the opening of a photo 
H[KLELWLRQ�WLWOHG�ȉ2QH�:DU��7ZR�0HPRULHV�Ȋ�WKH�H[KLELWLRQ�WR�
mark the seventieth anniversary of Korea’s liberation from 
Japanese control and the fortieth anniversary of the end of 
WKH�9LHWQDP�:DU��$W�WKH�RSHQLQJ�FHUHPRQ\��VHYHQ�IRUPHU�
“comfort women” from the House of Sharing, and three 
9LHWQDPHVH�ZRPHQ�SODFHG�VRPHࡽ�RZHUV�DW�VWRQH�PHPRULDOV�
IRU�WKH�ȉFRPIRUW�ZRPHQȊ�ZKR�KDYH�GLHG��.L�\RXQJ�3DUN��������

As Jie-Hyun Lim, who introduced the concept of 
“victimhood nationalism” argues, the strong victimhood 
consciousness crystallized deeply in Korean society has so 
far prevented the Korean people to come to terms with its 
GDUN�KLVWRU\�RI�YLFWLPL]LQJ�WKH�RWKHUV��-LH�+\XQ�/LP��������
Certainly, “victimhood nationalism” is still strong today in 
Korean society, as shown by the fact that the expected visit of 
Vietnam War victims mentioned above immediately evoked a 
storm of protests among the members of the Korean Victims 
RI�$JHQW�2UDQJH�9HWHUDQV�$VVRFLDWLRQ��.$29$���&ULWLFL]LQJ�
the planned photo exhibition as an insult for Vietnam War 
YHWHUDQV��DPRQJ�WKHP�ZHUH�YLFWLPV�RI�$JHQW�2UDQJH��D�
SRZHUIXO�KHUELFLGH�XVHG�E\�8�6��PLOLWDU\�IRUFHV�GXULQJ�WKH�
Vietnam War to eliminate forest cover and crops for North 
9LHWQDPHVH�IRUFHV�DQG�9LHW�&RQJ��DERXW�����YHWHUDQV�KHOG�D�
demonstration in order to prevent a reception for a photo 
H[KLELWLRQ��(YHQWXDOO\��WKH�HYHQW�ZDV�FDQFHOOHG��IHDULQJ�D�
EDFNODVK�IURP�WKH�YHWHUDQ�JURXSV��.\X�QDP�.LP��������
Still, in the interaction between Korean “comfort women” 
and Vietnam War victims, we can see that memories of 
victimhood do not necessarily lead to a perpetual cycle of hate 
DQG�DQJHU��7KH�H[SHULHQFH�RI�VXಀHULQJ�FRXOG�HQDEOH�SHRSOH�WR�
V\PSDWKL]H�ZLWK�WKH�VXಀHULQJ�LQ�RWKHU�FRXQWULHV��
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In contrast to Korean situations, there are many victims 
RI�ZDUWLPH�VH[XDO�YLROHQFH�ZKRVH�VXಀHULQJ�KDV�QRW�\HW�JDLQHG�
SXEOLF�DWWHQWLRQ�LQ�-DSDQ��,W�LV�D�ZHOO�NQRZQ�IDFW�WKDW�IROORZLQJ�
-DSDQȆV�VXUUHQGHU�LQ�$XJXVW�������6RYLHW�5HG�$UP\�VROGLHUV�
entered and occupied Manchuria (present northeastern 
China), and captured Japanese soldiers, many of whom were 
WR�EH�HQJDJHG�LQ�IRUFHG�ODERU�LQ�6LEHULD��+RZHYHU��WKH�IDWH�
of the women in Manchuria has been kept relatively untold 
XQWLO�UHFHQWO\��)URP�WKH�����V�WR�����V��DV�D�QDWLRQDO�SROLF\�
to reduce the populations, a lot of Japanese settlers were 
VHQW�WR�0DQFKXULD��,Q�WKH�LPPHGLDWH�DIWHUPDWK�RI�WKH�ZDU��
the community created by the immigrants from Kurokawa 
village (some parts were now renamed Shirakawa village) 
in Gifu Prefecture were being attacked by Chinese bent on 
UHYHQJH��:LWK�WKH�DLP�RI�SURWHFWLQJ�WKH�VHWWOHU�FRPPXQLW\��
the leaders of the community asked a group of Soviet soldiers 
for protection, and decided to provide “sexual entertainment” 
IRU�WKHP�WR�JHW�WKHLU�PLOLWDU\�VXSSRUW�LQ�UHWXUQ��$PRQJ�WKH�
DSSUR[LPDWHO\�����YLOODJHUV�ZKR�VXUYLYHG��DSSUR[LPDWHO\�
�IWHHQ�XQPDUULHG�ZRPHQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�DJHV�RI�VHYHQWHHQࡼ
DQG�WZHQW\�RQH�ZHUH�JDWKHUHG�IRU�WKLV�SXUSRVH��'XULQJ�WKH�
subsequent months, the girls were raped repeatedly, often at 
JXQSRLQW��6RPH�ZRPHQ�GLHG�DIWHU�YLROHQW�UDSH��6RPH�GLHG�RI�
VH[XDOO\�WUDQVPLWWHG�GLVHDVHV�DQG�W\SKXV��,WR�����D���,Q�WKH�
VXPPHU�RI�������WKH�FRPPXQLW\ࡼ�QDOO\�UHWXUQHG�WR�-DSDQ��
Since then, the surviving Japanese “comfort women” have 
been forced to be silent about their rape due to community 
pressure and gender discrimination toward rape victims 
widely prevailing in Japan, during which the majority of the 
UDSH�YLFWLPV�SDVVHG�DZD\��7KH�LQYROYHPHQW�RI�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�
members and families in the case have also complicated the 
VLWXDWLRQV��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�,QRPDWD�<ĬVXNH��D�UHVHDUFKHU�ZKR�
had interviewed with the former members of Kurokawa 
Settler Community, the members shared a strong sense 
of “the community’s shame” toward the rape victims, and 
were determined that their experience should be kept secret 
SHUPDQHQWO\��

(YHQ�DIWHU�IRUPHU�.RUHDQ�ȉFRPIRUW�ZRPHQȊࡼ�QDOO\�FDPH�
IRUZDUG�SXEOLFO\�DQG�WHVWLࡼHG�WKHLU�ZDUWLPH�H[SHULHQFH�
LQ�WKH�����V��WKHVH�-DSDQHVH�UDSH�YLFWLPV�VWLOO�NHSW�WKHLU�
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VLOHQFH���(YHQWXDOO\��LW�WRRN�PRUH�WKDQ�KDOI�D�FHQWXU\�XQWLO�
WKHVH�UHPDLQLQJ�YLFWLPV��UHDOL]LQJ�WKDW�WKHLU�VDFULࡼFH�DQG�
pain should be remembered, began to confess their rape 
H[SHULHQFH�LQ�WKH�SXEOLF��2QH�DUWLFOH�SXEOLVKHG�LQ�WKH�Tokyo 
Shimbun�RQ�-XO\����������KLJKOLJKWHG�WKH�FRQIHVVLRQ�RI�WKH�
women who were forced to provide sexual services to Soviet 
5HG�$UP\�VROGLHUV��6XEVHTXHQWO\��RQ�$XJXVW����������1+.��
Japan’s public broadcasting station aired a documentary 
HQWLWOHG�ȉ.RNXKDNX��0DQPĎ�.DLWDNXGDQ�QR�2QQD�7DFKL�
(Confession: Women of the Settler Community of Manchuria 
DQG�0RQJROLD��Ȋ�7KH�FHQWUDOࡼ�JXUH�RI�WKH�1+.�GRFXPHQWDU\�
ZDV�+DUXH�6DWĎ��DJHG�����'LVFULPLQDWHG�DV�D�ȉGDPDJHG�
SURSHUW\�Ȋ�VKH�KDG�WR�OHDYH�WKH�YLOODJH�DQGࡼ�QDOO\�VHWWOHG�LQ�
the mountain, where she spent years to clear inhospitable 
land and started her own dairy farm, and found her husband 
ZKR�XQGHUVWRRG�HYHU\WKLQJ��6DWR�������,QRPDWD�������2 

,Q�������ȉOtome no Hi (a monument to the maiden)” 
was erected in Shirakawa village as a memorial for these 
rape victims, yet without any inscription explaining the 
EDFNJURXQG��,Q�1RYHPEHU�������SXVKHG�E\�D�VHULHV�RI�
women’s brave confessions, a new explanation board with 
lengthy inscription was added to the monument, explaining 
WKH�H[SHULHQFH�DQG�IHHOLQJ�RI�WKH�ZRPHQ�LQ�YLYLG�WHUPV��ȉ,W�
LV�OLIH�RU�GHDWK�Ȋ�ȉ7KH�ZRPHQ�FRXOG�QRW�VD\��ȅ1R�ȆȊ�ȉ(YHQ�DIWHU�
WKH�UHSDWULDWLRQ��WKH�KRUURU�EXUQHG�LQ�P\�PLQGȊ��,WR�����E��

���5HFRQFLOLDWLRQ�(ࢆRUWV�DW�WKH�
Societal Level 

Recently, Japan-Korea diplomatic relations have been 
HYHQ�PRUH�WHQVH�RYHU�KLVWRU\�SUREOHPV��,Q�1RYHPEHU�������
the South Korean government announced that it was entering 
legal proceedings to dissolve the Reconciliation and Healing 
)RXQGDWLRQ��ZKLFK�KDG�EHHQ�HVWDEOLVKHG�LQ������LQ�RUGHU�
to compensate the former “comfort women” and to which 
WKH�-DSDQHVH�JRYHUQPHQW�KDG�FRQWULEXWHG�RQH�ELOOLRQ�\HQ��
The Japanese government vehemently criticized President 
Moon’s decision to dissolve the Foundation, regarding it as 

2 Sato’s article is based on the 
report of Tokyo Shimbun ( July 3, 
2017). 
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EHLQJ�FRQWUDU\�WR�D�ȉࡼQDO�DQG�LUUHYHUVLEOH�VROXWLRQȊ�DJUHHG�LQ�
�����EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�JRYHUQPHQWV��6LQFH�WKHQ��WKH�GLDORJXH�
EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�JRYHUQPHQWV�KDV�EHHQ�LQ�OLPER��7KH�
IRXQGDWLRQ�ZDV�RࡺFLDOO\�GLVVROYHG�LQ�-XO\�RI�WKH�IROORZLQJ�
\HDU�

The two governments have also disputed over the 
compensation for Korean wartime laborers forced to work 
LQ�-DSDQ��,Q�WKH�SUHZDU�SHULRG��WKRXVDQGV�RI�.RUHDQV�ZHUH�
recruited from the Korean Peninsula to work in munitions 
factories and coal mines in Japan in order to make up for the 
ODERU�VKRUWDJH�WKDW�ZRUVHQHG�GXULQJ�WKH�6LQR�-DSDQHVH�:DU��
Until recently, the South Korean government has accepted 
the Japanese government’s position that all reparations 
UHODWHG�WR�WKH�FRORQL]DWLRQ�ZHUH�VROYHG�E\�WKH������VWDWH�WR�
VWDWH�WUHDW\�WR�QRUPDOL]H�GLSORPDWLF�WLHV��+RZHYHU��LQ�0D\�
������6RXWK�.RUHDȆV�6XSUHPH�&RXUW�UXOHG�WKDW�LQGLYLGXDO�
right to claim damages caused by anti-humanitarian torts 
under Japanese colonial rule had not been extinguished by 
WKH������DJUHHPHQW��DQG�VHQW�WKH�FDVH�EDFN�WR�WKH�+LJK�&RXUW��
In the aftermath of the Supreme Court’s decision, there was 
Dࡽ�XUU\�RI�MXGJPHQWV�RUGHULQJ�-DSDQHVH�FRPSDQLHV�WR�SD\�
IRU�LQGLYLGXDO�GDPDJHV��2Q�-DQXDU\�����������GXULQJ�KLV�1HZ�
Year’s press conference at Cheong Wa Dae, President Moon 
maintained his position of non-intervention in the court’s 
UXOLQJ�WKDW�-DSDQHVHࡼ�UPV�SD\�GDPDJHV�IRU�WKH�VXಀHULQJ�
of the former wartime forced laborers, saying that, “Like 
all developed countries, including Japan, Korea has three 
branches of power and thus the Korean government needs 
WR�UHVSHFW�WKH�MXGLFLDO�GHFLVLRQ�Ȋ�,Q�)HEUXDU\�������3UHVLGHQW�
Moon again emphasized that, “A victims-centered approach is 
a principle agreed in the international community, including 
WKH�8QLWHG�1DWLRQV�&RPPLVVLRQ�RQ�+XPDQ�5LJKWV�Ȋ�

The confrontation between the two countries 
subsequently expanded into the economic sector, as in 
-XO\�������WKH�-DSDQHVH�JRYHUQPHQW�LPSRVHG�HFRQRPLF�
measures to tighten controls on exports to South Korea for 
WKUHH�VHPLFRQGXFWRU�UHODWHG�JRRGV��6HPLFRQGXFWRUV�DUH�DQ�
important industry that have supported Korea’s exports, 
and this measure was meant to strike at Korean relatively 
IUDJLOH�PDWHULDOV�DQG�FRPSRQHQWV�LQGXVWU\��6XEVHTXHQWO\��
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the Japanese government excluded Korea from the list of the 
“white countries” that are subject to preferential treatment 
LQ�H[SRUW�SURFHGXUHV��$OWKRXJK�WKH�-DSDQHVH�JRYHUQPHQW�
stressed that these measures were for security reasons, and 
had nothing to do with the wartime forced laborer issue, 
Korean and many overseas media saw Japan’s measures as 
a de facto countermeasure against Korea over the rulings on 
WKH�ZDUWLPH�IRUFHG�ODERU�LVVXH��6XEVHTXHQWO\��3UHVLGHQW�0RRQ�
decided to scrap the General Security of Military Information 
$JUHHPHQW��*620,$���ZKLFK�ZDV�VLJQHG�WR�VWUHQJWKHQ�GHIHQVH�
cooperation between the two countries, though the scrapping 
ZDV�VXVSHQGHG�LQ�1RYHPEHU�������,Q�WKLV�ZD\��-DSDQ�52.�
FRQࡽLFW�ZDV�H[SDQGHG�IURP�KLVWRULFDO�LVVXHV�WR�WKH�HFRQRPLF�
�HOG��7KLV�LV�KRZ�GLSORPDWLFࡼ�\QDOO\�WR�WKH�VHFXULWࡼ�HOG��DQGࡼ
relations between Japan and South Korea deteriorated to the 
SRLQW�FDOOHG�ȉWKH�ZRUVW�LQ�WKH�SRVW�ZDU�SHULRG�Ȋ

A series of export control measures by Japan had a 
profound and enduring impact on the economic relations 
EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�FRXQWULHV�DQG�DOVR�RQ�FLWL]HQ�OHYHO�H[FKDQJHV��
Since then, there has been a massive boycott of Japanese 
SURGXFWV�DQG�WUDYHO�WR�-DSDQ�LQ�6RXWK�.RUHD��6DOHV�RI�-DSDQHVH�
SURGXFWV�SOXPPHWHG�WR�UHFRUG�OHYHOV��7KH�WRXULVP�KDV�DOVR�
EHHQ�VWDJQDQW��,Q�+RNNDLGR��.RUHDQ�$LU�GHFLGHG�WR�VXVSHQG�
RSHUDWLRQV�RQ�WKH�URXWH�EHWZHHQ�%XVDQ�DQG�6DSSRUR��%HIRUH�
WKH�GHWHULRUDWLRQ�RI�WKH�UHODWLRQV�LQ�WKH�VXPPHU�RI�������
the number of Koreans visiting Japan and Japanese visiting 
.RUHD�ZHUH�ERWK�RQ�WKH�ULVH���$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�-DSDQ�1DWLRQDO�
7RXULVP�2UJDQL]DWLRQ��-172���WKH�QXPEHU�RI�IRUHLJQ�YLVLWRUV�
WR�-DSDQ�LQ������KLW�D�UHFRUG�KLJK�RI�������������RI�ZKLFK�
6RXWK�.RUHD�DFFRXQWHG�IRU�����������YLVLWRUV��VHFRQG�RQO\�WR�
&KLQDȆV���PLOOLRQ��DQ�LQFUHDVH�RI�����SHUFHQW�IURP�WKH�SUHYLRXV�
\HDU��7KH�QXPEHU�RI�-DSDQHVH�YLVLWLQJ�.RUHD�ZDV�DOVR�RQ�WKH�
ULVH��ZLWK�DERXW���������SHRSOH�YLVLWLQJ�WKH�FRXQWU\�LQ�0DUFK�
������WKH�KLJKHVW�PRQWKO\ࡼ�JXUH�HYHU�VLQFH�WKH�QRUPDOL]DWLRQ�
RI�GLSORPDWLF�UHODWLRQV��7KRVH�QXPEHUV��KRZHYHU��KDYH�VHHQ�
D�VKRFNLQJ�GURS�VLQFH�WKH�VXPPHU�RI�������ZKHQ�WKH�QXPEHU�
RI�.RUHDQ�YLVLWRUV�WR�-DSDQ�LQ�$XJXVW������VWRRG�DW����������
GRZQ�����IURP�WKH�SUHYLRXV�\HDU��  Exchanges between local 
JRYHUQPHQWV�KDYH�DOVR�EHHQ�VHYHUHO\�DಀHFWHG��,Q�-XO\�������
the city of Busan announced that it would suspend support 

3  J a p a n  N a t i o n a l  T o u r i s m 
Organizat ion ( JNTO) website, 
h t t p s : / / w w w. j n t o . g o . j p / j p n /
statistics/data_info_listing/index.
html.
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IRU�H[FKDQJH�SURMHFWV�ZLWK�LWV�-DSDQHVH�VLVWHU�FLWLHV��'R]HQV�RI�
RWKHU�ORFDO�JRYHUQPHQWV�DOVR�QRWLࡼHG�WKHLU�VLVWHU�DQG�IULHQG�
FLWLHV�LQ�-DSDQ�RI�WKH�FDQFHOODWLRQ�RI�WKHLU�H[FKDQJH�SURJUDPV�

1HYHUWKHOHVV��WKH\�DUH�QRW�WKH�ZKROH�SLFWXUH��:KLOH������
was a year of heightened diplomatic tensions and frictions 
between Japan and South Korea, on the literary front it was 
a year of increased familiarity with Koreans among Japanese 
SHRSOH��7KH�-DSDQHVH�HGLWLRQ�RI�.LP�-L�\RXQJ��%RUQ�����, a 
IHPLQLVW�QRYHO�SXEOLVKHG�LQ������E\�6RXWK�.RUHDQ�DXWKRU�
Cho Nam-joo, has become an extraordinary hit in terms of 
WUDQVODWHG�OLWHUDWXUH��7KH�QRYHO�H[SRVHV�6RXWK�.RUHDQ�VRFLHW\ȆV�
systematic sidelining of women in ways that are almost 
identical in Japan, where women are discriminated against 
in employment, and are paid lower salaries than their male 
FROOHDJXHV��:KHQ�KHU�KXVEDQG�WHOOV�Ji-young that they should 
start a family, she says that having a child may cause her 
WR�ORVH�KHU�KHDOWK��FROOHDJXHV�DQG�HYHQ�KHU�IXWXUH��$QG�VKH�
snaps, “What are you, a man going to lose?” Since then, many 
journals and articles have shed light on a new wave of Korean 
IHPLQLVP��7KH�IDOO������LVVXH�RI�%XQJHL, published by Kawade 
6KREĎ�6KLQVKD��ZKLFK�IHDWXUHG�ȉ.RUHD��)HPLQLVP��DQG�-DSDQ�Ȋ�
VROG�RXW�LQVWDQWO\�DQG�ZHQW�WKURXJK�HGLWLRQ�DIWHU�HGLWLRQ��

The explosive sales of .LP�-L�\RXQJ��%RUQ������in Korea 
coincided with the rise of the #MeToo movement, a movement 
aiming at abolishing any kind of sexual harassment and 
VH[XDO�DEXVH��$�PDMRU�WXUQLQJ�SRLQW�ZDV�WKH�PXUGHU�RI�D�
���\HDU�ROG�ZRPDQ�LQ�D�SXEOLF�WRLOHW�QHDU�WKH�*DQJQDP�
VXEZD\�VWDWLRQ�LQ�0D\�������$����\HDU�ROG�FULPLQDOȆV�
statement that his motive was that he “couldn’t stand being 
ignored by women on a daily basis” sparked fear and anger 
among Korean women as an indiscriminate murder based on 
VKHHU�PLVRJ\Q\��,Q�-DQXDU\�������D�FDUHHU�IHPDOH�SURVHFXWRU�
made a public accusation of sexual harassment by her 
superiors, which had been going on since she entered the 
RࡺFH��6LQFH�WKHQ��WKH��0H7RR�PRYHPHQW�H[SDQGHG�LQ�.RUHD��
Ahn Hee-jung, a prospective presidential candidate, resigned 
as governor of South Chungcheong Province over allegations 
RI�VH[XDO�DVVDXOW�RQ�KLV�VHFUHWDULDW��7KH�ZRUNV�RI�.R�8Q��RQH�
of the front runners for the Nobel prize in literature, have 
been removed from textbooks after he was named in a sexual 
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KDUDVVPHQW�VFDQGDO�LQ������
Coincidently, Japan also witnessed women’s growing 

anger toward persistent discrimination against women, such 
as the systematic deduction of points by the Tokyo Medical 
8QLYHUVLW\�IRU�IHPDOH�VWXGHQWV�WDNLQJ�HQWUDQFH�H[DPV��
However, the #MeToo movement in Japan has not been as 
widespread as it has been in South Korea, where protesters 
FDQ�QXPEHU�LQ�WKH�WHQV�RI�WKRXVDQGV��$OWKRXJK��0H7RR�
PRYHPHQW�LQ�6RXWK�.RUHDQ�ZDV�GLUHFWO\�VSDUNHG�E\�WKH������
Gangnam misogyny killings, its explosive spread could not 
be understood without understanding the long history of the 
Wednesday rally for the “comfort women” victims held on 
HYHU\�:HGQHVGD\�LQ�IURQW�RI�-DSDQHVH�(PEDVV\�LQ�6HRXO��,Q�
this context, the experience of “comfort women” has been 
UHYLYHG�DQG�WDNHQ�RQ��D�QHZ�VLJQLࡼFDQFH��DV�SDWULDUFKDO�
practices and sexual violence are still widely seen in Japan 
and South Korea today, both of which are known for its low 
ranking at the annual Global Gender Gap Report released 
DQQXDOO\�E\�WKH�:RUOG�(FRQRPLF�)RUXP��(YHQ�WKRXJK�WKHLU�
respective governments are at odds, instilling ugly mutual 
feelings in citizens and deepening their rift over historical 
disputes, there should be a great deal of room for the citizens 
of Japan and South Korea to stand in solidarity for the 
realization of a society in which men and women can live 
HTXDOO\�

In addition to women, the young generation could play a 
VLJQLࡼFDQW�UROH�LQ�SURPRWLQJ�VRFLHWDO�UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�
WKH�WZR�FRXQWULHV��5HFHQW�VRFLRORJLFDO�VWXG\�KDV�UHYHDOHG�WKDW�
the main readers of the so-called “hate-Korea” books that have 
�RRGHG�LQ�-DSDQHVH�ERRNVWRUHV�DQG�LQWHUQHW��VSUHDGLQJ�KDWUHGࡽ
WRZDUG�.RUHD�LQ�LQࡽDPPDWRU\�WHUPV��DUH�PLGGOH�DJHG�PHQ�
who have experienced Japan’s high economic growth from 
WKH�����V�WR�WKH�����V��:KHQ�WKH\�ZHUH�LQ�WKHLU�SULPH��-DSDQ�
was the dominant economic power in Asia, and they lived 
ZLWK�VXFK�SULGH��7KH�7UHDW\�RQ�%DVLF�5HODWLRQV�EHWZHHQ�-DSDQ�
DQG�.RUHD�ZDV�VLJQHG�LQ�������ZKHQ�6RXWK�.RUHDȆV�QDWLRQDO�
power was still weak and its economic development was 
IXQGHG�E\�-DSDQ�XQGHU�WKH�UXEULF�RI�ȉHFRQRPLF�FRRSHUDWLRQ�Ȋ�
Their basic image of Korea is still that of this era, though 
.RUHD�KDV�DFKLHYHG�VLJQLࡼFDQW�GHPRFUDWL]DWLRQ�DQG�HFRQRPLF�
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GHYHORSPHQW�VLQFH�WKHQ��%\�FRQWUDVW��-DSDQ�KDV�H[SHULHQFHG�
D�SURORQJHG�UHFHVVLRQ�FDOOHG�WKH�ȉORVW�GHFDGHV�Ȋ�ȉ+DWH�.RUHDȊ�
embraced widely by middle-aged Japanese could be regarded 
as their maladjustment to a changing balance of power 
EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�FRXQWULHV�LQ�WKH�SDVW�GHFDGHV��+LJXFKL�HW�DO��
�������

%\�FRQWUDVW��WKH�\RXQJ�-DSDQHVH�ERUQ�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V�
DQG�����V�GR�QRW�VXಀHU�IURP�VXFK�FRJQLWLYH�JDS�EHWZHHQ�WKH�
former and current Korea, nor have a sense of superiority 
RYHU�.RUHDQ�VRFLHW\��.RUHD�ZDV�DOUHDG\�DQ�HPHUJLQJ�HFRQRP\�
when they were born, and they have been familiarizing 
WKHPVHOYHV�ZLWK�.RUHDQ�FXOWXUH�WKURXJK�.�323��.RUHDQ�
PRYLHV�DQG�GUDPDV�RQ�D�GDLO\�EDVLV��0RUHRYHU��WKH�VLWXDWLRQV�
surrounding young people in  both countries have been 
increasingly similar, which have helped them to sympathize 
ZLWK�HDFK�RWKHU��%RWK�-DSDQHVH�DQG�.RUHDQ�\RXWK�KDYH�EHHQ�
VXಀHULQJ�IURP�FDVXDOL]DWLRQ�RI�HPSOR\PHQW��,Q�-DSDQ��WKH�
OLEHUDOL]DWLRQ�RI�WHPSRUDU\�HPSOR\PHQW�LQ������VSXUUHG�DQ�
LQFUHDVH�LQ�WKH�QXPEHU�RI�FDVXDO�ZRUNHUV��6XಀHULQJ�IURP�
job instability, increasing number of young people now 
IHHO�WKDW�WKH\�DUH�XQDEOH�WR�PDUU\�DQG�KDYH�FKLOGUHQ��7KH�
QXPEHU�RI�GRPHVWLF�ELUWKV�LQ������ZDV����������GRZQ�������
IURP�WKH�SUHYLRXV�\HDU�DQG�EHORZ���������IRU�WKHࡼ�UVW�WLPH�
VLQFH�WKH�VWDWLVWLFV�EHJDQ�LQ�������DFFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�0LQLVWU\�
RI�+HDOWK��/DERU�DQG�:HOIDUH��,Q�6RXWK�.RUHD��WRR��WKH�\RXQJ�
people have been a victim of neoliberal economic policies 
LPSOHPHQWHG�VLQFH�WKH������$VLDQࡼ�QDQFLDO��FULVLV��ZKLFK�
have widened economic disparities among the people, and 
LQFUHDVHG�WKH�QXPEHU�RI�LUUHJXODU�ZRUNHUV��7KH�HPSOR\PHQW�
UDWH�RI�KXPDQLWLHV�FROOHJH�JUDGXDWHV�LQ�.RUHD�LV������DQG�MRE�
KXQWLQJ�LV�KDUVK��$�JURZLQJ�QXPEHU�RI�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�KDYH�
EHHQ�JLYLQJ�XS�RQ�ORYH��PDUULDJH��DQG�FKLOGELUWK��WKH�ELUWK�
UDWH�LQ������ZDV�WKHࡼ�UVW�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG�WR�UHDFK�]HUR��)DFLQJ�
the similar plights, young people of Japan and South Korea 
could strengthen their mutual ties and work together to come 
up with solutions of various social issues, through which 
they could build an important foundation for future-oriented 
UHODWLRQV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�FRXQWULHV�

,Q�IDFW��ZH�FRXOG�VHH�FLWL]HQȆV�HಀRUWV�WR�UHVWRUH�SHRSOH�
to-people ties between the two countries even in the mid of 
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KHLJKWHQHG�GLSORPDWLF�WHQVLRQ�LQ�WKH�VXPPHU�RI�������2Q�WKH�
Internet’s Twitter, users in Japan and Korea created hashtags 
#Like_Korea and #Like_Japan in Japanese, Korean, and 
English and wrote their favorite parts of each other’s country 
or their personal heartwarming episodes during their travels 
WR�HDFK�FRXQWU\��7KH\�ZHUH�IROORZHG�E\�WKH�KDVKWDJ��'RQ
W�
JLYH�XS�.RUHD�-DSDQ�IULHQGVKLS��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�%X]])HHG, the 
hashtag #I like Korea was created by Kisokan (@Kiso_Korean_
bot), a male Japanese language teacher at high school in 
7RN\R��$VNHG�DERXW�KLV�LQWHQVLRQ��.LVRNDQ�HPSKDVL]HG�

,W�LV�WUXH�WKDW�WKH�WZR�FRXQWULHV�KDYH�GLࡺFXOW�SROLWLFDO�
issues such as historical and territorial issues, but I don’t 
believe that there is any fundamental confrontation 
EHWZHHQ�SHRSOH�RI�WKH�WZR�FRXQWULHV��,�RQFH�UHFHLYHG�D�
message from a Korean friend saying, “Korea and Japan 
DUH�D�PHVV��EXW�\RX�DQG�,�DUH�IULHQGV������7KHQ�ZH�FUHDWHG�
a hashtag for SNS to let Korean citizens know that what 
politicians are saying is not all, and there are always 
YDULRXV��QXDQFHG�YRLFHV�DPRQJ�FLWL]HQV���7RPLWD������

Although Japan-Korea relations today are described as 
“the worst ever,” people-to-people ties remain strong, or 
HYHQ�LV�PDGH�VWURQJHU�DW�ORFDO�OHYHO��7KH������-DSDQ�.RUHD�
([FKDQJH�)HVWLYDO��ZKLFK�VWDUWHG�LQ�������WRRN�SODFH�ZLWKRXW�
LQFLGHQW�LQ�$XJXVW�LQ�6HRXO�DQG�LQ�6HSWHPEHU�LQ�7RN\R��
Although attendance in Seoul was sparser than in previous 
\HDUV��WKH�HYHQW�LQ�7RN\R�DWWUDFWHG�QHDUO\��������SHRSOH��
WKH�VHFRQG�KLJKHVWࡼ�JXUH�LQ�WKH�HYHQWȆV�KLVWRU\��(VSHFLDOO\��
students’ ties between the two countries remain active in a 
WLPH�RI�SROLWLFDO�WXUPRLO��7RGD\����������.RUHDQ�KLJK�VFKRRO�
VWXGHQWV�VWXG\�-DSDQHVH��DQG�LQ�-DSDQ������KLJK�VFKRROV�
WKURXJKRXW�WKH�FRXQWU\�RಀHU�.RUHDQ�ODQJXDJH�LQVWUXFWLRQ�WR�
RYHU��������VWXGHQWV��1HDUO\�����-DSDQHVH�KLJK�VFKRROV�KDYH�
established sister school ties with Korean counterparts or 
KDYH�UHJXODU�H[FKDQJH�DFWLYLWLHV��,NXPL��������

Particularly, female students have been actively 
SDUWLFLSDWHG�LQ�-DSDQ�.RUHD�JUDVVURRWV�H[FKDQJH�SURJUDPV��
2Q�-DQXDU\���ȁ����WKH���WK�.RUHD�-DSDQ�<RXWK�&RQIHUHQFH�
was held in Seoul, co-hosted between the YWCA of Korea 
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DQG�WKH�<:&$�RI�-DSDQ�VLQFH�������ZKHUH�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�
under thirty years old from Korea and Japan spent four days 
together, and shared a unique space for learning together 
and from each other, building friendship, and working 
WRJHWKHU�WR�FUHDWH�D�PRYHPHQW�IRU�FKDQJH��7KH������WKHPH�
was “Misogyny and #Metoo Movement in Korea and Japan- 
7RZDUGV�6ROLGDULW\�RI�:RPHQ�LQ�(DVW�$VLD�Ȋ�'XULQJ�WKH�
program, twenty-one Japanese and nineteen Korean students, 
generated a lively discussion on the “comfort women” issue 
and the persistent misogyny in their respective countries, 
listened to a keynote speech by a speaker from Korea 
Women’s Hotline, exchanged reports on the situation in their 
respective countries surrounding misogyny, visited Gender 
Equality Library “Yeogi,” the War and Women’s Human 
Rights Museum, and Korea YWCA’s History Museum”Ije,” and 
H[SORUHG�6HRXOࡼ�QGLQJ�YDULRXV�PDQLIHVWDWLRQV�RI�PLVRJ\Q\��
After the program, one Japanese participant confessed, 

)URP�WKLV�SURJUDP��,�UHDOL]HG�IRU�WKHࡼ�UVW�WLPH�WKDW�WKH�
“comfort women” issue was a form of sexual violence, 
as well as a structural violence…… I felt that my struggle 
against powerful forces in Japan is in parallel with the 
struggles of the former “comfort women,” and felt deeply 
HPSRZHUHG�E\�WKHP��ȏȏ:KLOH�VWXG\LQJ�IHPLQLVP�LQ�
-DSDQ��,�KDG�IHOW�,�ZDV�D�YLFWLP�IURP�PLVRJ\Q\��7KURXJK�
this conference, however, I realized the side of my 
country as the perpetrator, and the necessity to face this 
reality……I also felt that our generation has a unique 
SRVVLELOLW\�RI�H[FKDQJLQJ�GLDORJXH�DQG�EXLOGLQJ�SHDFH��
(The Young Women’s Christian Association of Japan 2020, 
World Young Women’s Christian Association 2020)

5. Conclusion

,Q�6HSWHPEHU�������)RUHLJQ�0LQLVWHU�0RJL�7RVKLPLWVX�
held talks with Korean Foreign Minister Kang Kyung-wha 
in New York, and agreed on the importance of building 
ȉIXWXUH�RULHQWHG�UHODWLRQVKLS�Ȋ�1HYHUWKHOHVV��UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ�



Worst Time since the End of WWII? - Toward Societal Reconciliation Between Japan and Korea 57

could not be achieved by the governments alone, as it is a 
PXOWL�OD\HUHG�SURFHVV�WKDW�LQYROYHV�YDULRXV�DFWRUVȂQRW�RQO\�
JRYHUQPHQWV�DQG�KLJK�RࡺFLDOV��EXW�YDULRXV�FLYLO�VRFLHW\�
actors such as historians, educational specialists, journalists, 
churches, religious organizations, youth organizations, 
DQG�SKLODQWKURSLF�IRXQGDWLRQV��'LYHUVLW\�RI�DFWRUV�PHDQV�
GLYHUVLW\�RI�WDFWLFV��5HFRQFLOLDWLRQ�FRXOG�EH�DGYDQFHG�WKURXJK�
QXPHURXV�WDFWLFV�LQFOXGLQJ�RࡺFLDO�DSRORJ\��FRPSHQVDWLRQ��
commemoration, litigation, historical dialogues, joint 
textbook projects, cultural events, learning language, student 
H[FKDQJHV��DQG�WZLQQLQJ�RI�FLWLHV�DQG�PXQLFLSDOLWLHV��
The perspectives of societal reconciliation will open our 
H\HV�WR�QHZ�SRVVLELOLWLHV�WRZDUG�UHJLRQDO�UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ��
If we continue to look at historical reconciliation as a 
highly diplomatic and political action, compromise and 
UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ�VKRXOG�EH�GLࡺFXOW��<HW��VRFLHWDO�UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ�
can be processed even under political tensions, and would 
EXLOG�D�IRXQGDWLRQ�RI�IXWXUH�RࡺFLDO�LQLWLDWLYHV��  In this future-
oriented endeavor, the youth of the both countries could play 
D�FHQWUDO�UROH��(YHQ�DPLG�WKH�GLSORPDWLF�WHQVLRQV��WKHVH�\RXWK�
GLಀHUHQWLDWH�VWDWH�WR�VWDWH�UHODWLRQV�DQG�SHRSOH�WR�SHRSOH�
relations, and embrace cultural and social ties between the 
WZR�FRXQWULHV��LQ�ZKLFK�ZH�FRXOGࡼ�QG�D�EULJKW�KRSH�IRU�D�
EHWWHU�IXWXUH�RI�-DSDQ�.RUHD�UHODWLRQV��

4 About the concept of “societal 
reconciliation,” this article owes so 
much to Lily Gardner Feldman’s 
w o r k  o n  p o s t w ar  G e r ma n y ’s 
reconciliation, especially Feldman 
(1999, 2007).  
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