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For nearly fifty years after Korea’s liberation from Japanese colonization at the
conclusion of World War II, military sexual slavery remained entirely outside the sphere of
public knowledge. Shame and resignation, patriarchal authority, and the postwar authoritarian
governments’ complicity with Japan silenced the victims. Beginning in the late 1980s, against a
backdrop of the passing of military dictatorship and the relaxation of political censorship,
feminist groups in Korea began to raise the comfort women issue as a political agenda. In 1990,
the Korean Council for Women Drafted for Military Sexual Slavery by Japan (hereafter the
Korean Council) was organized. One year later, one of the victims, Kim Hak-sun, stepped
forward and publicly announced the horrors of her past. Since then, 158 victims have registered
with the Korean Council. Despite years of protests, lawsuits and the U.N. backing, the comfort
women issue still remains unresolved as the Japanese government has continuously avoided
offering official apologies and reparations. Though Japan admitted government involvement in
military sexual slavery in 1992, it has consistently denied any legal responsibilities for individual
victims on the ground that government-to-government compensation was wrapped up with the
signing of the 1965 Korea-Japan normalization treaty.” In an attempt to alleviate on-going

protests and international pressure,

however, the Japanese government
established the Asian Women’s
Fund in 1995 to provide private
“sympathy money” to the former

; comfort women. Most of the

victims throughout Asia refused to

" accept the civil fund that was



designed to escape acknowledging Japan’s liability for the war crime.'® Korean victims are,
even today, fighting for official apologies, state-level reparations and prosecution of responsible
war criminals."’

The Korean comfort women issue should be understood in multivalent power relations
intersecting nationality, race, gender and class. In “Revisiting the Issue of Korean ‘Military
Comfort Women’: The Question of Truth and Positionality,” Hyunah Yang notes, “The
multifaceted nature of the crime can be traced through the name itself: Korean, military, comfort,
women, that is, Korean women who were forcibly drafted for the purpose of ‘comforting’
Japanese military men.”'? The use of the word “comfort” signifies the built-in male-centered
perspective which completely excludes the pain and humiliation those women suffered during
numerous forced intercourses. " They were more commonly referred to as “Ps”—Japanese
slang that probably derives from a vulgar Chinese word p’i, “vagina”—coupled with the

nationality such as Chan-P for Chinese and Chom-P for Koreans."

As colonial subjects,
Korean women were called by Japanese names conferred upon them by soldiers or proprietors.
Japanese colonialists brutally violated the virginity of tens of thousands of Korean women,
branding them “comfort women” and “Korean Ps.” “Venereal disease-free” Korean virgin
bodies were mobilized as a military supply to protect Japanese soldiers from venereal infection
and Japanese women from being assaulted by soldiers.

The testimonies of survivors prove that the majority of comfort women came from the
rural lower classes and had little formal education.” Plainly, the Japanese colonial government
targeted poor working-class women to minimize public condemnation of coercive recruitment.

The comfort women project was a systematic, inhumane violence perpetrated by one nation (the

empire) onto another (the colony), the male colonizer onto the female colonized, and the



