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"The most extensive record available in English of the ugly story."—Elisabeth Rubinfein, New
York NewsdayOver 100,000 women across Asia were victims of enforced prostitution by the
Japanese Imperial Forces during World War II. Until as recently as 1993 the Japanese
government continued to deny this shameful aspect of its wartime history. George Hicks's book
is the only history in English regarding this terrible enslavement of women.
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BIBLIOGRAPHYINDEXCopyrightAcknowledgmentsI had never heard of the comfort women
until the fiftieth anniversary of Pearl Harbour, in December 1991. Some Korean women, who
were taking the Japanese government to court, made the front pages of the international press.
The Japanese government flatly denied any knowledge or involvement, and argued that the so-
called comfort women were privately organised camp followers. Was this a lie? If so, how could it
be nailed?I asked Les Oates, a retired senior lecturer in Japanese in Melbourne, Australia who
is rarely at a loss on matters Japanese. Of course he knew about the comfort women. As a war
veteran he had even seen them in Southeast Asia in 1945.Since Les and I had already worked
together on a couple of books involving Japanese sources on Southeast Asian history, there
was no doubt that he could swiftly translate and hammer into shape the most arcane Japanese
language material. The problem was that, unlike with our other books, we didn’t have any
sources—in any language. Although there is a huge literature in English on the Pacific War, we
could find no mention in it of the comfort women.I then contacted another old friend, Professor
Akira Takahashi of the University of Tokyo. Through him I soon met Ms Yumi Lee, whose family
was originally from Korea, but had lived in Japan for three generations. Through her contacts in
activist circles she was able to collect practically everything that had been written about the
comfort women. She found about 80 per cent of the material (much of it exceedingly obscure)
used in the writing of this book. Without Yumi Lee and Les Oates I could never have got started.I
needed someone to help from the Korean side. Professor Chalmers Johnson kindly introduced
me in Seoul to Professor Hye Kyung Lee, who translated reams of Korean material into English
and found virtually all the photographs used in this book.In the Philippines, attorney Romeo T.
Capulong, a legal adviser to the Philippine comfort women, gave me good advice and a vast
amount of material on the local scene. In Indonesia, another human rights lawyer, Adnan
Buyong Nasution, introduced me to several Indonesian women, and gave me the background to
the local story.In Malaysia, Haji Mustapha Yaakub of UMNO Youth Malaysia, gave me the
Malaysian background and introduced me to Madam X, a refined, gracious and above all
courageous woman who told me her story in calm but horrific detail.From the other side of the
world, in the Netherlands, Theo van Boven, Professor of International Law at the University of
Limburg, kindly faxed me valuable material. Bart van Poelgeest, scholar, archivist and author of
the Dutch government’s report on forced prostitution, sent me his official report and a major
article he had written about the Dutch victims.No-one can write on this subject without being in
debt to the continuing research of Professor Yoshimi Yoshiaki, an historian at Chuo University in
Tokyo. It was Yoshimi who first found the ‘smoking gun’ which forced the Japanese authorities to



admit to military involvement in the comfort women issue, in effect admitting that they had been
lying for decades. Yoshimi generously sent me unpublished Japanese military records proving
Japanese military involvement.Thanks to David Jenkins of the Sydney Morning Herald, we found
other incriminating evidence which Professor Yoshimi had always assured me must exist. In the
Australian Archives in Melbourne, Australia, the decrypted messages sent by the Japanese
Chief of Staff of the 1st Southern Expeditionary Fleet on 18 August 1945 (three days after the
surrender) reads: ‘On 1st August the personnel employed in connection with Japanese naval
comforts at Singapore were appointed civilian employees of 101st hospital. Most of the girls
were made auxiliary nurses. Other commands under 1st Southern Expeditionary Fleet are to
conform.’ As the Allies moved in, the Japanese attempted a cover-up by disguising comfort
women as nurses. Finally, on 20 August at 1915 hours (just before they surrendered), the
Japanese Civil Administration Department from Makassar, Indonesia once again ordered that
comfort women were to be attached to local hospitals as nurses and ‘when this message is
understood, burn it’.This Southeast Asian cover-up helped to obscure the nature of the system.
For almost forty years the truth was hidden. Living victims were too intimidated to challenge the
might of the Japanese state. All documentary evidence appeared to have been burnt. Then,
slowly, fragment by fragment, witness by witness, victim by victim, the truth emerged.I dedicate
this book to Madam X and the other hundred thousand or more victims of Japanese forced
prostitution in World War II.George HicksMelbourneAugust 1994Note on names, institutions and
exchange valuesThe east Asian names in this book are as written in East Asia: the family names
first followed by the personal names. Korean and Chinese personal names are made up for the
individual using meaningful or symbolic words. They almost always consist of two words: for
example, Ok Ju. While the Western style has usually been to link up the two words with a
hyphen to indicate it is a personal name, it is never written that way in the original languages.
Hence the two-word personal names in this book are not hyphenated. Similarly, Japanese
personal names are preceded by the family name which is the style used here: Miyazawa Kiichi
rather than Kiichi Miyazawa, which is the reverse of Western practice.The most notorious
institution during the Pacific War was the kempeitai, or Japanese military police. The kempei, or
military police officers, had absolute power, and the gross brutality associated with the
Japanese Armed Forces was often the work of the kempeitai. The very name struck fear into
those who heard it, often including the Japanese soldiers themselves.Besides the normal duties
of keeping order in the Army the kempeitai had the additional role of combating ‘subversion’. In a
sense they were the Army equivalent of the Special Higher Police, or Thought Police, with a
lower level of ideological sophistication.A standard rendering of monetary values is impossible
because of the extreme instability of exchange rates and prices during the Depression and the
war years. Exchange rates at any given time bore little relation to purchasing power. The most
relevant guide to current values is to compare prices with a Japanese serviceman’s monthly pay
rates in 1943: Superior Private ¥9; Sergeant (middle NCO range) ¥30; Lieutenant (middle
company officer range) ¥94; Lieutenant Colonel (middle field officer range) ¥310. Combat zone



allowances roughly doubled these rates of pay and naval rates varied only slightly from Army
rates. The minimum regular civilian wage at this time was about ¥100 per month while nurses
were paid ¥90.IntroductionThe plight of comfort women was not of major concern to the powers
fighting World War II. Nor has it proved of interest to its historians. There is no monument to the
unknown comfort woman as there are monuments everywhere to the unknown soldier.It has
taken half a century for these women’s ruined lives to become a human rights issue. There were
thirty years between Japanese journalist Senda Kako’s groundbreaking discovery work, and the
setting up of hotlines in Tokyo, Kyoto, Osaka and South Korea, to encourage women to come
forward.From the late 1980s, women’s groups in Korea and Japan began to organise to force the
issue on to the political agenda. The first excomfort women began publicly to testify to their
ordeals. In story after story, what has slowly and painfully emerged is a picture of a large-scale,
officially-organised system of rape by the Imperial Japanese Forces. Thousands of women, from
young village girls to older professionals, an estimated 80 per cent of them Korean, were part of
the comfort system across Asia.Kim Hak Sun was the first former comfort woman to announce
she was willing to publicly tell her story, as part of legal action against the Japanese government.
Her example gave others the courage to join her in a class action which was launched in the
Tokyo District Court on 6 December 1991. The women are demanding compensation, as well as
Japanese government admission that force was used to recruit them. Their case is moving
slowly on.An Asia-wide movement is also emerging on the issue. Asian governments have to
varying degrees supported women in their own countries. But because many countries are
dependent on Japan for aid and investment, such support can be less than wholehearted.In
February 1993, a group of Japanese scholars called on their government to break a long taboo
and allow school history books to cover atrocities committed during Japan’s colonial rule in
Korea, from 1910 to 1945. Until now, the Education Ministry has kept any reference to comfort
women out of the nation’s textbooks.As the women continue to speak out, this deliberate
historical blindness will become harder to sustain. Their stories will become part of the larger
story of World War II.Madam X and Mun Ok JuMadam X, at that time a young Chinese girl living
in British Malaya, recently described to me in Cantonese how she became a comfort
woman:Some time in January 1942, the Japanese occupied Kuala Lumpur—but all that seemed
remote to us. We were safe in our little village. No Japanese would bother us there. Then one
day in February 1942, two lorries full of Japanese soldiers came into our village. I remember it
was February because it was on my mother’s birthday. How did the Japanese find our village?
They were led there by a thirty-year-old traitor. How could he do such a thing, directing the
Japanese soldiers to our village?I was cooking at the time and was unable to escape. The
armed soldiers moved quickly through our village, cutting off all hope of escape. Three soldiers
with rifles came to our house while the rest fanned out through the village. They burst in and
grabbed me. My parents tried to rescue me but my father was kicked in the head. Blood went
everywhere. I struggled as hard as I could, but I got kicked in the head too. I still have that scar.
See? Then my panties were ripped off and one of the soldiers undid the front of his trousers.



While the others held me down, he stuck his thing into me. I had no idea what he was trying to
do. I knew nothing about the facts of life. I was only fifteen and hadn’t even had my first period.It
was agonizing. Blood came out. They did it on the kitchen floor, right in front of my parents and
brother. Three soldiers did it to me in turns, and then they took me out and put me in one of the
lorries along with some other girls from my village. My brother was put in the other lorry and
taken away. We never saw him again. As I was being put in the truck, my parents rushed out to
try and rescue me. My father was trailing blood from his wound. For the next three years, I was
constantly haunted by that last vision of my parents, especially my father’s blood on the
ground.Then I was taken to a big two-storey bungalow in Jalan Ampang. Six Japanese officers
who were living there raped me again. I was crying for my parents and bleeding from my head
wound and also from down below. But the officers there did the same thing to me again. I
couldn’t sleep or eat and thought all the time of my parents and brother. After a short while in the
bungalow, they took me to the Great Eastern Dance Hall, which I think was also in Jalan
Ampang. The dance hostesses had all become comfort girls. Those girls could all speak fluent
English. The same thing happened to me in the Dance Hall as in the bungalow. Then a month
later, they took me to the Tai Sun Hotel opposite the Pudu Jail in Jalan Pudu.There I had a big
room with a double bed. I got two simple meals a day and there was a cleaner who changed the
sheets daily. I was forced to have sex with ten to twenty men a day. As a result I was continuously
raw. Red raw. Sex was excruciating. Oh, you have no idea how painful it was! You couldn’t
imagine it! But I had to be gentle and serve every soldier well. If I didn’t perform well, I would get
beaten. Some of the men would be drunk and beat me anyway. One man, although drunk,
stayed inside me his whole allotted hour. It was unbearable—but I had to bear it.Mun Ok Ju was
originally from Taegu in southeast Korea. Born in 1924, one of four children of parents who were
casual workers, she had had only three years of schooling before starting work at ten, first as a
housemaid, then in a cottage workshop making footwear. In 1942, when wartime conditions
made employment hard to come by, and when she was eighteen, she was approached by a
local man with the Korean name of Song and the Japanese name of Matsumoto. He offered her
‘a good job in a restaurant, in a warm country though some distance away’. He wore a smart
Western-style suit, with tie and leather shoes, which marked him out as either a professional, or
some sort of agent of the Japanese regime. Koreans then were under pressure to adopt
Japanese names and ways, and Ok Ju adopted the name Fumihara Yoshiko. The real lure was
the good salary which would enable her to send money home to help her impoverished family—
an important consideration in a society where Confucian values of filial piety were deeply
important.Together with a group of seventeen girls aged between fifteen and twenty-one, Ok Ju
was taken to the nearby Korean port of Pusan, then shipped to Rangoon in Burma, lodged in the
hold. Her fellow passengers included more than 200 girls in the care of ten men of Matsumoto’s
type. Most were expecting to work in restaurants, canteens or similar surroundings. The Korean
women only saw the servicemen who shared the passage to Burma when they emerged to
defend the ship from enemy air attack.In Rangoon the women had their first definite indication



that they were to become comfort women. Some Koreans enlisted in the Japanese Army told
them that they had ‘made a big mistake’. The shock proved too much for one of the girls, who
drowned herself. The others were taken away in batches of fifteen to twenty. Ok Ju’s group was
sent to a comfort station in Mandalay. Ok Ju had to service more than thirty men a day in a
cramped thatched hut partitioned by hanging mats which did not quite reach the ceiling.Her
‘comfort station’ was called the Taegu Inn, and was situated some distance from the Army
barracks, without the close supervision reported in some areas. But the women were not
allowed to leave their quarters without a leave pass issued by Divisional Headquarters, of the
same kind as issued to troops. This was given once a month to groups of five or six, in her case
marked ‘Fumihara Yoshiko and party of …’, the hours being indicated and strictly checked.At a
time when a private’s pay was about ¥15 (Japanese yen) a month, the fee per visit was ¥1.50 for
privates, ¥2 for non-commissioned officers, ¥2.50 for junior officers and ¥3 for senior officers. At
the reception visitors would receive on payment a ticket, which they would then hand to the
comfort woman.The collected tickets were handed daily to Matsumoto. Once a month, he would
pay the women half the equivalent value. But out of this sum they had to buy such items as food
to supplement the very basic rations supplied, clothing, tobacco and occasional liquor ‘when
needing relief’. Ok Ju saved a total of ¥15,000, but this consisted entirely of tips. She deposited
this in the field post office, being entitled to do so by her paramilitary classification.Health
measures included a weekly disinfecting of the rooms and a venereal disease inspection by the
unit medical officer. If infected, the women were not admitted to go to hospital as occurred in
some areas, but were allowed to rest in their rooms during treatment. A sign, ‘No entry this
week’, would then be placed at their door. Unlike the procedure in some areas, they were
obliged to maintain service during menstruation, using absorbent cotton and frequent douches.
On one occasion Ok Ju attempted during menstruation to refuse service to a drunken non-
commissioned officer, who accused her of lying, and threatened her with a sword. With the
defiant spirit not uncommon among Koreans, she attempted to disarm him and in the struggle
he received a fatal cut—easily done with that formidable weapon. She was courtmartialled but
acquitted on grounds of self-defence. Some of the Japanese themselves remarked: ‘He was a
nasty drunk, always abusing the comfort girls. Got what he deserved!’After six months in
Mandalay, Ok Ju’s group were transferred in small boats to the coastal town of Akyab, close to
the Indian front. They were joined by their unit a few days later. They remained there for about a
year, during which Matsumoto left and the Army took over operation of the four comfort stations.
Two of these housed Japanese women, one house being reserved for officers. While there Ok
Ju received a leg injury from bomb shrapnel, leaving lasting effects. She had further spells in
Prome and Rangoon. During this time she apparently provided additional forms of
entertainment, as she remembers both Japanese and Burmese songs popular at the time.
Finally she and others were transferred to Ayutthaya in Thailand, where they were given a
month’s training as nursing assistants to handle injections, bandaging, pulse and temperature
taking, and malaria treatment. They had to improvise uniforms, but had the Red Cross insignia



on their caps. Ok Ju worked at the Ayutthaya Field Hospital for the last few months of the war,
without any news of the military situation. Finally a weeping NCO broke the news of Japan’s
defeat, adding that the Koreans would now become independent.As remittance facilities were
available in Thailand, Ok Ju had sent ¥5000 home. The rest she had left in her Japanese
account. It turned out to be impossible to visit Japan, since the Red Cross repatriation ship
sailed direct to Inchon. Of her group of seventeen from Taegu, twelve had survived, the others
having been lost through suicide, illness and shipwreck.The hidden story emergesIt was the
sight in a wartime photograph of two women wading across a river with their skirts tucked up and
their luggage perched on their heads, which first caught Senda Kako’s journalistic interest.
Walking alongside the women was a grinning soldier. Senda asked a former war correspondent
who these women were; he was told they were ‘Korean Ps’. He still failed to understand. It was
explained they were Korean ‘comfort women’, a term also new to him. The correspondent then
told Senda about the system of providing women for the sexual comfort of soldiers in war zones.
Senda reflected on their tragedy. Since his informant knew little about the comfort system as a
whole, Senda began to investigate for himself.It was 1962. Senda had come across the
photograph while doing some research on the war for the Japanese-language newspaper, the
Mainichi Shimbun. The photograph of the comfort women had been among a collection of
25,000 censored wartime photographs.Since 1962, much has surfaced about the system of
providing women for the ‘comfort’ of the Japanese Armed Forces. The issue raises afresh the
question of Japanese reluctance to acknowledge wartime atrocities. The comfort system
consisted of the legalised military rape of subject women on a scale—and over a period of time
—previously unknown in history. Comfort women were in the vanguard of the Japanese Forces.
Accounts are given of how the women would arrive with the ammunition—and sometimes even
before essential military equipment.It took Senda two years to track down authentic information.
In Fukuoka on the Japanese island of Kyushu, he found the brothel keeper who had provided
the first officially-sanctioned comfort station near Shanghai in China in 1938. He also found the
army doctor, Aso Tetsuo, who had examined the women for venereal disease and pronounced
the younger, less experienced Korean girls, unsurprisingly, healthier than the accompanying
Japanese prostitutes.His preliminary contacts persuaded Senda to continue his investigations.
For many years he researched and wrote about the comfort women in relative obscurity.
Although his work was translated into Korean, for a long time the subject made little impact in
South Korea, the part of the divided Korean Peninsula that has had the most contact with Japan
since the war in the Pacific. Since 1910, the Korean Peninsula had been a Japanese colony, with
Koreans regarded as Japanese subjects. During the 1930s and 1940s, Korean women were
shipped all over the Japanese Empire, which for a brief period stretched from the Siberian
border in the north, to Burma in Southeast Asia, encompassing Micronesia and the Solomon
Islands in the Pacific.The comfort women were, however, not exclusively Koreans. Women from
other Japanese-occupied territories were also forced into sexual servitude, as the case of
Madam X shows. This became increasingly clear from the early 1990s onwards, when media



attention prompted a growing number of former comfort women to reveal their stories. Their
overall numbers will probably never be known, even if Japanese authorities were to reveal all
available official documents, for the women did not even rate a category of their own in army
manifests. The first batches of women shipped from Nagasaki to Shanghai were listed as so
many units of ‘war supplies’. While such categorisation could have been an attempt at
concealment, this seems unlikely given the highly pragmatic approach the Japanese military
took in providing for the sexual comfort of its men. There were also unambiguous regulations for
the operations of comfort stations, which began to be revealed.The only approximation of
statistical data on the comfort women comes from the hotlines set up in 1992 to collect
information about comfort stations and comfort women, in Tokyo, Kyoto and Osaka. At about the
same time, South Korean women’s groups also set up similar hotlines but the information
gathered was mostly on individual cases, 155 in all. The only generalised data to emerge from
the Korean hotlines were analyses of age and location: 80 per cent of comfort women were aged
between 14 and 18. As for destinations, 31 per cent went to Manchuria, 14 per cent to Taiwan, 7
per cent each to Saipan, Osaka, Singapore, Taikachin (in China), and 4 per cent each to
Kyushu, Nagoya, Nanking, Hokkaido and Tientsin in northeast China. The remaining 2 per cent
went to ‘other Pacific islands’, a reference to Micronesia.During the month or so that the hotlines
were in operation in the three Japanese cities, all callers were asked a standard set of questions,
so a degree of sampling was achieved. Among the Tokyo callers, who were the most numerous,
79 referred to comfort stations in China, 56 to Manchuria, 36 to Southeast Asia, 22 to the
Western Pacific, 23 to Japan and 6 to Korea. In Kyoto, 65 callers referred to China (including
Manchuria), 4 to Korea, 2 to New Guinea (meaning Rabaul), 4 to the Netherlands Indies
(Indonesia), 8 to the Philippines, 3 to Burma and 2 each to Malaya, Thailand, French Indochina,
Japan and Taiwan. In Osaka, where many calls would have been pre-empted by the earlier
phone-ins in nearby Kyoto, 25 referred to China, 7 to the ‘southern islands’ (meaning Southeast
Asia and Micronesia) and 2 to Japan. Although not all callers answered all questions, the areas
where comfort women were found were obviously widespread, covering all territories occupied
by the Japanese between 1930 and 1945.The data also revealed a wide range of nationalities.
In Tokyo, Koreans were mentioned by 175 callers (of whom 78 had encountered only Koreans),
while 86 callers mentioned only Japanese women. Smaller numbers mentioned Taiwanese, both
Chinese and indigenous, ‘Manchus’ (meaning the non-Chinese ethnic groups); mainland
Chinese, Indonesians (who were also in New Guinea), Dutch, Burmese, Malays, and White
Russians (in Manchuria). In Kyoto, 68 mentioned Koreans, 40 Japanese, 29 Chinese, 5 Filipinas,
2 each White Russians, Taiwanese and Vietnamese, and 1 each Dutch, Malays, Eurasians,
Indonesians, Thais and Burmese. The Osaka callers described Koreans as most numerous, with
others being Chinese or Southeast Asian women.In the Kyoto survey, approximate figures for
women in particular places were given in over 60 cases. Some respondents indicated various
combinations of Japanese, Korean and Chinese women, frequently with an overall total of about
15 in any one place; 40 instances are cited of groups consisting only of Koreans, usually with



between 10 and 20 in one place. In some cases there were fewer than 10, but groups of up to 80
women are also recorded. Figures for ‘only’ Japanese and ‘only’ Chinese comfort women in a
particular location are given in 16 and 11 cases respectively, with 40 the largest number in any
one place—for both Chinese and Japanese. The Osaka survey did not obtain comparable
figures.The Kyoto survey also asked what terms were used to describe the establishments
where the comfort women operated. It found that most respondents were equally divided
between ‘comfort station’ and ‘P house’, with one instance of ‘WC’ and one of ‘brothel’. Two were
called ‘pompon houses’—a term which came into common use in post-war American-occupied
Japan. There is only one reference to women being called by the official term, comfort women
(ianfu in Japanese), the more common usage being ‘P’, coupled with the nationality. Sometimes
the latter was in slang form, such as Chan-P for Chinese and Chom-P for Koreans. It has been
suggested that the slang ‘P’ derives from the English initial of the word ‘prostitute’, but it is more
likely that it comes from the vulgar Chinese term p’i, for vagina. It should be noted that the use of
the terms ‘P’ and comfort women was confined mainly to the military, while ‘comfort women’ was
not so much a euphemism as a form of officialese.Although no figures are available for the total
number of women involved in the comfort system, an approximate estimate can be made using
various ratios that have been cited for troops to women. This is not, however, a satisfactory
basis, because of the large variations from place to place and time to time. Nonetheless, data
from the Tokyo phone survey do correlate roughly with known troop numbers in the areas
mentioned, and ratios of troops to women in China were obtained for every year from 1937–45
although each referred to a different area. In four cases, the ratio of troops to comfort women
was 50:1; in others, the ratios ranged from 35:1 to 100:1. The average ratio overall was just over
50:1.A ratio of 29:1 is frequently quoted. This may have been the ideal, but the findings do not
support it. According to Japanese wartime figures, the ratios for the Kwangtung Army based in
Manchuria and China were between 35:1 and 45:1, whereas estimates by hotline informants
ranged from 35:1 to 100:1 for China. One of the first five relevant official Japanese documents to
be uncovered mentions 1004 women for the 21st Army, which would have numbered 40,000 to
50,000 troops. This implies a ratio of between 40:1 and 50:1. Commonsense suggests that
ratios as high as 30:1 are unrealistic. As will be described, when forced, the women serviced 30
men a day, so a ratio of 30:1 would imply that each soldier had sex virtually every day—unless a
number did so twice a day—which is equally unlikely and never reported. Apart from the
question of the libido required, Japanese soldiers could not have afforded daily sex, given
military wages and the fees charged for using the comfort women.If we assume a ratio of 50:1,
then the total of some 7 million troops from all theatres of war indicates that there would have
been about 139,000 comfort women at most. If the wartime death rate among them is taken to
be about one-sixth, or 23,000, then some 116,000 comfort women might be expected to have
survived their ordeal. Reducing this figure by 50 per cent to allow for death due to old age or
illness since the war suggests there could be around 58,000 surviving comfort women. Yet,
surprisingly, until recently the numbers of comfort women who had come forward could be



counted on the fingers of one hand.Deception and abductionWhat makes the comfort system
particularly repugnant is not just that the women were shipped throughout Japanese-occupied
territory, right up to the frontlines, to face the same dangers as the soldiers. What is even worse
is that the women were for the most part duped, abducted or coerced into sexual
slavery.Although Japan had a system of licensed prostitution before the war, the majority of the
comfort women were naïve young girls drafted into the comfort system against their will. While
some Japanese officials took the trouble to get the women to sign an ‘agreement’, the
widespread lack of comprehension of what this entailed made such ‘consent’ a sham.
Recruitment like Ok Ju’s falls into the mode of deceptive enticement. Private individuals were
involved, who were either seeking their own fortunes, or had been hired by the Japanese
authorities to find women. As the Japanese military’s demand for women grew, direct
recruitment through the police or local government became more common. Such official
recruitment was part of the labour draft for war industries, and provided a convenient cover for
recruiting comfort women. Under the strengthened National General Mobilisation Regulations,
Korean girls were seized in virtual slave raids, while nearer the frontlines local girls like Madam X
were also seized for sexual servitude.After the war, the fate of the comfort women was very
varied. Madam X and Mun Ok Ju were among the minority who made it home and were able to
resume a more or less normal life. Many more remained in the post-war version of the comfort
system, providing sexual service to yet more soldiers, in different uniforms. At the other extreme,
many comfort women did not survive the war, succumbing to illness, enemy action or death at
the hands of Japanese troops as part of the habitual practice of mass suicide in defeat. A few
others chose to remain in the former occupied areas, some even marrying local men and
merging into the local population.Today psychiatrists and psychologists recognise the trauma
suffered by rape victims often prevents their integration into society. Not surprisingly, most
comfort women appear to now lead a perilous emotional existence, made all the more
distressing by the perceived necessity to remain silent over the decades following their horrific
experiences. Their strong sense of isolation, and alienation from their society, has been
described by some victims as more unbearable than their original ordeals. Beneath the façade
of a typical grandmother minding her adopted daughter’s house and son, Madam X remains
unable to relinquish her fear of sex and hatred of men, which extends even to her foster-son-in-
law and perhaps also to her grandson. As with many comfort women, she was unable to bear
children, and continues to suffer a variety of physical problems linked to her years of sexual
slavery.An injustice unavengedUnlike other World War Il atrocities, such as the Nazi massacre of
the Jews or the Japanese abuse of prisoners of war, it has taken half a century for the officially
sanctioned and organised comfort system, involving the continuous rape of thousands of
women by Japanese troops, to become public. Feminists suspect that this massive abuse of
women might, indeed, never have been seen as an atrocity at all had not some brave women
spoken out. Exploitative treatment of women is still the norm throughout most of the world,
especially in the two countries most involved, Japan and Korea. Prostitution rackets in places



like Thailand and the Philippines involve younger and younger victims, as men from many
countries attempt to avoid AIDS by using barely pubescent girls.The comfort women issue could
perhaps not have been dealt with earlier. The changing attitudes of women, and towards
women, in Asia were an essential precondition. Then as now, rape was never an easy charge to
sustain. Given the high moral value attached to chastity, the comfort women invariably emerged
from their wartime experiences defiled, yet unable to accuse their abusers. They had everything
to gain by keeping silent and everything to lose by making accusations. From the patriarchal
point of view, it was seen almost as a kindness to the comfort women to pretend that this
systematic brutalisation had never taken place.That local operators and recruiters collaborated
in the comfort system was another good reason for silence. Many of them continued after the
war in the same line of work, often using the former comfort women who, for economic reasons,
were unable to break away from them. Until the late 1980s South Korea was also ruled by a
succession of military men who did not countenance citizen demonstrations or lobbying of any
kind. The passing of military rule and the relaxation of strictures against democratic speech have
both helped to promote an increasingly vocal feminist movement. This has brought issues such
as sex tourism and the comfort women’s plight into the open as political issues.In his epilogue to
a major list of sources on comfort women, The Emperor’s Forces and Korean Comfort Women,
Korean activist Kim Il Myon states that he has not compiled the listing for mere ‘sensation
seeking’, but in the hope of contributing to the still incomplete tasks of social progress. He
summarises these as the liberation of workers, women and colonies. But all the research,
rhetoric and war memoirs were as nothing until the women were prepared to come forward and
speak out against their exploitation. Since the late 1980s and the early 1990s, aided by feminists
and other activists, increasing numbers of former comfort women have been condemning their
wartime abuse and demanding redress from the Japanese government. It was not until the
comfort women rose to cry out, that researchers and activists could change the subject into an
issue. Their courage made possible such landmark initiatives as the 1991 Tokyo lawsuit and the
1992 Asia Solidarity Conference on comfort women in Seoul.The saga of the comfort women is
not just about a wartime atrocity which has remained unpunished. The issues involved with how
the perpetrators of the comfort system almost got away with their crimes highlights how the
exploitation of women—and children—for profit from sexual service continues today.The
Comfort Women1. Mars and VenusWartime exploitation of women for sexual service is part of a
long and inglorious tradition. Other armies had had similar systems before the Japanese.The
feudal Japanese approached prostitution with an openness which made famous the pleasure
quarters of cities such as Kyoto, Osaka and Tokyo. In the mid-eighteenth century, the Floating
World, or the pleasure quarters, in Edo (as Tokyo was then called) were famous as ‘the nightless
city’. Glamorised by artists and writers, the wealth of erotic literature and art disguised the slave-
like conditions in which the women worked.Geishas were differentiated from common prostitutes
by their rigorous training as musicians and genteel entertainers. The provision of sex was only
rarely part of a geisha’s evening’s entertainment. She tended to be attached to one man at a



time. In 1872, Japan had prohibited bondage and restricted prostitution to a voluntary contract
system, whereby women were employed by licensed brothels on the basis of a loan, usually to
their families, to be worked off over a period of years. Although such contracts were free in the
legal sense, there was often a strong economic compulsion, with prostitutes often being
described as ‘security’ for loans.In pre-war Japan, prostitution was state-organised, with the
women licensed and subjected to medical inspections. In the late nineteenth century and at the
beginning of the twentieth, Japanese travelling prostitutes or karayuki, were to be found in many
parts of Asia, including areas which later became Japanese-occupied territories. The export of
women for sexual service was therefore not a new idea for the Japanese.Before the era of
Japanese influence in Korea, prostitution had followed a pattern common to many pre-modern
societies. It was associated either with upper class courtesans on the Chinese model, or a more
plebeian, pseudo-familial type, with marriage to or adoption by pimps.Among the Japanese
systems imposed on the Koreans when the peninsula came under Japanese influence in 1904,
was an attempt to put prostitution on a more orderly basis, starting with the setting up of a
Floating World or red light district in Seoul. After total annexation in 1910, licensed prostitution
was introduced. The new system, controlled by the Japanese military-political police, or
kempeitai, was a characteristically Japanese system. There was meticulous registration, and
provision for medical checks and reporting of infection. However, as a health measure the
licensing system was less effective in Korea than in Japan, probably because medical services
were less developed. In 1921 a comprehensive check found that over half the licensed and
unlicensed prostitutes were infected with venereal disease.Given the well-organised and open
nature of prostitution in Japan, it was logical that there should be organised prostitution in the
Japanese Armed Forces. Although the institution of military prostitution was universal, few
historians have chosen to deal with it. Meirion and Susie Harries’ monumental history of the
Japanese Army, Soldiers of the Sun, refers to the phenomenon several times in passing,
evidently without considering it worthy of particular attention. The Allied Forces were themselves
involved in the repatriation of comfort women after the war. The term ‘comfort girls’, generally
regarded as a quaint oriental euphemism, was well known. There was a tendency to equate the
comfort women with the regimental brothels or ‘camp followers’ associated with other armies,
and to be seen at military bases everywhere, almost from time immemorial.Fighting men and
sexMars and Venus have gone hand in hand throughout military history. This image may sit
oddly with the conventional heroic picture of fighting men, but it is comprehensible to anyone
with first-hand experience of combat, or a prolonged spell of life in uniform. Combat, especially
under modern conditions, has been justly described as the most stressful environment possible,
apt to produce what one Japanese Army medical officer described as ‘temporary derangement’.
Combat aside, any ex-soldier will remember the obsession with sex in a community of men—the
fittest of their generation in the prime of life, in a confined and regimented situation—deprived of
usual social and emotional outlets.More or less institutionalised means have always been found
for catering to this primitive sexual need. For the armies of history, much smaller in size than



those of today, and fighting more leisurely campaigns, there were the camp followers.The
Roman Empire, with its far-flung army, had a comfort system remarkably similar to that of the
Japanese military. Roman society was, of course, founded on a system of slavery which made
life more comfortable and pleasurable for the élite, but less so for those at the bottom of the pile.
Slavery ensured a regular supply of captive females for the military brothels which were
attached to every Roman garrison or campaigning army. The task of these Roman comfort
women was to provide sexual services at all hours of the day and night, as well as to do
traditionally female chores such as nursing, washing and cooking. The only way a sex slave
could improve her lot was to catch the eye of someone powerful or rich enough to pluck her from
the common herd for his personal use.Other armies followed suit. During the sixteenth century,
the Spanish Duke of Alva’s army, when invading the Netherlands with the Armada, was followed
by ‘400 mounted whores and 800 on foot’. Henriques’ voluminous Prostitution and Society,
quoting from a German military science text, the Kriegsbuch of 1598, gives an illuminating
account of the function of camp followers. Like the Roman system, it anticipated the type of
organisation found in the Japanese Armed Forces:When a regiment is strong in numbers, then
the camp followers are also not few. There should be appointed by the Colonel an official, able,
honest, sensible warrior, who has helped in battle and attack. He should have his own
Lieutenant and Second-Lieutenant, when the gang of camp followers is strong in number. He
should have captains’ pay and his Lieutenant and Second-Lieutenant as arranged, for such an
officer must know how to order and lead such troops, just as ordinary or straying troops have to
be kept in order and led … Under the officer for the harlots is a provost, whose duty it is to
establish peace and order. When he cannot make peace by other means, he has a conciliator
about the length of an arm, with which he is authorised by their masters to punish them.With the
change to armies of mass conscription in the nineteenth century came greater problems in
maintaining order, controlling venereal disease, and preventing desertion. The scale and nature
of military prostitution were transformed. Military authorities recognised, to varying degrees, its
relevance to such problems as keeping troops more contented and tractable, forestalling the
danger of rape among civilian populations, and controlling disease. The impoverishment and
social dislocation of the earlier phases of the Industrial Revolution meant there was generally an
ample supply of women for military prostitution. The extent of organisation and openness varied
according to prevailing moral attitudes in different societies. However, as military histories are
invariably concerned with either military science or national glory, military prostitution is rarely
comprehensively recorded.Of the British Army in the nineteenth century, Henriques remarks:The
British soldier, unlike his continental counterpart, has never had his sexual needs provided for in
this country. It has been otherwise overseas. It is probably true to say that Venus has been in
constant attendance upon Mars wherever the British soldier has served in our once far-flung
Empire, both in an official and an unofficial capacity.The best-documented example of
prostitution for the British Army comes from a House of Commons Commission of Inquiry into
the Indian Army, in 1893. The circumstances which led to the inquiry resulted from the



Contagious Diseases Act, in force from 1866 to 1886. This provided for the compulsory
periodical examination of women suspected of suffering from venereal disease, something
adopted when it was discovered that the disease rate in the British Army was more than three
times that of the better-regulated French.The published report of the Commission of Inquiry
details British military prostitution in India which, like the Roman system, anticipated many later
Japanese practices. The Indian Army was distributed in distinct settlements called cantonments,
each with an attached ‘bazaar’ where Indians performed all the services required of a settled
community. The bazaar included a prostitutes’ quarter where the women displayed themselves
on balconies. They were recruited mainly from the lower ranks of the prostitute-pimp caste,
usually supervised by a resident procuress paid from their earnings. There were some women of
other origins, including occasional Europeans, but the fee for a visit was higher than a labourer’s
daily wage. The minimum age of the women was fourteen, with most between seventeen and
eighteen.Until 1888 a register of prostitutes was maintained. There was a system of compulsory
medical examinations, and the regiment paid each woman one rupee a month for soap and a
towel. Even after these formal arrangements were abolished, the system continued on a
voluntary basis, and the women often followed the regiments between cantonments. As one
witness put it: ‘If we had no women the men would have been all over the place and we do not
know what offences might have been committed.’ According to another: ‘When the soldier is
drunk he occasionally beats and otherwise ill-treats the women. But the women themselves
make singularly little complaint on this score.’The Commission of Inquiry concluded that there
was ‘no shadow of foundation’ for rumours of compulsion in this system. But when the report
appeared it became impossible to maintain it. It was superseded by a more fluid system
involving greater participation by the growing numbers of European and Eurasian women in
India.The world wars provided various arrangements for prostitution. A vivid glimpse of
conditions in World War I is provided in Ettie: A Life of Ettie Rout, the biography of pioneer New
Zealand feminist, Ettie Rout by Jane Tolerton. She formed a volunteer sisterhood to help nurse
‘sick and wounded colonials’ in Egypt. On arrival there she was appalled by the combination of
‘sergeants, syphilis and sand’. The New Zealand commander had tried to combat disease by
issuing Metchinoff’s ointment as a prophylactic, but his men usually sold it to the locals to treat
lice. In England, Rout found the prostitution situation still more acute. As she expressed it: ‘If they
will have women—and they most certainly will—give them clean women.’ Having failed to
dissuade her countrymen from sex tours to their favourite haunt, Paris, she made an
arrangement with a responsible madame there to specialise in New Zealanders, and to use a
prophylactic kit designed by Ettie herself. Although she became a legend among New
Zealanders of her time, she is not mentioned in her country’s official war history, and her books
on birth control were banned in her home country.Information on the German Amy’s prostitution
facilities during World War Il is found in Seidler’s Prostitution, Homosexuality, Self-Mutilation:
Problems of German Public Hygiene Control 1939–45. Military brothels were established in the
key zones of occupied areas as auxiliary installations, under orders from central command.



Local commanding officers were made responsible for equipment, supervision and supply. The
motive was hygiene control in the light of German experience in World War I, when there had
been two million cases of venereal disease in the German Army alone. Inspections during World
War Il were conducted by local doctors under the supervision of Army medical officers. In
Western Europe, existing brothels were reserved for German Army use, while in Eastern Europe
women were sometimes given the choice of compulsory labour or prostitution.Regulation was
characteristically meticulous. On the walls of every room were three notices: ‘Use a condom—
danger of venereal disease!’ ‘Memorise your partner’s registration number!’ and ‘Disinfect after
intercourse!’ A routine order issued in Bucharest indicates business hours as 1400 to 2300.
Medical orderlies and military police would be on duty from 1300 to 2400 to control
disturbances. No more than ten soldiers could occupy a waiting room at once. Queuing outside
was forbidden and vehicles could not be parked in front of buildings in use.In the case of the
Allies, scattered references to British ‘regimental brothels’ and French ‘military field brothels’ are
sometimes encountered, but no systematic information on them is available. In general, the only
sources on the subject of military-related prostitution are personal memoirs, fictionalised
treatment in novels like Norman Mailer’s The Naked and the Dead, or television dramas like
China Beach. An isolated reference to an organised brothel in a United States military context
occurs in China, where the commander of a Sino-American air force was so concerned with the
rate of infection from brothels in Kunming that he brought in twelve healthy Indian prostitutes—
an arrangement eventually vetoed by his superior. Although United States forces have often
adopted ad hoc health precautions in brothels adjacent to their bases, notably in South Korea,
no greater degree of military intervention has occurred.The Japanese rationaleSuperstitions are
universal in armed forces. The Japanese had some which were linked to sex. They included the
belief that sex before going into battle worked as a charm against injury. Amulets could be made
with the pubic hair of comfort women, or from something belonging to them. Sexual deprivation
was believed to make one accident-prone. Sex also acted to relieve combat stress and,
particularly in the Japanese case, the savage discipline endured by the troops. In his book The
Emperor’s Forces and Korean Comfort Women, Korean Kim Il Myon, although bitterly critical of
Japanese colonialism and militarism, shows a realistic understanding of the ordinary Japanese
private or naval rating:To soldiers in the frontline, ever surrounded by the sound of guns,
wrapped in smoke stinking of death and not knowing when death would come … a visit to a
comfort station was no doubt the only form of relief. It was the only kind of individual act in which
one was ‘liberated’. Theirs was a prison-like existençe, subject to random, arbitrary punishments
by mad dogs of NCOs, their eardrums daily ringing from blows. The comfort station was where
they were at least temporarily ‘liberated’ from the savagery of the unit. It was their ‘oasis’.Some
sources indicate that the practice of visiting comfort women was ritualised by the Japanese,
especially before a unit was to leave for the front. The common rationale was that men without
previous sexual experience should have intercourse at least once before death. A man who
remained aloof from this recreation became an odd man out—a serious matter in military



psychology. In one recorded case a man who had never visited a comfort station was forcibly
taken to one by his comrades, who then watched through holes in the wall as he was chased
around the room by the woman. The Japanese rationale is expressed in a War Ministry circular:It
is not necessary to emphasise how much the environment influences troops’ psychology and
therefore the promotion of discipline. Thus care must be taken in regard to suitable living
conditions and comfort facilities. In particular the psychological influence received from sexual
comfort stations is most direct and profound and it must be realised how greatly their
appropriate direction and supervision affect the raising of morale, the maintenance of discipline
and the prevention of crime and venereal disease.The crippling of whole battalions by venereal
disease was not unknown, and the Japanese took such a threat seriously, since they had
learned the hard way. In 1918, Japan had taken part in the Siberian Intervention initiated by the
Western powers against the revolution in Russia. Between then and 1922, the equivalent of one
division of seven was incapacitated by venereal disease. This object lesson is frequently quoted
as either justification for, or explanation of, the systematic establishment by the Japanese of
military-controlled comfort stations.The health of the soldiers was a matter of particular concern
between 1937 and 1939, since the Japanese Armed Forces were then conducting their most
protracted overseas campaign, the drive to take military control of China. A report by Dr Aso
Tetsuo (Suzuki Yuko 1991), who was a medical officer at the Shanghai base hospital, probably
helped to lay the foundations for later policy guidelines on the best sources of healthy comfort
women. Since his background was in gynecology, Dr Aso was opposed to the system of
licensed prostitution. In early 1938, he was instructed to examine about 100 women who were to
work in a ‘recreation centre’. At first he assumed that they were attached to the canteens
service, and might be suspected of some infection from the troops. On being confronted with a
group of about eighty young Korean women and twenty more mature Japanese, however, he
came to realise the reason for the examinations. With the assistance of another medical officer,
seven medical orderlies and two nurses, he carried out the required inspection in the deserted
school where the women were assembled. His surviving report was written the following year as
a submission to a conference on venereal disease prevention:Those to be examined were 80
women from the Peninsula [a term for Koreans often used to avoid reference to nationality] and
20 or so from the Homeland [Japan proper]. Among those from the Peninsula, there was very
little indication indeed of venereal disease, but those from the Homeland, although free of acute
symptoms at present, were all extremely dubious. In age, these were all past 20, some
approaching 40, and had already spent a number of years in prostitution. Those from the
Peninsula presented a pleasing contrast, being in the main younger and unsophisticated …
Care needs to be taken with the more jaded type of woman, whom I have repeatedly examined
for syphilis and found clearly branded with a past history of venereal disease by the scars of
bubo excisions on the groins. These are really dubious as gifts to the Imperial Forces.Karayuki
such as those examined by Dr Aso continued to be recruited as comfort women, so the risk of
infection from them remained. But available numbers soon proved inadequate, given the vastly



expanded scope of the war and the increase in men in uniform. There was little attempt to recruit
Japanese women who were not from a background of professional prostitution, partly because
they were needed at home to replace men in farming and factory work, and partly because the
troops’ morale would suffer if they realised their own sisters were being forced into prostitution.
The emphasis was increasingly placed, then, on recruiting non-professional Korean women—by
any means possible.The context of prostitution: Japanese expansionism and the growth of
militarismThe systematic exploitation of Korean women all over the Japanese Empire as comfort
women was an adjunct to the second and more uncontrolled phase of Japanese expansionism
in the Fifteen Years War. This term was often used in Japan to refer to the events between 1931
and 1945. It was made possible by what Kim Il Myon calls ‘a counter-current to the early
twentieth century tide of liberation’ in which the beginnings of democracy were crushed by
ultranationalists and the military.In the 1920s the convention was established that the Prime
Minister should command a majority of the elected House of Representatives. Although under
the then Constitution the Emperor was empowered to appoint any of his subjects as Prime
Minister, his ‘transcendent’ status placed him at a remove from the political process. He had to
rely on the advice of his elder statesmen as to who, in any given situation, had the political
resources to function effectively in the key position of Prime Minister.By the late 1920s, the two
major liberal parties, financed by the zaibatsu combines, and with nationwide networks of voter
support, had become the major focus of the political process. For a time power alternated
between them. This system had corollaries, such as a measure of recognition of trade unions
and a wide range of freedom of expression, as well as a foreign policy based on coexistence in
the League of Nations, and concomitant reductions in military potential. The Washington Pact on
arms limitation and preservation of the status quo in the Pacific was accepted. This was known
as Shidehara Diplomacy, for the leading Foreign Minister of the time, who re-emerged after the
Pacific War as Prime Minister.Japan’s initial military and industrial build-up of the late nineteenth
century (known as the Meiji Restoration after the Meiji Emperor, the grandfather of Emperor
Hirohito), had been stimulated by the campaign to abolish the 1858 five-power ‘unequal’ treaties.
These followed the pattern of those imposed on China. While Japan succeeded in projecting
itself into modernism, China was to weaken almost to semi-colonial status, a prey to the
ambitions of Japan, a country with one-tenth its population.If Japan’s expansionism had been
part of the nineteenth and early twentieth century phenomenon of the Western powers’ rampant
imperialism, as the only Asian power it was unable to pursue further ambitions in the face of
concerted opposition from the West. The opposition to allowing Japan a rightful place as an
equal among the big powers took on a racial dimension in the 1920s. This bred resentment and
fed Japanese insecurity, which in turn pushed its extremist military factions towards greater
aggression.An earlier phase of Japanese expansionism, at the turn of the century, had led to the
acquisition of Taiwan (then known as Formosa), Korea (Chosen), and southern Sakhalin
(Karafuto), as well as a League of Nations mandate in Micronesia. These successes had been
due, in part, to British backing, Britain being the only leading Western colonial power with whom



Japan had an alliance. A pact had been signed in 1902, the two nations brought together by the
threat of Imperial Russian expansion in East Asia. Having confronted Russia in the Crimea and
the approaches to India, Britain became alarmed by the Russian acquisition of the maritime
province of Manchuria. The Russians obtained the concession of an ice-free port in Korea,
which the Japanese regarded as ‘a dagger pointed at the heart of Japan’: the stage was set for
the Russo-Japanese War of 1904.This was to be the first war in which an Asian power
successfully took on a Western one. Its outcome was a strategic foothold in Manchuria for
Japan. From there she was later to threaten China. Colonial-type treaty rights similar to those
enjoyed by the Western powers were obtained in China, especially in Manchuria. The Japanese
—British alliance lasted throughout World War I, yielding the Micronesian mandate for
Japan.When the Russo—Japanese War broke out in 1904, the Japanese Army had already
secured Korea. Once Chinese and Russian influence was removed from the peninsula, the
Koreans themselves failed to mount any cohesive national resistance to the Japanese takeover.
This took the form, at first, of conversion to protectorate status, and later of annexation. The
Korean royal family was intermarried with the Japanese aristocracy. The Yangban ruling class,
modelled on Chinese mandarins, proved (just as did its Chinese prototype) incapable of
reorganising Korea as a modern state.Having experienced such spectacular success in
competition with its Western rivals—in contrast to the fate of the two ancient Asian civilisations
of India and China—Japan quickly developed a profound contempt for other Asians. This was
intensified by a reaction against its traditional veneration of India and China as the sources of
Buddhism and classical learning. Some elements in Japan did, however, remain attached to
tradition, and developed a Pan-Asian ideology based on Japan repaying its ancient cultural debt
by leading a struggle for Asian liberation. For a time, at the beginning of the twentieth century,
Pan-Asianists gave concrete assistance or refuge to revolutionaries from China, India, the
Philippines and elsewhere. But patronising and paternalistic attitudes gained ascendancy, and
their program was eventually distorted by ruling circles into the theme of the Greater East Asian
Co-Prosperity Sphere, the declared aim of the Pacific War.The dominant elements in Japan had,
in any case, always rejected the spirit of Pan-Asianism in favour of participation in the Imperialist
Club. The classic statement of this perspective is to be found in an article titled ‘Abandoning Asia
and Joining Europe’, written in 1885 by the prominent theorist of modernisation, Fukuzawa
Yukichi, founder of Keio University, and co-founder of one of the two major pre-war parties. The
article (Takeuchi Yoshimi 1963), written to refute Pan-Asianism, is still cited in the context of the
comfort women, as well as other issues.Although our country is situated at the eastern edge of
Asia, the spirit of our people has already abandoned Asia’s hidebound ways and embraced
Western civilisation. We have here two unfortunate neighbour countries—China and Korea.
Although their people in former times shared with Japan a similar nurturing in Asian-type
doctrines and customs, now, either because of some difference in race or because of some
difference of mode within that inherited education … these do not comprehend the path of
national reform … In framing present policies, we have no leisure to await their awakening and



together revive Asia … We cannot treat them with special consideration just because they are
our neighbours, we must treat them just as Westerners do.Among Koreans there was naturally
some resistance to being treated as Japanese colonial subjects. There were widespread
demonstrations for independence in 1919, amounting almost to an abortive uprising. Korea was
then under a military regime ruthlessly administered by the kempeitai under a Governor-
General, General Terauchi Masatake. During the 1920s, Korea benefited to some degree from a
liberal trend in Japan, resulting in a less arbitrary civil administration headed by a leader from the
moderate wing of the Navy, Admiral Saito Makoto, later assassinated by extremists in
Japan.Developments in Korea and Japan were wrecked, however, by a combination of domestic
and international crises brought on by the Depression of the 1930s. The economic dangers
facing Japan made the solutions offered by military men attractive, if not irresistible. The seizure
of Manchuria and the creation of the puppet state of Manchukuo in 1931, were entirely the
initiatives of young turks in Japan’s China-based Kwantung Army. There was no authorisation
from the liberal Japanese government of the time, or even from the War Ministry. The action was
portrayed as an emergency measure to protect Japanese treaty rights; in fact it was designed to
secure Manchuria’s rich resources, to stimulate the Japanese economy under Depression
conditions, and to develop a secure base for further expansion into China.The wave of popular
enthusiasm and Right-wing conspiracies which followed what was tantamount to an Army coup,
induced the Japanese authorities to recognise Manchukuo. Immediately, there was a flood of
Japanese officials and private fortune hunters into northeast China. These included a rising
generation of new industrialists, favoured by the Army over the established zaibatsu, as well as
small-scale operators moving to wherever the best pickings were to be found. In the later
recollections of a kempeitai officer:Many of these were disreputables who had gone broke in the
home country and wormed their way into the favour of corrupt military and kempeitai officers
through bribery. Such traders included a proportion of Koreans.Prostitution inevitably followed
this influx. The Manchukuo authorities maintained a licensing system as a health measure. In
Manchuria many women of Chinese and White Russian origin were available, supplemented,
often willingly, from Japan. To many, there was the promise of what seemed a welcome ‘release’
from their cramped and depressed lives in Japan. Indeed, business was so much better in
Manchuria that debts which would have taken years to pay off could be settled in six months,
allowing women in this line of work to start their own brothels. It even became necessary to draw
lots for permission to leave for Manchuria. There was also a psychological bonus: women who
were usually despised were now admired for their courage in moving to a war zone, enabling
them to think of themselves as patriotic.Large numbers of Koreans were also enticed into such
service. As in the colonies of the Western powers, many Koreans, especially those from the
upper classes, took advantage of opportunities offered by collaboration. They served in the
armed forces, in the police or civil administration, or in semi-official bodies such as the
Japanese-sponsored Women’s Association. Many of these organisations, though later reviled as
‘remnant forces from Japanese imperialism’, continued for some time as a force in post-war



South Korea. There were few alternative trained and cohesive entities capable of countering ‘the
Communist threat’. Korean complicity in the traffic in comfort women is sometimes cited as a
reason for Korea’s failure to bring the perpetrators to book after the Pacific War.In Japan,
meanwhile, the success of the Manchurian adventure was generating Right-wing radicalism and
expansionism. The able leaders of both parties were assassinated, leaving their followers in
disarray, unable to contest the return of military men to the ruling élite. Right-wing terrorism
occurred on a dramatic scale, and prowar cliques in the Armed Forces strengthened. The
parties continued to retain a share of Cabinet posts, however. In 1937, in the last prewar election
they still vastly exceeded the far Right and pro-military parties in electoral support and—unlike
the situation in the European Axis countries—there was no popular mandate for the military
forces.In the panic following an attempted coup by Army dissidents in 1936, however, the Armed
Forces had recovered an earlier privilege: they nominated their respective ministers from the
active list. The Army subsequently used this privilege ruthlessly as a veto on Cabinet formation.
Eventually, by capitalising on growing international conflict and developing a network of
collaboration in bureaucratic and financial circles, the Army came to dominate the whole political
process. Its formal legal basis was derived from extensions to the National General Mobilisation
Law, passed in 1938, when it was recognised that the war in China was likely to be
protracted.Military control at grassroots level was exercised through a network of local bodies
called ‘neighbourhood associations’ in Japan and ‘patriotic teams’ in Korea. There was strict
censorship of the means of expression and action by the Special Higher Police (whose role was
to act as ‘thought police’), and the kempeitai. Indoctrination through the media and the education
system was so intense and pervasive that the few who had sufficient independence of mind to
present problems for social control were easily suppressed.Ideological conditioning centred on
a much-intensified cult of the divine Emperor as head of the nation-family and fountainhead of
absolute authority transmitted down through all forms of social organisation. Divinity in the
Shinto sense has different connotations from the Western concept, being animistic and
immanent rather than theistic and transcendent. Thus the Emperor was not viewed as infallible;
rather the concept of his divinity implied that loyal service to him guaranteed success. To this
day the actual personal role of Emperor Hirohito during the war remains a matter of debate. On
the one hand, it seems clear that neither he nor any other single authority had decisive control
over the intense factional rivalries both between and within the Army and Navy, as well as in
other organs of government. On the other, he was by no means free of involvement in political
and military machinations. Although the Emperor remained a silent figure when presiding over
most of the formal top-level Imperial Conferences throughout the war, he had considerable input
into preparatory discussions and manoeuvres.Determining the precise locus of responsibility is
a problem common to large Japanese organisations. It should be noted that the person of the
Emperor is often strongly emphasised as a tangible focus of resentment by Koreans as well as
Japanese radicals, whether socialist or feminist.There were good psychological reasons for a
focus on the divinity of the Emperor. The Japanese contempt for other Asians, based on the



contrast in their respective recent achievements, was deepened by the cult of the Emperor, with
its implication that all Japanese shared in his divinity. All others were excluded.Koreans,
especially, were placed in an ambiguous position. They were officially included among the
‘Emperor’s children’, so as to secure their loyalty. At the same time they were deprived of even
the limited civil rights available under the old Japanese Constitution—such as voting for the
Diet’s Lower House—unless they lived permanently in Japan.Assimilationist policies, aimed at
incorporating the Asian peoples within a Japanese colonial identity, were strengthened in Korea
and also in Taiwan as the crisis of the 1930s deepened. Korea presented the larger problem in
view of its long-standing cultural and historical identity. The island of Taiwan (Formosa) was a
frontier region, settled in recent centuries by southern Chinese, and with a considerable non-
Chinese aboriginal population. In both countries the development of education, hitherto scarcely
available to the mass of the people, was based on the Japanese language, especially at more
advanced levels, with local languages allowed only limited scope.In 1941, Japanese
administrators in Korea began a campaign, still much resented to this day, to induce the general
adoption of Japanese names. A plausible reason advanced for this was the small number of
existing surnames, actually clan names on the Chinese pattern. This meant that sub-groups had
to be distinguished by places, such as the Kyongju Yis and the Chinhae Kims. But assimilation
was the ultimate aim, and Korea was flooded with four-character slogans such as ‘Japan and
Korea of common ancestry’ (historically largely true but not genuinely relished by either side),
‘Korea and Japan indissoluble’, and ‘All viewed with even benevolence’.In Taiwan, the adoption
of Japanese names was purely voluntary, even requiring permits. As in Korea, military service
was at first also voluntary, beginning with porters in 1937 and extending mainly to paramilitary
service from 1942. The assimilationist campaign was so successful that a later source on
Taiwanese comfort women relates that many Taiwanese on military duties only realised, on
reaching the mainland, that they were ethnic Chinese, not Japanese. Similar scripts and physical
characteristics, limited literacy and the multiplicity of Chinese dialects made this degree of
confusion possible.The Japanese state religion, Shinto, an integral part of the education system,
was also widely promoted, through a network of local shrines. As in Japan, this religion was not
designed to rule out adherence to other beliefs, which were tolerated and even sometimes
sponsored, as long as they did not oppose the state creed. There was some harassment of
Christianity when incompatibility was suggested, but on the whole, a distinction of function was
accepted. In Korea, on the outbreak of war in China in 1937, the state religion was strengthened
by the adoption of a public ritual of reciting a three-fold oath, known sometimes as the ‘subject
oath’:1. We are subjects of the Imperial State and will serve it with loyalty.2. We subjects of the
Imperial State will co-operate with mutual devotion and strengthen our solidarity.3. We subjects
of the Imperial State will nourish endurance and discipline and thereby enhance the Imperial
Way.The Japanese Armed Forces pre-war, and in OccupationThe Japanese Army which had
been organised during the Meiji Restoration was by the 1930s a national army, with the men
drawn from across the country and from all classes. This was different from other sectors of



Japanese society, which were organised on rigid hereditary class lines. The Army was, however,
for the most part made up of peasants for whom, despite its brutal discipline, it was a step up
from their rigid stratified civilian life and struggle for survival.The Navy tended to have better-
educated men than the Army, and its officers, from the upper echelons of society, approximated
the samurai class. The viciousness for which the Japanese Armed Forces later became
infamous was the work of the Army, which had the larger share of Right-wing extremists, the
Navy tending to have a stronger moderate faction. But in both wings of the Armed Forces the
extreme authoritarianism of the Emperor cult found its ultimate expression. The Emperor under
the Constitution was the Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces, and was treated as having a
direct, intimate relationship with them which bypassed the authority of the civil government. The
Armed Forces were described, more than any other organ of state, as the Emperor’s ‘children’ or
his ‘limbs’. Even the comfort women themselves must have been psychologically affected by this
setting. According to the accounts assembled by Kim Il Myon, they generally found it effective in
countering violent behaviour from troops to plead that they also were ‘children of the same
Emperor’.In the Imperial Rescript to the Armed Forces, issued by the Meiji Emperor, is found the
classic statement of the Forces’ ideology. They are enjoined to ‘regard your superior officer’s
orders as Our orders’, so that these retained a sanctity at all levels in what is described as the
‘aesthetic of the Imperial Forces’ warriors’. They overrode any other consideration of reason or
morality, in the drive to victory or death. It may be noted here that instructions on comfort women
were not described as ‘orders’, the usual formal term, because of the convention that orders in
this sense had to be equated with the Emperor’s will. This meant it was felt improper that such
undignified matters as comfort women should be dealt with on this level. Another term, strictly
meaning ‘notification’, is usually found in the context of comfort women. It was also applied to
other ambiguous matters like the euthanasia of wounded soldiers who could not be evacuated,
so as not to imply that the Emperor would order his own men’s death.The ideology of the Armed
Forces further envisioned an organic harmony where there should be no need for factional
division or arbitrary oppression of the lower ranks by the higher. Such ideals were, however, by
no means the daily reality. The Army and Navy were far from being in harmony, and within each
service there was intense factional rivalry. This made it possible for the more militant to act
independently; they led Japan into a disastrous war it could not hope to win. Not only were the
privileges and status of rank jealously maintained, but these formal structures were further
subdivided among cliques relating to place of origin, distinctions of seniority by length of service,
or between professionals or draftees.Military training was designed to secure instant obedience.
It was a brutal, highly disciplined system, with each man responsible for the actions of his
colleagues. Far beyond the rational requirements of discipline, domination was constantly
expressed and enforced, without regard to any due process, by arbitrary blows or beating with
spiked belts or boots. Sometimes a pair of subordinates would be ordered to punish each other
with blows and, no matter how they might try to pull their punches, the constant tension of the
milieu could easily spill over into something more serious, breeding more resentment for the



future. Many pretexts could be found to inflict such punishments, like having a dirty rifle,
described as something ‘entrusted to the soldier by his Emperor’. Punishment could even be
meted out for using language that did not accord with military jargon or for being ‘too squeamish’
on search and destroy expeditions into areas harbouring guerrillas. Perhaps even more
unendurable was punishment designed to humiliate, such as forcing a man to crawl between
beds imitating the call of a ‘warbler in the valley’, to climb up a pole and imitate a cicada, or to
run on the spot while holding a spike between his forehead and a post.Practices of this kind
naturally produced an intense pecking order or what one Japanese critic has called a ‘transfer of
oppression’. This was not confined to the Armed Forces, but was visited in turn on any others
who might fall under the mercy of any element of it. So the populations of occupied countries or
prisoners-of-war were vulnerable. So also, of course, were the comfort women, although their
sexual services might normally be expected to provide sufficient emotional outlet.One medical
officer, required to report on causes and remedies for the 1937 Rape of Nanking, involving mass
rapes of the female population, indiscriminate acts of arson, pillage, looting and massacres on
an unbelievable scale, produced some illuminating observations. He noted (Nishino Rumiko
1992) that ‘battle neurosis’ could be triggered by both the stress of combat, and sudden
relaxation after it. He emphasised that the provision of alcohol and comfort women was
unsatisfactory as a remedy for stress, and recommended limitations on alcohol, together with
the provision of more wholesome recreation, such as sports and cinema. He also recommended
the weeding out of undesirable characters, and more frequent relief from combat.Japanese
authorities did develop such additional facilities in settled areas. For the most part, however,
logistical problems led to continued widespread reliance on comfort women as the standard
measure for relieving the tension of combat, or military life generally.2. The flesh marketThe first
comfort stations under direct Japanese military control were in Shanghai in 1932, following
vicious clashes between Japanese troops and the Chinese. One of the commanders involved in
the Shanghai campaign, Lieutenant-General Okamura Yasuji, confessed, ‘though with
embarrassment’, in memoirs published in 1970 (Suzuki Yuko 1992), that he was the original
proponent of comfort stations for the Army. After 223 reported rape cases by Japanese troops,
he sought a solution by ‘following local naval practice’, and requested the governor of Nagasaki
Prefecture to send a contingent of comfort women to Shanghai. Rape reports then fell off
markedly, providing a rationale for the subsequent expansion of military prostitution.These
comfort women were made up of Koreans, not from the Korean Peninsula but from the North
Kyushu mining area of Japan, where there was a Korean community. Their sending implicates
not only the military, but also the Home Ministry, which controlled governors, as well as the
police who were later to be collaborators with the Armed Forces in the forced recruitment of
comfort women.After some years of an uneasy stalemate in China, the Marco Polo Bridge
Incident near Peking in July 1937 escalated skirmish by skirmish, incident by incident, into all-
out war. It was barbarous and vicious. The Japanese Army swept into Shanghai, with three-and-
a-half million people the largest Chinese city, and occupied it. In December, the Army converged



on Nanking, the capital of China then under the Nationalists, or Kuomintang, led by General
Chiang Kai Shek. The Japanese took the city in an orgy of death and destruction.Following the
Rape of Nanking, the Japanese authorities were compelled to take stock. They were concerned
because this bloodbath had failed to break Chinese resistance. Rather, it had stiffened it. There
was also a hostile international reaction. As one of the measures introduced to improve
discipline, and set up a long campaign, the comfort station plan first mooted in Shanghai in 1932
was revived. The Shanghai Special Service Branch, normally in charge of undercover or
subversive activities, asked contacts in their parasitic trading community to obtain as many
women as they could by the end of 1937. There was no shortage of money. As in 1932, their
agents resorted to the North Kyushu mining area but found few brothels there willing to release
inmates for work in China. They recruited a few Japanese karayuki who had worked off their
loans and were free to travel. The agents then took the step of enticing young girls from the
Korean mining community, with substantial advances of pay, to accept what were made out to
be cooking or laundry jobs for the Army.
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thirdtwin, “Completely Shocking And Understudied. horrifying searing look at an understudied
incident that happened in a time that a lot has been written about- but the women that this
happened too only in recent years got a voice that more people could hear- and somewhat of an
apology. emotionally scarring just to read about- but the people who went through this deserve
to have their story told- and in a wider forum. similar things have happened since- and in other
places- you won't want to know. but we should all be aware of how inhuman people can be to
each other. Read it a little at time but read it.”

Carl L. Stahl, “Sad stories make ME sad.. Interesting story about a tough line of life.”

Debkf3, “Great seller. A look at another casualty of war.”

Caitlyn Jordan, “Great!. Great! Exactly what I wanted!”

tammy demetry, “Great 1. Great”

Alan P. Hemphill, “Forced Prostitution by the Japanese is Still Denied. Something in the
neighborhood of 50,000 Korean, and Southeast Asian women were forced into prostitution by
the Japanese Imperial Army, and even documentation is still denied. The efforts by US
communities to honor these forgotten women, who have been reluctant to admit to the abuse
from their Asian beliefs of privacy and honor, are often met with a deluge of letters from
Japanese citizens denying that Comfort Women existed.”

YN, “A History Lesson Everyone Should Learn. It is not a easy book to read; it sure will make
many of people in today's materialized society to realize how lucky they are.This book should be
included in our text book to teach our new generation that freedom and liberity is not FREE and
there is always a price to pay.If the Japanese government is not so sensitive and being over-
protective about the issue, they should use this book as one of their text book in learning the
mistake in their past, and hopefully they won't make the same mistake again in their new
generation.People can find more info on another good book about the topic, "Comfort Women"
by Yoshimi Yoshiaki and Suzanne O'Brien.  I have the same comment there.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “An important part of history. A sobering content but we need to remember”

Lucy, “Harrowing but a must read for all lovers of forgotten and hidden history. This is not an
easy read but essential reading if you are a lover of history and truth.In spite of the violent nature
and horrific circumstances of this book I could not put this publication down”



Roger Barton, “Good account of a particularly foul aspect of Japanese war crimes. This book
mainly covers the ladies who were forced into prostitution in Korea and doesn't really address
the situations in Singapore and the Malay peninsula. It demonstrates the savagery of the
Japanese character and it's subsequent refusal to apologise”

C. Galli, “Well written, informative read. Well written, informative book. These woman lived
through hell and have yet to be compensated for the suffering they were forced in to.  Shame”

The book by George Hicks has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 76 people have provided feedback.
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