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Fill in the Missing Word… 

 

It was October 1947, and Emperor Hirohito, newly recast as the people’s emperor of a democrat-

ic Japan, was on a tour of mountainous Nagano Prefecture west of Tokyo. As he was guided around 

the old castle town of Matsushiro by the prefecture’s governor, the Emperor reportedly gazed at the 

nearby mountains and remarked "I understand that during the war a useless hole was dug around 

here, but where exactly was it?”1 

The useless hole in question was the Matsushiro Imperial Headquarters, an underground com-

plex constructed between November 1944 and the end of the Asia-Pacific war on the orders of the 

army high command, as the ultimate bastion to which the centres of Japanese power (including the 

government and the emperor himself) could retreat as the advancing American forces closed in on 

the main Japanese islands. In the course of nine months, while US bombers pounded the cities of 

Japan, more than ten kilometers of tunnels were carved into solid rock by teams of workers who 

included an estimated 7000 labourers recruited from Japan’s colony, Korea. Eyewitness reports tell 

of a huge number of deaths as workers laboured in appalling conditions on the site, though the total 

number of dead was not accurately recorded.2 Many tens of thousands more, Japanese labour re-

cruits, worked on various parts of this vast construction project. Around one hundred local families 

were evicted to make way for the coming of the Imperial Headquarters, which was three-quarters 

complete when Japan surrendered in August 1945. 

Responding to grassroots pressure, in the mid-1980s the local city government opened a small 

part of the tunnel complex to the public, and erected a large plaque with an inscription commemo-

rating the sufferings of the Japanese and Korean workers brought to labour on the site.  
                                                
1 Tsuyoshi Komano, “Bunker Complex Offers Japan a Chance to Face up to its Wartime History”, Asahi 
Shimbun / Asia and Japan Watch, 9 December 2013, 
http://ajw.asahi.com/article/views/opinion/AJ201312090003 (accessed 15 November 2014). 
2 See Gavan McCormack, The Emptiness of Japanese Affluence, London, Allen and Unwin, 1996, pp. 253-255. 
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This is a photograph of the plaque. Look closely, and you will notice a strange absence: a word 

in the middle of the inscription has been blanked out with masking tape. The censorship of the in-

scription occurred earlier this year, on the orders of Nagano City government. It is the subject of 

ongoing protests by local citizens groups, but so far the city government refuses to yield, and the 

offending word on the sign remains concealed.   

Elsewhere in Japan, too, words and monuments are disappearing. In 2003, local citizens in Ta-

kasaki City, Gunma Prefecture erected a memorial in a local park to Korean labourers brought to 

that area during the war. The monument consists of a decorated wall inscribed with the words “re-

membrance, reflection and friendship” in Japanese, Korean and English, and a plaque which ex-

plains the history of wartime labour mobilization in simple and reflective terms. But earlier this 

year, following protests from right-wing groups, the Prefectural government announced that it 

would order the monument’s removal. According to the prefectural governor, Ozawa Masaaki, the 

park is an “inappropriate place” for the memorial because its presence might “become an object of 

controversy, obstructing the healthy use of the park by citizens”.3 Supporters of the memorial have 

                                                
3 “Shinjitsu Reisei ni Fumaete: Tōkyō Rekishi Kagaku Kenkyūkai Kaiin Shoshisatsu de Ken Hōshin Hihan”, Tokyo 
Shinbun, 24 November 2014.  
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presented the local government with a petition signed by over 15,000 people, demanding that it re-

scind the removal order. The standoff over the issue continues.4  

 
Memorial in the Gunma no Mori Park, Takasaki 

 

Meanwhile in Sarufutsu, a small town on the northern island of Hokkaido, plans to erect a mon-

ument to Korean forced labourers brought to that area during the Asia-Pacific War were recently 

cancelled after the local government’s phone lines were jammed for days by threatening calls from 

right-wing objectors.5  

This is a paper about absences: missing words, vanishing memorials, blanks on the page. It is 

about the compulsion to un-remember, which is, of course, a different thing from the mere act of 

forgetting. Un-remembering is an active process of suppressing, denying, covering over and exclud-

ing that which has been remembered, but whose memory is somehow seen as menacing and dis-

turbing. Un-remembering is a strange and inherently paradoxical process. I am sure that the Gunma 

Memorial has received more visitors since the Prefectural government ordered its removal than in 

                                                
4 Fackler, “Pressure in Japan”; “Tsuitōhi Fukyoka Shobun - Tekkyō Motome Seinan Teishutsu”, Tokyo Shinbun, 19 
November 2014. 
5 Martin Fackler, “Pressure in Japan to Forget Sins of War”, New York Times, 28 October 2014, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/29/world/asia/japanese-village-grappling-with-wartime-sins-comes-under-
attack.html?_r=0 
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the previous nine years of its existence; and no-one can look at the Matsushiro memorial without 

being consumed by the desire to know what word lies concealed beneath the masking tape.  

 

Memory Wars in Japan 

 

Continuing conflicts over the memory of Japan’s wartime role are often depicted in nation-state 

terms, as conflicts between Japan and its Asian neighbours: particularly between Japan and Korea 

and between Japan and China. But as the stories of the vanishing monuments suggest, these con-

flicts are also being fought out within Japan - between state and civil society, and between different 

groups within Japanese civil society. 

At the nation-state level, Japanese apologies for wartime wrongs inflicted on other Asian coun-

tries were slow in coming, and have often been brief, circumspect and cautiously worded. Contrasts 

have been drawn between German acts or statements of repentance such as Richard von Weitzsäck-

er’s detailed and thoughtful 1985 speech to the Bundestag on war responsibility and Japanese 

equivalents. Prime Minister Nakasone Yasuhiro’s apology to Korea in 1984, for example, ran to 

two sentences: "There was a period in this century when Japan brought to bear great sufferings up-

on your country and its people. I would like to state here that the government and people of Japan 

feel a deep regret for this error.”6  

More recent apologies by Prime Ministers Hosokawa (1993), Murayama (1995) and Koizumi 

(2001) have been rather more fulsome. In a letter addressed to former “comfort women”7 - women 

recruited into wartime military brothels, where many experienced terrible sexual abuse - Prime 

Minister Koizumi wrote: “I believe that our country, painfully aware of its moral responsibilities, 

with feelings of apology and remorse, should face up squarely to its past history and accurately 

convey it to future generations”.8 Yet even statements such as these have been thin on detail, and 

more importantly, perhaps, have always been issued in the context of international diplomacy, ra-

ther than being (like von Weitzsäcker’s speech) internally-directed calls to citizens to “look truth 

straight in the eye – without embellishment and without distortion”.9 They have also been personal 

                                                
6 “Nakasone Statement, September 1984”, in the web archives Memory and Reconciliation in Asia and the Pacific 
(Sigur Centre, George Washington University), http://www.gwu.edu/~memory/data/government/nakasone84.html, ac-
cessed 20 November 2014. 
7 I recognise the problems associated with the use of the awkward euphemism “comfort women”, but use it here be-
cause it is the term predominantly used in current debates, and because of the difficulties of finding a fully appropriate 
alternative. 
8 “Letter from Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi to the Former Comfort Women”, 2001, website of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, Japan, http://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/women/fund/pmletter.html, accessed 21 November 2014. 
9 Richard von Weitzsäcker, “Speech in the Bundestag on 8 May 1985 during the Ceremony Commemorating the 40th 
Anniversary of the End of War in Europe and of National-Socialist Tyranny”, http://www.lmz-
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statements by governmental figures, rather than declarations endorsed by parliamentary resolution, 

which has made it unfortunately all too easy for other government figures to issue radically contra-

dictory statements of un-remembering. 

At a grassroots level, though, Japan has a rather rich array of small, local groups which have 

sought to address questions of memory, war responsibility and justice. The memorials in Matsu-

shiro and Takasaki are testimony to the work of such groups; but the recent controversies surround-

ing these memorials show that processes of societal remembrance are now under intense pressure 

from the forces of un-remembering in Japan. 

To understand the origins and dynamics of these forces, we need to go back at least to the mid-

1990s. The decade was one of profound change in East Asia, with the rise of China and the democ-

ratization of South Korea and Taiwan. In this changing political environment, the fiftieth anniver-

sary of the end of the Asia-Pacific War prompted a resurgence of problems of memory and war re-

sponsibility in Japan: problems which many assumed had been laid to rest with the official repara-

tions programs of the 1950s and 1960s.   

Japan’s postwar reparations to Asian countries took the form of state-to-state aid for develop-

ment projects which were often carried out (rather profitably) by large Japanese corporations. In the 

case of China, there was no direct payment of war reparations, but rather a diplomatic normalization 

process which included substantial sums of Japanese development aid. A similar process occurred 

in the normalization of Japan’s relationship with South Korea. These agreements left individual vic-

tims of wartime violence, including colonial subjects who had been conscripted as labourers or had 

been victims of sexual violence, without compensation. During the 1990s, a number of victims, in-

cluding forced labourers and former comfort women from Korea, China, the Philippines and else-

where brought court cases for personal compensation against the Japanese state, but without suc-

cess. Their cases were repeatedly dismissed in the grounds that questions of postwar compensation 

had already been settled. 

Many of the Japanese grassroots movements for memory and justice date from the 1990s, and 

some have worked closely with victims or victim support groups from other Asian countries. But 

the 90s also witnessed the rise of neo-nationalist groups which fiercely opposed what they saw as 

“masochistic” criticisms of Japan’s wartime past.10 These groups tried to expunge references to 

wartime massacres, forced labour and sexual violence from history text books, and they soon 

gained support from important elements of the political establishment: particularly from the right 

                                                                                                                                                            
bw.de/fileadmin/user_upload/Medienbildung_MCO/fileadmin/bibliothek/weizsaecker_speech_may85/weizsaecker_spe
ech_may85.pdf, accessed 20 November 2014. 
10 See, for example, Gavan McCormack, “The Japanese Movement to ‘Correct’ History”, in Laura Hein and Mark Sel-
den eds., Censoring History: Citizenship and Memory in Japan, Germany, and the United States, Armonk and London, 
M. E. Sharpe, 2000, pp. 53-73. 
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wing of the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), which has been in power throughout most of Japan’s 

postwar history. Conflicts within Japanese civil society over memory and history continued 

throughout the first decade of the twenty-first century, and the passions which they evoke were in-

flamed by the rise of the Internet blogosphere. Neo-nationalist and often overtly racist sites spread 

very rapidly through the Japanese internet, becoming powerful conduits for the dissemination of 

right-wing historical views.  

Another crucial turning point came in the period that followed the triple disaster - the earth-

quake, tsunami and nuclear meltdowns - of 2011. The Liberal Democratic Party had lost power in 

2009, but following the failures of its Democratic Party rivals to provide an effective response to 

the 2011 disaster, the LDP was swept back to power in December 2012 with a huge majority, and 

under the leadership of a politician with an outspokenly nationalist agenda: Abe Shinzō. 

Abe’s grandfather, Kishi Nobusuke, was a wartime Japanese Minister of Munitions, and was ar-

rested as a suspected war criminal but released without trial. He went on to become a highly con-

troversial prime minister between 1957 and 1960. Abe has enthusiastically taken up his grandfa-

ther’s agenda, a key part of which is “restoring the honour” of wartime Japan. In April of this year, 

for example, Prime Minister Abe sent a message of gratitude and remembrance to a memorial at 

Mt. Kōya in western Japan which commemorates the so-called “Showa martyrs”.11 The martyrs in 

question are the Japanese military and other leaders who were executed as war criminals after Ja-

pan’s defeat in 1945. 

 

Un-Remembering the “Comfort Women” 

 

A particular source of unease for Abe and for others on the right of Japanese politics has been 

the issue of the so-called “comfort women”, and it is this issue that has become the focus for recent 

processes of un-remembering. 

Despite the destruction of military documents, the reluctance of many victims to testify, and the 

general lack of interest by allied war crimes prosecutors in the problem of sexual violence against 

Asian women victims, the history of the Japanese military prostitution system - the so-called “com-

fort women” system - in the Asia-Pacific War has now been extensively researched by Japanese 

and international historians, and a number of facts are well-established. As the Japanese military 

expanded its occupation of northeastern China in the early 1930s, it began to set up military broth-

els to serve troops in occupied areas. Following the outbreak of full-scale war with China in 1937, 

                                                
11 Richard Lloyd Parry, “Japanese PM Shinzo Abe Praises Executed War Criminals as Martyrs”, The Australian, 28 
August 2014,  
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the military came to see the establishment and management of brothels as crucial both to preventing 

the spread of venereal disease and to controlling the epidemic of rapes which had occurred as Japa-

nese troops advanced through Chinese territory (though there is little evidence that military brothels 

were effective in achieving either aim).12 A vast and growing network of brothels was now created 

throughout China and then, from 1941 onwards, throughout Japanese occupied areas of Southeast 

Asia and the Pacific. Women from Japan itself, and increasingly also Japan’s colonies of Korea and 

Taiwan and from occupied areas of China and Southeast Asia were recruited to these brothels in 

very large numbers. The full scale of the system remains unknown, but plausible estimates of the 

number of women recruited range from 50,000 to 100,000, and some researchers have suggested 

higher numbers.13 

Extensive research since the 1980s, and growing volumes of personal testimony, show that there 

were many different types of military brothel, ranging from substantial and permanent “entertain-

ment centres”, largely serving Japanese officers in occupied areas, to very temporary requisitioned 

houses to which women were dragooned by local Japanese military units. Some were run directly 

by the military, and others by private owners under military supervision. Generally speaking, the 

Japanese military appears to have used brokers (often private brothel owners and their agents) to 

recruit women, some of whom had been prostitutes before their recruitment, but very many of 

whom had not. One official military document from 1938 shows that senior officers were aware of 

brokers using trickery and even kidnapping to recruit women from Japan, and tried to stamp out this 

practice within Japan itself.14 In the colonies of Korea and Taiwan, though, there is substantial tes-

timony of women being lured to recruitment centres with promises of well-paid work as nurses, 

waitresses or factory workers, and then handed over to soldiers who transported them to brothels in 

China or Southeast Asia. Other women report being kidnapped by brokers or threatened with vio-

lence against themselves and their families.15  

From occupied areas of China and Southeast Asia in particular, there are harrowing stories of vi-

olent recruitment. To give just a couple of examples: a report prepared for the Dutch parliament in 

                                                
12 Yuki Tanaka, Japan’s Comfort Women: Sexual Slavery and Prostitution during World War II and the US Occupa-
tion, London and New York, Routledge, 2002; see also C. Sarah Soh, The Comfort Women: Sexual Violence and Post-
colonial Memory in Korea and Japan, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 2008. 
13 See for example Soh, The Comfort Women, p. 24; Tanaka, Japan’s Comfort Women, p. 31. 
14 See Tanaka, Japan’s Comfort Women, p. 23. 
15 See for example the testimonies of Kaneda Kimiko and an unnamed Taiwanese victim, on the website of the Asian 
Women’s Fund, http://www.awf.or.jp/e3/oralhistory-00.html, accessed 2 December 2014; ruling in the case of the for-
mer Busan comfort women and forced labourers, Shimonoseki Branch of the Yamaguchi District Court, 27 April 1998 
http://www.gwu.edu/~memory/data/judicial/comfortwomen_japan/pusan.html accessed 15 November 2014 (note that 
this ruling was overturned, but on issues related to right of the plaintiffs to sue that Japanese government, not on the 
facts of the case); testimony presented in the case of nine Taiwanese former comfort women, Tokyo District Court, 8 
October 2003, http://www.jca.apc.org/taiwan-ianfu-support/kousai/04_2_9hanketu_kousai.htm accessed 15 November 
2014.  
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1994 notes that in New Guinea, Papuan women whose husbands had been killed for anti-Japanese 

activities were among those required to serve as "comfort women”.16 The report also highlights the 

plight of European civilian detainees in wartime Indonesia who were forcibly removed from in-

ternment camps to military brothels.17 In the Philippines, a group of women known as the Malaya 

Lolas (“free grandmothers”) have conducted a long a campaign for compensation for their abduc-

tion to a rape centre after Japanese troops massacred the male members of their community in the 

town of Mapanique in 1944.18 Although the Philippines Supreme Court has ruled that the Malaya 

Lolas have no legal grounds to order the Philippines government to pursue compensation from Ja-

pan, the court’s rulings (like a number of other rulings by courts in Japan and elsewhere) acknowl-

edged the violence and suffering inflicted by the “comfort women” system.19  

 

Javanese Women Liberated from a Military Brothel in Kupang, Timor, and their former Japanese guards, Photo-

graphed at the End of the War 

 

                                                
16 Bart van Poelgeest, Gedwongen Prostitutie van Nederlandse Vrouwen in Voormalig Nederlands-Indië, report to the 
Second Chamber of the States General, 24 October 1994, p. 16, 
http://resourcessgd.kb.nl/SGD/19931994/PDF/SGD_19931994_0006526.pdf accessed 10 July 2014. 
17 Van Poelgeest, Gedwongen Prostitutie. 
18 Harry Roque, “The Ongoing Search for Justice for Victims of the Japanese War Crimes in Mapanique, Philippines’, 
Oxford Human Rights Hub, 31 August 2013, http://ohrh.law.ox.ac.uk/the-ongoing-search-for-justice-for-victims-of-the-
japanese-war-crimes-in-mapanique-philippines/ accessed 15 October 2014. 
19 Decision of the Republic of the Philippines Supreme Court, 28 April 2010, https://www.legal-tools.org/doc/751efd/ 
accessed 25 October 2014.  
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The many sources of evidence indicating recruitment of women to military brothels by force or 

deception include the personal testimony of scores of women from China, Korea, Taiwan, the Phil-

ippines, Indonesia and elsewhere20; diaries of Japanese medical staff who were required to check 

women for venereal disease21; reports collected by allied war crimes trial prosecutors22; and eyewit-

ness reports of allied POWs who encountered “comfort women” in various parts of Asia.23  

In 1993, after an investigation of documents on the “comfort women” issue and the collection of 

testimony from some Korean victims, Japan’s Chief Cabinet Secretary, Kōno Yōhei issued a state-

ment of apology, which acknowledged that many women were recruited “against their own will, 

through coaxing, coercion, etc.”; he promised that Japan would “face squarely the historical facts as 

described above instead of evading them, and take them to heart as lessons of history”. Two years 

later, the government of Prime Minister Murayama Tomiichi established an “Asian Women’s 

Fund” to provide medical assistance and payments of around $16,000 each to former “comfort 

women”. A number of victims, though, refused to accept this money, because (although the medical 

assistance was funded by the Japanese state) there was no official compensation, only “ex gratia 

payments” funded by private donations. 

                                                
20 See for example Jan Banning, Comfort Women/Troostmeisjes, Ipso Facto/Seltmann+Söhne, 2010; “Testimonies of 
the Victims”, on the website of the Asian Women’s Fund, http://www.awf.or.jp/e3/oralhistory-00.html, accessed 2 Dec. 
2014; Peipei Qiu with Su Zhiliang and Chen Lifei, Chinese Comfort Women: Testimonies from Imperial Japan’s Sex 
Slaves, Vancouver, UBC Press, 2013; evidence of Kim Hak-sun, Song Shin-Do, the Busan comfort women and forced 
labourers, the Philippines comfort women, the Dutch POWs and civilian detainees, the Chinese comfort women (first 
and second groups), the Shanxi victims of sexual violence, the Taiwanese comfort women and the Hainan comfort 
women, on the Sigur Center website Memory and Reconciliation in Asia and the Pacific, 
http://www.gwu.edu/~memory/data/judicial/comfortwomen_japan/comfort_women_japan.html, accessed 15 November 
2014. 
21 See, for example, Tanaka, Japan’s Comfort Women, p. 22. 
22 See, for example, van Poelgeest, Gedwongen Prostitutie.  
23 In an interview recorded in 1984, Angus McDougall, a former Australian POW who was transported by the Japanese 
military to Ban Pong POW camp in Thailand, recalled encountering comfort women, whom he believed to be Malay, 
Indian and Chinese, being transported to a brothel in closed train trucks guarded by Japanese soldiers alongside prison-
ers-of-war; see “NX56636 Angus McDougall as a Private, 2/20 Battalion and prisoner of the Japanese, 1941-1945, In-
terviewed by Don Wall”, Australian War Memorial audio recording S04083, 
http://www.awm.gov.au/collection/S04083/ accessed 2 December 2014. Australian war artist Donald Friend, who was 
in Labuan, Borneo, immediately after Japanese troops their surrendered, drew images of the skeletal forms on Javanese 
forced labourers brought there by the Japanese military. The women among them had been brought there with promises 
of office work and placed in comfort stations; see Gavin Fry and Colleen Fry, Donald Friend: Australian War Artist, 
1945, Melbourne, Currey O’Neil, 1982; According Indonesian POW of the Japanese, Lambertus Maluw, the Javanese 
comfort women in Labuan also included some wives of Javanese soldiers who had fought against the Japanese and been 
taken prisoner, see “Australian Prisoners Worked on Labuan” Adelaide Advertiser, 18 June 1945. Gordon Thomas, an 
Australian civilian internee who survived the war on Rabaul and encountered comfort women there, recalled an ‘irate’ 
Korean woman telling him that they ‘were supposed to come south for the purpose of working in factories and on cacao 
and coffee plantations. Only on their arrival in Rabaul did they discover the real nature of their employment.’ Thomas 
describe these women as being ‘Victims of the Yellow Slave trade. At any rate they were said to be pressed into ser-
vice, not knowing to what they were coming’; cited in Hank Nelson, “The New Guinea Comfort Women, Japan and the 
Australian Connection: Out of the Shadows”, Japan Focus, 22 May 2007, http://www.japanfocus.org/-Hank-
Nelson/2426 accessed 2 December 2014. 
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The Kōno Statement has been a long-term target of Abe and his political allies, who regard it as 

an affront to Japanese dignity. Direct denunciation of the declaration is difficult, though, because 

this would cause a profound rupture in diplomatic relations with South Korea, and that in turn 

would upset the United States, which has a strong interest in cooperation between South Korea and 

Japan. Even domestically, undoing the memory of “comfort women” history is no easy task. This 

history was widely debated in the Japanese media from the 1980s into the first decade of this centu-

ry, and was briefly even included in school history textbooks. How do you persuade people to for-

get that which they have previously remembered?  

Psychological research shows that people can indeed be trained to un-remember, not only though 

repeated practice in suppressing unpleasant memories, but also through the neurologically distinct 

process of learning to substitute one memory for another.24 Much recent experimentation has fo-

cused on the process of “retrieval induced forgetting”, where subjects are repeatedly exposed to an 

association between two related words. Constant training in associating the two particular words 

ultimately reduces the subjects’ ability to bring to mind other associations of which they were orig-

inally aware, but which have not been consciously rehearsed.25 (For example, by constantly repeat-

ing the word-pair “fruit”-“lemon” one can make it more difficult to recall the pair “fruit”-

“nectarine”). Some researchers suggest that retrieval induced forgetting can consciously be applied 

to help trauma victims and others undo unwanted memories.26 I am not suggesting, of course, that 

the Japanese government or media are deliberately employing the psychological techniques of re-

trieval induced forgetting; but recent discourse on the comfort women issue in Japan has been char-

acterised by a strangely intense, almost compulsive repetition of particular phrases and formulae. 

This has encouraged the Japanese public to associate the term “comfort women” with these formu-

laic phrases; and it could be argued that (as in retrieval induced forgetting) it has made it more dif-

ficult for many people to remember a range of other words, stories, images and voices which were 

once evoked when they heard the words “comfort women”. 

 

The Rhetoric of Un-Remembering 

 

                                                
24 See, for example, Sindya N. Bhanoo, “In With Good and Out With Bad Memories”, New York Times, 22 October 
2012. 
25 See, for example, Benjamin C. Storm, “Retrieval Induced Forgetting and the Resolution of Competition”, in Aaron S. 
Benjamin, Successful Remembering and Successful Forgetting: A Festschrift in Honor of Robert A. Bjork, New York, 
Psychology Press, 2011, pp. 89-105. 
26 See, for example, Vittoria Ardino, Post-Traumatic Syndromes in Childhood and Adolescence: A Handbook of Re-
search and Practice, New York, John Wiley and Sons, 2011, pp. 143-145. 



11 

 

Abe’s approach to the conundrum of undoing unwanted memories became clear during his first 

brief spell as Prime Minister in 2006-2007. The processes of un-remembering promoted during his 

two prime ministerships have not, of course, been designed or created by Abe alone, nor (I think) 

are they based on a conscious structural analysis of the sort that I will attempt here. Rather, Abe’s 

approach has probably emerged in a fairly haphazard way from a long process of discussion within 

various right wing forums such as the influential Nippon Kaigi [Japan Conference], an elite nation-

alist think tank/lobby group of which almost all Japan’s current government ministers are members. 

But the chronology of events strongly suggests that at least since late 2012 a specific strategy for 

promoting un-remembering of the comfort women history has been consciously disseminated 

through close cooperation between politicians and sections of the Japanese media. 

The first step in this process was a re-working of the vocabulary with which history is discussed, 

substituting new expressions for those that had been used so far. In a debate in the Japanese parlia-

ment on 5 March 2007, Abe announced that the wartime recruitment of comfort women had not 

been “forcible”. The Prime Minister elaborated this by stating that recruitment was “not forcible in 

the narrow sense of the word”, his “narrow sense” being defined as a situation where “the authori-

ties force their way into houses like kidnappers and take people away”.27 This redefinition, of 

course, could not by itself bring about an un-remembering of the coercive recruitment of the com-

fort women, since there is actually a considerable body evidence of women being taken away at 

gunpoint to military brothels by Japanese soldiers. But the repeated substitution of the notion of 

“force in the narrow sense of the word” did encourage a forgetting of other possible meanings of 

the word “forcible”. It served, in other words, to marginalize and trivialize the recruitment of wom-

en by force “in the broad sense of the word” (i.e., force by paid brokers, the use of deception and 

threats, and the role of the military in transporting the women and organizing comfort stations etc.). 

This proved to be the start of a long, energetic and rather successful campaign to channel debate 

away from the history of the comfort women as a whole and into the ever-shifting semantic sand of 

parsing the meaning “force in the narrow sense of the word”.       

After restricting attention to cases where women were recruited “forcibly in the narrow sense of 

the word”, the second step in this un-remembering was to discount evidence and testimony coming 

from any source other than the Japanese government and military themselves. Soon after Abe’s par-

liamentary denial of “forcible recruitment”, his cabinet issued the following official decision on the 

“comfort women”: “no description directly showing forcible removal by the army or government 

                                                
27 Reply by Prime Minister Abe Shinzo to a question in the accounts committee of the Upper House of the Japanese 
Diet, 5 March 2007. 
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officials can be found amongst the documents discovered by the government”.28 The words “docu-

ments discovered by the government” refer to Japanese official archival material, and so exclude 

the documents contained in archives in the Netherlands, the US, Australia, China and elsewhere. 

This cabinet decision opened the way to the third and decisive step, which was to turn the story 

of Japanese military or government responsibility for the plight of the comfort women from history 

into myth, thus persuading people that what they once remembered about the story was mere illu-

sion. For this purpose, it was necessary to find a myth maker or liar - the person or people who 

could be blamed for creating false memories. Repeatedly associating the unwanted history with the 

name of the myth maker encourages people to remember this association alone, and to un-

remember other associations, such as the names and testimony of former comfort women them-

selves (which had been quite widely reported in the Japanese media in the 1990s and early 2000s), 

as well as many official government reports.  

In the case of the comfort women, there was an obvious candidate for the role of myth maker in 

the person of Yoshida Seiji, a man who had worked as a wartime labour recruiter. During the 

1980s, Yoshida wrote several articles and a book in which he described having been sent with Japa-

nese soldiers to the Korean Island of Jeju to kidnap Korean women for work in military brothels. 

Since there are no other published first-hand accounts by Japanese soldiers or officials who were 

directly responsible for the recruitment of “comfort women”29, Yoshida’s testimony received wide-

spread media coverage, and was quoted in some English language writings including George Hicks’ 
book The Comfort Women.30 Quite soon it was challenged, though – interesting enough, the first to 

question the article being women from one of the Korean villages where Yoshida claimed to have 

conducted his raids.31 The women flatly denied that any such thing had happened in their village. A 

UN report on the Comfort Women issue written by special rapporteur Radhika Coomaraswamy in 

1996 cited Yoshida’s testimony amongst numerous other sources, but also quoted the views of con-

servative Japanese historian Hata Ikuhiko, who cast doubt on Yoshida’s story.32  

                                                
28 “Shūgiin Giin Tsujimoto Kiyomi shi Teishutsu Abe Shushō no ‘Ianfu’ Mondai e no Ninshiki ni Kansuru Shitsumon 
ni taisuru Tōbensho”, 16 March 2007, on the website of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Japan, 
www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/a_o/rp/page24_000308.html accessed 6 December 2014, 
29 A number of former soldiers have testified to being involved in the running of military brothels, or to using the 
brothels as clients. Among the former are Nakasone Yasuhiro, Prime Minister of Japan from 1982-1987, who was re-
sponsible for establishing a brothel for the use of naval airbase construction workers in Balikpapapan, Indonesia, in 
1942; see Nakasone Yasuhiro, “Nijūsansai de Sanzennin no Sōshikikan”, in Matsuura Takanori ed., Owari maki Kai-
gun, Tokyo Bunka Hōsō Kaihatsu Sentā Shuppan, 1978, pp. 90-98. 
30 George Hicks, The Comfort Women: Japan’s Brutal Regime of Enforced Prostitution in the Second World War, New 
York, W. W. Norton, 1994. 
31 See Heo Yeong-seon, “Ilchae Jejuseo Wianbu 205myeong Jingbal Hesseossda”, Jeju Sinmun, 14 August 1989. 
32 Report of the Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women, its Causes and Consequences, Ms. Radhika 
Coomaraswamy, in Accordance with Commission on Human Rights Resolution 1994/45: Report on the Mission to the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, the Republic of Korea and Japan on the Issue of Military Sexual Slavery in 
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A few months later, a right-wing Japanese magazine published an article fiercely attacking the 

Coomaraswamy Report. Relying mainly on information from Hata, it included excerpts from an 

interview which the historian had conducted with Yoshida Seiji, in which Yoshida admitted that he 

had altered or concealed some facts in his writings and statements on the comfort women issue.33 

Yoshida died in 2000, so it seems unlikely that anyone will be able to answer the many questions 

that still remain about his strange behaviour. 

In his March 2007 remarks to parliament, Prime Minister Abe resurrected the ghost of Yoshida 

Seiji to explain the persistence of the “myth” that comfort women had been forcibly recruited. He 

also firmly linked Yoshida to another miscreant, the relatively liberal Asahi newspaper, which had 

reported particularly extensively on the comfort women issue. Having redefined “forcible recruit-

ment” to apply only to situations where “the authorities force their way into houses like kidnappers 

and take people away”, Abe then went on to explain that “the origin of the [comfort women] prob-

lem lies in the testimony which a person called Yoshida Seiji gave, I’m pretty sure it was in the 

Asahi newspaper, about having been involved in hunting down comfort women, but later that testi-

mony turned out to have been completely fabricated.”34 This statement echoes rhetoric developed 

by right-wing journalists, politicians and others over the previous decade, which sought to present 

Yoshida’s testimony as the only evidence of forcible recruitment of women, and so to argue that 

Yoshida’s retraction proved that there had been no forced recruitment.35 It also established the for-

mula which was later to be repeated with ever-increasing intensity and volume: “comfort women 

problem=Yoshida Seiji=Asahi Newspaper”. 

There was also a fourth important element in the rhetoric of un-remembering which emerged 

during the first Abe administration. Throughout its brief period in power, the first Abe government 

faced widespread international criticism for its apparent backtracking on the Kōno apology, and on 

30 July 2007 the US House of Representatives passed House Resolution 121, calling on Japan une-

quivocally to accept responsibility and apologize for the coercive recruitment of comfort women, 

                                                                                                                                                            
Wartime, United Nations Economic and Social Council, 4 January 1996, pp. 8 and 10-11, 
http://www.awf.or.jp/pdf/h0004.pdf accessed 10 July 2014. 
33 Yoshida is quoted as saying, “There is nothing to be gained by writing the truth in books. It’s not right to cause trou-
ble to the people involved, so some parts are camouflaged. That’s why I refused to meet Coomaraswamy. Concealing 
facts and mixing one’s own opinions in what one writes - that’s what they do in the newspapers, isn’t it? It can’t be 
helped if there are some parts which don’t match properly… I took part in the same hunt for comfort women in Cholla 
Namdo [another part of Korea]. I mixed that experience into what I wrote, so that it why it is fiction.” However, he re-
fused to discuss his claimed experiences in Cholla Namdo further, saying “this would cause trouble for local people”; 
“Jūgun Ianfu Kyōsei Renkō ‘Kyogi Repōto’ no “, Shūkan Shinchō, 2 May 1996, pp. 163-165; quotation from p. 165. 
34 Reply by Prime Minister Abe Shinzo to a question in the accounts committee of the Upper House of the Japanese 
Diet, 5 March 2007. 
35 For example, Sankei Shimbun, 1 April 2005; Sankei Shimbun, 3 August 2005. 
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and to educate future generations about their history.36 As the House debated this resolution, Prime 

Minister Abe, on an official visit to the US in April 2007, tried to defuse the issue by expressing his 

“deep-hearted sympathies that my [sic] people had to serve as comfort women, were placed in ex-

treme hardships, and had to suffer that sacrifice”.37  

This was to be just the first of many statements of sympathy, all couched in almost identical 

words, in which Abe was to state, in relation to the comfort women that, “when I think of the almost 

indescribable experience of these people my heart aches acutely”.38 A shared characteristic of all 

these statements is the absence of content in their reference to the victims. They highlight the ten-

der-heartedness of the speaker, but leave completely vague the identities of the victims, the nature 

of their sufferings, and the causes of and responsibility for those sufferings, specifically the role of 

the Japanese state and military.  

The expressions of heart-ache at the sufferings of the victims, therefore, can comfortably be re-

peated in parallel with the continuous reiteration of the formulae “no force in the narrow sense of 

the word”, “no official documents could be found” and “Yoshida=Asahi=comfort women problem”. 

Over the past year or so there has indeed been an almost compulsive quality to the repetition of the-

se statements in public discourse: a repeated return to these mantra-like verbal patterns, as though to 

stray beyond certain set speech patterns would be to take the speaker out into the dangerous and un-

controllable terrain of unwanted words and images. 

The first Abe cabinet went on to dissolve the Asian Women’s Fund, before being forced out of 

office after a series of political scandals in September 2007. Yoshida Seiji and his retracted testi-

mony then largely disappeared both from parliamentary debates and national media reports for the 

next five years. Between mid-2007 and December 2012, Japan’s broadsheet national dailies pub-

                                                
36 See text of House Resolution 121, www.congress.gov/bill/110th-congress/house-resoultion/121/text accessed 1 Sep-
tember 2014. 
37 “President Bush and Prime Minister Abe of Japan Participate in a Joint Press Availability”, camp David, 27 April 
2007, in the George W. Bush White House Archives, georgewbush-
whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2007/04/20070427-6.html accessed 1 September 2014. 
38 For example: “When we think of the almost indescribable experiences [of the comfort women], our hearts ache 
acutely. The Prime Minister has expressed this fact” (Chief Cabinet Secretary Suga addressing the Lower House esti-
mates committee parliament, 8 March 2013, see Kokkai Gijiroku Shūgiin Yosan Iinkai 10, 8 March 2013); “About the 
comfort women, when I think of the almost indescribable experience of these people, my heart aches acutely” (Prime 
Minister Abe addressing the Lower House estimates committee, 15 May 2013, see Kokkai Gijiroku Shūgiin Yosan 
Iinkai 18, 15 May 2013); “About the comfort women, when I think of the almost indescribable experience of these peo-
ple, my heart aches acutely” (Prime Minister Abe addressing the Lower House accounts committee, 20 May 2013, see 
Kokkai Gijiroku Shūgiin Kessan Iinkai 1, 20 May 2013). “About the comfort women, as I have said on repeated occa-
sions, when I think of the almost indescribable experience of these people, my heart aches acutely” (Prime Minister 
Abe addressing parliament on 18 October 2013, see 2014; see Kokkai Gijiroku Honkaigi 3, 25 October 2013); “About 
the comfort women, when I think of the almost indescribable painful experience of these people, my heart aches acute-
ly” (Prime Minister Abe addressing the budget committee of parliament, 14 March 2014, see Kokkai Gijiroku Shūgiin 
Yosan Iinkai 13, 14 March 2014). 
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lished just one article which mentioned his name.39 But in December 2012, on the eve of a general 

election, Abe once again brought Yoshida back into the limelight. Answering a question from a 

journalist on the “comfort women” issue, the soon-to-be-prime minister replied, “because of the 

misreporting of the Asahi, the book written by that fraudster Yoshida Seiji was reported throughout 

Japan as though it were fact. There is no evidence that [comfort women] were taken away through 

something like kidnapping. That has been decided by the cabinet”.40 

One week later, Abe’s LDP won the election with a huge majority. With strong support from a 

predominantly conservative mainstream national media and an increasingly vocal and well organ-

ised far right blogosphere, the four mantras on the “comfort women” rehearsed during the first Abe 

administration now flooded across the public sphere with alarming force and speed.  

 

Nailing the Lie: Silencing the Debate 

 

Despite the fact that Yoshida’s original 1980s testimony had been carried by almost every na-

tional newspaper in Japan, and that the Asahi itself had not reported Yoshida’s testimony as fact for 

more than fifteen years, Yoshida and the Asahi were now identified as the two liars who had per-

suaded the Japanese people and the international community to believe in the fantasy of the comfort 

women. The story was enthusiastically taken up Abe’s media allies. Journalists at the rightwing 

Sankei newspaper ran a string of heated articles condemning the Asahi for reports dating back some 

twenty years. Between December 2012 and the beginning of August 2014, Japan’s major national 

dailies published 18 articles recalling the lies of the Yoshida Seiji; 17 of these were published by 

the Sankei.41  

Ten of the Sankei’s articles linked Yoshida’s lies to the misreporting of the Asahi newspaper, 

and a number of these went on to link both Yoshida and the Asahi to what the Sankei calls the 

“crime” [tsumi] of the Kōno apology. The Sankei articles included statements such as this, from one 

of the newspaper’s senior politics editors: “the Kōno Declaration of 1993 is the ‘main criminal’ re-

sponsible for the worldwide spread of the lie that the Japanese authorities forcibly recruited women 

as comfort women, but the ‘criminal accomplice’ or ‘henchman’ is the Asahi newspaper”.42 In Jan-

uary 2014 the freelance writer Yamagiwa Sumio, whose blog offers readers movingly-edited video 

                                                
39 In the Sankei Shimbun, 10 August 2010; the broadsheet national dailies are the Asahi, Mainichi, Nihon Keizai (Nik-
kei), Sankei and Yomiuri newspapers. 
40 Sankei Shimbun, 8 December 2012. 
41 Most of the Sankei articles appear twice, in identical or slightly varying forms, in the newspaper’s Osaka and Tokyo 
editions. 
42 “Tsuzuki Isamiashi: Asahi no Ianfu Hōdo”, Sankei Shinbun, 7 November 2013; see also the five part series entitled 
“Kōno Danwa no Tsumi” [The Crime of the Kōno Declaration], published in the Sankei from 1 to 5 April 2014. 
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footage of Abe’s visits to the Yasukuni Shrine (the Shinto shrine to Japan’s war dead), published a 

widely sold paperback entitled The Comfort Women Problem: It was All Started by the Asahi 

Shimbun.43 These publications were a signal to the right wing blogosphere, and the Internet was 

soon filled with messages condemning the newspaper as “traitorous”, “lying”, “communistic” etc. 

The same messages were taken onto the street by demonstrators, and conveyed through harassing 

emails and telephone calls to the newspaper’s offices. 

Apparently hoping to deflect the rising tide of attacks, in early August the Asahi itself published 

an editorial and full spread page of articles on the problem.44 It publicly apologized for its mistakes 

in having published Yoshida’s testimony as factual, and invited several commentators from across 

the political spectrum to present their views on the comfort women issue. If the Asahi’s editors 

thought that this would defuse the attacks or bring reason to bear on the historical debate, they were 

sadly mistaken; for the purpose of the attacks had never been to promote debate, but rather to create 

un-remembering. 

The Asahi’s retraction and apology simply provided fuel for yet wider spheres of media to join 

the attack. The conservative Yomiuri, Japan’s largest circulation newspaper, had been relatively si-

lent until then. But after the Asahi ran its apology, and despite the fact that the Yomiuri itself had 

uncritically published Yoshida’s original testimony45, it too charged into the fray. By December, the 

Yomiuri had even published an English language book entitled Verification of “Comfort Women” 
Issue: How Were the Historical Facts Distorted?, which (despite its title) is actually a sustained at-

tack on the Asahi newspaper, the Yomiuri’s main commercial competitor.46  

As though bouncing around an echo chamber, these messages were yet again picked up and am-

plified by the politicians. In April, while the Sankei was running repeated articles on “the crime of 

the Kōno Declaration”, the government was preparing to launch its own investigation into the pro-

cesses behind the drawing up of the 1993 Declaration. This very effectively undermined any re-

maining public confidence in Kōno’s apology by implying that the Japanese government of the day 

had caved in to South Korean bullying, and by casting doubt on the credibility of the victim testi-

mony collected in 1993. Announcing the review’s report, Chief Cabinet Secretary Suga emphasised 

that no “background checks” had been undertaken to verify the victim testimony. Though the gov-

ernment repeated its intention not to rescind the apology, its investigation had already done the 

work of persuading many Japanese people that the apology had been misguided and weak-willed. 

                                                
43 Yamagiwa Sumio, Subete wa Asahi Shinbun kara Hajimatta “Ianfu Mondai”, Tokyo, Wakku Bunko, 2014. 
44 Asahi Shimbun, 5 August 2014. 
45 See Yomiuri Shimbun, Tokyo edition, 15 August 1992. 
46 Verification of “Comfort Women” Issue: How were the Historical Facts Distorted? Tokyo, Japan News / Yomiuri 
Shimbun, 2014. 



17 

 

Suga soon went on to re-emphasise the government’s insistence that there was “no forcible recruit-

ment” of comfort women. Questioned at a press conference in September 2014 about forcible re-

cruitment, and specifically about the well-documented case where wartime Dutch civilian internees 

in Indonesia were marched out of their detention camp and into a military brothel by Japanese sol-

diers, Suga responded by reading the Cabinet decision of March 2007: “no description directly 

showing forcible removal by the army or government officials can be found.”47 At the same time, 

though the Chief Cabinet Secretary did not fail to remind audiences at home and abroad that the en-

tire cabinet shared the Prime Minister’s heartfelt sympathy for the sufferings of the comfort women: 

“we feel our hearts aching over those who suffered hardships that are beyond description”.48  

The following week Prime Minister Abe went on the radio airwaves to tell the Japanese public 

that "many people had been made to suffer, and Japan's honour in international society has been 

injured, because of [the Asahi's] mistaken reporting”, a view which he then repeated and amplified 

in parliament.49 On 4 October he told the Lower House estimates committee that “as a result of the 

Asahi’s misreporting of the comfort women problem, many people have been caused to suffer and 

been saddened, and have also felt anger. I think we can say that this has had an effect on and dam-

aged Japan-Korea relations, It is also a fact that this has caused great harm to the honour of Japan 

and the Japanese people in international society”.50 The rhetoric had come full circle, but the vol-

ume had been very greatly amplified. 

By this time, two universities employing former Asahi journalists who had written widely on the 

comfort women issue in the 1980s had been inundated with threats of bomb attacks and violence 

against their students if they did not instantly sack the former journalists from the “lying” Asahi 

newspaper. The two men also became the personal targets of a vicious Internet campaign, which 

included messages targeting the teenage daughter of one – publishing her name and photo and urg-

ing her to demonstrate her shame at being “the daughter of a traitor” by committing suicide.51 One 

                                                
47 Suga Yoshihide, press conference 5 September 2014; video available on the website of the Prime Minister’s office: 
www.kantei.go.jp/tyokanpress/201409/5_p.html accessed 18 September 2014.  
48 “‘Comfort Women’ Claims no Corroborated, Japanese Review Finds, but 1993 Apology Stands”, South China 
Morning Post, 21 June 2014. 
49 Mizuho Aoki, “Abe Tells Asahi Shimbun to Help in ‘Recovering Japan’s Honor’”, Japan Times, 6 October 2014; see 
also “Abe: Incorrect Reports Tarnished Japan’s Honour Overseas”, Yomiuri Newspaper (English language Japan News 
online edition), 30 November 2014, the-japan-news.com/news/article/0001564262 accessed 5 December 2014; and the 
comments of Chief Cabinet Secretary Suga Yoshihide and Foreign Minister Kishida Fumio, quoted in the sam article.  
50 Prime Minister Abe addressing the Lower House estimates committee, 6 October 2014, see Kokkai Gijiroku Shūgiin 
Yosan Iinkai no. 3, 6 October 2014. 
51 “‘Ianfu Mondai Hōdō’ Moto Asahi 2 Kisha e Tomarananu Kōgeki”, Mainichi Shimbun, 20 October 2014; Jeff King-
ston, “Right-Wing Witch Hunt Signals Dark Days in Japan”, Japan Times, 8 November 2014; “Japan’s Fundamental 
Freedoms Imperiled”, The Asia-Pacific Journal: Japan Focus, 13 October 2014 www.japanfocus.org/events/view/229 
accessed 5 December 2014; Justin McCurry, “Japan’s Ruing Party under Fire over Links to Far-Right Extremists”, The 
Guardian, 14 October 2014. 
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of the men involved promptly resigned from his job; the other has found it impossible to renew his 

university contract. 

By now too, the actual sufferings of the real women who were taken to work in wartime military 

brothels had been very effectively buried and forgotten. And the discourse was proliferating to other 

areas of war memory, fuelling the protests against the memorials in Matsushiro, Takasaki and else-

where. If Yoshida had lied about his “comfort women” raid in Jeju, the strange logic ran, then all 

stories about the forcible recruitment of comfort women were also lies. If the Asahi had published 

Yoshida’s lies as truth, then nothing else the Asahi had published on the issue could be believed ei-

ther. And if the comfort women had not been forcibly recruited, then no other colonial subjects had 

been forcibly recruited (despite the existence of postwar Japanese documents indicating that around 

a quarter of a million Koreans were brought to Japan as labour conscripts, after receiving call-up 

papers which they were not at liberty to refuse52).  

The missing word on the Matsushiro memorial is, of course, “forcible” - the word that must no 

longer be spoken in the context of Japanese war memory. 

Not all Japanese have been swept away by the tide of un-remembering. Some grassroots memory 

and reconciliation groups battle on bravely, and one or two media outlets - most notably the left-of-

centre weekly magazine Shūkan Kinyōbi53 - have continued to publish refutations of historical deni-

alism on the comfort women issue. But the campaign of un-remembering has undeniably been ef-

fective. Its effectiveness stems, not just from the close collaboration of politicians and media, but 

also from the wider context in which the campaign has taken place. Confronting historical responsi-

bility is a challenging process, and the temptation to seek refuge in un-remembering is strong. Some 

Korean and Chinese activists have made highly politicized use of issues like the “comfort women” 
history to pursue broader nationalist agendas, and this has encouraged a contrary nationalist reac-

tion in Japan. The failure of other countries, most notably the United States, to engage in much crit-

ical reflection on the role of their own militaries in sexual violence makes it easier for some people 

in Japan to depict critical discussion of the comfort women issue as “Japan bashing”. Against this 

background, the barrage of reports identifying Yoshida Seiji and the Asahi as the “source” of the 

comfort women problem has clearly affected public opinion. A September 2014 survey by the 

Yomiuri found that 71% believed the Asahi’s reporting on the comfort women issue to have dam-

aged Japan’s standing in the eyes of the international community54. 

                                                
52 See for example, Repatriation Problems of Certain Koreans Residing in Japan, Tokyo, Japan Red Cross Society, 
October 1956. 
53 See, for example, the magazine’s special issue on the comfort women issue, 29 October 2014. 
54 Yomiuri Online, 4 September 2014, www.yomiuri.co.jp/feature/TO000302/20140904-OYT1T50108.html accessed 4 
December 2014. 
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The next target is international opinion. Japan’s Foreign Ministry has already (so far unsuccess-

fully) asked the US publisher McGraw-Hill to rewrite a passage about the comfort women in one of 

its textbooks and requested the United Nations to revise the Coomaraswamy Report.55 The Abe 

government has also stated that it will more than double its spending on international “information 

dissemination” to at least US$15 million (according to some sources, much more) in the next finan-

cial year to enable it to undertake the task of “restoring the honour” of the Japanese nation in the 

eyes of the world.56    

In December 2014, Prime Minister Abe, interviewed by the Economist magazine, was asked “do 

you really believe that the false testimony of one late soldier in the Imperial Army is more damag-

ing to Japan than the denials of its prime minister that comfort women were coerced?” Abe replied: 

“with regard to the comfort-women system which used to be in existence where people from the 

Korean peninsula were working: my heart always aches when I think about these people who were 

undergoing a very miserable time, a time of bad suffering. But the second thing is that if Japan is 

defamed or Japan’s honour is hurt based on these false grounds, then of course Japan needs to try to 

regain her honour”.57  

 

A Voyage into the Future 

 

As I was preparing to write this paper, I happened also to be re-reading a remarkable but long 

forgotten novel, R. C. Hutchinson’s Johanna at Daybreak. First published in 1969, this first-person 

novel explores the experiences of Johanna Schechter, a German woman in a postwar displaced-

person’s centre: a woman who has lost her memory. Through a series of meetings with disturbingly 

familiar others, Johanna’s memory gradually returns, and she is forced to confront the fact of a pro-

foundly damaging injustice that she committed during the war. But her quest for forgiveness and 

reconciliation encounters a bitter reality: those she wronged are not necessarily willing to forgive; 

her apologies are not necessarily enough to undo the injustice of the past.  

In the face of the crisis of un-reconciliation, Johanna is overwhelmed by a temptation to sink 

back into the comfort of amnesia:  

                                                
55 “Gaishō, Ianfu Kijustu de Bei-Kyōkasho Kaisha o Teisei Yōkyū”, Akita Sakigake Shimpō, 19 November 2014; 
“Coomaraswamy-shi no Shūsei Kyohi ‘Hijō ni Zannen”, Sankei Shimbun, 30 October 2014. 
56 Sankei Shimbun, 17 October 2014; an article in the Japanese-language edition of the Korean newspaper Chosun Ilbo 
gives the figure for this budget as 5.22 billion yen, or almost US$44, see Chōsen Nippō, 16 October 2014. 
57 “Shinzo Abe Talks to the Economist: An Interview with Japan’s Prime Minister”, The Economist, 5 December 2014, 
www.economist.com/news/asia/21635693-interview-japans-prime-minister-shinzo-abe-talks-economist accessed 6 De-
cember 2014. 
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The past, I thought, need not command us. The burdens which arrived each day - the stress of 

fending for oneself, the pain of watching in the glass a creature who will presently grow old and 

useless - these should suffice to fill one's mental horizon: only perversity would make one look 

backward to revive old causes of distress. Yes, I needed to be vigilant; but now it occurred to me 

that I was expert in such vigilance already – I had only to re-employ the faculty of suppression 

which I had wantonly discarded.58 

Her original amnesia had been a subconscious process of forgetting; now she is tempted to re-
treat into amnesia through a conscious process of un-remembering. At this moment, though, Jo-
hanna recalls the story of a mediaeval traveler called Jacopo Frugoni. I have been unable to estab-
lish whether Frugoni is a real historical figure, or whether he sprang from R. C. Hutchinson’s 
powerful imagination. But his tale is presented in Hutchinson’s novel as a parable of dangers of 
un-remembering. Frugoni is found guilty of a crime in Italy, and flees across the Mediterranean in 
a small boat, only to find that escape brings a more frightening form of captivity. In every port 
where he stops, he is seized by the terrifying certainty that he had seen familiar faces in the crowd, 
and is about to be recognized. The terror only subsides when he sets sail alone again on his boat; 
but then he is assailed by a new fear - the fear of unending solitude, to which he now seems con-
demned. The path of un-remembering – the search for solace in self-imposed amnesia – is, Johanna 
Schechter realizes, the path to just such endless isolation. In the final pages of the novel, she recog-
nizes that the only escape from the “despotism of the past” lies in facing and living though past 
and present in all their complexity.59 

The history of sexual violence in war is long and sadly widespread. Japan is not the only coun-
try that needs to confront a difficult past. But the attempt to retreat into un-remembering can only 
lead to internal conflict and outward isolation. People in many other countries too are just begin-
ning to embark on their own processes of confronting the international histories of militarized 
sexual violence. This process is essential if we are to take seriously the urgent task of preventing 
sexual violence in war in the present and future. Think how much that process could be helped, 
how much Japan could contribute, and how much Japan’s international reputation could be en-
hanced, if instead of spending millions of dollars on an international propaganda campaign to “re-
store national honour”, its government spent those dollars on promoting understanding among its 
students and citizens of wartime sexual slavery and compensating and officially apologizing to the 
few still surviving comfort women. 

                                                
58 R. C. Hutchinson, Johanna at Daybreak, New York and Evanston, Harper and Row, 1969, p. 306. 
59 Hutchinson, Johanna at Daybreak, p. 314. 


