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A Transnational Understanding of Halmoni History

Alexis Dudden(University of Connecticut)

The term, “comfort women,  refers to the system of militarized
sexual slavery perpetrated by the Japanese government during the
1930s and 1940s in areas under its colonial and wartime command.
Beginning with Japan proper and extending to Korea, China, Taiwan,
Southeast Asia, and numerous Pacific Islands, the system’s estimated
tens to hundreds of thousands of victims and survivors are
euphemized along with the structural history involved together as “the
comfort women.”

At best, the expression is incorrect and hurtful. At worst, it denies
what happened: to begin, there was no “comfort” for those trapped
against their will and raped up to 40 times per day over the course of
years at a time in buildings established by the Japanese state for its
soldiers and civilian employees working for the military throughout the
Japanese empire. As Eika Tai explains, “According to military records,
the purposes of the creation of comfort stations were to prevent
soldiers from committing rape in occupied areas and contracting
sexually transmitted diseases. However, Yoshimi (Yoshiaki, a leading
historian on the issue), found that soldiers never stopped raping local
women. 1) Additionally, there are recorded accounts throughout
Southeast Asia of young boys and men ensnared into a historical
system that numerous international lawyers, judges, human rights
activists, and victims advocates have determined as a state-sponsored

crime against humanity.

1) Eika Tai, Comfort Women Activism: Critical Voices from the Perpetrator State (Hong Kong:
Hong Kong University Press, 2020).



On the one hand, the more we learn about the system the more it
seems we can never make sense of it. In a word, even thinking about
the fundamental aspects and context of this history for those of us
who have not endured such terror makes it difficult to explain. First,
there are the details of the violence that the victims endured within
the system. Then, there are details of the difficulties that survivors
faced once the structure of the system collapsed with Japan's defeat
in 1945 which amounts to the double victimization that so many

survivors endured throughout their lives.

On the other hand, as we study, analyze, and describe what might
best now be collectively called “hal/moni history” as the criminal act it
was we should take as a baseline the need to confront and teach the
meaning of the words involved—as difficult as they are.?2) Most
important is to learn ways to explain that rape is always and forever
an act of violence: it is not sex. In some of my classes, for example, I
ask students to begin studying this history by examining the meaning
of “rape” in the Oxford English Dictionary and to grapple with the
verb— “to rape”— to understand that in all of this’'s verbs meanings it
is always an act of force and associated with violence and against the
will of the person to whom it is happening. This is true, too, in
Korean, Japanese, Chinese, French, German, and so on, and it is
helpful for those learning about “Aa/moni history” for the first time to
confront up front the violence of what happened to those trapped in
system. We know this because for decades the deniers and appeasers
of “halmoni history” have tried to distract from this basic element
involved by debating whether or not the victims involved were

2) I agree strongly with filmmaker to Cho Jung-rae who made the bold choice in his 2016
Spirits’” Homecoming (#¢}) to focus on the youth of the victims when the history took
place in the 1930s and 40s. He explained to me and many others that the term “Ahalmoni’
made some people simply think of old women. [ agree with his decision for his film, yet
for the purposes of studying this history now and moving forward, [ believe it helps
collectivize the experience of survivors today—and helps them share their experience with
others around the world who have more recently suffered.



“coerced” or “forcibly coerced” into the system. International lawyers
have strongly disputed the denialists’ line of argument by
demonstrating that the legal notion of “coercion” incorporates
“deception” and “trickery” in addition to “force.” If, for example (as
many cases demonstrate), a 16-year old girl from what we now would
call South Korea found herself sold by a local official or family
member into the Japanese military the law defines that as “coercion”
regardless of the local official or family member's ethnicity.3)
Subsequently, when this young woman would find herself in some
far-flung outpost of the Japanese empire such as Saipan or Rabaul or
even within Japan proper, she was housed against her will at what
international law now calls a ‘rape camp” — regardless of the term

used at the time.

Survivors make clear that this is how they would like current and
future generations to learn about what happened to them on an
individual and collective level in order to end the ongoing practice of
targeted sexual violence during wartime. For this reason, above all,
survivor groups and their supporters work together today with
survivors of ongoing systems of wartime targeted sexual violence in
areas such as Nigeria, Iragq, and other places where similar histories
are occurring. Thus, it is essential to listen to survivors teach us how

their history should be taught.
(IMAGE 1: MAP OF STATIONS HERE)

In this regard, it is useful to consider the work of the Senegalese
philosopher, Achille Mbembe, in order to emphasize the violence
inherent to “hal/moni history.” In his seminal study of modern society
called, “Necropolitics,” political, social, and economic interactions
operate through what he describes as a system by this name—

3) This, for example, is what makes the work of Pak Yuha so wrong-headed, and different
from others who interrogate the complexities of the colonial era such as C. Sarah Soh
who have pointed out ethnic connections but do not downplay the violence of the history.



“necropolitics” (the politics of death)— in which those in charge “define
who matters and who does not, who is disposable and who is not.”4

Mbembe’s path-breaking work opens with a Lamba proverb
(present-day Zambia) that reads as follows:

Wa syo' lukasa pebwe
Umwime wa pita
[He left his footprint on the stone
He himself passed on/

More than anything, the proverb (and Mbembe's explication) hits at
the heart of the problem involving historical evidence when an
atrocity has occurred—genocide, slavery, massacres, and other crimes
against humanity. Traditionally-valued historical evidence becomes yet
another aspect of “halmoni history” that deniers and detractors latch
onto. Never mind that at this stage of our collective research and
understanding quite a lot of governmental documentation has been
unearthed and published in multiple languages—such evidence remains
the “gold standard” for historical research—because the deniers
continue to explain it away in ways similar to what Donald Trump's
supporters call “fake news” (that is, even in the face of factual
evidence the people determined to exist in an alternate reality describe
the evidence as “fake”).5)

Thus, in addition to government documents concerning °“halmoni
history” (again, of which there are many), it is important to champion
what human rights advocates and lawyers have long established as
credible evidence together with oral testimony. Such materials include
but are not limited to things such as songs remembered from time

4) Achille Mbembe, “Necropolitics,” Public Culture, 15, no. 1 (2003): 27.

5) There are countless examples, and one of the most politically-connected of these groups
in Japan is the Society for the Dissemination of Historical Fact:
http://www.sdh-fact.com/mission-statement/



spent trapped in the rape camps as well as paintings done during art
therapy classes and so on. Above all, such materiality connects
survivors’ stories to their shared history in the past and connects that
past to the present.

(IMAGE 2: TYANG APAY PAINTING THE OUTLINE OF HER FOOT)

For example, the photograph here shows Iyang Apay (1929-2013)
taking part in an art therapy class in Taipei nearly ten years ago
towards the end of her life.6) Apay, an indigenous Taiwanese woman,
was 17 when a police officer came to her family's front door and
conscripted her to work for the local Japanese military camp,
explaining that she would do laundry and prepare meals for the
soldiers. Upon arrival at the camp, she was raped and forced into
sexual servitude for the duration of the war. In her case—like many
others throughout the Japanese empire—she did not learn that Japan
had lost the war for nearly a year after the surrender: the troops
stationed at Ibuh where Apay was enslaved did not tell the news to
the locals and continued to rape the victims until they were deported
back to Japan. Like tens of thousands of other survivors, Iyang Apay
endured a different but equally difficult life following her ordeal,
including multiple marriages and divorces to men who learned her
history and described her as an “abomination” for things over which
she had no control or choice—regardless of how deniers portray it. If
nothing else, this image of Apay tracing the outline of her foot helps
teach into the future the meaning and power of the Lamba proverb
mentioned in Achille Mbemebe’'s essay: in 2013, Iyang Apay “passed
on,” yet her determination to survive demonstrated her determination
not to be thrown away and not to allow her suffering—her history— to
be erased.

6) AMA Museum, 7he Brave Ones and Their Rainbows: Life Paintings by Taiwanese ‘Comfort
Women' Survivors and Submissions to the UNESCO Memory of the World Register{Taipei,
2017)



For survivors as well as the untold numbers of victims who died
within the horrible system of militarized sexual servitude that
ensnared them against their will it is imperative that we continue to
work to make their shared history understood in ways that dignify the
lives lost within the system and the lived of those who survived it.
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