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“WIANBU”: HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND IMPACT ON BILATERAL RELATIONS
BETWEEN JAPAN AND THE REPUBLIC OF KOREA

The article is devoted to the analysis of the role of “comfort women” phenomenon in political and cultural dialogue
of Japan and the Republic of Korea. Historical context and the current state of memorialization of the issue are studied.

It is determined that the first “comfort stations” began to appear after 1931, and became actively distributed in
1937. The main motives for the creation of a network of such stations by the Japanese military leadership are outlined,
in particular, the antirape effort in the newly occupied territories and the spread of sexually transmitted diseases among
soldiers of the imperial army, as well as the prevention of espionage among sex workers. The main ways of recruiting
women are identified, such as false promises of high-paying jobs, ransom or even kidnapping. It is established that South
Korea was the main source and location of “comfort stations” for the Japanese. The conditions in which “comfort
women” had to live during the war time and occupation, as well as the social and cultural consequences of the analyzed
phenomenon, are characterized.

1t is found that Japan and the Republic of Korea have long shown different attitudes towards “comfort stations”. It is
determined that Japan for quite a long time stood in the position of denying its guilt in creating the problem of “comfort
women”’, not wanting to engage in a dialogue on this issue. At the current stage, the country of the morning sun considers
the problem of rethinking its participation in crimes related to the phenomenon of “comfort women” closed, especially
after the 2015 Agreement.

The 2015 South Korean — Japanese Agreement is analyzed. According to the 2015 Agreement, the “wianbu” issue
was to be finally resolved through monetary compensation and mutual concessions by both states. It turned out that this
Agreement caused a number of protests, was recognized as unfair, and was categorically not accepted by Korean society.

It is concluded that the “comfort women” issue still remains a “bone of contention” that prevents the normalization
of bilateral relations between Japan and the Republic of Korea.

Key words: “wianbu”, Far Eastern diplomacy, World War 11, “comfort women”’, comforter, memorialization, “‘comfort
stations”.
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«BIAHBY»: ICTOPUYHI BIIOMOCTI TA BII/IUB HA IBOCTOPOHHI
BIJHOCHUHMU MI'K AITOHIEIO TA PECIIYBJIIKOIO KOPESA

Cmamms npucesuena ananizy poui a8uwya «IHCIHOK 015 6MIXu» 6 NOAIMUYHOMY MA KYIbMypHOMY 0ianosi Anonii ma
ITieoennoi Kopei. [locriosceno icmopuuni idomocmi ma cy4acHuti cmam memopianizayii npoonemu.

Busnaueno, wo nepwi «cmanyii ons emixy» nouanu 3’seismucs nicas 1931 poky, a akmuenozo nowupenns Habyu
6 1937 poyi. Oxpecieno 20106HI MOMUBU CIBOPEHHSL MEPENCE NOOTOHUX 3aKNA0I8 SNOHCLKUM BILICbKOBUM KEPIGBHUYMBOM,
30Kkpema 6opomvba 3i 3r6ANMYBAHHAMU HA HOBOOKYNOBAHUX MEPUMOPIAX Ma NOWUPEHHAM BEHEPUUHUX XBOPOO ceped
conoam iMnepcvuKoi apmii, a maxKodic 3ano0icaHHs WNIOHANCY cepeod CeKC-npayieHuyb. Busigneno ocHogui uLnaxu 6epoysanHs
JHCIHOK, MAKI 5K hanvuiusi 0OIYIHKU BUCOKOONIAYYBAHOT poOOmMuU, UKYN Yl HABIMb UKpaderHs. Bcmanosneno, wo ons
SANOHYI8 OCHOBHUM OXcepeom i micyem Oucioxayii «cmanyiti ons ymixy 6yna Kopes. Cxapakxmepu3z08ano ymosu, 8 aKux
00800UNOCS HCUMU HCTHKAM-YMIUWHUYAM 8 POKU BIUHU Ma OKYNAYil, a MAKOX’C COYIANbHI Ma KYIbMYpPHI HACTIOKU A8ULYA.

3a oonomozoio konmenm-ananizy 3’sicoeano, wo Anowuis ma Pecnybaika Kopes mpusanui uac demoncmpysanu
HeoOHaKose CMAGNeHHs: Wooo «cmanyii ymixy. Busnaueno, wo Anonis docums mpueanuti wac cmosna na nozuyii
3anepeveHHs CGO€El GUHU Y CMBOPEHHI NPOONeMU «IICIHOK O 6MIXy, He badcaiouu ecmu 0ianoz 3 Ybo2o npueody. Ha
cydacHomy emani Kpaina 6paHiuiHb020 COHYA 66AHCAE 3AKPUTHUM NUMAHHA NEePEeOCMUCTEHHA C60€L yHacmi Yy 3104UHAX,
108 SI3AHUX I3 AGULYEM (HCIHOK 051 6MIXUY, 0coOnuso nicisi Yeoou 2015 poky.

Ipoananizosano Y200y mioie HAnonicio ma Pecnybnixoio Kopes 2015 poky, 32i0HO 3 K00 NUMAHHS «8IaHOY» MAo
oymu ocmamouno supiuiene wiisxom powosol Komnencayii ma 63aEMHUX NOCMYNoK 3 60Ky 060x oepacas. 3’acoeano,
wo ya Yeo0a cnpuuununa HU3Ky npomecmis, 0y1a 6USHAHA HECHPABEONUBOIO MA KAME2OPUYHO He NPUUHAMA KOPEUCbKUM
CYCRIiIbCMBOM.

ITiocymosano, wo numanus «HCiHOK OJis MIXU» NO CbO2OOHI 3ATUUAEIMBCS (AOIYKOM PO30pamyy, Wo nepemKoodicac
Hopmanizayii 06ocmopoutix gionocur Anowii ma Pecnyo6nixu Kopes.

Knrouoei cnosa: «sianbyy», danrexocxiona ouniomamis, pyea ceimosa eitina, «Kinku 0ns emixuy, komgpopmanmxa,
Memopianizayis, «cmanyii komgopmy».

Introduction. The “comfort women” issue is one
of the most controversial and emotionally charged
topics in the bilateral dialogue between Japan and
the Republic of Korea. Its essence lies in the fact that
the command of the Japanese Empire on the eve of
and during World War 1II forcibly recruited women,
mainly Koreans, to work in Japanese military broth-
els, known as “comfort stations”. “Comfort stations”
were created from 1931 and operated until the end of
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World War II. At the same time, at the current stage,
Japan avoids commemorating the victims of these
crimes, which especially aggravates its diplomatic
relations with the Republic of Korea. The difficulty
of solving the problem lies, on the one hand, in ra-
dically different perceptions of the scale of the issue
and its essence, and on the other hand, in the rather
strong pressure of the Korean public on the govern-
ments of both states.
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For quite a long time, the “wianbu” issue contin-
ues to cause significant differences between the two
countries, which certainly has a negative impact on
political, economic and cultural relations. The gov-
ernment of the Republic of Korea and the citizens
of the country demand official recognition, a sincere
apology and compensation for the victims of this
crime. Former “comfort women” and civil society
activists lay special emphasis on the need for Japan to
acknowledge crimes against humanity in order to heal
the wounds of the past and to put the historical record
straight. In its turn, Japan claims that the problem
has already been settled by a number of agreements,
such as the Agreement on the Settlement of Problems
Concerning Property and Claims and on Economic
Co-operation between Japan and the Republic of
Korea (CHSH2I=1}, 1965) and the 2015 Agreement
(Announcement, 2015).

The “comfort women” issue is deeply rooted in
the political and cultural dialogue between the two
states. The unresolved issue remains an obstacle
to full cooperation between Japan and the Republic
of Korea, which in turn affects security in the Asia-
Pacific Region.

Analysis of recent researches and publica-
tions. At the current stage, foreign scientists are
most actively engaged in the study of the “wianbu”
issue. Among them, we can single out Chunghee
Sarah Soh, an American anthropologist who spe-
cializes in issues of women, gender and sexuality.
In her book “The Comfort Women: Sexual Violence
and Postcolonial Memory in Korea and Japan”, the
author offers a new perspective on the issue, empha-
sizing that responsibility for the crimes committed
should not only be borne by Japan, but also by the
Korean patriarchal society (Soh, 2009). Among other
famous researchers, we can single out Edward Wang,
Yoshimi Yoshiaki, Aniko Varga, Keith Howard, etc.
(Yoshiaki, 2000; Varga, 2009). In the Ukrainian
scientific space, the outlined issue has not yet become
the subject of research.

The aim of the article is to analyze the histor-
ical context, the current state of memorialization
and the impact of the “comfort women” phenomenon
on bilateral relations between Japan and the Republic
of Korea.

Results. Today, Japan and the Republic of Korea
are of strategic importance for security in the Asia-Pa-
cific region. Both countries are allies of the USA and
play an important role in countering the nuclear threat
from North Korea. That is why the issue of establish-
ing bilateral relations of the outlined states has not lost
its relevance for quite a long time. However, solving
this issue is complicated by the shared historical past
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of both nations, in which one played the role of the
enslaver, and the other played the role of the victim.

First of all, we can single out the following “pit-
falls” in the foreign policy relations between South
Korea and Japan: 1) the problem of territorial belong-
ing of Dokdo Takeshima Island (called Liancourt
Rocks by some nations and Takeshima by Japan) in
the Sea of Japan; 2) a visit by Japan’s political elite
to the Yasukuni Shrine that honors the memory of all
soldiers who laid down their lives for Japan, including
those recognized as criminals according to the deci-
sion of the Tokyo War Crimes Tribunal; 3) the issue
of compensations and apologies for the crimes of the
Japanese government during the colonial era.

The problem of sexual slavery of Korean women
in the 30s and 40s of the 20th century remains a rather
acute issue in the bilateral dialogue to this day. “Com-
fort women”, “servant girls”, “comforters”, “imperial
gifts”, “wianbu” — these are all euphemisms used to
denote women who “worked” at the so-called “com-
fort stations” in the territory of the Pacific Theater
of World War II.

The creation of these stations is associated with the
Mukden incident of 1931, after which a whole system
of “comfort stations” began to emerge in the territo-
ries occupied by Japan. However, they became almost
the most widespread after one of the most shameful
incidents in the attempt of imperial Japan to seize
China — the Nanjing Massacre. On December 13,
1937, Japanese troops began a six-day massacre that
resulted in the actual destruction of the Chinese city
of Nanjing. During these six days, the soldiers raped
between 20,000 and 80,000 Chinese women. The
ferocity horrified the world so much that Emperor
Hirohito himself was concerned about such a blow to
the image of the state (Blakemore, 2023). Therefore,
a decision was made to expand the network of “com-
fort stations” in order to reduce the number of rapes,
and with them to reduce the level of dissatisfaction
of the local population with the Japanese, and to pre-
vent espionage among sex workers and the spread of
sexually transmitted diseases among soldiers of the
imperial army (Piper, 2001: 161).

According to witnesses, women were brought
to the “comfort stations” in different ways. Forced
recruitment of women was reported in Japanese colo-
nies, Korea and Taiwan, but the most common meth-
ods included deception through false offers of work
to girls from poor families. Another way is by “brain-
washing” schoolgirls that was possible due to Japa-
nese educational reforms introduced in the colonies.
The recruiters hid the true nature of the “work™ from
the new recruits until they were sent to the meeting
points. During recruitment, the Japanese military usu-
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ally stayed “behind the scenes”, using military broth-
els owners or other middlemen, mostly of Korean
nationality (Yoshiaki, 2000). It was not uncommon
for young girls to be sold by their own families or
simply kidnapped right in the middle of the street
(Varga, 2009: 289). In general, today it is difficult to
establish the exact number of women who suffered
from Japanese militarists in the 1930s and 1940s. The
data vary: numbers from 20,000 to 400,000 are given,
but most of women were Koreans (Kim, 2014: 83).

The conditions in which the women were kept were
terrible. The “comfort stations”, depending on their
location, were either buildings captured by the Jap-
anese military during the attacks or field expedients
jerry-built by the army specifically to house “comfort
women”. At front line, “comfort stations” were often
tents or temporary wooden shacks. The spots were
usually surrounded by barbed wire, well-guarded and
patrolled. Many women said that they were never
allowed to leave the camp, only some were allowed
to go outside at the designated time each morning.
Others testified that they were allowed to go out occa-
sionally to get a haircut or even to watch a movie. Any
significant freedom of movement was restricted and
escape was almost always impossible. The “comfort
station”, as a rule, was a one- or two-storeyed build-
ing with a dining and reception area on the first floor.
The women’s rooms were usually located in the back
or upstairs and usually consisted of cramped, nar-
row cubicles, often only 3 by 5 feet, with room only
for a bed. In such conditions, “comfort women” had
to serve 60 to 70 men a day. Their health was regu-
larly checked by a military doctor. However, as many
“comfort women” mention, these checks were done
to prevent the spread of sexually transmitted diseases.
Doctors paid almost no attention to the frequent ciga-
rette burns, bruises, bayonet wounds and even broken
bones inflicted on women by soldiers (United Nations
Commission, 1996).

As a result of such torture, women very often fell
ill, often died from severe beatings or diseases that
developed against the background of daily rape.
There were also those who could not endure it psy-
chologically, ending their lives by suicide. So, until
the end of World War 11, a rather insignificant number
of “comfort women” survived. However, even those
who survived were in no hurry to tell the world about
militarist Japan crimes. Such silence of these women
is explained mainly by their oppression in the patri-
archal Korean society, which strictly adheres to tra-
ditional morality, as well as the fear that they will be
ostracized (Lee, Crowe, 2015: 347-348).

The “comfort women” issue gained active publi-
city after 1991, when one of the former “wianbu” —
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Kim Hak Sun — publicly told her story for the first
time, starting the first court case against the Japanese
government (Frost, Vickers, 2021: 3). Similar actions
inspired other former “comfort women” and, thus, the
issue of “comfort stations” and their victims entered
the media and public space, and also became a pop-
ular topic for discussion, which remains to this day.

For a long time, Japan has denied any direct
involvement of the Japanese military and the Japanese
state in the organized sexual slavery of women during
wartime. They insisted that the “comfort women” sys-
tem was just a continuation of commercial prostitu-
tion, and the women themselves received quite a good
reward for their services (Frost, Vickers, 2021: 4).
However, in this context, it is worth noting that the
attitudes to the “wianbu” issue changed, depending
on which party was in power and how much it coop-
erated with public organizations.

In the early 1990s, the Japanese government
organized a study on the “comfort women” issue.
Its results were published in the form of a statement
by the Chief Secretary of the Cabinet of Ministers of
Japan, Yohei Kono, dated August 4, 1993. The state-
ment clearly stated that “the then Japanese military
was directly or indirectly involved in the creation and
management of the “comfort stations”; recruitment of
women was carried out mainly by private recruiters
commissioned by the military; women were mostly
recruited against their will, and sometimes admin-
istrative/military personnel were directly involved
in the process” (Statement, 1993).

In 1996, at the initiative of the Japanese govern-
ment, the Asian Women’s Fund was formed to pay
compensation to “comfort women”, but it was criti-
cized by the UN due to the lack of recognition of state
responsibility (Miyamoto, 2023: 272). Korean society
also did not appreciate “halfway policy” and contin-
ued to demand that Japan admit guilt in the matter of
organizing the work of “comfort stations” and make
an official apology to the victims.

In 2015, an agreement was concluded, which
aimed to finally solve the “comfort women™ issue.
According to it, the government of Japan was obliged
to make a one-time cash contribution of 8.3 million
dollars to a special support fund for former “comfort
women”, the creation of which was entrusted to the
government of the Republic of Korea. The Korean
side, in its turn, recognized the fact that the Japanese
government is concerned about the “Statue of Peace”
in front of the Japanese embassy in Seoul and obliged
to take measures to solve this problem. Both sides
agreed to refrain from further accusing or criticizing
each other regarding the wianbu issue in the interna-
tional community, including the UN (Announcement,
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2015). The Agreement caused heavy criticism and
dissatisfaction among the citizens of the Republic of
Korea, which resulted in a public outcry for cancella-
tion of the Agreement; the outcry, however, turned out
to be unsuccessful.

The situation changed when President Moon
Jae-in took over the government in the Republic of
Korea. He took office in May 2017 and soon called
for a review of the Agreement. A special group cre-
ated by the government, which examined the terms
of the Agreement, criticized its contents: “The Agree-
ment was concluded on the basis of the views of the
government without due consideration of the opin-
ions of the victims. The parties reached an agreement
thanks to mutual concessions, as if it was a general
diplomatic issue.” In the end, President Moon Jae-in
agreed to hold to the terms of the Agreement, while
calling on Japan to make more efforts to resolve the
issue, including a sincere apology to the victims. The
Prime Minister of Japan, however, refused to do so,
saying that revising and supplementing the Agreement
is “absolutely unacceptable” (Chekhovska, 2018).

In 2021, another lawsuit was commenced by for-
mer “wianbu” against the Japanese government, tip-
ping the scales in favor of the victims. The Seoul Cen-
tral District Court delivered a judgement according
to which the Japanese government was obliged pay
compensation to a group of female plaintiffs who were
once forced to work at “comfort stations”. However,
within a few months, the decision was overturned, cit-
ing the concept of “sovereign immunity”, according
to which the Republic of Korea has no jurisdiction
in the case. The case received new impetus in 2023,
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when a South Korean appellate court made a judge-
ment in favor of the plaintiffs and obliged Japan to pay
the victims $154,000 each. It is obvious that the reac-
tion of Japan was extremely negative; the Japanese
government still adheres to the line that the “comfort
women” issue was finally closed by the 2015 Agree-
ment. In response to the court’s decision, the Minis-
ter for Foreign Affairs of Japan Yoko Kamikawa said
it was “very sad and completely unacceptable” and
called on South Korea to “immediately take appropri-
ate measures to cure the breach of international law”
(Kuzmenko, 2023).

Conclusion. Taking into account all the above, it
can be concluded that the “wianbu” issue has caused
the memory war in Japan and the Republic of Korea.
In both countries the issue of “comfort women’ is con-
sidered mainly through the prism of national enmity.
In this context, not understanding or not accepting cer-
tain aspects of the issue reinforces the cycle of hatred,
hindering the process of memorializing the problem. It
prevents national prejudices from being overcome and
turns the “comfort women” issue exclusively into a bilat-
eral dispute between Japan and the Republic of Korea.

It is quite obvious that the “wianbu” issue, despite
the existence of a number of statements, agreements,
decrees, etc., still remains open. Nevertheless, the
former “comfort women” together with conscious
Korean citizens actively continue the struggle for the
recognition by the Japanese government of its crimes
against the occupied countries and the introduction
of an adequate culture of memory of these events,
because every victim of the militarist regime deserves
proper memorialization.
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