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Discovering Taiwanese Comfort Women: Historical Amnesia,
Political Dynamics, and Social Memory (1992-2015)
Hung-Fu Liu
Chiu-Hung Liang
Department of History & College of Liberal Arts

SUMMARY

This study begins with the 1992 discovery of three telegrams by Japanese Diet member
Ito Hideko at Japan's Defense Agency, revealing the existence of Taiwanese comfort
women. It traces the subsequent developments through the Asian Women’s Fund, three
lawsuits in Japan, the controversy surrounding the manga Taiwan Discourse, and
concludes with the 2015 debate over the "curriculum guideline adjustment
controversy." Using news reports from United Daily News, Min Sheng Daily, United
Evening News, and The Japan Times, this research presents over two decades of
interactions among Taiwanese comfort women, the Taipei Women’s Rescue
Foundation, and domestic political parties. Additionally, editorials, commentaries, and
letters from the public are examined to understand the public perception of this issue.
Government archives are also utilized to trace how blue and green political figures
responded to the "discovery" of comfort women, detailing the joint efforts of public and
private sectors in conducting identity investigations and the Taipei Women’s Rescue
Foundation's push for government-led subsidy policies.

By utilizing the United Knowledge Database—Newspaper Full-Text Database, the
study generates a graph showing the volume of news coverage on comfort women. It
also incorporates significant events related to the comfort women issue and domestic
political dynamics, applying the "Political Opportunity Structure" theory to explore the
conditions under which the comfort women support movement is more likely to
emerge.

First, this research reviews the experiences of Taiwanese comfort women in military
brothels during World War II and the recruitment process, as well as the investigative
actions taken by the government and the Taipe1 Women’s Rescue Foundation in 1992.
Next, it discusses how the Foundation established itself as a "representative" among
various women’s organizations, forming a social network that interacted with comfort
women and domestic political parties over the years. Using the theories of "Political
Opportunity Structure," "Cultural Framing," and "Repertoire of Contention," the study
focuses on the comfort women movement from 1995 to 2005, highlighting Taiwanese

comfort women as actors with diverse "identities" and "agency."
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Finally, the study examines the process of the "curriculum guideline adjustment
controversy," revisits the truth behind the "National Fund," and documents the "Sites
of Memory" related to comfort women (including museums, brothel sites, statues,
exhibitions, and documentaries). It attempts to analyze how "social memory" is
reconstructed. The thesis concludes by proposing a three-stage framework for the
"comfort women movement," viewing the issue from 1992 to 2015 as a continuous and
unbroken process. The author hopes that future research on comfort women will open
a new chapter.

Keywords: Taiwanese Comfort Women, Taipei Women’s Rescue Foundation, Political

Opportunity Structure, Repertoire of Contention, Sites of Memory

INTRODUCTION

This research focuses on the period starting from the 1992 "discovery" of Taiwanese
comfort women, rather than discussing their general experiences or situation during the

nmn

Japanese colonial era. It explores three key aspects: "historical amnesia," "political
dynamics," and "social memory." The end point is set in 2015 for several reasons: firstly,
it marks the 70th anniversary of the end of World War II; secondly, an agreement on
compensation was reached between Japan and South Korea in December of that year;
thirdly, the number of surviving Taiwanese comfort women was dwindling, and related
activities and discussions were becoming increasingly uniform. Fourthly, the release of
Taiwan's second documentary on comfort women, The Song of the Reed, coincided with
numerous exhibitions led by the Taipei Women’s Rescue Foundation, bringing this
history to the public. Lastly, the prolonged "curriculum guideline adjustment
controversy" necessitated an exploration of its underlying manipulations and debates.

Based on the above, this study raises three main questions:

Why did the issue of "comfort women" only become a public topic in 19927

2. How did domestic political dynamics and social mobilization influence the
movement for comfort women's compensation?

3. How has the "collective memory" of comfort women been reconstructed within

Taiwanese society?

MATERIALS AND METHODS

1. United Daily News Knowledge Base: "Full-text Newspaper Database"
2. National Archives of Taiwan
3. The Republic of China's Local Council Minutes Database
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4. Government Gazette Information Network
5. The Japan Times Archives

6. The Taipei Women’s Rescue Foundation Website

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The author believes that the main contribution and breakthrough of this study lie in the
selection of historical sources and the application of theoretical frameworks.
Particularly in Chapter Three, "Discovering Comfort Women: The Political Dynamics
and Social Mobilization of the Comfort Women Movement," the author integrates
political and sociological theories such as "Political Opportunity Structure," "Cultural
Framing," and "Repertoire of Contention" to explore several key questions: How do
Taiwanese comfort women, women’s groups like the Taipei Women's Rescue
Foundation (WRF) as the primary "advocate," and domestic political parties promote
the "comfort women movement"? Under what circumstances is it easier to initiate a
"social movement"? Why does the "non-confrontational" repertoire of contention
transform into a "confrontational" one?

Previous studies have rarely addressed the interaction between Taiwanese comfort
women and domestic political dynamics. However, in reality, various activities such as
standing in solidarity, promoting welfare policies, gaining attention during election
years, and seeking compensation from Japan through lawsuits to rally support and
social mobilization require the assistance of political parties. As the conclusion of
Chapter Three suggests, the "Political Opportunity Structure" has its limitations in the
context of the Taiwanese comfort women issue, where nationalism, the unique history
of comfort women, and media sensationalism—especially involving the presence of the
Kuomintang (KMT) and the WRF—must be considered.

CONCLUSION

Reflecting on the limitations of this study and the unexplored areas in comfort women
research, it is evident that Japanese language sources, such as documents, newspaper
reports, or academic works, are rarely utilized in the analysis. Although the primary
focus of this study is on Taiwanese comfort women, the Taipei Women's Rescue
Foundation (WRF), and domestic political parties, discussions on the truth behind the
"Asian Women's Fund" and how Japanese people perceive comfort women movements
in other countries often rely solely on information from Taiwanese news or short articles

on websites like "The Comfort Women Issue and the Asian Women's Fund."
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Moreover, even in the first section of Chapter Four, "The Controversy over Curriculum
Adjustments: The Case of the 'Forced Prostitution' Narrative," which examines how
Taiwanese comfort women are portrayed in political discourse and attempts to frame
the debate as a leftover issue of nationhood and ethnicity from World War II, there is a
noticeable gap. Although the text mentions that within the nationalist "cultural
framing," both the Pan-Blue and Pan-Green political camps might support Taiwanese
comfort women due to differing historical backgrounds and electoral needs, it lacks a
detailed analysis of the varied impacts brought by "war and colonization."
Furthermore, while both "Taiwanese soldiers conscripted by Japan" and comfort
women were mobilized under the Japanese Empire, their experiences and
compensations differ significantly. To date, Taiwanese academia has yet to thoroughly
analyze and discuss this historical context. There is also a notable gap in comfort
women research between 1945 and 1992. Through searches in the "Full-Text
Newspaper Database," the author found only sporadic short stories that vaguely depict
the image of comfort women during this period.

If future researchers are interested in studying Taiwanese comfort women, it would be
beneficial to explore the timeline from the post-war period to the "discovery" of comfort
women in 1992. This approach could bridge the research findings of the Japanese

colonial period with those after 1992, facilitating a more comprehensive dialogue.
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