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SOUTH KOREAN MOVEMENTS
AGAINST MILITARIZED SEXUAL
LABOR

Katharine H. S. Moon

As the 20th century draws to a close. South Koreap sur-
vivors of Japanese military sexual slavery (“comfort system™ or chnngwndae)
and activists on their behalf have been noted as some of the Most persuasive®
and omnipresent advocates of women's human rights at intermational meet-
ings and conferences. Within South Korea as well, graphic accounts of scxug!
brutality in wartime have become household news items. In 1992, a televi-
sion drama series, “Eye of the Dawn,” which depicted Korean resistance to
Japanese colonial rule, not only included portraits of young women and girls
being forcibly rounded up for sexual use in battlefronts, but also made the
story's heroine a chongsindae survivor. She became a spy against the .Japa-
nese and therefore a nationalist and patriot. Globally, the chongsindae issue,
as a political struggle regarding women's sex work. is probably the first to
receive so much widespread publicity since the international {mostly West-
em) debates and policy measures ensuing from the scare of White Slavery in
the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Numerous academic. literary, and
other works on the issue have been rolling hot off the presses.” and even
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1. For example, Chungmoo Choi, ed.. The Comfors Women: Colonialism, War, and Sex. a
spectal issue of Pasitions: East Asia Cultures Critigue (Durham. N.C.: Duke University Press.
1997); and Nora Okja Keller, Comforr Woman (New York: Viking-Penguin. 1997). See also
Pyon Yongju. Murmuring. 16 mm, 98 min. (Seoul: Docu-Factory Vista, I99l5) and Noriko
Sekiguchi, Sense Daughters: Daughters of War, video, 54 min. (New York: First Run [carus.

1996,
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wormnen's fashion magazmes have heen reporting periodically on this newly
unearthed history.2

This is not 1o say that the chongsindae movement (CM) is a success story
pure and simple; it.is not. Its major demands—ofiicial reparation and apol-
ogy to survivers—still have not been met by the Japanese government, and
such demands were not supported by the South Korean govemment. Yet, in
terms of awareness raising, presenting formal petitions to govenments and
international institutions, coalition building, and obtaining media coverage,
the CM has achieved enormous visibility within just a few years.

The CM, however, is not the first women's movement in Sputh Korea to
protest and redress sexual exploitation and abuse of Korean women by for-
eign men. In the 1970s, Korean women activists, some of whom are now
fighting for the chongsindae survivors, protested vehemently against the Jap-
anese government’s and Japanese society’s participation in kisaeng tourism
{sex tourism) in Korea.* Also, since the mid-1980s; a group of Korean wo-

men and men have sought to recognize and publicize the plight of U.S. mili- -

tary camptown (kijich’on) prostitutes as victims of debt bondage and objec"k“
of foreign domjnation. Yet. these movements fiever generated or received the
kind of public recognition and support, both domestic and international, ihut
the chongsindae movement has gamered.

Moreover, the CM and the kijich'on movement (KM) originally began to-
gether as part of a larger Asian women's human rights movement against the
sexual exploitation of women. Professor Yun Chong Ok's ground-breaking
research on the former chongsindae women was first publicly presented at
the Intemational Seminar on Women and Tourism (held in Seou! and on
Cheju Island in April 1988). A kijich'on woman also gave her own testimony
about her ordeals as a sex worker. The stated intent of the conference con-
veners and participants was to challenge traditional conceptions of women’s

2. See Murie Cluire (French edition), October 1996, pp. 60-68,

3. The Report of the United Nations Special Rapporteur inclides the official positions of the
South and North Korean governments. The South Korean Ministry of Justice stated that it is
very “difficult 1o determine whether the Government of Japen actualty had a legal responsibility
to compensate for crimes committed 30 years ago.” This stance is in opposition to that of the
Korean Council for the Women Drafted for Military Sexual Stavery by Japan (hereafter Korean
Council), the North Korean government, the Special Rapporteut., the International Commission
of Jurists, and such NGOs as International Education Development. See Radhika Codmara-
swamy, Repari on the Mission (o the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, the Republic of
Korea. and Japan on the issue of Military Sexual Slavery in Wartime: Addendum: Report of the
Special Rapportewr on Vielence against Women (New York: United Nations Commission. on
Human Rights. Sub-Commission on Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of Minerities,
Working Group on Contemporary Forms of Slavery, 1996), EACN.4/1996/53/Add.1. .

4. Korea Church Women United (KCWU), Kisaeng Tourism: A Nation-Wide Survey Report
on Conditions in Four Areas: Seoul. Pusan, Cheju, Kyvongiu, Research Issue Maherm] no. 3
(Seoul: KCWU, 1984). .
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