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Event Report: “Rethinking My Postwar Responsibility:

From the Perspectives of Feminism, (Post-) Colonial Criticism, and
Philosophy”

Coordinator: Yuki HANYU

Given the fact that 70 years after the end of WWII, the issue of comfort
women — women and girls forced into sexual slavery during WWII - is a
more complicated issue than ever, it seems necessary for each one of us to
theoretically examine the question of our responsibility towards this issue in
post-war Japan. The event “Rethinking My Postwar Responsibility: From the
Perspectives of Feminism, (Post-) Colonial Criticism, and Philosophy”, held on
October 8th, 2016, was conceptualized as such an examination with leading
thinkers on this subject. Invited as guest speakers were: Natsuno KIKUCHI, who
specializes in feminist theory and sociology, Yayo OKANO, professor of feminist
studies and politics, and Tetsuya TAKAHASHI, who throughout his career has
continued to critically investigate post-war Japan’s war responsibility from a
philosophical point of view. The reason for this was that the issue of “comfort
woman” and our postwar responsibility towards this issue needed to be
reconsidered from an interdisciplinary, that is, simultaneously from a feminist
and a postcolonial perspective, as well as through the lens of philosophy with
its focus on the fundamental questions of difference. | would also like to point
out that, although | stated at the beginning that the issue of comfort women
today is a more complicated issue than ever, this wasn’t necessarily the case at
the time I started planning this event in fall 2015. There surely were incidents
that complicated the matter before. For instance, the dispute about the issue
of “compensation” at the time the Asia Women'’s Fund, a compensation fund
for “comfort women”, thet came into being in the 1990s, or the backlash that
resulted from Asahi Shimbun’s retraction of erroneous articles on the subject

in summer 2014. But | could not foresee the escalation that still was about to
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happen in the following years: The Japan-South Korea Agreement to settle
the issue of comfort women which was criticized for ignoring the voices and
needs of the survivors, or the statement by Japanese ‘intellectuals’ in which
they argued that the indictment of Yu-ha Park charging her with defamation of
character of the comfort women in her controversial book Comfort Women of
the Empire (2013) is “suppressing the freedom of scholarship and press”. All these
events, unforeseeably and unfortunately, made this project into a ‘timely’ and
more than ever necessary one during the course of its conceptualization.

The event itself began with a short introduction by me, in which | compared
these recent discussions with the situation in the 1990s and emphasized the
continuous necessity to problematize the responsibility of ‘intellectuals’ who
take part in discussions on the issue of comfort women. This introduction then
was followed by the individual talks by the three guest speakers.

In the first talk, Kikuchi attributed the reason why the issue of comfort women
tends to be suppressed in public discourse to the fact that neoliberalism (and
neo-conservatism as its complement) in Japan has maintained its power
through the preservation of the patriarchal gender order. It is usually said that
neoliberalism emerged during and as the result of the collapse of a state’s
welfare system. In Japan, however, the welfare system did never develop to the
extent it did in other countries at that time. Instead, Japan has relied on women
to provide welfare services which the state could and should provide. This led to
a relatively later emergence of neoliberalism in Japan, and, once neoliberalism
had emerged, to severe social problems with regards to welfare; problems that
were and are compensated through maintaining the given gender order. “Active
participation by women” as it is currently promoted by the Japanese cabinet,
regarding the fact that it is the attempt to increase the workforce without any
essential changes in welfare politics, thus is nothing but a minor economical
adjustment of the given neoliberal gender order. And as Kikuchi elaborated, the
suppressing of the issue of comfort women must be understood as symptomatic

of the Japanese government’s efforts to maintain this order. For what the issue



2016 £ CGS A N MRE © YORAP (Young Research Action Project) >R L 181
Event Report: YORAP (Young Research Action Project) Symposium

of comfort women undeniably demonstrates is that state politics in combination
with a patriarchal order of gender and sexuality can result in severe harm;
Enough reason for the government to deny the existence of that issue per se.
Based on her detailed elaborations on this connection between neoliberalism
and the patriarchal gender order in Japan, Kikuchi then went on to criticize
the complicity between feminism and imperialism. According to her, although
feminism certainly criticizes nationalism in many aspects, we have to face the
fact that the “nation” in question has come into existence through colonialism,
an even larger power structure encompassing nation states, which continued
to update itself through the above mentioned maintenance of the neoliberal
gender order. If we fail to understand this, feminism could become, at worst,
imperial feminism.

Okano’s talk offered an interesting contrast with the historical approach
of Kikuchi. From the perspective of feminist ethics, she argued that what the
survivors needed was ‘justice’ yet to come (a venir). After stressing that the
agreement between the Japanese and Korean government in 2015 to resolve
this issue “finally and irreversibly” through financial compensation completely
ignored the survivors’ voices and needs in much the same way as the Asian
Women'’s Fund did, she went on to provide an alternative to overcome the
traditional concept of justice on which this agreement implicitly relies. She
argued for a practice of justice which has as its goal not the restoration of a
damaged legal order, but where we take into account the dignity of the victims
and restore our relationship with them by recognizing vulnerability as the
essential condition of our all lives, and see it not just as something that belongs
to the “other”. It is quite obvious that feminist ethics and especially the ethics
of care, which pay attention to our all vulnerability, plays a crucial role when
imagining this form of reparative justice. At the end of her talk, Okano spoke
about the issue of reconciliation with survivors. According to Okano, we need
to continuously make efforts to reconcile based on a relationship in which we -

towards a world yet to come - acknowledge who is responsible for destroying
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the survivors’ conditions of life, how such destruction occurred, and what kind
of responsibility we have with regards to that destruction.

Of importance, in other words, is responsibility in/as response to the address
by the other. It remains, nevertheless, unclear what it means to be responsible as
‘the Japanese people’. In order to shed light on this point, Takahashi, in the last
talk of the event, problematized Japan’s colonialism today, by first going over
the main claims of his central work, On Post-War Responsibility (1999). The book
argues that, in response to the appeals by former comfort women, there are two
forms of responsibility to be considered: first, the responsibility of the Japanese
people to make the Japanese government apologize through acts such as
voting (legal responsibility). Second, the responsibility of ethnic Japanese who
have historically benefitted most within the nation (historical responsibility).
This argumentation was labelled nationalist by some intellectuals. They

|"

mistook the call for “national” responsibility for “nationalist” mobilization. What
is more problematic, however, is that the same intellectuals tend to argue for
overcoming nationalism without ever asking how and by what this nationalism
is constituted in the first place. This can also be said about those Japanese
liberal intellectuals who highly regard Professor Park, the scholar whose work
characterize as nationalist The Korean Council for the Women Drafted for Military
Sexual Slavery by Japan. Letting her act as their proxy to speak their own desire,
these liberal intellectuals, despite, or rather because of their insistence on
overcoming nationalism, in the end embody the interest of “empire”. “They are
imperial liberals”, Takahashi described them, parodying the expression “imperial
feminists”. He then pointed out yet another complicity between imperialism and
liberal ideals in the discourse about US military bases being disproportionately
often built on Okinawa. Slogans such as “Nowhere Needs Military Bases”
shouted without any consideration for Japan’s own colonialism might be, as he
emphasized, considered “imperial pacifism”. However, Takahashi was aware of
the possibility that, considering that sexual violence is an essence of US military

bases, his insistence on removing the US military bases from Okinawa and back
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to mainland Japan, might become the object of a similar kind of critique.

The questions made by the audience during the final floor discussion at the
end of event, focused upon the military base issue that Takahashi mentioned.
While we surely could lament the interest towards this issue as lost time we
could have used talking about the comfort women issue, | would argue that
the audience’s attention towards the military base issue does bespeak of an
interest in a predicament, an ongoing situation and site where colonialism and
sexism coalesce and in various forms continue to form present day Japan. In this
sense, rethinking our postwar responsibility continues to be an important task
in order to imagine and realize another ‘Japanese’ society in which colonialism

and sexism aren’t accepted anymore.



