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Proposal: The Hwang Geum Joo v. Japan Case Illustrates the Importance of Accountability & 

Acknowledgement of Wrongdoings During Times of War 

Throughout history, especially during times of war, abhorrent acts have been committed 

upon the vulnerable and innocent. Events such as the Holocaust and the Rape of Nanking, both 

taking place during World War II, are examples of these acts. When horrible events such as these 

take place during times of war, it is in the countries’ best interest to acknowledge, and, most 

importantly, hold accountability for what happened so that reconciliation can occur more 

smoothly. The history of Japan’s disregarding their forced sex slavery upon South Koreans 

during World War II is an example of how avoiding accountability and acknowledgement of a 

difficult past can strain future foreign relationships. 

The proposed project will use the Hwang Geum Joo v. Japan case to illustrate the 

importance of accountability and acknowledgement of wrongdoings after times of war. This case 

was filed against the Japanese government in the U.S. by fifteen former comfort women who 

blamed the Japanese government for being forced into sex slavery before and during World War 

II. In this case, the plaintiffs argued that the Japanese government owed the survivors of the 

comfort women event compensation and an official apology as they played a major role in 

orchestrating the international abuse and torture of these women.  

This case is evidence of why it is important for countries to fully acknowledge and 

apologize for their past wrongdoings as not doing so results in future troubles, such as lawsuits 

and strained foreign relationships. The existence of this case, years after the end World War II, 

shows the pain that still exists today as the disregard of the comfort women events resulted in the 



continuous physical and financial suffering of these women from the abuse and torture they 

endured. It was not until 1992 that Japan’s government officially acknowledged their 

involvement and in 2015 that Japan and South Korea finally came to a resolution over the 

comfort women issue. 

Multitude of primary sources on comfort women and this case exists, however, there are 

currently few scholarly works or monographs on the Hwang Geum Joo v. Japan case or its 

relationship with the comfort women issue between Japan and South Korea. What the proposed 

project will accomplish is expand the few existing studies of the Hwang Geum Joo v. Japan case 

and its relationship to the history of reconciliation between Japan and South Korea. The proposed 

project will also add to existing scholarly works and monographs on the effectiveness of 

international apologies since it will examine this case was a result of Japan’s previous disregard 

of their wrongdoings during World War II. 

A key secondary source is a 2008 book written by Alexis Dudden titled Troubled 

Apologies Among Japan, Korea, and the United States. Written two years after the Hwang Geum 

Joo v. Japan case was closed, the book goes over the issues Japan was having with 

acknowledging and apologizing to Korea for the atrocities committed by their imperial army and 

America’s growing involvement in Asia. This book serves as a key source because of the cultural 

and political background it provides over the issues the Japanese were having over their 

country’s dark history during their imperialism. This is true in chapter two especially since this 

chapter touches base on the struggle to acknowledge the comfort women issue in Japan. 

Another key secondary source is a book also written in 2008 by Jennifer Lind called 

Sorry States Apologies in International Politics. This book compares how the reconciliation 

progress between France and Germany and Japan and South Korea, respectively, has been post-



World War II in relation to international apologies. The book is another key secondary source as 

its argument that apologies and acknowledgment are beneficial in reconciliation between 

countries aids in the argument of the proposed project. The other secondary sources gathered for 

the proposed project reviews both the Hwang Geum Joo v. Japan case and of Japanese and South 

Korean’s mending relationship, providing historiographical information. 

As for the primary sources, legal documents found in the Columbia Law School: Center 

of Korean Legal Studies website, such as the Hwang Geum Joo v. Japan case file and Japanese 

Government and Ministry of Foreign Affairs Statements, are major sources for the proposed 

project. They both provide not only in-depth information about the case, but these documents 

also provide a timeline of how the Japanese government was responding to the comfort women 

issue and the victim’s reactions. Other primary sources gathered, such as United States military 

documents of Korean comfort women interrogations, a House of Representative amended bill 

that expresses support for the comfort women, and a newspaper article of the case all provide 

historical background information for both the comfort women and the case. 

Problems that could arise in the proposed project are, as Mr. Catlin mentioned in a 

previous meeting, an overflow of information surrounding this topic. The interdisciplinary 

aspects of this topic, such as the legal and philosophical, are also factors to take into 

consideration as they can make keeping a focus on the historical aspect for the proposed project 

difficult. Regular meetings with Professor Ferrell, Mr. Catlin, and others in the history 

department will help in managing these issues. 

I hereby declare upon my word of honor that I have neither given nor received 

unauthorized help on this work. – Lesley Morales-Sanchez 



Bibliography 

Secondary Sources: 

 

Chun, Jahyun. “Social Divisions and International Reconciliation: Domestic Backlash against 

Foreign Policymaking between Japan and South Korea.” International Studies 

Perspectives 20, no. 4 (2019): 373–89. https://doi.org/10.1093/isp/ekz013. 

 

Cooney, Kevin J., and Alex Scarbrough. “Japan and South Korea: Can These Two Nations Work 

Together?” Asian Affairs, an American Review 35, no. 3 (2008): 173–92. 

https://doi.org/10.3200/AAFS.35.3.173-192. 

 

Dudden, Alexis. Troubled Apologies among Japan, Korea, and the United States. New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2008. https://doi.org/10.7312/dudd14176. 

 

Jonsson, Gabriel. “Can the Japan-Korea Dispute on ‘Comfort Women’ Be Resolved?” Korea 

Observer 46, no. 3 (2015): 489–515. 

 

Lind, Jennifer M. Sorry States Apologies in International Politics. Ithaca: Cornell University 

Press, 2008. https://doi.org/10.7591/9780801462283. 

 

Min, Pyong Gap. “Introduction: A Critical Evaluation of Mark Ramseyer’s Arguments for 

‘Comfort Women’ as Voluntary Prostitutes with Labor Contracts.” Journal of 

International Women’s Studies 24, no. 9 (2022): 1–15. 

 

Nishigai, Makoto. “The Comfort Women Case in the United States: A Note on Questions 

Resolved and Unresolved in Hwang v. Japan, the First Lawsuit Brought by Asian 

Women against Japan for War Crimes.” Wisconsin International Law Journal 20, no. 2 

(2002): 371. 

 

Primary Sources: 

 

Congress.gov “H.Res.121 – 110th Congress (2007-2008).” July 30, 2007, accessed February 20, 

2024, https://www.congress.gov/bill/110th-congress/house-resolution/121. 

https://doi.org/10.7312/dudd14176
https://doi.org/10.7591/9780801462283
https://www.congress.gov/bill/110th-congress/house-resolution/121


 

“Hwang Geum Joo v. Japan ‘Comfort Women’ case.” Colombia Law School: Center for Korean 

Legal Studies, accessed February 20, 2024, 

https://kls.law.columbia.edu/sites/default/files/content/docs/HwangGeumJoo_v_Japan_C

omfortWomen_DC_district_dismissal_1.pdf.  

 

“Japanese Government Statements and Ministry of Foreign Affairs Statements.” Columbia Law 

School: Center for Korean Legal Studies, accessed February 20, 2024, 

https://kls.law.columbia.edu/content/japanese-government-statements-and-ministry-

foreign-affairs-statements. 

 

“Lawsuits brought against Japan by former Korean ‘Comfort Women.’” Columbia Law School: 

Center for Korean Legal Studies, accessed February 20, 2024, 

https://kls.law.columbia.edu/content/lawsuits-brought-against-japan-former-korean-

comfort-women. 

 

Thrupkaew, Noy. "WWII 'Comfort Women' File Suit against Japanese Government." Sojourner 

26, no. 3 (2000): 18. Archives of Sexuality and Gender (accessed February 23, 2024). 

https://link-gale-

com.umw.idm.oclc.org/apps/doc/VXJZGR281128730/AHSI?u=viva_mwc&sid=bookma

rk-AHSI&xid=6af86ff7. 

 

“US-11 Japanese Prisoner of War Interrogation Report NO. 49: Korean Comfort Women. 1944.” 

Comfort Women Resources Center, accessed February 20, 2024, 

https://international.ucla.edu/cks/care/us_allieddocs/250902. 

https://kls.law.columbia.edu/sites/default/files/content/docs/HwangGeumJoo_v_Japan_ComfortWomen_DC_district_dismissal_1.pdf
https://kls.law.columbia.edu/sites/default/files/content/docs/HwangGeumJoo_v_Japan_ComfortWomen_DC_district_dismissal_1.pdf
https://kls.law.columbia.edu/content/japanese-government-statements-and-ministry-foreign-affairs-statements
https://kls.law.columbia.edu/content/japanese-government-statements-and-ministry-foreign-affairs-statements
https://kls.law.columbia.edu/content/lawsuits-brought-against-japan-former-korean-comfort-women
https://kls.law.columbia.edu/content/lawsuits-brought-against-japan-former-korean-comfort-women
https://link-gale-com.umw.idm.oclc.org/apps/doc/VXJZGR281128730/AHSI?u=viva_mwc&sid=bookmark-AHSI&xid=6af86ff7
https://link-gale-com.umw.idm.oclc.org/apps/doc/VXJZGR281128730/AHSI?u=viva_mwc&sid=bookmark-AHSI&xid=6af86ff7
https://link-gale-com.umw.idm.oclc.org/apps/doc/VXJZGR281128730/AHSI?u=viva_mwc&sid=bookmark-AHSI&xid=6af86ff7
https://international.ucla.edu/cks/care/us_allieddocs/250902

