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As the world prepares for ceremonies next year commemorating the 70th anniversary of the 
conclusion of the most horrendous war in all of human history, the time is long overdue for 
closure in Asia.  Reconciliation was dramatically advanced over four decades ago in Europe.  It 
was in December 1970 that former West German Chancellor Willy Brandt knelt in a gesture of 
deep remorse at the Warsaw Ghetto Memorial. 
 
The recent report on the re-examination of the 1993 Kono Statement to the Japanese Diet, 
however, indicates that no contemporary Japanese leader will likely have the courage and 
compassion necessary to follow the example of Willy Brandt.  That may require a visitor from 
the Eternal City of Rome.  It could be part of Pope Francis’s mission when he visits Seoul in 
August, during the 69th anniversary of the end of the Second World War. 
 
The Pope has made ministry to the poor and oppressed the cornerstone of his papacy.  And, as 
his recent trip to the Middle East clearly demonstrated, this is a person who does not shy away 
from political controversy in order to advance moral teaching.  Some were unsettled when Pope 
Francis paused to pray at the wall erected to separate the Palestinian West Bank from Jerusalem.  
The Pope then called upon the Israeli and Palestinian presidents to pray for peace while 
celebrating Mass in Bethlehem.  
 
Perhaps Pope Francis could begin the long process of reconciliation between the Korean and 
Japanese peoples by a similar gesture while in Seoul.  The clearest such gesture would be 
holding a private meeting with the elderly Comfort Women survivors.  He could give them not 
only hope but also that recognition which was long denied to many of them.  
 
Pope Francis has already walked the walk on the subject of human trafficking.  He has publicly 
termed it “an open wound on the body of contemporary society.” The Pope held a private 
meeting on April 10th, during a Vatican conference on the subject, with four victims who had 
been forced into sexual slavery, like the Comfort Women, and later freed.  He also joined the  
 
 

 



 

Archbishop of Canterbury in issuing a joint statement on June 16th, during a Vatican meeting, 
denouncing human trafficking and pledging to join forces to combat it. 
 
The recruitment, through cajoling, coercion, purchase or kidnapping, of between 50,000 and 
200,000 girls and women for sexual servicing of Imperial Japan’s troops represented one of the 
most notorious examples of state-sponsored human trafficking in the twentieth century.  The 
term “Comfort Women,” with its connotations of a cocktail waitress or a hospital candy striper, 
is in itself highly misleading.  Former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton recognized this fact in 
2012 when she reportedly corrected a State Department briefer who used the term “Comfort 
Women” by pointing out that the victims in question were “enforced sex slaves.”  Pope Francis 
would certainly recognize such human trafficking for what it was and also would understand that 
it remains “an open wound” for Korean society, the homeland of the vast majority of Comfort 
Women. 
 
Reconciliation, however, requires the active participation of two or more parties.  How would 
Japanese society respond to such a Papal gesture?  Certainly Pope Francis should be seen as an 
objective third party who brings with him the moral authority of two millennia of Christian 
teaching.  A dramatic gesture is definitely needed to break the current impasse.  The United 
States also cannot afford to sit idly by during its announced “pivot” to Asia by having its two key 
regional allies barely speaking to each other and failing to engage in any major military 
cooperation.  The stakes, with a nuclearized North Korea and a rising and, at times, belligerent 
China, are simply too high.  Certainly even the most ardent nationalists in Tokyo can perceive 
this. 
 
Yet the June 20th re-examination of the Kono Statement bodes ill for any imminent breaking of 
the ice between Seoul and Tokyo. The Abe administration has pledged that there will be no 
reversal on the 1993 Kono Statement regarding the Comfort Women, which determined that 
“comfort stations were operated in response to the request of the military authorities of the day,” 
and added that the “Japanese military was, directly or indirectly, involved in the establishment 
and management of the comfort stations and the transfer of comfort women.”  However, by 
raising questions about the veracity of the sixteen elderly Korean women interviewed in 1993, 
most of whom are now deceased, about the alleged timidity of then Chief Cabinet Secretary 
Yohei Kono, and about reported behind-the-scenes South Korean diplomatic pressure, the re-
examination seems clearly aimed at sowing seeds of doubt about the veracity of the statement.  
 
One has to ask: why is a re-examination of a historic document even necessary if not for 
purposes of amending or revising it?  America was shaken two decades ago by the revelations 
that the drafter of the Declaration of Independence Thomas Jefferson, had had an intimate 
personal relationship with his slave Sally Hemings.  While the hypocrisy of penning the words 
“all men are created equal” while holding one’s own children in bondage is obvious, no one 
asserted that these circumstances required a re-examination of the Declaration itself.  The words 
of the document, if not the reputation of the author, had stood the test of time.  So it should be 
with the Kono Statement. 
 
A recent Global Summit to End Sexual Violence in Conflict, held in London, was co-hosted by 
British Foreign Secretary William Hague and Hollywood star and women’s rights activist  
 
 

 



 

Angelina Jolie.  Japan was represented by Vice Minister for Foreign Affairs Nubuo Kishi, a 
brother of Japan’s Prime Minister Abe.  Mr. Kishi made official remarks which included the 
statement that “sexual violence in conflict is a war crime under relevant international law.”  He 
added that “there is also an urgent need to provide assistance for the victims of sexual violence.”  
The elderly Comfort Women in Seoul would be gratified to hear these reassuring words directly 
from Mr. Kishi himself.  However, if he is not yet ready to walk in the footsteps of Willy Brandt, 
then perhaps it falls upon the shoulders of the Vicar of Rome to bring this message of hope and 
compassion to the Comfort Women survivors. 
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