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During World War II, when Japan waged what it called the “Holy 

War” to dominate East Asia, the Japanese Government 

systematically orchestrated its bureaucratic forces—its government 

officials, military police, and police—to conscript into “sex service” 

poor and impoverished women through deception, abduction, and 

violence. Historical documents put the total figure of comfort 

women at about 300,000, in comfort stations scattered all over Asia. 

Those women were forced to become military sex slaves, the so-

called “comfort women.” It is estimated that more than 2,000 

Taiwanese women were victims of this crime.  

 

In February 1992, Ms. Hideko Itoh, a former member of Japan’s 

House of Representatives, discovered three telegrams housed at the 

research library of Japan’s Defense Agency. The three telegrams 

detailed a request dated March 12, 1942 for shipping permits from 

the Japanese Army to enable 50 “comfort personnel” to travel to 

Sarawak in Borneo. These 50 “comfort personnel” were conscripted 

by the Japanese military commander in Taiwan at the behest of the 

Southern Region Headquarters. The telegrams proved beyond doubt 

that in World War II, Taiwanese women were sent to Japan’s 

frontlines as sex slaves in military brothels or comfort stations. 

Taipei Women’s Rescue Foundation (TWRF) soon established an 

appeal hotline for survivors to call, and we started to investigate the 

“comfort women” issue. At that time we identified 58 survivors; 

unfortunately, now there are only 5 remaining survivors in Taiwan, 

with an average age of 88 years old. We euphemistically call them 

“Ahma,” which means “grandmother” in Taiwanese. 

 

In 1992 when TWRF held the first press conference to reveal 

Japan’s wartime atrocities, the Ahmas chose to testify behind a 

black curtain. They felt ashamed and were afraid that their families 

and friends would look down upon them. Behind this sense of shame 
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were the social and cultural contexts that overly emphasized 

women’s chastity. However, from 1992 to the present, we have 

witnessed their transformation from victims to survivors, and from 

survivors to activists. Having participated in therapeutic workshops, 

international conferences, and solidarity events for more than 20 

years, the Ahmas were greatly encouraged by survivors from other 

countries, and international friends who have supported them 

unconditionally. Although justice has not been served, the Ahmas 

no longer hide themselves from the general public. They know it 

was not their fault, and that it is the Japanese government who 

should be ashamed. Their families, moved by the Ahmas’ courage 

and perseverance, have come to support them wholeheartedly. Their 

families’ approval has given the Ahmas even greater strength to 

fight for justice.   

 

How have the Ahmas changed and become empowered during the 

past 2 decades? TWRF has adopted 3 approaches to empower our 

Ahmas: trauma recovery, family engagement, and social movement 

participation. 

 

1. Trauma Recovery 

 

In 1996 TWRF started several series of therapeutic workshops for 

the Ahmas. We invited professional counselors to help them deal 

with their trauma and negative emotions, through over 70 

therapeutic workshops with a variety of themes. The last series 

ended in 2012, having considered that the Ahmas’ health condition 

no longer allowed them to participate in the workshops. Although 

the Ahma’s trauma could not be fully healed through the workshops, 

they gained peer support and personal growth, enabling them to face 

past trauma. The development of therapeutic workshops can be 

divided into 2 phases: 

 

1) Trauma Healing (1996-2006) 

While the comfort women issue had just been uncovered, this 

series of workshops were targeted to deal with the effects of 

trauma on the Ahmas through yoga, drama, art, and talk therapies. 

The Ahmas learned to appreciate their bodies, release their 
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emotions, and accept themselves as survivors of sexual slavery. 

It was inevitable for the Ahmas to react negatively when the 

counselor brought up the Japanese government or Japanese 

soldiers in the workshops. They would either cry or blame Japan 

for ruining their lives. However, we have also witnessed the 

Ahma’s changes in this trauma healing phase.  

 

In one of the workshops, the counselor asked the Ahmas to 

decorate 2 chairs with colorful cloths, one representing their 

younger selves, the other representing anyone they wanted to talk 

to. Ahma Xiu-mei decorated the other chair as a Japanese soldier. 

While we expected her to accuse the soldier angrily, what she did 

surprised us. Ahma Xiu-mei said to the Japanese soldier, “no 

matter what has happened to you and me, I forgive you. I set you 

free.” Then she turned to the chair that represented her younger  

self, “I also forgive you. I know you were forced to be a comfort 

woman. It was not your fault.” Not only did the Ahma accept 

herself, but she also forgave those who once hurt her, and let go 

of the past.  

 

In the same workshop, Ahma Xiao-tao decorated the chair as her 

beloved grandmother, who she was very close to in childhood. 

Ahma Xiao-tao managed to survive in the comfort station, 

thinking that she had to come back to Taiwan to see her 

grandmother. Unfortunately, when she finally made it back home, 

her grandmother had already passed away. Although she had a 

lot to tell her grandmother, Ahma Xiao-tao never had an 

opportunity to see her again, and this loss became a great burden 

on her mind. With the counselor’s guidance, Ahma Xiao-tao 

talked to the decorated chair, saying “grandma, I am thankful to 

you. You treated me very well. I am sorry that I did not even 

know when you passed away.” Later Ahma Xiao-tao told the 

counselor that she felt relieved and happy because she finally had 

a chance to talk to her grandmother, and that she could now let 

go of her feelings of loss.  

 

2) Lifespan Integration (2007-2012) 

In this phase, the Ahmas were in their late 80s and early 90s, and 
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they were often faced with illness as well as with the passing of 

friends. This series of workshops therefore aimed to prepare 

them for the final stages of life by discussing their attitude 

towards life and death, and guiding them to imaginatively re-

visit their past memories, discovering which personal issues 

might be related to these memories. For example, Ahma Xiu-mei 

was sold many times before being conscripted. She got married 

twice after the war, but neither marriage ended well. Her second 

husband even cheated on her. Ahma Xiu-mei’s early life 

experience is highly related to her sense of insecurity. Before 

passing away, Ahma Xiu-mei lived in her grandson’s house. Her 

grandson had assured her that she could live in the house as long 

as she wanted at no cost. Nevertheless, Ahma Xiu-mei often 

expressed in the workshops her concern that she did not have her 

own house where she could live free of worries. To soothe her 

anxiety, the counselor started to work with Ahma Xiu-Mei and 

her family, helping them understand the root cause of her sense 

of insecurity, and finding solutions together with the purpose to 

give her peace of mind.  

 

TWRF also encouraged the Ahmas to learn new skills, such as 

photography. The pictures they took reflected the Ahma’s 

childhood experiences, and their perception of themselves before 

and after being conscripted. Ahma Xiao-tao took a picture of 

elephant’s ear plants, which reminded her of her grandmother, 

who used to take her to the market, buying food wrapped with 

the plant’s leaves; many of Ahma Chen Yang’s pieces featured 

banana trees because she once used banana tree leaves to cure 

her daughter’s fever; one of Ahma Fang-mei’s pieces is bunches 

of beautiful flowers and withered flowers. She said she was like 

the bunch of blossomed flowers before being captured by the 

Japanese soldiers, but became the withered ones after Japan 

destroyed her life. The series of workshops in this phase gave the 

Ahmas an opportunity to look back on their lives by relating their 

works to early life experiences.  

 

2. Family Engagement 
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Family members’ attitude more or less influenced the Ahma’s 

willingness to join the comfort women movement. Ahma Chen Tao 

could never forget what her uncle said to her when she finally came 

back to Taiwan after the war. Her uncle rejected her and destroyed 

her dignity, saying “the Chens never had such a despicable woman 

like you.” Some of the Ahmas never want to bring up their past 

experience at war with their families, even though it is no longer a 

secret.  

 

In the beginning TWRF paid more attention to the Ahmas 

themselves and the lawsuit against the Japanese government, rather 

than the Ahmas’ relationship with their families. As time went by, 

we started to engage their family members, including them in the 

movement and in the therapeutic workshops. By accompanying the 

Ahmas, their families thus had a better understanding of their 

irreplaceable role in the movement, and this understanding made the 

Ahmas more confident of their decision to come out.  

 

Ahma Xiu-mei’s daughter was strongly opposed to her coming out. 

She thought being a comfort woman was shameful, and talking 

about it in public would bring disgrace upon the family. She could 

not understand why her mother decided to contact TWRF and testify. 

Invited by TWRF, Ahma Xiu-mei’s daughter began to accompany 

her mother to the workshops, and got acquainted with other Ahmas. 

She gradually understood the purpose of the workshops and the 

importance of these survivors’ testimonies, including her mother ’s. 

Even though Ahma Xiu-mei passed away, her daughter still accepts 

our invitation to solidarity events and international conferences, 

speaking on behalf of her mother.   

 

3. Social Movement Participation 

 

The Ahmas’ activism in the movement has earned them tremendous 

support from society. During the past 2 decades, the Ahmas have 

participated in international conferences, gone into high schools 

and colleges in Japan to testify, and joined the demonstration every 

year to demand a formal apology. The Ahmas have met a lot of 

people who encouraged and inspired them to become women’s 
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rights activists.    

 

In the beginning of the comfort women movement, none of the 

Ahmas were willing to show their real faces to the general public. 

In an international conference held in South Korea, unlike Korean 

survivors who did not mind being filmed or photographed, Ahma 

A-tao requested that the media to leave the conference room before 

she testified. After the conference, a Korean survivor approached 

Ahma A-tao, encouraging her not to hide from the cameras: “you 

should not have cleared the conference room. You are not ashamed, 

but the Japanese government is.” Ahma A-tao could not fall asleep 

that night, pondering the Korean survivor ’s words. Since that day, 

Ahma A-tao ceased hiding herself, and became the first Ahma who 

agreed to reveal her identity. Ahma A-tao’s decision inspired other 

Ahmas, who came to realize their historic importance in the comfort 

women movement. One by one, the Ahma took off their masks and 

got rid of their aliases. 

 

“I have been thinking about it for a long time. Now I am sure I want 

to tell younger people about my story; otherwise, it will be forgotten 

forever.” 90-year old Ahma Chen Hwa finally made up her mind in 

recent years. As the number of Taiwanese survivors decreased to 5, 

Ahma Chen Hwa became the main spokesperson in Taiwan’s 

comfort women movement, and she took on this responsibility 

seriously.  

 

The Ahmas are living history, and their transformation is a part of 

history, which shall not be forgotten with their passing. In 2010, 

collaborating with a poet and a documentary filmmaker, TWRF 

started to record the Ahma’s final stages of life. Through the book 

“Reasons for Strength” and the second documentary on the issue of 

the comfort women “Song of the Reed,” we can see how the Ahmas 

went beyond anger and sorrow, and used their wisdom to reconcile 

with themselves and the world. At the premiere of “Song of the 

Reed,” Ahma Chen Hwa accepted to be interviewed and filmed by 

Taiwanese for the first time in her life, with no fear or hesitance. “I 

demand that the Japanese government apologize to the comfort 

women victims immediately. Our time is running out,” Ahma Chen 
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Hwa told the reporters. Having once run away from a press 

conference for fear that her face would be exposed on TV and 

newspapers, Ahma Chen Hwa has now undoubtedly transformed 

into an activist, and a women’s rights defender.  

 

From the work with the comfort women survivors, TWRF has 

learned that although it takes time and effort for victims of violence 

to recover from past trauma, long-term support from family and 

society will accelerate victims’ recovery and restoration, and that 

when victims of violence get sufficient support or inner growth, 

they have the potential to transform into activists, speaking out for 

themselves. We thus need to examine whether society as a whole 

has provided enough support and accompaniment for victims o f 

gender-based violence, whether the resources are allocated in the 

right places, and whether the government’s policies and services are 

adequate to transform victims into activists.  

 

One of the Millennium Development Goals is to promote gender 

equality and empower women. The comfort women survivors have 

faced the most violent institutional rape and sexual exploitation in 

the last century. If their trauma can still be recovered from, and they 

can still be empowered so many years after the war, all battered 

women have the potential to stand up for themselves. With 

professional help, sufficient support, and a victim-friendly 

environment, gender equality and women’s empowerment are not 

just slogans but achievable goals. 

 

 

 


