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Genres of Memory 
and Asian/American 
Women’s Activism

+ Completed in May 2022 
at the Unversity of 
Maryland

+ Directed by Dr. Jessica 
Enoch





Genres of Memory and Asian/American 
Women’s Activism

+My interdisciplinary research engages feminist 
memory studies, Asian/American studies, and 
cultural rhetorics to investigate how public 
memory activists leverage the affordances of 
different memorial genres to recover 
Asian/American women’s activism. 



Guiding Questions

+ How do Asian/American memorials contest the past and 
navigate the politics of memorization to influence the 
present?

+ How do modern memorial activist work to reimagine 
Asian/American women as activists and members of 
communities outside narrow conceptions and 
stereotypes?



Methods, 
Methodologies, 
and Scholarly 
Conversations 



Cultural Rhetorics
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Genres of Memory and Asian/American 
Women’s Activism

+ Feminist memory studies expands 
feminist research to consider the way 
women are remembered or erased from 
public memory and how understandings 
of gender are composed and recast 
through memorialization. 

+ Important influences: Haivan Hoang, 
Terese Guinsatao Monberg, and Joan 
Scott



Research Methods
Interviews
Site Visits
Current Social Political Moment
U.S./Asian Histories



Rising Violence 
Against 

Asian/American 
Women

+ 63% of Anti-Asian hate crimes 
were reported by Asian/American 
women

+ March 16, 2021 – Six 
Asian/American women were 
murdered in the Atlanta spa 
shootings







“Dragon Lady”

+Exotic
+Evil Seductress
+Untrustworthy
+Source of crime/violence



“Lotus Blossom”

+Also known as the ”China Doll”
+Submissive/passive
+Desperate to be saved by 
white men

+Sexualized Object
+Obedient



Mindy in Emily in Paris Family Guy

Full Metal Jacket Miss Saigon, 2018



Research 
Overview



“Stories of Filipina 
Suffrage: Remembering 

Marginal Histories in 
Colonial Contexts” 





“Documenting Afro-
Asian Allyship in 

Detroit: Remembering 
Grace Lee Boggs’ 
Seventy Years of 

Activism” 



Sculpted Advocacy: 
Remembering the 
“Comfort Women” 
through the San 

Francisco Pan-Asian 
Coalition Statue



The Comfort Women Justice Coalition (CWJC)

+The ‘Comfort Women’ Justice Coalition is “a grassroots, 
multi-ethnic and multi-national group of individuals and 
organizations that are part of the global ‘Comfort Women’ 
Justice Movement.” 

+The memorial symbolizes “the coalition’s international 
efforts to stop atrocities being repeated, as well as a 
reverent statement to the victims of sexual violence and 
human trafficking” (Khrebtan-Hörhager and Kim 445). 



The Column of 
Strength 
+The statue remembers 
the “comfort women,” the 
thousands of Asian 
women who were forced 
into sexual slavery for the 
Japanese army during 
WWII.  



The Column of Strength

+Few memorials that remember rape domestic 
violence, or other crimes against women.

+Many see rape or other sex crimes as a private 
ordeal not meant for public display.

+How should we memorialize rape or sex crimes?



How does the 
CWJC rhetoricaly 
use the genre of a 
statue to represent 

Asian/American 
women?





“Comfort Women”

+Whose voices should be 
heard?

+What does it mean to 
memorialize sex crimes and 
trauma?

+Who has the right to Asian 
women’s memory?



1. Historical 
Overview
2. Japan’s 
response

3. Analysis and 
Conclusions 



Comfort Women

+Sino-Japanese War (1937-1945)
+Korean, Chinese, Filipina, Indonesian, 
Dutch, and more Asian women were forced 
into sexual slavery

+There were anywhere between 200,000-
400,000 “comfort women”



+ Photo by Sergeant A. 
E. Lemon: Chinese 
and Malayan comfort 
women in 1945. Part of 
the Imperial War 
Museums collection.

https://www.iwm.org.uk/
https://www.iwm.org.uk/


Kim Hak-Sun
+First “comfort woman” to 
speak out in August 1991

+Inspired over 240 other 
women to share their 
testimonies

+Began the “Comfort Women” 
Movement



Historical Denialism and Japan

+Prime Minister Shinzō Abe and other 
government officials have directly 
questioned Japan’s involvement in the 
comfort stations and suggested that the 
women were not coerced but were paid 
volunteers or sex workers (Pike 3-4). 



Popular Japanese Culture works to romantize 
the “comfort women” experience

Story of a Prostitute (春婦
伝, Shunpuden) is a 1965 
Japanese film directed by 
Seijun Suzuki. 



From Yoshinori Kobayashi’s 
1998 manga. Translates as  
“...becoming military comfort 
women meant tremendous 

upward social mobility and… it 
is really impossible to imagine 

forced mobilization”

Tamura 
Taijirō’s  1947 
novel - 
Shunpuden

From Girls Trying to 
Bring About National 

Pride, a 2016 Japanese 
Manga by Akiko Tomita



“Comfort Women” 
Statues

+60 ”comfort women” 
statues 

+The 2017 Column of 
Strength was the first 
statue in a major U.S. 
city



Memory War

+ In October 2018, Japan 
officially ended six decades 
of intercultural relationships 
between sister cities Osaka 
and San Francisco refused 
to take down the Column of 
Strength (Ingber). 



Analysis and 
Conclusions





“Comfort 
Women” Statues
+Statue of Peace 
(right) appeared in 
2011 in Korea 
outside the 
Japanese 
Embassy









Column of 
Strength





+ This diversity embodies feminist scholar 
Lynn Fujiwara’s concept of coalitional 
building through multiplicity, where the 
groups build lines across color, affiliation, 
and culture that insight “shared political 
investments and a consciousness of 
difference and power” (258). 



Column of 
Strength





Kim Hak-Sun

+Many historical deniers 
worked to discredit Kim and 
tried to make her seem 
untrustworthy and greedy.



Combating Gendered 
Stereotypes

+ Refiguring the Dragon Lady 
persona through the 
representation of an older activist 
who is guardian over those who 
have experienced sexual trauma.





+The Column of Strength plaque 

Our worst fear is that our painful 
history during World War II will be 

forgotten.” – “Comfort Woman” 
Survivor



Genres of Memory 
and 

Asian/American 
Women’s Activism



Ongoing Projects



Thank you! 
Questions?

Dr. Katie Bramlett
California State University East 

Bay
katie.bramlett@csueastbay.edu



Works Cited

+ Chun, Dongho. "The Battle of Representations: Gazing at the 
Peace Monument or Comfort Women Statue." positions asia 
critique 28.2 (2020): 363-387.



“Comfort Women”

+ The phrase “comfort women” comes from the Japanese phrase 
“慰安婦” which roughly translates into “comfort women” or 
prostitute. 

+ The term is often used in quotes of the connotation of the words 
denotes a sense of well-being or state of existence that 
undermines the brutality the women endured—the comfort 
provided was for the Japanese Army and not the women 
themselves. 



Asian / American
+ Terese Guinsatao Monberg and Morris Young’s “Beyond 

Representation: Spatial, Temporal and Embodied Trans/Formations 
of Asian/Asian American Rhetoric”

+ David Palumbo-Liu’s Asian/American: Historical Crossings of a 
Racial Frontier.

+ “the solidus/slash acts as both border and bridge and perhaps 
provides both a textual and graphic representation of movement, 
relationship, and a reaching across and beyond—beyond the nation-
state. . . [and includes a] dynamic, unsettled, and inclusive 
movement between Asian and American as subject, or between Asia 
and America as imagined global geographies” (Palumbo-Liu) 



Seven Unmet Demands of the Comfort 
Women Activists

1. Full acknowledgement of the Japanese government’s responsibility 
for the sexual enslavement of women for its military

2. Official apology 
3. Direct, legal reparations
4. Thorough investigation of the crime
5. Prosecution of any surviving perpetrators
6. Ongoing education in Japan’s public schools
7. Building of museums and memorials 
   From P. Kim 196-197



Historical Denialism

+Eric Heinze defines historical denialism as “conduct 
by governments aimed at curtailing critical public 
awareness of salient histories” (44). 

+Methods to cast doubt on the comfort women include 
impugning their character, misinterpreting historical 
material, misreading testimony, and more (Myung-
Hee 49). 
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