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Transcending Nationalism: Historical Education and
Rethinking of Human Rights by the “Women’s Active
Museum on War and Peace” in Japan

Chiao-Ju Ting*

Abstract

Following the end of World War 11, the establishment of memorial museums has led to
the creation of a field of representation of traumatic memories and construction of collec-
tive identification. However, the history of “comfort women”, meaning women who were
sexually exploited by the Japanese military, remained hidden until Hak-Sun Kim, a South
Korean survivor came forward in 1991. Since then, survivors around the world have told their
stories. However, the Japanese government has constantly denied responsibility and removed
the narrative on “comfort women” from history textbooks. In response, Japanese civic groups
have been working to collect historical materials related to “comfort women”. The “Women’s
Active Museum on War and Peace” opened in 2005 in an attempt to carry out human rights
education and transcend the nationalist perspective through exhibitions that highlight the
issues of and that convey the historical facts related to “comfort women”.

The aims of this study are to review the historical context and contemporary advocacy
movements of, as well as to describe the attitudes of Japanese society toward, “comfort
women”. In addition, connotations of exhibitions and conceptions of the “Women’s Active
Museum on War and Peace” are investigated through interviews and analyses of exhibitions.
By analyzing the way museums rethink traumatic history and implement cross-country coop-
eration, as well as outlining the introspective attitudes of Japanese civic groups’ toward war
crimes and the challenges they face, the social responsibility of museums in terms of historical

education and rethinking of human rights can be explored.

Keywords: exhibition of “comfort women”, museums and the human rights of women, educa-

tion on human rights, traumatic history
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