
Regarding the “Resolution urging the City and County of San Francisco to establish a 

memorial for ‘Comfort Women’ and to educate the community about stopping global 

human trafficking of women and girls” 

 

December 9, 2015 

 

Mr. Edwin M. Lee 

Mayor of San Francisco 

 

Dear Mayor Lee, 

 

On behalf of the citizens of the City of Osaka, I would like to express my sincere gratitude 

for your continued support towards the sister city exchanges between our cities.  

 

This will be the second letter to you since the one I sent on September 18th in which I 

enclosed my open letter to the Board of Supervisors of the City and County of San 

Francisco to express my concerns on the “Resolution Urging the Establishment of a 

Memorial for ‘Comfort Women,’” which was still under deliberation at the time.  

  

I learned about the Board of Supervisors having passed the resolution with amendments 

on September 22nd with a modified title shown at the top of this letter, which took effect 

on October 2nd.  

 

With the passing of the resolution and other activities along the way, I have decided to 

write another letter to communicate a few new points directly to you.  

 

Please allow me to send this letter again in the form of an open letter to widely reach the 

citizens of both cities so that they can understand my views. 

 

The Perception of “Comfort Women” in the Resolution 

 

Despite the amendments, I find it highly regrettable that the resolution still perceives 

and phrases “comfort women” as “200,000 women and young girls who were kidnapped 

and forced into sexual slavery by the Imperial Japanese Army.”  

 

As for my specific counterargument, I would like you to have another look at the open 

letter sent to the Board of Supervisors dated August 27th which I enclosed in my previous 

letter to you. The perception of “comfort women” written above has not been accepted as 

historical truth. 187 scholars mainly from the United States, who have signed the “Open 



Letter in Support of Historians in Japan” released on May 5, 2015, have affirmed that 

there is disagreement among historians regarding the precise number of “comfort 

women” and the degree to which the former Japanese Army was involved in the 

recruitment of these women. 

 

For the sake of avoiding any misunderstanding, I would like to restate my position here: I 

have no intention of legitimizing or defending the use of “comfort women,” nor do I intend 

to do so in the future. It goes without saying that the use of “comfort women” by Japanese 

soldiers before and during World War II was an unforgivable act that violated the dignity 

and human rights of women. I am aware that the great pain inflicted on those who were 

forced to work as “comfort women” against their will and the deep-seated physical and 

psychological wounds they have borne afterwards are beyond description. 

 

This is why I believe Japan must squarely face its past mistakes and express sincere 

remorse. However, this issue should not be trivialized as something exceptional that took 

place only in Japan. The reason why I am concerned about inaccurate terminology such 

as “kidnapped by the Imperial Japanese Army,” “forced into sexual slavery,” and 

“200,000” women and young girls, is because although Japan’s past mistakes are never to 

be forgiven, they were not “exceptional” cases. In addition, exaggerating the situation 

without concrete evidence will not only create undesired mutual hostility between the 

people involved, but will also risk losing opportunities to discuss the underlying causes of 

the problem in a calm manner.  

 

It is unfortunate that, even to this day, the dignity of many women is being threatened on 

the battlefield in many parts of the world. It is my sincere hope to create a future where 

women’s rights are respected all over the world, and I believe that you feel the same. 

Each nation must squarely face its past mistakes and bring about efforts in order to 

realize such a world.  

 

In this sense, with the amended resolution, I believe it was a sensible decision to not only 

criticize Japan but also to include the fact that “victimization of women has occurred in 

other countries.” However, it is highly regrettable that the misleading perception of the 

“exceptional” behavior of the Japanese Imperial Army has not been corrected.   

 

Human trafficking is indeed a very serious crime and should be eradicated, but in reality 

is not the only crime that violates the rights and dignity of women in areas of armed 

conflict. Taking this into consideration, in order to truly protect the rights and dignity of 

women, we must address the unacceptable “commonly observed” war-time structure 

which generates repeated violations of the dignity of women by soldiers around the world. 



About the Establishment of the “Comfort Women” Memorial 

 

The resolution states that “appropriate City and County agencies will work with the 

community organizations to design and establish the memorial,” and I have learned from 

media reports that discussions and preparations are underway. However, I am concerned 

that there will be inaccurate statements written on the inscription of the memorial based 

on the misleading perception that the former Japanese Army committed an act of 

“incomparable atrocity,” which has not been corrected in the resolution. 

 

Like the “comfort women” memorial in Glendale, I am worried that an inaccurate 

description will be inscribed, and from this inscription and the wide media coverage, the 

citizens of San Francisco and many other people around the world will have an 

unconfirmed, one-sided view and will accept this as historical truth. This will not lead us 

to the reconciliation and lessons that we are striving for.  

 

As I have stated before, if there is any significance in establishing a “comfort women” 

memorial, it should be that it serves as a declaration to squarely face the past and strive 

for a world where every country respects the dignity and human rights of women as a 

universal value. Thus, if such a memorial were to be established, the inscription should 

be written from this standpoint so that the message can be shared by the whole world, 

and must not include inaccurate information. 

 

I am also very much concerned about the word “public” that was added in the amended 

resolution, not to mention the serious concern of a large metropolis like San Francisco 

having wrong information on the “comfort women” memorial. I assume that as the mayor, 

you have the authority to give permission for the establishment of the memorial in a park 

owned by the city, and I do hope that you make the appropriate decision regarding this 

issue.  

 

Concern about Exploring Opportunities to Teach the Subject of “Comfort Women” in 

Schools, and the Resolution Passed by the San Francisco Board of Education 

 

I have noticed the addition of the statement, “City departments and the San Francisco 

Unified School District are exploring other opportunities to educate the community about 

‘comfort women,’ current day human trafficking, and efforts to end violence and abuse of 

women and girls.” I am deeply concerned that educational opportunities are proposed in 

the resolution without correcting inaccurate terminology such as the “200,000” women 

and young girls.  

 



In addition, I have learned that on October 13, 2015 the resolution titled, “In Support of 

Countering Human Trafficking and Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children” was 

passed by the San Francisco Board of Education, though I am not entirely informed about 

its relation to the resolution passed by the Board of Supervisors. According to this 

resolution, “the Superintendent and district staff [will] create a taskforce with 

community experts to work in consultation to incorporate an educational component of 

the history of "Comfort Women" of WWII under the Japanese military in its curriculum to 

educate the community about the harmful effects of sex trafficking in its historical and 

modern day context for the purpose of preventing and protecting the youth community 

from sexual exploitation and trafficking.” Based on this, I heard that secondary schools in 

San Francisco will teach about the “the history of World War II ‘comfort women’ under the 

Japanese military.”  

 

The background of this SFUSD resolution includes the fact that the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation has identified San Francisco as one of the 13 “high-intensity child 

exploitation areas,” which shows that the city is facing a serious social problem where 

many children have been commercially sexually exploited. As the leader of Osaka City, I 

can fully agree with the SFUSD’s efforts to protect children from commercial sexual 

exploitation. Sexual exploitation has been a critical problem around the world even 

during peacetime. Considering this reality, I have strong doubts that specifically 

emphasizing the history of “comfort women” under the former Japanese army teaches 

lessons to the community about how to prevent and solve the problems of human 

trafficking and commercial exploitation of children, as stated in the resolution.  

 

I have already stated the reasons of my concerns about the inscription on the “comfort 

women” memorial. But more than anything, there will be serious consequences if 

inaccurate history is taught in the classroom. Far from healing the wounds of former 

comfort women, it will divide the community and cultivate mutual hostility among the 

future generations. This is a matter of grave concern. 

 

My Hopes for a Better Future between San Francisco and Osaka 

 

With the recent resumption of the China-Japan-Republic of Korea trilateral summit and 

the Japan-Republic of Korea summit after a long hiatus, there are increased expectations 

for future-oriented and mutually beneficial cooperative relations. Especially as the 

national governments of each country are searching ways for an early agreement on the 

“comfort women” issue through dialogue, all concerned parties must proceed with the 

issue very carefully. 

 



For today’s generation, directly facing past mistakes and tragedies and remembering the 

people who have suffered in order not to repeat such mistakes, and to ease the pain of the 

victims, is a task to be undertaken by everyone across borders. At the same time, it is also 

our responsibility to create an environment for future generations where they can 

cooperate without conflict to make the world a better place. 

 

As you are well aware, there are many people of Japanese descent living in your city. I 

would appreciate your careful consideration in dealing with this issue so as not to bring 

about disruption amongst communities. Doing this will protect the friendly relations that 

have continued for 58 years since the sister city affiliation began in 1957. As the mayor of 

Osaka, I truly hope for the greater future of San Francisco and Osaka. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Toru Hashimoto 

Mayor 

The City of Osaka 

 

 

 

 

 


