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Forced Prostitution in the Dutch East Indies Then (1942-1945) and
Post-War Voices of Survivors in the Netherlands Now (1945-2007)

Dr. Esther Captain(Utrecht University, the Netherlands)

NOTE: THIS IS NOT THE FINAL DRAFT. PLEASE DO NOT QUOTE.

Abstract: During the Japanese occupation of the Dutch East Indies, an
estimated number of 200-300 women of Dutch and Eurasian women were
forced into prostitution by the Japanese military. In the first part of my
paper, | will present a brief overview of the history of forced prostitution in
the former colony of the Netherlands. The issue of ethnicity of the women
who received attention of the Dutch media will be taken into account. It was
particularly after the ‘dscovery’ that ‘western” women had been involved
with forced prostitution that the Dutch media were interested. In the second
part of my paper, | will pay attention to the post-war reception of this issue:
varying from neglect, coping with trauma to claims for financial
compensation, an increasing public awareness and demands for moral

responsibility and apologies.

1. Introduction

When I received the invitation of professor Kim to be one of the speakers at
the conference of today and the prospect of travelling to Asia again, | was
very eager to know more about Korea. So, as modern travellers of today do,
| bought the Lonely Planet Guide of Korea in order to prepare myself for the

journey. When | started reading the history section of the Lonely Planet
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Guide, | was struck by the fact that the issue of * comfort women’ was
included in the book — which, after all, is a tourist guide.

In the chapter that deals with the relations between Korea and Japan,
the huge amount of Korean men and women (more than three million!) that
were “uprooted from their home and sent to work as miners, farm labourers,
factory workers and soldiers abroad, mainly in Japan and Machukuo” is
mentioned.* The next quote is very clear: “The worst aspect of this massive
mobilisation (...) came in the form of ‘comfort women’ — the 100.000 to
200.000 young Korean women who were forced to work as sex slaves for

the Japanese armed forces.”

The historical overview is completed with the
personal story of Hwang Guem-joo and a reference to a website

(www.twotigers.org) that includes the personal testimonies by Korean

‘comfort women’ “that give a unique insight into their horrifying ordeals.”

In my opinion, it is very significant that the issue of Korean women,
who were forced into prostitution during the occupation the Japanese Army
is included in a tourist guide. Although claims of the women themselves
never have been fully met, their lobby has succeeded in raising attention to a
very broad and general public, which is not necessarily interested in this
history. In my opinion, it is possible to conclude that the issue of ‘comfort

women’ is included in the canonical history of Korea. This is an

! Robinson, Martin, Ray Bartlett and Rob Whyte, Lonely Planet Guide — Korea. Victoria:
Lonely Planet Publications, 2007 (7the edition, first published in 1988), p. 37.

2 Ibidem, p. 38.

% “A long protest. Since 1992, Hwang Geum-joo and a handful of other Korean ‘comfort
women’, survivors of the WW 11 camps where they were forced to have sex with Japanese
soldiers, have protested outside the Japanese embassy in Seoul every Wednesday at noon.
‘Our numbers are dwindling every year and nothing has changed,” she has said. With their
young supporters, the old ladies hold up placards demanding an apology and financial
compensation. Hwang Geum-joo has taken part in over 554 protests outside the embassy
but has refused to give up. ‘We are still full of anger and they should apologise for what
they did to us!”” in: ibidem, p. 37.
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accomplishment that is not to be underestimated. The worldwide lobby of
‘comfort women’ has certainly attracted the public attention.

My paper is divided into two parts. In the first part of my paper, |
will present a brief history of forced prostitution in the former colony of the
Netherlands. In the second part of my paper, | will pay attention to the post-
war reception of the issue of ‘comfort women’, which includes the post-war
voices of survivors in the Netherlands. Although | know that legal matters
are of crucial importance to the issue of ‘comfort women’, | will not deal
with jurisdiction and other topics that are related to law, since | have not

been trained as a law student.

2. A Worldwide Lobby

But before | will start with the discussion of the two topics that | just
mentioned, | would like to return briefly to the successful lobby of ‘comfort
women’ in the past recent years, especially in the realm of international
affairs. It was in February 2007 that Ms. Jeanne Ruff O’Herne, 85 years old
and living in Australia, testified at the US Congress in Washington DC,
USA, She spoke as a former ex-‘comfort woman’ about her experiences
during the war in the former Dutch East Indies (after its independence know

as Indonesia). She was accompanied by two South-Korean survivors.
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(Ms. Jeanne Ruff O’Herne in Washtington DC in: Trouw, February 17,
2007)

Ms. Ruff O’Herne was invited by Mr. Michael Honda, a member of the
Democratic Party of Japanese-American descent. Mr. Honda hoped that the
House of Representatives would adopt Resolution 121, in which *“the
government of Japan would formally acknowledge, apologize and accept
historical responsibility” concerning the issue of ‘comfort women’.* Former
Prime Minister Japan Abe got himself in trouble when he stated that there
was “no evidence” for the case of the ‘comfort women’. Six months later,
Resolution 121 was passed succesfully by the full House of Representatives
on July 30, 2007. A coalition of support groups, known as the “121
Coalition”, was established. It comprised almost 200 organisations across
the USA, notably Korean-American citizen groups and human rights
organisations. They emphasize that “Resolution 121 is the ultimate human

rights and woman’s rights issue, not a Japan-bashing issue.”

4 Tokudome, Kinue: ‘Passage of H.R. 121 on ‘Comfort Women’, the US Congress and
Historical Memory in Japan’ in: Asia Pacific Newsletter, September 3, 2007. The article
was published at Japan Focus on August 30, 2007.

* Ihidem.
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It is interesting to note that this emphasis on the rights of humans
confirms that the case of ‘comfort women’ is both about women’s rights as
well as universal rights: the right of integrity of one’s own body and
protection from (sexual) violence. This focus on universal rights is also
reflected in the decision of the International Labour Organisation (ILO) and
the Dutch Union FNV in May 2007, in line with the Korean Union who
started the campaign, to state that Japan had violated the ILO-Convention
against forced labour.® Moreover, at October 29 of this year, the Council of
the European Union confirmed that women’s rights and the issue of
violence against women are “matters of particular concern to the EU” and
that the Council would continue to follow Japan closely on the matter of
‘comfort women’.” We thus can conclude that the issue of ‘comfort women’
has been put on the agenda of all major international political institutions,
which is a major achievement of the ladies themselves, who are now in their

old age, as well as their supporters.

3. A Brief History

A brief history of ‘comfort women’ in the Dutch East Indies shows that
admission to the archives on this issue is limited to strict rules. It is evident
that these regulations are necessary to protect the personal life of persons
that are mentioned in the archival records. Therefore, my most important
source is the report of the Minister of Foreign Affairs to the Dutch

Parliament, in which an inventory was made of all the archival records in

¢ Meeteren van, Wilma: ‘Het onrecht van zestig jaar geleden bestaat nog steeds’ in: Trouw,
31 mei 2007.

" Written Question E-5100/07 from Permanent Representatives of the Member States of the
European Union to the General Secretariat of the Council on the subject of ‘Comfort
Women’ in Japan. Brussels, October 29, 2007.
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the Netherlands concerning the issue of forced prostitution.? The research
for this report, titled ‘Forced prostitution of Dutch women in the former
Dutch East Indies’, was conducted in 1993 and published in January 1994.
It is based on documents, created by various governmental authorities, that
were involved in the tracing, legal prosecution and trial of war criminals and
collaborators in the Dutch East Indies.

The report indicates that during the Japanese occupation of the
Dutch East Indies, forced prostitution existed on the give major islands
(Sumatra, Java, Celebes/Sulawesi, Borneo/Kalimantan and the Moluccan
islands) and a number of smaller islands (Flores, Timor). The women
involved were of Indonesian, but also of Dutch and Eurasian descent. In the
report it is clearly indicated that the issue of ‘voluntary’ or ‘forced’
prostitution is very difficult indeed. Each form of ‘voluntariness’ cannot be
seen without the particular circumstances during the Japanese occupation. In
the civilian internment-camps, this meant brutal behaviour by the camp-
guards and an urgent shortage of food, leading to invalidity, (chronical)
diseases and high numbers of deceases among the internees.’ For women
outside the camps, mostly Eurasian and Indonesian, the very difficult
financial and social position in which they had to live, belonged to those
particular circumstances.

The Temporary Court Martial (Temporaire Krijgsraad) in
Batavia/Jakarta had decided that one speaks of forced prostitution if women
refused to cooperate to the Japanese demands and that the Japanese
authorities had used physical force to make the women comply. The report

concludes that in the former Dutch East Indies a total amount of 200 till 300

® Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, Gedwongen prostitutie van Nederlandse vrouwen in
voormalig Nederlands-Indié. Kamerstuk 23607. Den Haag, vergaderjaar 1993-1994.
% Ibidem, p. 2.
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women were working in the Japanese military brothels. Of approximately
65 women it is evident that they were forced into prostitution. On the island
of Java, until mid 1943, the 16™ Japanese army used Europeans, Chinese
and Indonesians to recruit women. In daily practice, the women were
recruited as ‘housekeeper’ for individual Japanese soldiers or civilians.

In the second half of 1943, the army and the military authorities
themselves established brothels with the help of Japanese and Korean
support. At Java, this happened in Batavia, Bandoeng, Pekalongan,
Magelang, Semarang and Bondowoso. European women were recruited for
these brothels. Besides these brothels, there were separate brothels for
Indonesian and Chinese women. The most known cases of forced
prostitution were the recruitment of European women for the army brothels
in Magelang and Semarang (November 1943-January 1944). Historian Win
Rinzema-Admiraal has written that in a number of internment-camps, there
was resistance of the internees against the Japanese who tried to recruit
women for the brothels. This happened in the internment-camps Gedangan,
Halmaheira, Lampersari, Ambarawa 6, Ambarawa 8 and Ambarawa 9.

Mid 1944, the brothels in which European women were kept, were
closed. This was due to the fact that a colonel of the ministry of War in
Tokyo was making an inspector’s visit at Java. After the war, the
responsible general, his colleagues and other soldiers, stood on trail for the
Temporary Court Martial. One of them received the death penalty, while

others were sentenced to jail.**

10 Rinzema-Admiraal, Win: Het laatste front. Sociale gevolgen van de Japanse bezetting op
Centraal-Java voor Indonesiérs en Europeaen. Zutphen: Walburg Pers, pp. 98-132.

1 Because of lack of space, | cannot discuss the situation at Sumatra and the so-called
‘Outer Regions’. For this, see: ibidem, p. 13-16.
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The official report Dutch report of the Minister of Foreign Affairs
states that approximately 65 women were forced into prostitution. An
interview with Ms. Marguerite Hamer-Monod de Froideville shows that this
number might be slightly higher.** Ms. Hamer-Monod de Froideville acted
from 1998 until 2001 on behalf of the Asian Women’s Fund (AWF) as
chairwoman of the Project Implementation Committee in the Netherlands
(PICN). As such, she was a mediator for those who were forced into
prostitution in the former Dutch East Indies. Her PICN-records show that 79
allowances of fl. 57.450,- (approximately € 25.130,-) per person were paid
by the Asian Women’s Fund (AWF).'® Of these 79 allowances, 28 claims
were from former civilian internees. Not only women, but also young Dutch
boys have been victims of the Japanese. Two Dutch men have testified
anonymously that they have systematically been violated by various
Japanese soldiers: one was twelve, the other was eight years of age.* The
remaining 51 survivors were living outside the civilian internment-camps
and were women from Indonesian and Eurasian background.

The military brothels, in which Asian and European were forced to
stay, were one way of forcing women into prostitution. As these brothels
were established under Japanese military rule, attention was paid to the
‘health” of women. As they should be free from sexually transmitted
diseases, the use of condoms by the soldiers was advocated by the
authorities. The daily practice, however, turned out to be different most of

the time.

12 Interview of Esther Captain with Ms. Marguerite Hamer-Monod de Froideville,
September 19, 2007 in The Hague.

3 As the allowances from the Asian Women’s Fund (AWF) were donated as a private fund
and not as an official allowance from the Japanese government, three Dutch survivors
refused to accept the money out of principal reasons.

¥ These Dutch men do receive an allowance from the AWF. See: Ars, 2000, p. 107.
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Besides the military brothels, there was a number of other ways in
which Eurasian, Indonesian and Chinese women living outside the
internment camps, could become victims of the Japanese military.™ Firstly,
parts of the cities in the Dutch East Indies were made into enclosures with a
fence, or ‘gated communities’, in which women did not have the possibility
and courage to run away. The soldiers had guns and were intimidating the
women, who had to perform sexual services, sometimes in combination
with other work, such as housekeeping. Secondly, there were tangsi’s
(barracks in the rural areas) where women were forced into sexual
obedience. Although the women were living at home, almost every day
were picked up by the soldiers and raped in the barracks. This happened to
married as well as unmarried women. Thirdly, there were women that were
claimed as a forced ‘concubine’ by one certain soldier. He visited her
frequently in her house. When the soldier was transferred to another place,

some of these women were forced to follow him.

4. Post-War Reception of the Issue of Forced Prostitution

The story is well-known: in August 1991, the Korean woman Ms. Kim Hak
Soon spoke as the first one out in the public about what had happened to her
by Japan during the war. Together with two other Korean survivors, Ms.
Kim Hak Soon started a trail against the Japanese government. In 1992, the
Japanese historian Yoshiaki Yoshimi published Jugun lanfu Shiryoshu, a

data-collection containing documents that proved that the Japanese military

15 Banning, Jan: Unpublished paper, 2007. These findings are based on recent interviews
with Indonesian women, who are now 78-80+ years of age.
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authorities were involved in the issue of forced prostitution.'® This resulted
in the so-called Kono-declaration of 1993, in which the Japanese
government admitted that the then responsible military government directly
or indirectly had been involved in the establishment of so-called ‘comfort
stations” and the recruitment of women by force to work in these ‘comfort
stations’. Although the Japanese government offered its apologies, there
were no words about (financial) compensation.*’

In 1994, Ms. Jeanne Ruff O’Herne (then 71 years old) published her
personal testimony ‘Fifty years of silence’, in which she wrote how she, a
young woman living in the former Dutch East Indies, was forced to work as
a ‘comfort woman’ in a brothel in Semarang.'® After the war, Ms. Ruff

O’Herne married a British soldier. At present, she is living in Australia."®

18 yoshimi, Yoshiaki: ‘De kwestie van de ‘troostvrouwen voor het leger’: de houding van
de huidige Japanse regering’ in: Oorlogsdocumentatie *40-°45. Vijfde Jaarboek van het
Rijksinstituut voor Oorlogsdocumentatie. Zutphen: Walburg Pers, 1994, pp. 13-18.

7 In the San Francisco Peace Treaty and other bilateral agreements, no mention is made of
forced prostitution. Negotiations about financial compensation in the fifties and sixties of
the previous century were solved at an international level. All claims by individuals were
rejected by Japanese judges. See: Marguerite Hamer-Monod de Froideville, 2007.

8 Ruff O’Herne, Jeanne: ‘Vijftig jaar zwijgen’ in: Oorlogsdocumentatie *40-’45. Vijfde
Jaarboek van het Rijksinstituut voor Oorlogsdocumentatie. Zutphen: Walburg Pers, 1994,
pp. 46-68.

19 See for the development of autobiographic memory during time, also related to Jeanne
Ruff O’Herne: Withuis, Jolande: ‘Een kleine sociologie van het herinneren. Over de sociale
context van het autobiografisch geheugen’ in: Cogiscope, nr. 1, 2006, pp. 7-12.
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[t
(Ms. Jeanne Ruff O’Herne before WW 11 in: Jaarboek NI1OD, 1994)

The shocking account of Ms. O’Herne, combined with the fact that she went
to the International Public Hearing of Japanese War Crimes in Tokyo
(December 1992), received a lot of attention by the media in the
Netherlands and abroad.? It also prompted other women in the Netherlands
to talk about their experiences with forced prostitution. One woman gave an
anonymous interview to a local newspaper.”* Another woman, named Ms.
Betsie Nuhoff, agreed to talk to the newspaper about her experiences as long
as she could not be recognized in the pictures made of her.? This resulted in

a picture of her that is shocking and moving at the same time.

20 See for example: Rijen van, Mark: ‘Een pijn die blijft’ in: Algemeen Dagblad, 9
december 1992; Soest van, Marjo: ‘Jan Ruff kan na vijftig jaar eindelijk haar verhaal
vertellen. Gedwongen in een Japanse legerbordeel’ in: Vrij Nederland, 4 september 1993.
2! Kraayeveld, Maaike: ‘Altijd die angst, die panische angst’ in: Goudse Courant, 15
augustus 1992.

22 Zee van der, Renate: “‘Altijd weer die klop op de deur.” Het verhaal van Betsie Nuhoff
(85) over haar tijd als troostmeisje in Semarang’ in: NRC Handelsblad, 24 maart 2007.
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— ]

(Ms. Betsie Nuhoff, picture by Flip Franssen)

Ms. Ellen van der Ploeg, then 75 years and living in the Netherlands,
decided to talk openly about her experiences as a ‘comfort women’. Ms.
Ruff O’Herne was a friend of Ms. Van der Ploeg at secondary school in
Semarang. The story of Ms. Van der Ploeg was published in 1998.% Till the
present day, both Ms. Ruff O’Herne (84 years) and Ms. Van der Ploeg (85
years) are active participants in the struggle of former ‘comfort women’ to
acquire moral and financial compensation of the Japanese government.

As | mentioned in the beginning of my paper, Ms. Ruff O’Herne
spoke in February 2007 at the US Congress. In November 2007, Ms. Van
der Ploeg joined an European tour named ‘Stop violence against women’.
This was a joint action of the Dutch Stichting Japanse Ereschulden (JES:

‘the Foundation for Japanese Honorary Debts’) and Amnesty International,

%% Goos, Jos: Gevoelloos op bevel. Ervaringen in een jappenkamp van Ellen van der Ploeg.
Utrecht: Het Spectrum, 1998.
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who organised a similar worldwide campaign. At November 3, 2007, a
petition was handed over to Hans van Baalen (VVD: liberal party), member
of the Dutch Parliament. Already in March of this year, Van Baalen had sent
questions to the Minister of Foreign Affairs and the Minister of Public
Health, Welfare and Sport about the issue of forced prostitution.

Ellen van der Plocg geeft troostmeisjes een stem
Tk was
bang voor
de reactie™

van

(Ms. Ellen van der Ploeg in: Moesson, August 2007, picture by Frédérique
Vlamings)

In the post-war reception of the issue of forced prostitution, ethnicity seems
to have played a significant role. My perspective is that of a historian based
in the Netherlands, embedded in the western world of media and academics.
In the Netherlands, the issue of forced prostitution did not receive a lot of
attention when Ms. Kim Hak Soon first spoke about her painful past. When
Ms. Ruff O’Herne gave her testimony as a survivor, the Dutch media were

immediately interested and presented her as the first ‘white’ and ‘western’
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woman that was forced to become a ‘comfort woman’.?* Also the media in
Asia responded. The Indonesian newspaper Tempo and the Japanese Asahi
Shimbun wrote on their first page: “Dutch women added to the list of WW
Il sex slaves.”®

On the one hand, the attention of the press is understandable, as
news that is close to home generally captures more attention. On the other
hand, it seems that the fact that ‘white’ and ‘western’ women were forced
into prostitution had something that made the news more worthwhile. In my
opinion, former colonial hierarchies and ways of thinking meet the post-
colonial actuality here. The status of ‘white’ and ‘western’ women in the
Dutch East Indies colonial society was (supposed to be) higher than those of
Indonesian and Chinese women. Marriage and sexuality were in theory
regulated along strict lines, according to ethnicity, age and gender.
Prostitution was considered ‘a necessary evil’, in which women of an often
dubious background were active, such was the prejudice.?® These historical
connotations seem to be reflected in the present attention of the media to
notably the case of ‘western” women, when it comes to the issue of ‘forced

prostitution’.

24 Captain, Esther: Achter het kawat was Nederland. Indische oorlogservaringen en —
herinneringen 1942-1995. Kampen: Kok, 2002, p. 280.

%5 poelgeest van, Bart: ‘Oosters stille dwang’ in: NRC Handelsblad, 8 augustus 1992.

%6 Hesselink, Liesbeth: ‘Prostitution: a necessary evil, particularly in the colonies. Views on
prostitution in the Netherlands Indies’ in: Elsbeth Locher-Scholten and Anke Niehof (eds.),
Indonesian women in focus (Leiden: KITLV, 1987), pp. 205-225.
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(Ms. Jeanne Ruff O’Herne in Tokyo, December 1992 in: Jaarboek NIOD,
1994)

However, if we look more closely at the ethnic background of Ms. Ruff
O’Herne and Ms. Van der Ploeg, who are presented as ‘Dutch, white and
western women’, we must conclude that that is not the whole story. Both Ms.
Ruff O’Herne and Ms. Van der Ploeg are Eurasian, that is to say of mixed
ethnic background: they are Dutch and Indonesian. This is a quote of Ms.
Ruff O’Herne about her father’s family: “My father was born at Java and
had a French father and an Eurasian mother. (...) His mother, Jeanne,
dressed in sarong and kebaja, as was the habit then by Dutch women.”%’
Journalist Brigitte Ars states that there was hierarchy of skin-colour that
prevailed in the ‘comfort stations’. She wrote in her book: “The system of
forced prostitution was clearly racist. At the list of preference of the
(Japanese —EC) army, Japanese ‘comfort women’ were first. Korean women,
whose features resemble those of Japanese, were next. Then Taiwanese and
Chinese followed. At the bottom of the list were dark-skinned South-East-

Asian women. European women possessed a very high status. (...) Some

" Ruff O’Herne, Jeanne: “Vijftig jaar zwijgen’ in: Oorlogsdocumentatie *40-’45. Vijfde
Jaarboek van het Rijksinstituut voor Oorlogsdocumentatie. Zutphen: Walburg Pers, 1994,
pp. 48.
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Japanese saw notably western women as exotic and erotic. (...) Revenge
was also a reason: revenge against the Dutch and the white race.””® Ms. Van
der Ploeg recently confirmed that her partly Asian features played a role in
the preferences of the Japanese soldiers. She remembered: “I did not have
visits every day. This was due to the fact that blonde women with blue eyes

were preferred by the Japanese. They were in the front rooms. | was in the

back.1129

(Ms. Ellen van der Ploeg, picture by Jan Banning, Utrecht, the Netherlands)

People of Eurasian background belonged to the European population-group

in the colonial Dutch East Indies if their father had acknowledged them by

8 Ars, Brigitte: Troostmeisjes. Verkrachting in naam van de Keizer. Amsterdam:
Arbeiderspers, 2000, p. 51 and 104-105. Ars writes that this was also reflected in the
payment of women. In a brothel in the Philippines, Korean and Japanese women would
earn 5,50 yen, while a woman of Spanish descent earned 11 yen and an American woman
13 yen.

2% Lappain, Denise: ““Ik was bang voor de reactie van mensen.” Ellen van der Ploeg geeft
troostmeisjes een stem’ in: Moesson, het Indisch maandblad, augustus 2007, pp. 44.
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birth, so in that sense it is clear that Ms. Ruff O’Herne and Ms. Van der
Ploeg are presented as European women. The fact that they are of Eurasian
background, presented as ‘white’ women, shows the post-war reception of
the issue of forced prostitution is more complex than it seems.

After all, the attention of the media to particularly *western” women
should not be a negative thing if it promotes the case of all the women that
were forced into prostitution. Ms. Ruff O’Herne actually was very
conscious of the fact that she testified and was being perceived as a
‘western” woman. She remembers when she saw Korean women on
television, asking the Japanese government for compensation: “And nobody
listened to them. (...) Suddenly I thought: the authorities have to know. If a
European woman tells the story, then the Japanese might listen (...) They
[the Korean women —EC] were so happy that finally an European woman
supported them.”*® The focus on ‘western’ women, however, should not
turn the attention away from the fact that considerable more Asian than
European women were forced into prostitution. Estimations of historians
claim that since 1930 until the end of the Second World War, in total
approximately 200.000 women were forced into prostitution by the Japanese
military. Possibly 200 till 300 women in the Dutch East Indies were part of
this system. Of 65 of these women it is undeniable that they were forced
into prostitution. Ms. Ruff O’Herne (at present living in Australia) and Ms.
Van der Ploeg (living in the Netherlands) were two of them and are visible
to the public. More than sixty years later, they are both actively involved in
the struggle for women’s rights and human rights, together with their visible
as well as non-visible fellow-survivors from Korea and other countries in

Asia.

% Soest van, Marjo: “Jan Ruff kan na vijftig jaar eindelijk haar verhaal vertellen.
Gedwongen in een Japanse legerbordeel’ in: Vrij Nederland, 4 september 1993, p. 12-13.
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