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I. INTRODUCTION 

Reparative justice has been a persistent theme of scholar-activist Eric K. 
Yamamoto’s powerful and deeply insightful human rights work.  His latest 
book, Healing the Persisting Wounds of Historic Injustice: United States, 
South Korea and the Jeju 4.3 Tragedy, applies the reparations framework he 
has developed over many years to a particularly egregious, yet little known 
series of atrocities on Korea’s Jeju Island in the immediate aftermath of 
World War II.  With this volume, Professor Yamamoto not only provides 
information critical to reinvigorating the Jeju Islanders’ longstanding 
struggle for justice but insists on holding the United States accountable for 
its role in this “tragedy,” thereby sticking his foot in a door the U.S. has long 
been determined to close. 
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discourse,3 he demonstrates that healing requires not only access to the truth 
but a multi-dimensional approach that restores dignity and wellbeing.  
Finally, in sharing this story, he helps us appreciate why we must hold 
accountable those wielding power while simultaneously recognizing that 
community-based empowerment does not require governmental approval.  
These elements of truth, healing, and empowerment are addressed briefly in 
this essay. 

II. F
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Sadly, these tactics are all too familiar to anyone who has studied U.S. 
“counterinsurgency” actions.  A detailed accounting of their use in other 
situations is beyond the scope of this essay, but many parallels come to mind.  
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narrative of American exceptionalism, Professor Yamamoto’s intervention is 
much needed.19 

III. HEALING  

Acknowledging the truth about massive violations of fundamental 
rights, especially as experienced by those most directly impacted, is a 
necessary precursor to healing the wounds—visible and invisible—that 
inevitably result from such violations.20  But truth alone doesn’t heal; it must 
be part of a process in which material and moral damage is rectified, dignity 
is restored, and reassurance provided that similar violations will not recur.21  
T
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for ceasing illegal actions and, where appropriate, providing guarantees of 
non-repetition.26  The nature of the wrong determines the appropriate remedy 
and the perpetrator does not get to determine the form or extent of the redress 
to be provided.27 

In Healing the Persisting Wounds, Professor Yamamoto provides a 
hands-on illustration of what true redress could look like, applying his 
framework for social healing through justice—built upon the foundational 
concepts of recognition, responsibility, reconstruction, and reparation—to 
the initial atrocities and ongoing trauma associated with Jeju 4.3.28  He 
proposes a Joint Task Force with U.S. and South Korean participation, and 
outlines both process-oriented goals and substantive considerations.29  The 
Task Force, he observes, could assess and build upon the work of a prior 
South Korean National 4.3 Committee investigation, with the goals of 
including an accurate account of the United States’ role, assessing and 
expanding reparative actions, and recommending and overseeing the next 
steps to be undertaken in this process.30  He emphasizes that all of this could 
and should be accomplished in a way that benefits the people of Jeju Island 
a
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and social influence may not be sufficiently motivated to ensure the justice 
that precedes social healing. 
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course of consolidating, expanding or maintaining their political, military, or 
economic might. 

Instead, we can recognize that the empowerment of subordinated 
peoples is not contingent upon the policies or practices of the dominant 
society but is, rather, a function of the exercise of their right to self-
determination.  As law professor Robert A. Williams, Jr. explains, self-
determination “encompass[es] the idea that human beings, individually and 
as groups, should be in control of their own destiny, and that systems of 
government should be devised accordingly, and not imposed upon them by 
alien domination.”38  Thus framed, a key to redress for the Jeju 4.3 atrocities 
lies in Professor Bruce Cumings’ observation, quoted by Professor 
Yamamoto, that “it was on this hauntingly beautiful island that the postwar 
world first witnessed the American capacity for unrestrained violence against 
indigenous peoples fighting for self-determination and social justice.”39 
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was that after the “Republic of Korea was established in August 1948 under 
Syngman Rhee, with American military leadership supervising a






