CENTRO STUDI PER I POPOLI EXTRA-EUROPEI “CESARE BONACOSSA” - UNIVERSITA DI PAVIA

ASIA MAIOR

Vol. XXXV /2024

Asia in 2024:
Fragile democracies amid global turmoil

Michelguglielmo Torri
Filippo Boni
Diego Maiorano
Elena Valdameri

viella



CENTRO STUDI PER I POPOLI EXTRA-EUROPEI “CESARE BONACOSSA” - UNIVERSITA DI PAVIA

ASIA MAIOR

The Journal of the Italian think tank on Asia founded by Giorgio Borsa in 1989
Vol. XXXV /2024

Asia in 2024:
Fragile democracies amid global turmoil

Edited by
Michelguglielmo Torri
Filippo Boni
Diego Maiorano
Elena Valdameri

viella



Asia Maior. The Journal of the Italian Think Tank on Asia founded
by Giorgio Borsa in 1989.
Copyright © 2025 - Viella s.r.l. & Associazione Asia Maior

ISBN 979-12-5469-972-0 (Paper)  ISBN 979-12-5469-973-7 (Online)
ISSN 2385-2526 (Paper)  ISSN 2612-6680 (Online)
Annual journal - Vol. XXXV, 2024

This journal is published jointly by the think tank Asia Maior (Associazione
Asia Maior) & the CSPE - Centro Studi per i Popoli Extra-europei «Cesare
Bonacossa», University of Pavia

Asia Maior. The Journal of the Italian Think Tank on Asia founded by Giorgio Borsa
m 1989 is an open-access journal, whose issues and single articles can be
freely downloaded from the think tank webpage: www.asiamaior.org.

The reference year is the one on which the analyses of the volume are fo-
cused. Each Asia Maior volume is always published in the year following the
one indicated on the cover.

Paper version Italy € 50.00 Abroad €65.00
Subscription abbonamenti@viella.it www.viella.it
EDITORIAL BOARD

Editor-in-chief (direttore responsabile):
Michelguglielmo Torri, University of Turin.

Co-editors:

Filippo Boni, The Open University.

Diego Maiorano, The University of Naples «LOrientale».
Elena Valdameri, ETH Ziirich

Associate editors:

Axel Berkofsky, University of Pavia;

Giulio Pugliese, University of Oxford and European University Institute;
Emanuela Mangiarotti, University of Pavia;

Pierluigi Valsecchi, University of Pavia.

Consulting editors:

Elisabetta Basile, University of Rome «Sapienza»;

Kerry Brown, King’s College London;

Peter Brian Ramsay Carey, Oxford University;

Rosa Caroli, University of Venice;

Jaewoo Choo, Kyung Hee University (Seoul, South Korea);
Jamie Seth Davidson, National University of Singapore;
Ritu Dewan, Indian Association for Women Studies;

Laura De Giorgi, University of Venice;



Kevin Hewison, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill;

Lucia Husenicova, University Matej Bel (Banska Bystrica, Slovakia);

David C. Kang, Maria Crutcher Professor of International Relations, Univer-
sity of Southern California;

Rohit Karki, Kathmandu School of Law;

Jeff Kingston, Temple University — Japan Campus;

Mirjam Kiinkler, Swedish Collegium for Advanced Study — Uppsala;

Noemi Lanna, University of Naples «L’Orientale»;

James Manor, School of Advanced Studies — University of London;

Aditya Mukherjee, Jawaharlal Nehru University;

Mridula Mukherjee, Jawaharlal Nehru University;

Parimala Rao, University of Delhi;

Guido Samarani, University of Venice;

Marisa Siddivo, University of Naples «LOrientale»;

Eswaran Sridharan, Institute for the Advanced Study of India, University of
Pennsylvania;

Arun Swamy, University of Guam;

Akio Takahara, University of Tokio;

Edsel Tupaz, Harvard University alumnus, Ateneo de Manila University and
Far Eastern University;

Sten Widmalm, Uppsala University;

Ather Zia, University of Northern Colorado;

Book reviews editors:

Elena Valdameri, ETH Ziirich;

Marco Zappa, University of Venice;
Teuku Reza Fadeli, Universitas Indonesia

Editorial secretary:
Chiara Benini

Graphic project:
Nicola Mocci.

Before being published in Asia Maior, all articles, whether commissioned
or unsolicited, after being first evaluated by the Journal’s editors, are then
submitted to a double-blind peer review involving up to three anonymous
referees. Coherently with the spirit of the double-blind peer review process,
Asia Maior does not make public the name of the reviewers. However, the
reviewers’ names — and, if need be, the whole correspondence between
the journal’s editors and the reviewer/s — can be disclosed to interested
institutions, upon a formal request made directly to the Editor in Chief of
the journal.

Articles meant for publication should be sent to Michelguglielmo Torri
(mg.torri@gmail.com), Filippo Boni (filippo.boni@open.ac.uk), Diego
Maiorano (dmaiorano@unior.it); book reviews should be sent to Elena
Valdameri (elena.valdameri@gess.ethz.ch).



ASSOCIAZIONE ASIA MAIOR

Steering Committe: Filippo Boni, Marzia Casolari, Matteo
Fumagalli, Michelguglielmo Torri (President).

Scientific Board: Guido Abbattista (Universita di Trieste), Domenico
Amirante (Universita «Federico II», Napoli), Elisabetta Basile (Universita
«La Sapienza», Roma), Luigi Bonanate (Universita di Torino), Claudio
Cecchi (Universita «La Sapienza», Roma), Alessandro Colombo (Universita
di Milano), Anton Giulio Maria de Robertis (Universita di Bari), Thierry
Di Costanzo (Université de Strasbourg), Max Guderzo (Universita di
Siena), Giorgio Milanetti (Universita «La Sapienza», Roma), Paolo
Puddinu (Universita di Sassari), Adriano Rossi (Universita «LOrientale»,
Napoli), Giuseppe Sacco (Universita «Roma Tre», Roma), Guido Samarani
(Universita «Ca’ Foscari», Venezia), Filippo Sabetti (McGill University,
Montréal), Gianni Vaggi (Universita di Pavia).

CSPE - Centro Studi per i Popoli extra-europei
“Cesare Bonacossa” - Universita di Pavia

Steering Committee: Axel Berkofsky, Arturo Colombo,
Antonio Morone, Giulia Rossolillo, Gianni Vaggi, Pierluigi
Valsecchi (President), Massimo Zaccaria.

viella
libreria editrice
via delle Alpi, 32

E 1-00198 ROMA

i

|

tel. 06 84 17 758
fax 06 85 35 39 60

b www.viella.it



IX

83

125
143

191

207

223

251
267

291
315
335

355
377

399

421

441
459

477
541

CONTENTS

Foreword

MICHELGUGLIELMO TORRL Asta Maior in 2024: Under the sign of a declining
democracy

Articles

FrLora Sapto, China 2024: Preparing for future challenges through self-reliance
STEFANO PELAGGI, China’s Foreign Policy 2024: Strategic assertiveness and
diplomatic adaptation

Marco MiLant & ANTONIO F1oR1, Korean peninsula 2024: A year of political and
social upheaval

RAYMOND YAMAMOTO & MARCO ZAPPA, Japan 2024: Striving for security amidst
political turmoil

Tuan Kio, Hong Kong 2024: Adjusting to the National Security Law

RiwANTO TIRTOSUDARMO & PETER B.R. CAREY, Indonesia 2023-2024: Jokowi’s
endgame and the politics of dynasty

CHRISTINE CABASSET, Timor-Leste 2024: In a changing geopolitical environment,
reconciliation as a central pillar

EMANUELA MANGIAROTTI & MARSHELAYANTI MOHAMAD RazaLl, Malaysia 2024
Trials and trajectory of Anwar Ibrahim’s political leadership

RicHARD QUANG-ANH TRAN, Vietnam 2024: Continued economic growth, change
i leadership, and «Bamboo Diplomacy»

Epoarpo Siant, Thailand 2023-2024: A general election and its contested
aftermath

MATTEO FUMAGALLL, Myanmar 2024: Whose tide has turned?

Sitvia Tiert & RaiaN HossaIN, Bangladesh 2023-2024: From democratic
backsliding to the Monsoon Revolution, towards democratic transition

JAMES MANOR, India 2024: Authoritarianism checked, then reasserted

IaN HALL, India 2024: Challenges and contention in foreign policy

CHULANEE ATTANAYAKE & RAJNT GAMAGE, Sri Lanka 2024: Political, economic,
and geopolitical transformations

Marco Corst, Pakistan 2024 Political turmoil and economic instability

Sara BERLOTO & Nicoro Fasora, Kyrgyzstan 2021-2024: Japarov’s seizure of
power amidst structural challenges

CARLO Frappi, Armenia 2024: Quo Vadis Yerevan? The difficult path out of the
Russian trap

Special articles

Craupio CrccHr, China and India: Cooperation and rivalry in the global
landscape and within the BRICS

Davip Scorr, Maritime Asia: A «theatre of consequence»
Lorenzo KaMEL, Gaza and the Demographic Question

Reviews

Appendix



Asia Maior 2024

THE CONFORT WOMEN OF SINGAPORE
Zhi Qing Denise Lim

ETH Zurich
zhiqingdenise. lim@gmw.gess.ethz.ch

Kevin Blackburn, The Comfort Women of Singapore in History and Memory, Sin-
gapore: NUS Press, 2022, 208 pp. (ISBN 978-981-325-186-1).

Decades after Kim Hak-sun first delivered her public testimony detailing
her enslavement as a ‘comfort woman’ during World War II, the legal fight
to hold Japan accountable for war crimes and crimes against humanity con-
tinues. In April 2024, 18 families of late Chinese comfort women filed land-
mark lawsuits in Shanxi province against the Japanese government— the
first such challenge in a Chinese court— seeking formal apologies and com-
pensation.! The enduring fight for justice and reparations for comfort wom-
en remains one of the most urgent historical and moral issues today and

necessitates persistent inquiry on Japan’s wartime atrocities. Kim’s
powerful account in 1991 had opened the doors for many other former com-
fort women to speak out about their experiences, not just in South Korea,
but also in the Southeast Asian countries of Malaysia, the Philippines, and
Indonesia. Yet, similar testimonies have not been forthcoming in Singapore,
which was a major centre of comfort stations that catered to rank-and-file
Japanese soldiers and ryote:, or restaurants that offered sexual services to of-
ficers and administrators. Why is this so? Kevin Blackburn’s The Comfort Wom-
en of Singapore in History and Memory picks up on this silence as an entry point
to address the lacuna in studies of the comfort women system in Singapore
and explore the representation of comfort women in Singapore popular cul-
ture and collective memory. Drawing on studies done on comfort women
originating from other parts of Asia that were occupied by Japan during the
war, Blackburn highlights the transnational nature of the comfort women is-
sue and points out similarities and differences between post-war Asian socie-
ties that could explain why Singapore comfort women had not come forward
with their testimonies. Blackburn furthermore shows the interplay between
state imperatives and state support for the comfort women’s pursuance of
recognition and compensation. Blackburn examines the history of comfort
women in Singapore during Japanese Occupation and discusses their silence
and portrayal in the media with a sensitivity to gender.

1. Alyssa Chen, “Families of China’s WWII ‘Comfort Women’ Seek Japanese
Compensation, Apologies in Landmark Lawsuits,” South China Morning Post, May
2, 2024, https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3260963/families-chi-
nas-wwii-comfort-women-seek-japanese-compensation-apologies-landmark-lawsuits.
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Chapter 1, titled “Lee Kuan Yew and Masculinist Memories of the
Comfort Women,” begins the book with an assessment of the responses
in Singapore to the 1991 international controversy over comfort women.
Particularly, Blackburn argues that Singapore founding Prime Minister Lee
Kuan Yew’s 1992 keynote speech to an audience of Japanese businessmen,
in which he mentioned that the “chastity” of young Singaporean girls had
been “saved” by young Korean women and girls enslaved in the Cairnhill
Road comfort station in Singapore, reflected ‘masculinist’ memories of com-
fort women in Singapore. In these memories, which were published in the
press following Lee’s statement, ideas that men were entitled to sexual grat-
ification with women’s bodies were tacitly accepted. Blackburn posits that
Lee’s statement signalled that the government would be potentially unsym-
pathetic to the comfort women'’s cause which, in addition to press reports
similarly suggesting that there were few of them, deterred local Singapore
comfort women from coming forward with their experiences and demands
for justice and compensation.

Chapter 2 examines “The Role of the Women of Singapore in the Sex
Industry of the Japanese Military,” in which Blackburn focuses on the year
1942, when the Japanese military established the comfort women system in
Singapore. Drawing extensively from oral interviews, Blackburn shows the
various ways in which women became entrapped in the sex industry of the
Japanese military. Some women were forcibly abducted, whereas others were
tricked and trafficked by local brokers from their own community. Women
also had differing experiences in the sex industry. Whereas some women
were enslaved in comfort stations designated for rank-and-file Japanese
soldiers, ‘low-grade’ geisha and Japanese women provided sexual services
in ryotei restaurants reserved for military officers and high-ranking civilian
administrators. Others, including many local women, worked in restaurants
that also operated as brothels. The experience of Ho Kwai Min, a Cantonese
‘high-class’ prostitute, reveals the ways in which women resisted and sought
agency while illuminating the endemic physical violence in the sex industry
of the Japanese military.

Chapter 3 looks “Inside the Comfort Stations of Singapore” to inves-
tigate how they operated between 1943 and 1945, during which comfort
stations proliferated in Singapore. Drawing from a range of sources, from
testimonies, memories to written records of individuals who had been in
comfort stations in Singapore, this chapter also examines the experiences
of comfort women, specifically the ways in which they dealt with the working
conditions of the comfort station. The conditions were appalling. Comfort
women served long queues of Japanese soldiers in a “sex factory-like sys-
tem”; it was not uncommon that the women were forced to have sex with
30-50 soldiers on “busy” days. When the few opportunities arose, comfort
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women asserted their agency. Blackburn posits that, while the sources sug-
gest that the known comfort stations in Singapore were managed by private
managers, the comfort women system was ultimately under the control of
the Japanese military.

Chapter 4, focusing on “Korean and Indonesian Comfort Women in
Singapore,” explores the origins of the comfort women and compares how
they were brought to Singapore. Blackburn contends that the methods used
in the recruitment of Korean and Indonesian women as comfort women and
their working conditions were not dissimilar. Deception was a key strategy.
The recruitment of these women through Korean and Indonesian co-op-
eration offers striking parallels. While Indonesian women were pressured
by their parents to accept deceptive offers to further their education or for
employment such as nursing, similar promises made to Korean women saw
them being trafficked via well-established networks in Korea to various parts
of Asia under Japanese Occupation to work in comfort stations. Though
most of the comfort women in Singapore were Korean, it appears that In-
donesian women formed the second largest group, who comprised entirely
of the women in the comfort stations at Katong and the offshore island
Pulau Bukom. The experiences of Korean and Indonesian comfort women
in Singapore corroborate studies conducted on other contexts that there
were numerous ways in which comfort women were recruited and differing
conditions in which they worked.

Chapter 5, titled “The Comfort Women Returning to Live in Postwar
Society,” investigates the postwar circumstances that discouraged women
involved in the sex industry of the Japanese military in Singapore to speak
to their families about their experiences or to return to their communities
where they faced stigmatisation. Indonesian, Korean, and Singapore wom-
en returned to their respective societies that were unsympathetic to their
wartime experiences. In Singapore, the returning British colonial authori-
ties and community leaders were particularly perturbed by the large num-
bers of Singapore women who were driven to prostitution during the Occu-
pation and continued doing so as livelihood after the war. Marked as ‘fallen’
women, these women were portrayed by their critics as a moral-corrupt-
ing influence on men and as vectors of venereal diseases. A Girls’ Training
School was established along the lines of ‘rehabilitation’ to offer vocational
education to these women so that they could obtain alternative employment
or marry and establish their own households. By the 1950s, little was dis-
cussed about Singapore women who had been in the wartime sex industry.
Blackburn posits that it was highly probable that these women decided to
remain silent about their experiences so that they could reintegrate into
society rather than remain stigmatised. He furthermore contends that the
early postwar discourse on women engaged in the sex industry exemplifies

526



REVIEWS

the perpetuation and reinforcement of women’s subordinate status in socie-
ty via “male-controlled language.”

Chapter 6 explores “The Silence of the Local Comfort Women of Sin-
gapore” in the context of state effort in the 1990s to incorporate wartime
experiences of the local population into a “narrative of national survival.”
The English, Malay, and Chinese presses sought to no avail former com-
fort women to speak out about their experiences because of their poten-
tial stigma and loss of social status, the conservative patriarchal nature of
Singapore society, and the absence of local feminist activist organisations
that had enabled comfort women to publicly testify about their experiences
in other countries. Blackburn suggests that the presses’ failure in securing
stories of Singapore comfort women can be explained by Ho Kwai Min’s
interview in a Chinese documentary about prewar female entertainer-pros-
titutes that catered to wealthy men. After the documentary aired, Ho expe-
rienced ostracization and scorn from her social circles. Another reason why
Singapore comfort women did not demand compensation while many in
other countries were doing so was the lack of financial incentive. Arguably,
the compensation the women could have hoped to receive would not have
been worth the social cost of being marked as ‘fallen’ women. Other reasons
include the ambiguity of the ways in which women were engaged in the war-
time sex industry that could cast aspersions on them as well as the lingering
memories of early postwar disapprobation on women in prostitution.

Chapter 7 explores the remembrance of “The Comfort Women of
Singapore as ‘Dark Heritage’.” Comfort women had been depicted in nu-
merous plays and television dramas in Singapore, be it as a main character
or supporting cast, contributing to an awareness of the transnational na-
ture and diversity of women’s sexual enslavement by the Japanese military
in Singapore. State recognition of the wartime atrocities experienced by
comfort women came in the limited form of conservation of a site that had
served as a comfort station. The conclusion situates the study of comfort
women in Singapore in broader, ongoing debates about comfort women in
East Asia and points out the ethical obligations of scholars writing about
trauma.

In conclusion, The Comfort Women of Singapore in History and Memory
makes for a sobering read. It is a tall order to write a book about silence.
Blackburn’s effort to investigate the history of comfort women of Singa-
pore despite the paucity of testimonies from Singapore comfort women is
admirable. For anyone who desires to understand the ways in which public
memory of war is shaped by history, society, and politics, this book is an
essential read.

527



	Cop+indice.pdf
	Asia Maior XXXV _ 2024
	00-AM2024-Indice


