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1. Introduction 
 
The categories of ‘Asian Women’ or ‘Asian Women’s Studies’ are the result of newly 
emerging knowledge production. This paper explores the meanings of ‘Asian Women’s 
Studies’ which is constructed through communal theoretical cooperation and praxis of 
women’s movement among women of Asia.   
 
I am conscious that the theoretical and practical work carried out by Asian feminist 
scholars are not made fully visible in the current situation that  Western feminisms are 
exerting discursive power in the field of academia. I will argue that ‘Asian Women’s 
Studies’ is an endeavour which reconciles both regional particularities and global 
universalities by overcoming the Western centrism from post-colonial perspectives and 
theorizing the life experiences of ‘Asian Women’.           I would like to propose a more 
positive theorization, institution building, and practices of Asian Women’s Studies not by 
remaining in the critique of the limitation of the Western standard but by superseding the 
dichotomous approach towards the West vs. the non-West, the global vs. the local, and 
identity vs. differences.  
 
This paper aims to lay a philosophical base asserting that the horizon created by ‘women’ 
subjects through practices in solidarity performing multiple identities ‘Asian Women’ is 
in fact Asian Women’s Studies as   a new paradigm of feminist knowledge production.   
 
2.  The meaning of Asia/ Asian-ness and Asian Women’s Studies 
 
What is Asia? The following questions arise in the work of defining Asia as an analytic 
category.  What is the reason to include scores of nations and hundreds of languages as a 
‘region’ Asia? Is it because various units belong to a ‘Asia’ share some common 
characteristics different from other units outside Asia? Is ‘Asia’ a region having cultural 
and political characteristics clearly differentiated from those of other regions? Is the 
intensity or strength of mutual interactions and communications among countries and 
units in Asia strong enough to push them ‘belong’ to one region?   
 
Having these questions in mind, it is useful to examine how “Asia as a region” can be 
explained by borrowing a framework of two concepts – geographical space as an 
objective aspect and cognitive space as a subject aspect. According to this framework, the 
concept of ‘a region’ is objectively defined as geographical space implying contiguity of 
borders and proximity of distance.  On the other hand, a region in subjective aspect is  
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defined as social constructs or ideas created by people who live in the region or those 
outside from different backgrounds and motivations.  
 
However, the following problems appear when this framework is applied to Asia. When 
considering Asia as a physical and geographical space one is faced with too huge a space 
to mention proximity among countries in the continent. The intensity of cultural, 
economic, political or security concerns shared by countries cannot always be said to be 
too great.   
 
According to a dictionary definition, Asia consists of 46 countries often divided in six sub 
regions of North Asia, Central Asia, West Asia, Southeast Asia, South Asia, East Asia, or 
three sub regions such as South Asia, West Asia, Central Asia.    The number of languages 
spoken in Asia is innumerable since the kinds of languages used by race, and ethnic 
groups are not identical within the given countries.  For example, while Koreans have one 
language, Indonesians have more than 600 languages, Philippines more than 100 
languages. There is a rich combination of cultural roots of  Buddhism, Confucianism, 
Islam as well as Shintoism, Christianity in the Philippines. The historical experience of 
colonization differs; France, Britain, Netherlands or United States exerted different 
influences in the countries they occupied leaving different cultural legacy. China, 
Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Myanmar, Indonesia have had been communist regimes.  
 
As such the physical vastness and cultural diversity found in the category ‘Asia’, and the 
complexity and dynamics of change within and between units of  Asia reveal the 
continuous change of the geography itself.  We may perceive greater differences and 
diversity than commonalities and identities among units included in the single 
geographical category of Asian region. Such differences and diversity make it difficult to 
clearly demarcate the borders, cultural differences and distance between worlds of Asia 
and non-Asia.  
The fluidity of Asia as a geographical space has a close relationship with the change of 
meanings of Asia as social constructs or ideas existing in the conceptual space. The idea 
of ‘Asia’ implies particular value esteem according to the intention or motivation of those 
who use the term. 
 
Looking through the history of the concept of ‘Asia’, we find a critical perspective that it 
is a concept forced by ‘the Westerner’. In other words, ‘Asia’ as a signifier of 
non-Western ‘Other’ is the contents created and communicated through the Western 
perspective. The concept of Asian Studies, for example, is sometimes regarded as a form 
of neo-colonialism in the sense that the knowledge about Asia is possessed by the 
westerners. The concept of Asia created by the Westerners, in fact, has not always meant 
the same contents. Orientalism of various kinds operate in various cross roads of 
mystification or marginalization of Asia. 1
                                            
1 There have been, for some time, very active debates on “Asian Values” in Korea as well as in 
some other Confucianism-oriented Asian countries. Asian Values were emphasized by some 
Asian political leaders and male scholars to explain the economic development of the 
‘non-Western developing countries”.  However, many feminist scholars are skeptical of this 
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On the other hand, the term ‘Asia’ for Asians can be represented as a more powerful 
concept with  more positive values. The idea and concept of Asia have been understood 
and used as a powerful expression of resistance against the imperialism of the Western 
powers in the history of colonization.  In this continuum, Asia-African solidarity has also 
been sought after.  Sometimes ‘Asia’ is taken and interpreted as an expression of 
confidence denouncing negative implications of inferiority or defensiveness emerging as 
an equal power as Europe of the USA.  
 
Asian-ness and Asia as concepts, whether it be expression of confidence or defense, 
imply that there is something or some experience shared by Asians. However, as seen 
above, it is difficult to assert that shared experiences exist among them because such 
various and vast cultural, political and historical differences exist within the region.  
 
We need to pay attention to the fact that the category of Asia as physical, geographical 
region does not imply common cultural, religious values or identical political and 
economic interests shared by the whole of the category.  Despite the lack of identity or 
integrity among units which constitute the concept of Asia, we can see the changing 
evaluation of ‘Asian-ness’ depending on the logic of the intention or the interpretation 
attempting to essentialize or universalize the cultural identity of Asia as a whole.  
 
Depending on the historical context Asia is changing the borders of its geographical space 
and as well as a conceptual space, imagined or critically created as a new form of identity 
and community and a political formation. However, the common experiences of "Asia" 
or "Asians" are constructed ideas which serve to encourage a more positive sense of 
homogeneity or homogenizing ideas of "Asia" or "Asian-ness". It is not assumed that 
such a sense exists in reality.  
 
I understand the term ‘Asia’ as an idea in the process of being created in accord with 
changing historical contexts, signifier permitting continuous creation of meanings 
according to the context.  Therefore, to theorize Asian Women’s Studies, we need to 
reconceptualize the concept of ‘Asia’ in our feminist theories and practice.  In the same 
vein, such task of reconceptualising Asia in feminist perspectives has to go hand in hand 
with the task of contextualizing feminisms in the perspectives of Asian women. Asia is a 
concrete category conceptualized as physical-geographical space as well as a signifying 
category which has to be reconstructed as a conceptual space ‘created’ in feminist 
politics. 
 
                                                                                                                                

concept and criticized that   “Asian Values” has often clouded the diversity and distinctness of 
countries within Asia. Kim Hyun Mee  asserts that “ Asian feminist scholars have to pay attention 
to the way in which Asian values operate to reinforce  Patriarchy and boost the ego of the male 
elite    .. Obviously , we have opposed  this male-centered and orientalist idea, which often 
neglects division of class, gender and ethnicity even within one countries , let alone all of Asia , 
and thus freeze society as a timeless entity” ” ( Kim Hyun Mee,  Asian Women’s Studies: concept 
and Practice, in AJWS   p..7ff)          
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3.  Basic Propositions for Asian Women’s Studies 
 
(1) In "Asian Women's Studies" we understand "Asia" as a concrete ‘location’ of praxis 
created in a relationship with other groups without assuming essentialist conceptual 
dualism and a dichotomous way of thinking. 
 
In Women's Studies the existing discourse of post-colonialism has mostly developed 
centering around the themes of nation, state, race in relation to the history of colonialism 
by the West.  
 
Postcolonial arguments have presented various new approaches based on critical 
perspectives about Western feminism being out of social and historical contexts. But in 
the process many limitations are revealed as a result of generalizing dichotomous 
oppositions of West and Non -West, the Third World.  
 
Asia as a geographical and spatial category includes many countries with a heterogeneous 
history of colonization and political economic positions which cannot be grasped through 
theoretical categories or analytical framework put forth in existing postcolonial theories. 
  
If the usage of the category of Asia presupposes unitarian cultural identity shared by all 
unities belonging to that category we can say that Asia in this sense does not exist. 
However, we need to reconceptualise what we consider the “borders” of Asia to be.  
 
As Chandra  Mohanty  points out, we have to  be “attentive  to borders while learning to 
transcend them”   It is necessary for constructing Asian Women Studies to consider the 
border  between  Asia  and  the  West, before it is possible to go forward to a more 
inclusive and extensive feminist praxis like global feminist solidarity beyond boundary of 
Asia.2
 
The category of Asian Women in postcolonial perspectives can be 'constructed" as a 
collective Identity in relation to other social groups such as Western Women or Women 
of non-Asian region. Creation and construction of the meaning in this sense have to be 
carried out in multi-layered contexts of concrete experiences of the location.  
 
(2).  In order to open a new horizon to practice solidarity among various feminist 
movements, a new perspective on identity itself is required.  The dream of locational 
feminism is to invent women subjects practicing a new solidarity; the new subject takes 
into consideration different forms of feminism emerging from various temporal and 
spatial contexts in which feminisms change or become transplanted. The invention of a  
                                            
2 Candra Talpade Mohanty, Feminism without Borders, Decolonizing Theory, Practicing 

Solidarity, Duke University Press, Durham & London 2003.  

Introduction “ Feminism without border is not the same as “border-less Feminism. It 
acknowledges the fault lines, conflicts, differences, fears, and containment thet borders 

represent” . p.2. 
 

 4



 

 
 
new women subject is possible through genuine praxis of solidarity based on locality.  
 
The concept locational feminism strategically adopts to work on the theme of differences 
among women is ‘spatiality.’ A new rhetoric of spatiality effectively distinguishes itself 
from the rhetoric of temporality; by fragmentizing(deconstructing) the phenomenon of 
universalization and homogenization inherent in the rhetoric of temporality and actively 
inserting differences.  
 
Although a woman may live in a same time zone, she can be vulnerable to a locally 
contextualized oppression because she exists in a different space. There are different 
consciousness and different responses to this problem.  
 
The naming of locational feminism effectively conveys this through the spatial concept of 
location. The concept 'location', then, is not a spatial concept based on divisions of area 
but a place or situation in which homogeneity and heterogeneity continuously intersect 
and various differences are produced.    
 
 
(3) Asian Women's Studies as locational feminism is based on ontology of differences 
and becoming.  Any ontology always reveals its own unique political and ethical horizon.  
At the same time an attempt to open a certain new political and ethical horizon 
necessarily  involves a construction of a new ontology.  
 
Asians Women's Studies begins from the assumption that it is not necessary or possible to 
have a basis of practice in any fixed, essential subjectivity. I conceptualize the identity of 
"Asian Women" not as a fixed one but as one that is in the process of being constructed 
and developed. 
 
 I want to put forward the "ontology of Becoming" as a philosophical base of theorization 
of Asian Women's Studies. Ontology of Becoming posits that the identity of a same 
individual or a same group would continuously change according to temporal and spatial 
conditions.   
 
The ontology of becoming does not dichotomize identity and difference but make it 
possible to think paradoxically in search of the possibility of coexistence between the 
two.  
 
It is possible to say that feminism itself is a politics of difference based on the ontology of 
difference. The difference between women and men received the first attention and then 
the difference among women became the next chief focus. 
 
 Now we have arrived at the third stage, the concept of difference based on the ontology 
of difference / becoming.  This is not a return to the ontology of identity focusing on fixed 
identities by overly emphasizing the uniqueness of differences constructed in the 
particular social and historical experiences.  
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We maintain the perspective that difference itself is created in historical experiences 
which change continuously. Seen from the perspectives of difference/becoming, 
globalization brings in crises as well as new opportunities for practice.3
 
In this sense, the attempt to theorize Asian Women's Studies is to locate it in the map of 
the contemporary global context, maintaining the deepest concern for the future horizon 
of global solidarity of feminists.4
 
 
(4) "Asian Women's Studies"   is to produce the subject of practice, 'Asian Women"   as 
agent for change.  
 
                                            
3  Globalization offers the possibility of organizing entire regions around the world and 

mobilizing global an unimaginably shorter time. The development of communications 
technologies have created the more effective and consistent networking capacities than at any 
time in the past. The connection and cooperation of women all around world have become 
stronger. For example, the Internet offers more women the opportunities to exchange information 
and ideas and brings issues occurring in every corner of the to the world to the public.  It makes    
globalization of solidarity between women and women’s ogranisations possible.       
 

4  The discourse of globalization which adopts the logic of totalization disseminates the notion 
that the world has become homogenized by a dominate process of global integration called 
Westernization. This kind of discourse has been criticized  because  according to this logic the 
site/ space we live in appear to be  controlled or dominated by the western subjects who live in 
other places and the in the world.  This discourse assumes the dangerous notion that reduces 
non-western local subjects to passive beings. 
 

With such a simple logic of globalization it is impossible to grasp not only the variety and 
diversity of non- western nations, states, and cultures but also the complex characteristics and 
particularities of western cultures. The increasing contact between various nations and cultures 
of the world have  not become a harmonious  space where the heterogeneous  reach an 
agreement and become homogenized, but rather has become a space in which dissonance, 
conflict and  crash  between different  perspectives and views with each other take place.  
 
Asian Womens Studies does not understand the meaning of “Asia” as a fixed space or local 
community with an essential, fixed, unchanging nature and rejects the approach to 
globalization based on the dichotomy of global vs. local.  The critique on and resistance against 
the (universalist) Western Feminism that have overlooked and excluded the differences 
between women is a meaningful and necessary for decolonialization perspectives. However, 
the overemphasis on the locality that are associated with male nationalism and chauvinism  
result in  not only  disturbing and problematizing Women’s issues but also hinder the common 
basis for  solidarity and collective praxis between women.  We have to remind ourselves that 
especially in the non-western countries which have the experience of colonization womens 
issues have been always undermined under the sharp opposition between imperialism and 
nationalism.   
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Exchanging ideas, intervening through meetings of Asian Women's Studies scholars and 
Women's Movement activists is pivotal to  the process of producing women subjects who 
are more political and more aware. 
 
 It means the process in which Asian Women are constructed as subjects who thinks 
about their own issues and problems in the location   , aware of global interconnedness  
with political sensitivity without falling in the trap of regional limitations. 
 
 In other words, new women subjects are produced and invented through academic praxis 
of Asian  Women’s Studies and solidarity of Women's Movements.  
 
It means that inventing women subjects, Asian Women as agent for change,  opens a new 
horizon of feminism with critique of women as essentially biological, women as 
universally differentiated gender, regionalized women.  
 
Finally the more activated the solidarity and practice around various real issues in 
concrete location, the more likely that women will be born as compassionately capable 
women subjects. Then we will be more powerful in a political sense to capture unique 
problems and to respond more concretely and sensitively toward global tasks in the 
process. 
 
 
4. Conclusion 
 
I emphasized that the meanings and significance of Asian Women’s Studies are created 
and constructed in the multi-dimensional contexts of Asia as the location of concrete 
experiences of Asian women.  I believe that founding Asian Association of Women’s 
Studies itself is an act to produce and construct genuine praxis of solidarity based on 
locality.   
 
I believe the Asian Association of Women’s Studies is founded in order to share and 
collect resources which make a vision and creative strategies for the future possible.  I 
hope the Asian Association of Women’s Studies will be a site of experiments to connect 
our own individual feminist struggles and praxis with other various feminists’ efforts and 
endeavours in different locations. I end my presentation with great expectation that the 
Asian Association of Women’s Studies will flourish as a academic community for 
empowering brave and creative feminist theorists.  
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