
 

 

 

 

 

Siumi Maria Tam’s Comments on “Feminisms in Asia: Themes in 

India in Historical Perspective” by Mary E. John 
 

The paper discusses the broad discursive frames that have structured the way the 

women’s position was understood in India. Using the concept of epistemes, the author 

divides the historical evolution of feminisms in India into three frames of reference, 

namely the colonial, the national, and the post-national. In all these three epistemes, 

as the author argues throughout the paper, the state has played a critical role by 

defining what constitutes women, what constitute women’s problems, and eventually 

how women constitute problems. Within these epistemes however, these discourses 

take up different manifestations as internal and external environments transformed.   

 

The first and longest period, the colonial episteme, runs from the 19th century through 

the 1920s, falling apart between 1930s and 40s, and while theoretically it should end 

with the nation’s Independence in 1947, John believes that “the colonial” is still alive 

today.  The second is the national episteme, which was brought about by the founding 

generation of nationalists from the 1940s, carried on into the 50s and 60s, and 

critiqued in the 1970s and 80s.  The third episteme is the post-national epoch which 

“has been gathering force since the 1990s”, and is continuing today.  Thus John’s 

discussion points to the possibility of different epistemes may exist and interact at the 

same time.  

 

Obviously John does not take the view that history is made up of periods with a clear-

cut boundary, each with a representative perspective that explains what women are 

and should be. Indeed she defines an episteme as “not just an idea and much less a 

position or perspective – rather it is a frame for thinking and debate, for different 

positions to speak to one another”. Thus she makes it possible to think of views on 

women in India at any one point in time as a complex set of discourses, as proposed 

by various interest groups, which are interconnected and mutually influencing.  
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This makes the discussion primarily socio-cultural, as the issues surrounding women 

are considered to be related to how tradition is defined and interpreted—indeed how 

culture is understood and manipulated. While commonly feminist discourse treats 

women-related issues primarily political as it relates to contests to define knowledge 

about women, to actual control over women as human resources, and to assumptions 

of power over tangible resources, John believes that casting this debate in a “cultural” 

perspective points to the essence of the problem, which is the struggle over the 

productivity of knowledges. This is carried out as new dichotomies are set up: 

tradition Vs modernity, middle-class women Vs lower class women, etc. The 

mainstream woman would be “middle class Hindu upper caste, obviously 

heterosexual”, resulting in feminism being constructed as western, and therefore the 

opposite of what is Indian and national. In the two later epistemes, as political 

nationalism was replaced by economic nationalism, and more recently as 

globalization and neo-liberalism have become inevitable, women’s situation has 

overall deteriorated.   

 

The author rightly points out that these changes have “broader comparative value for 

inter-Asian conversations”, not only as Asian societies have much in common when it 

comes to women struggling to survive as equals in a male-dominated environment, 

but also in how the woman question in the region has been made the ground on which 

other issues were debated. In other words, whether it is in tradition or in modernity, as 

solutions for women’s problems are being developed, ironically the real issues that 

women face— those rooted in a male system of dominance—have been left intact and 

allowed to be reproduced.  

 

In sum, the paper covers a lot of ground, and has convincingly argued for a rethinking 

of how feminist discourses have been produced in India. It would be both a 

worthwhile academic exercise as well as a useful tool for activists if the author could 

enhance her comparison of the situation in different Asian countries. It would be 

unfair to demand this of a paper-length essay, but as a start, we could look at certain 

common phenomena that have emerged across Asia. For one, as the author ahs  
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already pointed out, the institutionalization of feminism, for example through the 

government’s collection of gender disaggregated data, and the professionalization of 

feminism through gender awareness training. Having given feminism a marginal 

existence, are these themselves positive change, such as whether the data is able to 

inform policy leading to social justice? The case of young Mumbai women rejecting 

feminism is surely telling—and which is a very common phenomenon across affluent 

Asia—that the role of the state, understood as mainly economic and political force, 

must not be relied upon as the only source of change. Everyday experiences, in 

particular the converging messages in the new media, the lack of gender-aware 

content throughout the education system, and a job market that does not respect 

gender equity, lead to a real disenchantment. These are certainly areas that deserve 

comparative study and collaborative efforts among feminists across Asian societies.    
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