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Foreword

ly written a foreword to one of our own books. But I felt

compelled to write this one for two reasons, one profes-
sional, one personal—as though we could separate those two as-
pects of our lives. But I will try to be clear about what I mean,
and begin with the professional.

In the spring of 1990, a small group of Philippine women
visited me at The Feminist Press. We held a seminar, with sev-
eral Press staff joining us in the library. Together the two
groups talked about their work. We described our activist ori-
gins, the research we did in the 1970s, the inservice teaching to
stimulate school systems, and the international publishing
that began in the 1980s. They described their activist work and
their involvement in women’s studies, both research and
teaching. They also described a five-year women’s studies pro-
ject in the region that might soon be ready for publication.

In addition, one of the two books they described is the vol-
ume by the Committee on Women’s Studies in Asia you have
opened: the story of women'’s studies in Asia, as told through
various generations of pioneers from eleven different coun-
tries. I said I was eager to read the books they might publish.

Several days later, we met again at Hunter College where
the Fourth Interdisciplinary Congress on Research on Women
had begun. They asked me to meet with them that afternoon,
and in a small space in one of the lounges, they proposed that
The Feminist Press become the publisher of their women’s
studies regional project. “Oh, no,” I said, trying to keep the con-
versation light, “I'm very flattered, but you can’t have an
American imperialist publisher.” “No, no,” Lucia Pavia Ticzon

ﬁ sa publisher over the past twenty-four years, have rare-
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replied, speaking for the group, “We’ve thought about it, and
we've decided that you're infernational, not American.” We
went round this conversation several times, until I could no
longer manage the joking tone in the midst of tears. They were
in earnest about The Feminist Press as an international institu-
tion. “Why don’t you publish it yourselves?” I took a deep
breath. “Why not establish a publishing arm?—you do every-
thing else.” They explained that they had no time for publish-
ing now, and no expertise. Perhaps in the future. But the offer
held. I said I'd be delighted to co-publish, but 1 thought that
they ought to have an Asian publisher, and I suggested Kali for
Women in India.

And that is, of course, what eventually the Committee
chose to do.

The personal story begins when I read the manuscript of
this book in 1994, for more than twenty-five years ago, I was
one of a group of US. “pioneers” changing lives. Again and
again, in the thirteen memoirs in this volume, I recognized my
own experience, for I too, like so many in the West, had come
to women’s studies through personal encounters with the men
in my life, and through intellectual discoveries affecting my
professional life. I am by nature and nurture a crusty, tough,
street-reared person, not easily brought to tears. But again, I
found my eyes filling despite myself as I read essay after essay.
I remembered what it was like to be shocked by colleagues
who, allegedly for your own good, told you not to “waste your
time” on the narrow subject of women, certainly not on poor
women, or women in some kind of trouble.

As I read about the husbands and children who needed to
be told by fearful women that family work had to be shared
among all of them, not pressed as a second and third job on
mother, [ remembered my own timid rebellion about the laun-
dry. And I remembered all the days of my youth when I had to
pick up my father’s and brother’s clothes where they had drop-
ped them on the floor and carry them to the bathroom hamper.
My mother believed that men were totally exempt from house-
hold labor, and my young cries of “unfair” fell on deaf ears.

Why are these life stories important to an American and
Canadian audience now both generations older and younger
than the Asian “pioneer” writers? For “pioneer” women of my
generation, the stories will help us remember our own chang-
ing lives, and perhaps suggest that we tell our own stories for
daughters and sons and granddaughters and grandsons and
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those who will follow them. For “pioneer” women of the two
following generations, these stories will make palpable the ex-
periences privileged academic women share, despite pro-
found cultural differences. It may also—and here I am being
idealistically hopeful—-remind the several “pioneer” genera-
tions in the West that in Asia, women’s studies “pioneers” have
not broken the connection between themselves and the least
privileged women of their countries. Perhaps it is too opti-
mistic to expect one book to make a difference, but for wom-
en’s studies pioneers the world over, books have been lifelines.
Changing Lives will remind all of us outside Asia that experi-
ences shared and relayed through women’s studies worldwide
can indeed cross cultural borders to produce unforeseen, posi-
tive, and permanent changes in critical consciousness.

Florence Howe

XV



Contents

Committee on Women'’s Studies in Asia
Acknowledgements

Foreword
Florence Howe

Introduction
Malavika Karlekar and
Barbara Lazarus

Feminism and Women’s Studies

Aline K. Wong, Singapore

Triumphs and Travails: Women’s Studies in the Academy
Aurora Javate de Dios, Philippines

To Grow with Women’s Studies
Cho Hyoung, Korea

Promoting Women’s Development
Fanny M. Cheung, Hong Kong

A Feminist Activist
Fareeha Zafar, Pakistan

A Decade in Women'’s Studies: 1979-1989
Konta Intan Damanik, Indonesia

My Path to Womanhood
Li Xiaojiang, China

A Serious Mission

Liang Jun, China

A Fieldworker in Women’s Studies
Malavika Karlekar, India

vii
Xi

xiii

22
32
52
64
80
92
108
124

134



Contents

Women’s Studies: A Struggle for
a Better Life
Noemi Alindogan-Medina, Philippines

A Personal Essay
Nora Lan-hung Chiang (Huang), Taiwan

Passage to Womanhood and Feminism:
Bridge over Troubled Water
Thanh-Dam Truong, Vietnam

An Exploratory Journey
Yasuko Muramatsu, Japan

vi

152

172

190

212



Introduction

Why was I born a member of the female sex?. .. had I been a
boy, and had news of my mother’s condition, then no matter
where I had been, like a bird I would have flown to her side.
What am I to do now! I am a caged bird.

Rassundari Debi, India, 1868!

Idon’t want to be identified as a bonsai or a wild tree. [ don’t
want to be sentenced to my present form of existence. As a
human subject, I am expressing continuously the life that
Slows through me. I have limited control over what flows
through me. But I have ample space to grasp its meaning, to
learn, unlearn and relearn. Beyond my present form of exis-
tence, the world is wide open and free. Nobody, no boundaries
can imprison m)y cCONSCiousness.

Thanh-Dam Truong, Vietnam, 19902

Women’s studies, women’s lives

A decade and a half after the International Women'’s Year is
not too early for some enquiry and introspection into what,
for lack of a better phrase, have been the gains and losses. This
volume attempts to do so through the stories of women who
have responded variously to a challenging phase in contempo-
rary history. These stories speak of individual experiences,
anxieties and solutions. A common thread running through all
is an awareness that, for each essayist, life changed after she
began teaching and researching about women. While a few,
more than others, may have some questions regarding the fu-
ture and direction of women’s studies, or its status in academia,
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each knows that her perceptions, expectations and priorities
are very different today from what they were when she
started out.

By questioning existing structures, whether within the
home or outside, women’s studies has provided its practition-
ers with a distinctive way of looking at the world. It is not im-
portant whether they continue to work in the field or not.
What is relevant is that wherever they are and will be, their
view will be one borne of a range of experiences duringa vital
period of their lives. For when the personal and that which
does not directly affect one find affinity, the outcome is
bound to be an almost irreversible change in perceptions and
expectations. This, perhaps more than any other transient suc-
cess, is what remains, a much valued gain for those who have
cared to search. Many of the essayists speak not only of their
own personal lives, but also comment at length on women’s
studies and where it has brought them intellectually. For
women’s studies entered the world of academia at a crucial
moment and has helped in the process of expanding method-
ologies and bases of enquiry; above all, it has provided the indi-
vidual researcher with a new confidence.

The move towards a re-evaluation of established method-
ologies and theoretical premises3 helps to contextualize wom-
en’s studies in a wider intellectual framework. The devel-
opment of a discourse on women in the academy appears
inextricably connected to the development of the women’s
movement. Indeed, some believe that women’s studies is a
response to the need to provide the women’s movement with
a theoretical foundation.4 All of this, however, sounds a bit
like putting the proverbial cart before the horse: in the first
instance, we need to establish what we mean by women’s
studies.

Definitions of new disciplines are often many and at times
contradictory, if not confusing. Put simply, women’s studies
which was talked of asan area of research, teaching and action
only after 1975, the International Women'’s Year, concentrates
on gender as a category of analysis in the same manner that
caste, religion, class, and status groups have so far been used by
social scientists. It is now generally accepted that while “sex”
refers to physiological distinctions, gender is “a cultural con-
struct, a set of learned behaviour patterns.” Women’s studies
emphasizes that a focus on gender as a category of analysis
means that it now becomes an important indicator within
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studies where the focus may be on other variables. Thus, in
order to provide a complete picture of peasant uprisings or of
a tribal or “native” community there is a need to look not only
at class and ethnic factors, but also at gender as a significant
variable.In emphasizing the need for social scientists to be gen-
der-sensitive, women’s studies is staking a claim to restructure
entire knowledge systems and social science methodologies.”

Again, there is an important body of opinion which be-
lieves that incorporation into existing disciplines as courses or
papers may be preferable to marginalization (some call it ghet-
toization) as a relatively new, independent area of study. These
debates, which were initiated some years ago, raise important
questions not only about the status of women’s studies but also
about the identity of those interested in this growing area. To
put it simply, women'’s studies scholars—and certainly those
represented in this volume—are those who have established
themselves in various disciplines prior to their interest in
women’s studies. The very nature of the area lends itself to in-
terdisciplinary methodology, analysis, and networking, Ideal-
ly, to work across disciplines, a researcher needs to be familiar
with more than one subject. This is not always possible partic-
ularly as academic requirements stress specialization in a sin-
gle area? Nonetheless, in sociology and social anthropology—
for instance, economic anthropology, political sociology,
sociologies of religion, education, medicine, and so on—stretch
across disciplines; similar exercises increasingly characterize
women’s studies as scholars look to new data sources and
methodologies to enrich their area of work. It is possible of
course that in the process researchers may be open to criticism
from purists in various parent disciplines. However, this is a
risk worth taking as research across disciplines often results in
investigations into hitherto neglected areas and the emer-
gence of new perspectives. Essential for interdisciplinary re-
search is the use of a range of methodologies, many of which
are relatively new. These are some of the challenges which the
women’s studies scholar has to recognize and take on.

Is women’s studies different from a range of earlier studies
that have focused on women? Can studies in the social sciences
prior to 1975, which deal with the status of women, their em-
ployment, education, multiple roles, patterns of marriage, and
so on, also be regarded as work in women’s studies? One
answer to these questions would be that if such studies do not
envisage women as an oppressed category, they do not fall
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within the ambit of this new area of work. This answer can be
countered by a further question: Is it necessary to have a prior
belief in the existence of subjugation, oppression, and discrim-
ination for work on gender to qualify as women’s studies? Or is
it important to read, study, and analyze a problem in accor-
dance with the norms of certain rigorous theoretical and re-
search methods and then come to conclusions based on rel-
evant findings? But are these two approaches mutually
exclusive? Is it not time to acknowledge that no activity can be
free from the intellectual, social, and ethical baggage of the
teacher, the learner, the reader? That commitment to a cause
and intellectual rigor can go together? A related question asks
whether women’s studies belongs to academia alone the way,
for instance, quantum physics does? Or can it also justifiably
imply action, intervention, and consciousness-raising in the in-
terests of justice and equity? If these are broadly defined to in-
clude a conscientious teacher’s or researcher’s committed han-
dling of the subject matter and students, then most would
agree that women'’s studies, like some facets of other social sci-
ence disciplines, involves action. Here action and intervention
imply the teacher’s ability to influence the thinking of her or
his students as well as of the impact of research findings on
policy formulation and administrative strategies. In other
words, women’s studies further restates a belief that knowl-
edge creation has to reflect perceptions of the real world with
all its warts and blemishes.

An approach on which there is less agreement is one
which defines action as working for structural change. Here
the external agent acts as a catalyst. That this agent may be a
researcher is evident from the increasing popularity of the
participatory research method. Maintaining that “actors in the
situation are not merely objects of someone else’s study but
are actively influencing the process of knowledge generation
and elaboration,” participatory research challenges notions of
objectivity, neutrality, and value-free judgements.!® The situa-
tion thus represented is the product of the collaborative
processes of researcher and respondent!! Participatory re-
search has been used effectively, for instance, in women’s stud-
ies,2the sociology of education,®and the study of movements
and grassroots organization.* We already know that critiques
of existing methods, frameworks, and viewpoints are being
questioned, and not only by those in women’s studies. The
limitations of an approach that speaks of objective distance,



