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ASIAN WOMEN'S STUDIES SEMINAR REPORT
Payap University, Chiang Mai, Thailand
January 26-30, 1987

by Catherine Broderick

What was the purpose of the Asian Women's Stvdies Seminar?

The theme of the Asian Women's Studies Seminar was:
Women’s Studies in Christian Schools in Asia: Prob-
lems, Prospects and Challenges and it highlights the
task that the approximately thirty-six women educators
from about twenty Christian women's colleges in Asia set
themselves. The seminar
logo, a cross of green lotus
petals encircled by gold cres-
cent moons, was explained
by Theresa Balayon as in-

dicating our emphasis on

Christian values (the cross ), on the centrality of women
(the moon ), on synthesis through women’s studies (the
circle), on changing one’s consciousness of self and reality
through women'’s studies (the circle as Oriental mandala),
and on the fecundity and growth to emerge from our
sharing (the lotus). The Seminar was designed “to bring
together a small group of women educators from selected
Christian colleges and universities in Asia to discuss their
experiments in developing women'’s studies programs and
to come up with models that could be replicated in other

schools.”

What happened at the Asian Women's Stvdies Seminar?
There were four main directions of activity at the
seminar: the first was the Christian worship services held
at the opening and closing of the seminar as well as each
morning before programs began. These services were led
by women from a different country each time, and they
reflected a unique culture as well as a common belief.
Secondly, there were two major papers — “Women's
Education in Ferment: Why Women's Studies in Asia” by
Theresa Balayon and “A Challenge to Bias and Prejudice:
The Religious Dimension of Women’s Studies” by Elizabeth
Dominguez -- and reports from each participating college
about programs developed, curricula created, texts written,
and obstacles met and overcome. These meetings were held
in a conference room in which all the women, participants
as well as moderators and speakers, sat on the same level —
no raised platforms — and we all sat in a U-shaped
arrangement of tables in a circular, sharing, communicative
atmosphere for all our programs. The seminar enacted the
principles of equality and sisterhood of women’s studies
throughout its proceedings. The third direction of activity
was the exposure trips taken by small groups to visit
villages or factories or brothels in order to see the lives of
real women, to talk to village women struggling to improve
their economic level, or factory women who work very
hard for low wages, or prostitutes whose lives and stories
affected us most poignantly. These exposure visits were
reported by means of creative explanations, such as skits,
murals, posters, and poems, rather than by factual verbal
reports. The fourth area of activity was the socialization
among the women participants — the shopping trips
together to the night bazaar or the visit to a local temple or

a walk through Chiang Mai University campus, and also
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the meals taken in common but always with different
companions as all the participants mingled and learned

more about women in cultures different from their own.

What impressed me most dvring the seminar?

I was first impressed by Elizabeth Dominguez’s woman-
oriented theological discussion, in which she cited feminine
images of God such as the striking passage in Deuteronomy
where God is depicted as a mother eagle who drops her
young into mid-air while teaching them to fly, but swiftly
moves under them to catch them as they fall. The
risk/challenge and protection /support provided by God as
a mother image is further seen in the nurturing image of
God holding an infant in “the” everlasting arms as the
original Hebrew text tells us rather than “His” arms in
modern renditions.

I was impressed by the five-to-ten-year old history of
women'’s studies in some Asian women’s universities and
by the community-based women’s studies practiced in a
majority of the colleges with active women’s studies
programs which respond to the problems of women in Asia.
These universities are not “remaining on the fringes of
social change,” but involving themselves directly in
empowering women to act positively in social change in
their own cultures. I was impressed by the textbooks that
have been written at some universities, and by the
exchanges and communication that work among Asian
women’s colleges. I was impressed by the community
activities, such as adopting a village or working with
women in rural development or with the urban poor and
prostitutes that many of these Christian women'’s studies
programs undertake. I was impressed by the involvement
of students in women’s studies within and without the
university, especially in the “part work and part study”
type of programs we heard about that exist in China or
India. I was impressed at the refusal of “curriculum as
control” of students in women'’s studies programs and the
use of strategies such as learning contracts with the
students in which a student defines her own goals in the
course and is responsible for meeting them. My own
personal strategy, that of creating forums through which
women are empowered to use their own voice, was one I
was impressed to find very common among women's

studies programs in Asia and one I hope will be used as a

model in developing methods in Japan.

What did I learn from the Seminar?

I learned that Japan has a unique situation in Asia and is
challenged to develop not only an Asian women’s perspec-
tive that includes an understanding of Asian women in all
cultures but at the same time a Japanese women's perspec-
tive on women’s studies. I learned that because the study of
women (as objects) is not women’s studies (i.e., studying
women as subjects), many Asian women's studies programs
use the actual experiences of women in the non-academic
world as material for classroom teaching, making their
women’s studies programs relevant to the society in which
their students live. I learned that consciousness raising in
Asia springs in part from the Chinese “speak bitterness”
campaigns and not entirely from Western influences, and
that Asian women’s studies has been nourished by
Western models but also has grown from very strong
native roots. Women's Studies in Asia is not “another form
of cultural imperialism” and is responding to the need for
empirical data from Asian cultures to dispel popular
mistaken ideas about women in these cultures as well as to
work with women as they emerge in the mainstream of
their changing societies. I learned about two important
pioneering Asian women’s studies efforts -- that of
Manushi magazine in India and of the mainland Chinese
women'’s mutual support and study in recent years as well
as throughout their history. I learned an enormous amount
of detail about women’s studies programs, case studies,
research projects and curricula development. These mate-
rials are all available in the Women’s Studies Institute of
Kobe College and would make valuable reading for anyone
searching as I was when I went to the Seminar for the

meaning and reality of Asian Women’s Studies.
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