
ARTS1210 Concepts of Asia 
 Reading response week 2 13/6  

o before tutorial (500-600 words to set questions) 
 Reading response week 4 27/6  

o before tutorial (500-600 words to set questions) 
 Historical site presentation week 8-10 tutorials 

o Historical site in Asia 
o 3 mins – what site commemorates, what elements about site’s history is forgotten in the 

national memory 
o One-page bibliography of sources 
o Refer to lecture 

 Class test 8/8 11am 
o 2 hours based on lectures and tutorials 

 Major essay 12/7 5pm 
o Bibliography, abstract, final essay 
o 2000 words 
o Choose from list of questions and bibliographies  

1.1 Religion and Civilisation of South Asia including caste in India 
South Asia: India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Nepal, Bhutan, Sri Lanka 

Hinduism 
 Indus River Valley, Mohenjo Daro and Harappa 2500-1600BC 
 Vedas (1500-1000BC) 
 God called Indra who was king of the gods, Agni, god of Fire and Varuna who punished evil doers and 

preserved the moral order 
 Sacrifice was the key  
 Has a caste system based on the myth of Purusha the sacrificial man  

Castes (varnas) 
 Brahmins – priests 
 Kshatriyas – warriors 
 Vaishyas – merchants 
 Sudras – farmers 
 Untouchables 

Concepts  
 Dharma duty 
 Karma – deeds 
 Reincarnation – the doctrine of transmigration 
 Salvation was moksha – release from the cycle of rebirth 

Hinduism later developed into the Bhakti movement – devotion was also one way to attain salvation 

Gods 
 Brahman 
 Vishnu – preserver 
 Shiva or Siva – creator/Destroyer  



Epics 
 Mahabharata – story of two families – Pandawas and Koranas 
 Bhagavad Gita – Song of the Lord 
 Arjuna and Krishna – a reincarnation of Vishnu 
 Ramayana – Rama and Sita 

Buddhism 
Theravada Buddhism – founded by Siddharta Gotama – died 486-473BC 

Four Noble Truths: 

 The world is full of suffering 
 Suffering is caused by Human desire 
 The renunciation of desire is the path to salvation 
 Salvation may be achieved by following the noble 8 fold path: right views, right speech, right 

conduct, right livelihood, right effort, right recollection or mindfulness, right 
meditation/concentration, right resolve 

Salvation was Nirvana/extinction, dhamma referred to the body of Buddhist teachings Theravada Buddhism 
and Mahayana Buddhism 

Contemporary religion and National Identity 
Religion defines including caste legitimises Hindu nationalism seen in political parties such as Vishwa Hindu 
Parishad (VHP) and Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) (Indian People’s Party) founded in 1980. The major agenda 
of both parties is a general call for the promotion of Hindu culture as the national culture of India, equating 
Hindu identity (Hindutva) with national identity. City of Ayodhya seen by religious minded Hindus as the 
‘birthplace’ of the god Rama demolished by Hindu mobs in December 1992 allegedly under the guidance of 
VHP and BJP. The destruction of the mosque there was followed by widespread killing of Muslims and 
Muslims then bombed public buildings in Mumbai/Bombay. BJP and VHP transformed the personality of 
Rama, emphasising his role as warrior instead of the more traditional beatific image of moral exemplar. 

The BJP, in alliance with several other parties, was in power from 1998 to 2004, with Atal Bihari Vajpayee as 
the Prime Minister and Lal Krishna Advani as his deputy. In 2014 the BJP won 282 seats in the 543-seat 
lower house, and with its allies, won close to 60% of the seats and more than 35% of the vote. 

Religion also defines the feminine and the masculine – ideal characters and also the way society is 
structured you see the caste  system and resistance against it organised by purity and pollution.  

Caste in India 
In Sanskrit, the term ‘varna’ means ‘colour’ and refers to the textual division of persons into four categories: 
Brahman, Ksatriya, Vaisya and Sudra. Jati: a pan-Indian term meaning birth group or genus is the common 
term for what we think of as caste. A person inherits jati from their parents. And there are thousands of 
jatis. The first three upper ones are called the forward castes – they are twice-born and wear the sacred 
thread and allowed to undergo an initiation. 

Does caste determine occupation? There are thousands of jatis but a mere 18 recognised service castes: 
washerman/washerwoman or dhobi, barber, potter, goldsmith, metalsmith, stonecutter, blacksmith, 
carpenter, oil presser, salt merchant, betel-leaf vendor, village guardian, garland maker, drummer, cowherd, 
sacrifice to the goddess, hunter and tailor. So most castes are not linked to occupation. They can choose not 
to do the occupation but the family will lose its hereditary rights which will be assigned to a different family. 
But a lot of work is not tied to caste. There is no lawyer, or mechanic or farmer caste. Anyone can be a 



teacher, Internet technology specialist (IT), lawyer, banker, factory worker, doctor, mechanic, or business 
owner. 

Hindu religion associates caste with the connection of purity and pollution. The more your occupation deals 
with polluting substances the lower you are in the hierarchy. 

Untouchability, the Dalits 
There is one category that is outside the system. They are the outcastes: Untouchables. The Hindu word is 
achoot. The British called them Scheduled castes. Mahatma Gandhi called them Harijan or ‘Children of God’ 
but the Untouchables themselves find that term patronising and no longer use it today. The appropriate 
term is ‘dalit’ which means ‘oppressed’. 

Dalits are 16.2% of India’s population, 167 million people. 

Traditionally they performed the jobs considered polluting: such as sweeping excrement or night soil, 
cleaning toilets, tanning leather, or dealing with corpses, or washing clothes. Traditionally it is believed that 
if you touch them you too will be polluted and even the shadow of an untouchable was considered 
polluting. 

They were excluded from temples, wells and were segregated in schools (if at all allowed in). they had to 
wear a bell to announce their presence so that everyone can leave the room when they come. 

Dalit Activism 
Dr. Ambedkar an Untouchable who gets a scholarship and then gets a Phd in Political Science from Columbia 
University in 1927 plus advanced degrees in Economics and law at the London School of Economics. He 
qualifies as a lawyer in London. He returns to India in the 1920s and becomes a social reformer. Disagrees 
with Gandhi. He calls for the abolition of caste (Gandhi does not want to remove caste). He also converts to 
Buddhism. (But remember even if one converts to another religion, the village still considers you an 
untouchable). 

In 1932 Untouchables were given separate voting status but Gandhi did a fast unto death and so there was a 
compromise. The Pune Pact of 1932 resolved to end discrimination against Untouchables in the use of 
public wells, schools, and roads and advanced the cause of temple entry. 

Affirmative Action for Untouchables 
Untouchables received the right to have reserved seats for Untouchable candidates in parliament, in 
political and legal bodies. There is affirmative action or a reservation system. 27% of reserved seats in 
parliament. Reserved places in higher education and 27% quota of all government jobs. They are now rising 
levels of education among dalits (so the affirmative action seems to be working). But approximately 35% of 
them live below the poverty line and they have shorter life spans. Mrs. Mayawati a prominent dalit 
politician. 

But now there is movement by those in the lower castes (just above the Untouchables) asking to downgrade 
their caste ranking in order to qualify for the benefits accorded to lower categories. The Gujjar community 
(farmers and shepherds) want to have its caste status official downgraded to the bottom of the caste ladder. 
This would allow them to qualify for greater benefits under India’s affirmative action program along with the 
Dalits and tribal communities. 

1.2 Religion and Civilisation of Southeast Asia 
Southeast Asia: Indonesia, Philippines, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, 
Burma/Myanmar, East Timor, Brunei 



Religious traditions spread from South Asia to Southeast Asia and are important in the Classical period of 
SEA. Angkor in Cambodia, Pagan in Burma, Sri Vijaya and Madjapahit in Indonesia/Malaysia/southern 
Philippines 

Great religious traditions: Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam 

Hinduism and Theravada Buddhism Spread to Southeast Asia 1-7th century 
Traditional SEA religion is animist or belief in the spirit world Hinduism and Buddhism spread through via the 
trade route with South Asia in the trade between South Asia and China. SEA kings sponsored brahmins and 
found the religious concepts beneficial in legitimising concepts of kingship. 

Classical Southeast Asia (7th-14th centuries) 
Ancient empires of Angkor, Pagan, Sri-Vijaya and Madjapahit  

Southeast Asian Kings use Hindu-Buddhist religion to legitimize their rule. 

The presented themselves as deva-raja or ‘king of the gods’ 

Angkor: Jayavarman II performs a ceremony that marks the founding of the Angkor kingdom (he receives a 
miraculous linga, the symbol of the creative powers of Shiva/Siva). He is venerated as “king of the gods” 
(devaraja). When the king dies his essence fuses with the linga and brings it to life. 

The king has a close connection with the snake goddess. The order of the kingdom (and its prosperity) is the 
barometer for the king’s ethical behaviour and legitimacy and disorder meant he was no the legitimate 
ruler. 

In Theravada Buddhist countries the King is an embryo Buddha or a Buddha to be. Or Kings were associated 
with the Hindu God Shiva 

Zhou Daguan’s Account of Angkor 

Thai and Burmese versions of Thervada Buddhism 
preoccupation with gaining merit (bun) or good karma. This can be achieved by feeding the monks (who are 
a field of merit) and/or becoming a monk (though only men can become monks and women gain merit if 
their son becomes a monk). 

The King has a close relationship with the Buddhist sangha. He is responsible for the purity of the sangha 
and is the patron of Buddhism. The Temple of the Emerald Buddha in Thailand is next to the Royal Palace. 

Islam 
Middle East (Saudi Arabia) 

Mohammed born circa 570 CE. A trader from the Quaraish leading tribe. Mecca. Koran (revelations from 
Allah to Mohammed the prophet) 

Hadith: the tradition of Mohammed written down by his followers after he died. 

Muslims have five duties 

1. Acceptance of the basic rule: There is no God but Allah 
2. Prayer 5 times a day, Friday prayer at the mosque (ulama—scholars and interpreters of the Koran) 
3. almsgiving, charity and care of the poor 
4. fasting during the month of the Ramadan 
5. a pilgrimage to Mecca once in a lifetime if you can afford it (the haj) 

Umma: community of believers 



Shari’a =Koran + Hadith 

Sunni and Shia (split in 7th century) 

Sufi, mysticism 

Coming of Islam to SEA: 14th century via Gujarat in India (the trade routes plus the missionary zeal of the Sufi 
mystics in Indonesia). When Malacca converts to Islam the port states convert as well. There is a close 
connection between the trade routes, port cities and the spread of Islam. 

Malaysia, Indonesia and Southern Philippines 

Sultanates formed 

Contemporary Religion and National Identity 
To be Thai is to be Buddhist  

Thai nationalism is connected to the monarchy and the Buddhist religion. 

The Thai King is an Embryo-Buddha 

To be Malay is to be Muslim (this is enshrined in their constitution) 

2 The Ramayana 
Rama, prince of Ayodhya, won the hand of the beautiful princess Sita, but was exiled with her and his 
brother Laksmana for 14 years through the plotting of his stepmother. In the forest Ravana succeeds in 
abducting Sita and takes her to Lanka, and Rama gathered an army of monkeys and bears to search for her. 
The allies attacked Lanka, killed Ravana and rescued Sita. In order to prove her chastity, Sita entered fire, but 
was vindicated by the gods and restored to her husband. After the couple’s triumphant return to Ayodhya, 
Rama’s righteous rule inaugurated a golden age for all humanity. 

Characters of the story 
Rama is the hero of the Ramayana epic, an incarnation of the God Vishnu (7th reincarnation). The eldest and 
favourite son of Dasaratha, King of Ayodhya, he is a virtuous prince and is much loved by the people. He is 
exiled from Ayodhya due to the plotting of his stepmother, Kaikeyi. 
 
Sita is Rama's wife and daughter of King Janaka of Mithila. Sita is the epitome of womanly purity and virtue. 
 
Laksmana is Rama's younger brother. Completely loyal to Rama, he chooses to go with Rama and Sita when 
they are exiled from Ayodhya. 
 
Ravana is the king of Lanka and has 10 heads and 20 arms. He received a boon from the God Brahma that he 
cannot be killed by gods, demons or by spirits, after performing a severe penance for 10,000 years. After 
receiving his reward from Brahma, Ravana began to lay waste to the earth and disturbed the deeds of the 
good Hindu sages. Vishnu incarnates as the human Rama to defeat him, assisted by an army of monkeys and 
bears, thus circumventing the boon given by Brahma. 
 
Dasaratha is the King of Ayodhya, Rama's father. 
 
Kausalya is Rama's mother, Dasaratha's chief wife. 
 
Kaikeyi is Dasaratha's wife and Rama's stepmother. She demands that Rama be banished to the forest and 
that her son Bharata be awarded the kingdom instead. 
 



Bharata is the second son of Dasaratha. When he learns that his mother Kaikeyi had forced Rama into exile, 
causing Dasaratha to die broken hearted, he storms out of the palace and goes in search of Rama. When 
Rama refuses to return from his exile to assume the throne, Bharata obtains Rama's sandals and places 
them on the throne as a gesture that Rama is the true king. 
 
Sumitra is Dasharatha's wife and mother of the twins Lakshmana and Satrughna. 

Hanuman is the wise and resourceful monkey who helps Rama in his quest to defeat Ravana and rescue Sita. 
 
Sugriva is the ruler of the monkey kingdom. His throne was taken by his brother Bali, but Rama helps him to 
defeat the usurper in return for his assistance in finding Sita. 
 
Rama and Sita are ideal characters in India 
Rama is the Ideal King, and Sita is not just an ideal wife but also a powerful goddess and can’t be annihilated 
as she can’t be killed though she throws herself into the fire or undergoes the ordeal of fire. 

You need to see their qualities as representing the ideal male and female in Indian society but Ravana as the 
villain represents the characteristics that the culture frowns upon. 

In Southeast Asia 
Reamker (the glory of Rama) 

Thai kings named after Rama 

Differences between India and Southeast Asia: 

Ramakien and Reamker are more about human desires, daily conflicts, jealousy, and martial tension that 
make the heroes go to war which is not understood as a divine mission (as it is in the Indian version). Sita is 
perceived more of an ideal wife with the necessary virtue of faithfulness and patience and complete 
obedience to her husband rather than as a powerful goddess who cannot be annihilated. 

Contemporary India 
Ramayan Television Series run in 1987-1987, another one in 2005. During the broadcast the Ram 
Janmabhumi (Birthplace of Ram) movement, which aimed to demolish a mosque, Babri Masjid (Babur’s 
mosque) in Ayodhya and build a Ram temple in its place grew in importance. 

The Bharatiya Janata Party or BJP had as it symbol the god-king Ram and in one of it processions people 
dressed up like the television version of Ram and Lakshman with bows. Television epic today used as models 
for Hindu militancy. 

2T Popular Religion in Vietnam 
Gertrud Huwelmeier, “Cell Phones for the Spirits: Ancestor Worship and Ritual Economies in Vietnam and 
its Diasporas”, Material Religion, 12: 3, 2016, pp. 294- 321. 
 
Journal Questions: What does the popularity of burning paper effigies of consumer goods reveal about 
religion in Vietnam and in the Vietnamese diaspora? What does it convey about the beliefs in the spirit 
world and the afterlife? What does the choice of paper offerings reveal about the values of contemporary 
life? (500-600 words) 

3.1 Gender: Men 
masculinities are constructed and change over time and are culture specific 



Chinese masculinity 
wen-wu (scholar-warrior) (From Kam Louie, Theorising Chinese Masculinity, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002). 
 
Confucian influences (wen –the scholar and yi righteousness) 
 
Guan Yu (warrior) in Romance of the Three Kingdoms 
 
Liu Bei Romance of the Three Kingdoms (representative of the sage Confucius) 
 
Mao Zedong time destruction of Confucius (1949-late 1960s period). But later Mao wanted to be 
remembered as a teacher. In the 1980s Confucius is reinvented as an entrepreneur. 
 
Wen-wu, those who pass exams, martial arts, women are incidental and are a temptation. All men are 
brothers is the ideal. Talk about loyalty to the brotherhood and therefore love between brothers is the 
highest ideal and they all die together. Women and heterosexual sex are but a distraction. 
 
Exporting Chinese masculinity to the West: Bruce Lee, Jackie Chan and Chow Yun Fat. (But both Bruce Lee 
and Jackie Chan only succeed in being wu and not wen). Crouching Tiger Hidden Dragon is a Westernized 
version. These examples show how Chinese masculinity is changing Western notions of masculinity and it 
itself is transformed by Western masculinity. 
 
Kam Louie, Chinese Masculinities in a Globalizing World, (Routledge, 2015). 
New forms of communication had an impact on gender and sexual ideologies. The restructured ideal still 
exhibits essential features of wen-wu, but is more mindful of women and has become more ‘feminine’. 
Entrepreneurs hanker after luxurious lifestyles are akin to the metrosexuals defined as largely constituting 
urban males who spend a lot of time and money cultivating their appearance. The Chinese metrosexual is 
different from the Western metrosexual man. Instead there is the notion of the beautiful man, the Otomen 
or ‘girlie men’. Someone accomplished in both the pen and the sword but who hides interests like 
cooking, sewing, eating cake…. 
 
television series If You Are the One?. Here 24 women interview a man to see if they want to date him. Kam 
Louie discusses this in the above book but have a think about the way demographics have altered 
masculinities—that is; a repercussion of the one child policy is that now there are too many men and not 
enough brides so alters the balance of power among the sexes in terms of marriageability. 
 
Japanese Masculinity 
From the warrior to the Salaryman. In the 19th century it was the samurai and in the mid- 20th century it was 
the World War II soldier. Representations show the use of uniforms, Westernization, Japanese men as white 
western men with military virtues that had superior spiritual energy that distinguished them from their 
sometimes materially stronger adversaries. Masculinity also meant men’s power over women. Example: The 
‘comfort women’. Brothels and battlefields were sites for the production of gender. Japanese masculinity 
linked strongly to physicality. The “last Samurai” Mishima Yukio (1925-70) criticized the materialistic nature 
of post-war Japan were education and cultural attainment were emphasized over martial valor. He wanted 
both bun and bu (wen wu). He cried Tenno Heika Banzai! (long live the Emperor!) committed ritual suicide 
(seppuku) and had a private army Tatenokai (Shield Society) 
 
Since the 1970s we have a transformation of masculinities into The Salaryman (salariiman) sometimes 
referred to in the scholarship as Creating Corporate Warriors. The man in a dark suit, in a white-collar job, 
who is a workaholic and rides the bullet train to work and is not wearing anything flashy and carries a 
briefcase and a newspaper. A husband, father and provider. A model worker, loyal, diligent but also has high 
social status because he can purchase the modern conveniences and new house and material goods 



that signify economic wealth. Decline of the salaryman as the dominant masculine ideal happens with the 
decline of the Japanese economy. Still the corporate hostess culture persists. The salaryman has been 
replaced by Otomen (see above). 
 
Southeast Asian men 
The provider or breadwinner, the patron, the ‘big man’ who can dispense favors, jobs and money to his 
followers. The politician, the man with ‘spiritual potency’. Virility and power are linked: President Ferdinand 
Marcos, President Joesph Estrada of the Philippines had many mistresses as well as President Sukarno of 
Indonesia. The man with many girlfriends and many mistresses—the virile man—is the ideal. They do not do 
domestic work or provide child care. Men are breadwinners but women have the purse strings, the view is 
that if men have money they will spend it on women and gambling. 
 
India 
Men as householders or as ascetics (Think Mahatma Gandhi) 
 
Third Sex or the Hijras 
Hijra (defined as phenotypic men who wear female clothing and ideally, renounce sexual desire and practice 
by undergoing a sacrificial emasculation---that is an excision of the penis and testicles in dedication to the 
Goddess Bedhraj Mata. They are believed to be endowed with the power to confer fertility on newlyweds or 
new born children. Gayathri Reddy’s study focuses on Hyderabad. They believe they have izzat or honour or 
respect. So their identity is also religious as they identify themselves as good Muslims. Hijra refer to their 
identities as kotis (more like women) and wear saris and enact a ‘feminine’ performance. They are 
stigmatized although they can give blessings. 
 
Third sex: the bissu in Sulawesi Indonesia. These are considered beings who have both the masculine and 
the feminine who are believed to be close to the divine and can communicate with the spirit world. 
 
Changes due to migration and globalisation 
Middle Class men in contemporary India: the position of the lean, muscular body and urban change (Michael 
Baas talks about middle class men going to the gym. The value of a muscular body and the increased 
interest in men’s health among the middle classes). 
 
Asian masculinities change in diaspora: In the 1920s-1930s, USA, the demographic of 20 men to one woman 
and anti-miscegenation laws increased the power of Filipinas there who could change husbands and have 
lovers; a feat that Filipinas in the Philippines could not do. 
 
Masculinities there are the men as athlete (pugilist or boxer), men as hardworking labourers, the well-
dressed dandy who looked like a Hollywood star, but not men with mistresses. 
 
Non-heteronormative genders. Being gay is different from the West. Men who are call boys and who sell sex 
to men may not consider themselves to be gay or bisexual but see themselves as men who just happen to 
have sex with men for a living. There are gay men of course—men who have sex with men--. And there are 
transgendered men as well. It is also interesting that transgendered men—in Southeast Asia bakla 
(Philippines), waria (Indonesia), can also think of themselves as women not necessarily see themselves as 
gay. 
 
Due to the movements for LGBTI rights (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transexual, intersex), Asians have also 
embraced the term gay although it does not necessarily adopt the same meaning as that in the west as the 
above example illustrates. The marriage imperative prevents men and women from being away from the 
heteronormative ideal. So, men who may identify as gay enter a heterosexual marriage and appear to be 
heterosexual but also keep a secret life with a male lover. This is because Asian societies expect their men 



and women to marry as a rite of passage to adulthood. The failure to do so means they fail their gender 
ideals and bring shame to the family—so these ‘kinships of shame’ are the reasons why families pressure 
their children to conform. Men and women must marry—this is the bottom line – or else they are told that 
they bring shame to their parents. So according to Tom Boellstorf (The Gay Archipelago: Sexuality and 
Nation in Indonesia, (Princeton University Press, 2005), these men live double lives—married heterosexually 
keep a lover. Homosexuality is illegal in Singapore and Malaysia. 

3.2 Gender: Women 
 kingship and the family 
 patrilineal vs bilateral kingship 

the feminine 
This is constructed by many agents—society, official discourses (the government or the state), media, 
religion, authoritarian states Concepts of Power (power is held by the kinship group, power as spiritual 
potency, power that comes from merit or moral power) 
 
China: women are ‘bearers of sons’, India and Southeast Asia ‘wife and mother’ and dutiful daughters, Japan 
‘good wife, wise mother’. In Japan the “Magical Girl” syndrome (see Anime) is for teenage girls who are 
imagined to be autonomous until they mature and marry. 
 
China: constructions of woman connected to dowry. Impact of Confucianism (women must follow three 
obedience’s, (father, husband, son), footbinding (women in the domestic sphere). 
 
India: dowry, wife and mother, residence with husband 

Southeast Asia 
wife and mother, (best thing to happen to a woman is to get married and be a mother, mother more 
important).The marriage imperative requires that women must marry to achieve adult status and must 
marry heterosexually or bring shame to their families. Those who do not marry heterosexually are labelled 
failures. Bilateral kinship so wives family as important (compared to China and India). Women hold the purse 
strings, but lose spiritual potency*. Women dominate trade (the marketplace but must do domestic work 
and raise children). Religion and religious education (are seen to be moral guardians), women are not heads 
of households 
 
women and sexuality 
(are supposed to be objects of desire but not supposed to perform desire). That is a woman’s right to 
sexuality was not sanctioned and the suppression of sexuality was an intrinsic part of the cultural 
construction of being female. Women must be beautiful enough for a man to be attractive to her so that she 
can marry. Because the marriage imperative means they must marry and they must be a virgin before 
marriage— families police their women’s sexuality. Maidens are subject to the constant moral surveillance 
of the kinship group. Women must be attached to men (see below). 
 
Autonomous women are seen to be dangerous or as divorces are represented—as promiscuous because 
they are independent of men. So what about prostitution in Thailand and the Philippines (interpreted as 
doing it to support the family) –dutiful daughters. There is discrimination against single women (since they 
did not become wives and mothers and therefore did not fulfil their gender purpose), and divorcees in 
Indonesia (since they are not attached to men.. note there is no divorce in the Philippines). Divorcees are 
imagined to be highly sexualised (reading for tutorials) because they are not virgins and are not attached to 
males or are under male surveillance. 



Non-heteronormative genders 
Since women are not supposed to experience sexual desire, the concept of lesbianism is unfathomable. 
Toms and Dees in Thailand: A Tom (short for tomboy) is a woman who dresses like a man. Their female 
partners are called Dees. But Dees do not identify as lesbian. Dee’s identify as heterosexual women not a 
different gender. In the day to day relationships they do domestic chores as heterosexual women are 
expected to do. So Western concepts of lesbianism for example, do not apply to the Southeast Asian 
context. 
 
Women and power 
Power held by the kinship group and women access power through links with male politicians as wives, 
mothers, sisters, daughters and mistresses. Women are the support system of the kinship group (sing and 
dance at elections) Women and unofficial power (have a lot of power but it is seen as an illegitimate source 
but it is nevertheless real power). Women are seen to be alter egos of men and are defined according to 
their relationships with men as sisters, mothers, wives, daughters, and mistresses. 
 
Religion constructs the feminine 
Buddhism, Women lesser beings (cannot become monks) (hence the women’s movement in Thailand is for 
the ordination of women).but are moral guardians. Catholicism (religious roots of women’s oppression), 
women as martyr and prestige associated with accepting suffering and victimhood. Cultural capital given to 
the woman as martyr: dutiful daughters and self-sacrificing wives and mothers. Women as bearers and 
wearers of national tradition. 
 
Official discourses of the feminine: the authoritarian state defines the feminine 
Case Studies Vietnam and China 
The De-gendering of men and women during the Cultural Revolution, or War: Women are workers and 
soldiers like the men and are marshalled for the state agenda of modernization, industrialization or war. But 
once the war is over and the state no longer needs women in the battlefield there is a re-gendering of men 
and women when the state decides to shift policies. In Vietnam after the war (doi moi or Renovation Era) 
women are healers, and when it wants to open to foreign investment women are beauty queens again. 
China after 1976 then women associated again with the domestic scene, washing machine and vacuum 
cleaner commercials. 
 
Popular Culture Examples. 
In Bollywood movies the bad woman is in Western dress (the vamp), the good woman is in traditional dress 
(sari). In Indonesian television soaps the good woman is the subservient wife and mother not Westernized. 
This is also evidenced in deportment where the good woman has a submissive stance. 
 
Women’s movements in Asia are very robust and vibrant 
Many are indigenization movements adapting Western feminism to the various Asian contexts. For example, 
in China domestic violence is not just about wife beating but also about daughter in law abuse), daughter 
discrimination, and women’s rights in China include the right to education (in Chinese versions of Eve 
Ensler’s play Vagina Monologues). They want to dismantle the prestige attached to women as martyr’s or 
dutiful daughters sacrificing for the family. There are campaigns against prostitution and trafficking in 
women that target male desire. There are campaigns on behalf of overseas contract workers (domestic 
workers and modern slavery). There are campaigns that tackle the way religion defines the feminine—eg, 
feminist readings of the Bible (feminist theology) or feminist interpretations of the Koran and the Hadith 
(See Sisters in Islam), and campaigns for the Buddhist ordination of women (in Thailand). There are 
campaigns to attack the image of the self-sacrificing women/martyr. There still needs to be more campaigns 
that critique the marriage imperative and the stereotypes of women as beauty queens. Activism for the 
sexual rights of non-heteronormative genders is just in its early stages in Southeast Asia. After all it was only 


