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This is the fourth book on women in Asia, Mi-
na Roces and Louise Edwards have published
together over the past ten years.1 The two lea-
ding scholars have hereby made an important
contribution to excavating the 20th century
history of Asian women and women’s mo-
vements − a scholarly field that still has to
catch up and balance the domination of re-
search on Western women’s movements and
thus the prevalence of a Eurocentric perspec-
tive in global gender research. Their most re-
cent book is an interdisciplinary collection of
twelve essays, each written by a different aut-
hor and in the form of country studies from
Indonesia, the Philippines, China, Singapore,
Japan, Thailand, Vietnam, Hong Kong, Pakis-
tan, Korea, Cambodia and India covering al-
most entirely the culturally diverse Asian re-
gion. The contributions are structured as a
historical synopsis of 20th century women’s
movements and organizations. They recount
the cultural, religious, political and class con-
text which shaped those movements and were
in each case the frame for continuously shif-
ting challenges and alliances that limited or
increased both the movements’ successes and
contact with transnational feminisms.

One prime example is China where alterna-
te periods of openness and closure influenced
how strongly Chinese women’s organizations
cooperated with international ones. A period
of openness between 1920-1940 in which li-
terate urban Chinese were successful women
campaigners for suffrage and imitated British
suffragists’ actions followed a long period of
state feminism and isolation even from citi-
zens in fellow socialist nations and reluctance
against Western ‘bourgeois’ feminism (p. 55).
Another example is Pakistan, where the Isla-
mization of politics and society since the late
1970s has made it hard for women to act wit-
hin a transnational framework (p. 170).

The editors have contented themselves
maybe a bit too much with the observation
that women’s movements in Asia are rather

the product of „[. . . ] the national than the glo-
bal influences“ (p. 7). Nevertheless, the book
allows for a comparative reading and fulfils
its overarching aim to trace the transnational
elements of particular feminisms in Asia as
the subtitle of the book „feminisms and trans-
national activism“ promises to do.

It was the colonial period that initiated the
contact between Asian and ‘Western’ femi-
nists. Those relations secured in many ca-
ses a first connection to transnational campai-
gns. In Japan, in the 1920s and 1930s, Japane-
se women’s organizations forged links with
the major international women’s organizati-
ons. They were in contact with the Interna-
tional Alliance of Women (IAW) which in-
spired them to argue for suffrage back home
(p. 96), and they engaged in peace work via
the Women’s International League for Peace
and Freedom (WILPF) and also played an im-
portant role in setting up the first Pan Pacific
Women’s conference in 1928 (p. 97). In Sing-
apore connection to transnational campaigns
was strongest during colonial period when
wives of colonial administrators were active
in the Young Women’s Christian Association
(YWCA) (p. 85) and Chinese upper-class wo-
men formed women charities. When mostly
left with no other choice than to join the na-
tionalist movements during the anticolonial
struggles or as in the case of Japan to jump the
imperialist bandwagon (p. 102), women tur-
ned away from transnational agendas becau-
se they were dominated by Western feminists,
whose agendas and methods were considered
unsuitable for Asian women. Following the
pressure of male nationalists, women’s orga-
nizations in Indonesia (p. 23) and the Philip-
pines (p. 40) for example had to look for pre-
colonial, ‘indigenous’ concepts to find a gen-
der order that would represent a modernized
but post-colonial nation. In the Vietnamese ca-
se, the belief in a Vietnamese distinctiveness
that went back to a mythological femininity
standing above patriarchal Confucian Chine-
se values was continuously revived and used
as a shield against French colonizers (p. 128).
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Another phase of increased visible transna-
tional orientation was the International Deca-
de of Women from 1975-1985 and the four glo-
bal women’s conferences (1975-1995) at UN
level. As the host of 4th UN women’s world
conference in 1995 in Beijing, China started
to engage with UN women’s agencies after
a long period of political closure and Chine-
se feminists’ isolation from feminists abroad
(p. 67). In the same period, in Thailand and
the Philippines, women NGOs started to fight
for the rights of prostitutes in a transnational
framework. The feminist critique of Philippi-
ne women’s exploitation as prostitutes and
domestic workers overseas required lobby-
ing of governments abroad. Philippine wo-
men have contributed to global feminists de-
bates (p. 34) and are considered international
experts in the field of trafficking and migra-
tion. In Korea, women’s organizations have
pushed to take the Japanese government for
Korean ‘comfort women’ during World War
II into responsibility with the case being pre-
sented to international human rights NGOs.
They also formed a transnational alliance in
1992 with women from other South East Asia
countries who were victims of this specific ca-
se of sexual slavery (p. 199). Finally, Vietnam’s
first Law on Gender Equality of 2006 is pro-
duct of a filtering back of Vietnam’s participa-
tion at UN women’s conferences (p. 139).

In spite of some factual insights into the in-
volvement of Asian women’s organizations in
the transnational arena, the articles stop short
of going into a more detailed analysis of con-
crete agency of Asian women on transnatio-
nal or inner-Asian feminist platforms. It is ra-
ther the „implicit transnational dimension“2

than transnational activism itself which the
authors highlight. After all, the mere fact that
selected women in Asia have received visibili-
ty at the UN women’s conferences or that the-
re is a general discomfort with ‘Western’ fe-
minism as an alien concept does not provide
much of a new insight. An exception is Sumi
Madhok’s article about „Rights talk and the
feminist movement in India“ which assesses
the NGO-ization in the 1980s and 1990s in the
framework of development funding in Asi-
an ‘developing countries’ more critically and
points to a „universalist-style UN feminism“
that is strongly related to the production of

the ‘Third World Woman’ (pp. 231-232). Al-
so Susan Blackburn, with her article on Indo-
nesia’s feminist movement shortly mentions
the problem that it is often donors of foreign
aid decide which feminist activities they sup-
port. There has been an especially high fun-
ding for projects and organizations in Indo-
nesia that focus on reproductive health issues
for example (p. 24).

The strength of this book is that important
historical and future trends for a wide ran-
ge of Asian women’s movements are outlined
and listed in a comprehensive and broad way.
Since several themes are tackled at once and
almost the whole of Asia is covered, omissi-
ons are inevitable. The book is rather a collec-
tion of national histories which might disap-
point those readers who expect to read more
about the part Asian women played in the lar-
ger history of transnational feminist organi-
zing. This goes along the line of what Roces
points to herself in the introduction, namely
that „the specific impact of Asian feminists on
the international scene is one important area
of future research“ (p. 16). Yet, this book is a
must-read for any gender scholar who wants
to engage more with Asia and eye-opening to
those who are still caught up in a single regio-
nal perspective.
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