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Confucius said: “Eating, having sex, human nature.” This means that our desires to nourish ourselves and develop intimate relations with others are part and parcel of being human. Yet, in Asian and Asian North American Christian cultures, we have been socialized to believe that sex is a tabooed subject, which cannot be discussed in public. During the nineteen years of PANAAWTM, this may be the first time that we discuss the relationship between religion and sexuality in an opening panel. What makes tonight’s event particularly meaningful is that we approach the topic from a multireligious perspective, as we try to discern the larger cultural patterns undergirding Asian and Asian North American women’s experiences about our bodies and sexuality.

Sex is a tabooed subject in the Asian and Asian North American churches for several reasons. First, many of these churches were established by Western missionaries, steeped in the Victorian sexual codes and the cult of female domesticity. They regarded many Asian cultural and sexual practices, such as polygamy, footbinding, concubinage, and sati, as symptomatic of the inferiority of Asian traditions. Although many Asian cultures had been more tolerant of diverse sexual expressions, these missionaries preached a much more circumscribed understanding of sexual prudence and propriety.

Second, most of the patrilineal and patriarchal traditions in Asia have a double standard concerning male and female sexual behavior. Whereas a man is allowed more freedom to express his sexual passion, a woman’s sexuality is narrowly defined by the familial context. We rarely hear Asian and Asian North American churches discussing female sexuality outside the framework of family and procreation. 

Third, many Asian and Asian American women have refrained from speaking about sexuality in public because of the hypersexual images of Asian women projected by the American media. One can easily think of the stereotypical images of Susie Wong, Miss Saigon, or Madame Butterfly. In her book Poor Banished Children of Eve, Gale Yee argues that the American dominant culture constructs these highly eroticized images of Asian women in order to cover up or resolve racist anxieties and the fear of foreigners (p. 159).

Since sex is a tabooed subject in our cultures, Asian and Asian American feminist theologians tend not to discuss the subject directly in our works. But this does not mean that we remain silent on the subject. In History of Sexuality, Michel Foucault reminds us that sex has always been discussed in the larger societal discourse of sexuality. In feminist theological discourse, female sexuality is discussed, for example, in the context of institutional sex tourism and the exploitation of women’s sexual labor. The book Casting Stone by Rita Nakashima Brock and Susan Brooks Thistlethwaite comes to mind. In the 1970s, Mary John Mananzan of the Philippines also wrote about sexual exploitation of Asian women, especially around American military bases in the Philippines and other Southeast Asian countries. When theologians speak about female sexuality, they usually highlight Asian women’s victimization and their oppression as sexual objects.

Another relatively safe way of talking about female sexuality is to discuss the meaning of virginity in more liberating images of Mary, the mother of Jesus. Chung Hyun Kyung and Virginia Fabella have tried to articulate new understandings of virginity by stressing Mary’s independence and her ability to reproduce new humanity, without the cooperation of men. Mary’s virginity signals her self-autonomy and freedom, not subjection to others. But such an emphasis precludes discussion of the sexuality of women who enter into intimate relations with men or other women.

So far, Asian and Asian North American feminists have seldom articulated women as sexual subjects and reconstructed feminist theology from such a standpoint. Many of us shy away from French feminist theory, especially the language of female desire and jouissance, for fear that our feminist theology will be considered too Western and self-serving. Today, women’s sexuality is still an under-theorized and theologized subject in Asian and Asian North American feminist theology. I have said in Introducing Asian Feminist theology:

A women’s yearning for union with others does not interfere with her longing and desire for God. Instead of being self-denying, focused on the suppression of women’s desire, women’s spirituality should be liberative and passionate, freeing women’s to be in touch with themselves and with others (p. 120). 

Asian and Asian North American feminist theology must move toward a more mature and multilayered understanding of female embodiment and sexuality. We need to break the silence around sex and reclaim the multiple ways that Asian and Asian American women have expressed our desires and longings. 

In Massachusetts where I live, we have engaged in an active debate about same-sex marriage since last November. In San Francisco, more than 4000 marriage certificates were issued to same-sex couples before the court questioned the legality of such practices. In case some of us may think that gay and lesbian struggles are found only in Western countries, let me remind us all that groups of gay men and lesbians in Japan, Korea, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Philippines, and India have been struggling for similar rights for some time. In fact, Taiwan may become the first Asian society to legalize same-sex marriage. In the Asian American community, organizations such as Gay Asian Pacific Alliance, Gay Asian Pacific Support Network, and other support groups in universities throughout the Bay Area have been pushing the ethnic community, as well as the larger society, to recognize the existence of gay men and lesbians and their contributions. 

To reclaim female embodiment and sexuality in Asian cultures and communities, we must enter into deeper dialogue with Asian cultural and religious traditions. How do women in Daoist, Buddhist, Shinto, Tantric Buddhist, and Hindu cultures express their sexuality and desire? How can we reconnect with Asian spirituality, which emphasizes the integration of mind and body? I have learned much about this integration by practicing tai chi and yoga. More importantly, how can we break the silence around HIV/AIDS that affects Asian and Asian North American communities? If silence equals death, we must have the courage to speak out.

This would mean a paradigm shift in feminist theology, which has so far focused on gender, but not on sex. In Indecent Theology, Argentinean theologian Marcella Althaus-Reid argues that feminist theology has been “too safe” and “too decent,” which means conforming to established heterosexual norms. Feminist and liberation theologians portray images of Christ and Mary that are decent and safe, and do not disrupt conventional sexual norms. She challenges us to think differently and to use sexual stories as resources for feminist liberation theology. She insists that oppressed men and women are sexual beings: they want bread, but they want pleasure too. While the church and theologians may feel more at ease with dealing with people who are poor, they are most reluctant and nervous to face the fact that the poor are also sexual beings. Woman as a sexual being is a tabooed subject to be closely hidden in the closet.

If we focus on women’s sexual liberation, that does not mean that we have become Westernized, because women’s sexuality in the Asian context cannot be separated from patriarchy, colonialism, racism, and economic exploitation in the global market. Asian and Asian North American women cannot fully claim to be sexual subjects without the transformation of the cultural and social systems. In fact, recovering the sexual pleasure of oppressed women can be a transgressive act, for it has the potential to expose both the sexual and political binary and hierarchal nature of the church and society. Asian and Asian North American feminist writers and artists have long dared to explore the forbidden subject of women’s desire and sexuality, so why do feminist theologians lag so far behind?

