


In September 2017 Kuala Lumpur, Malay-
sia, hosted the 9% ASEAN Para Games. The
Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN) holds this regional sports com-
petition every two or three years, after the
regional Southeast Asian Games. In Malay-
sia, 384 Myanmar athletes participated in
29 events, winning 11 gold, 15 silver and 17
bronze medals. This was a major success for
disabled athletes in a country that has little
regard and little support for them.

The athletes are part of the Myanmar
Paralympic Sports Federation, an inde-
pendent organisation, mainly supported
by the military community and the Min-
istry of Health and Sports. Many Paralym-
pic athletes are former soldiers, wounded
and disabled in battles with Ethnic Armed
Organisations (EAOs) —minority insurgent
groups — fighting the central government
for autonomy.

Some EAOs are part of the Nationwide
Ceasefire Agreement (NCA) concluded in
2015, which has ended hostilities in parts of
the country. Further negotiations to end the
conflicts continue until today, but a lasting
peace, which would require a federal politi-
cal structure acceptable to all sides, seems
far away.

According to Halo Trust, an agency
specializing in landmine clearance “[t]he
people of Myanmar have suffered the long-
est-running civil war in history. Hundreds
of thousands of people have been killed
and displaced, and a deadly legacy of land-
mines stops farmers from cultivating their
land and families from returning home...
[A]lpproval has not yet been granted for
humanitarian landmine clearance. In the
meantime, accidents continue to happen
and children, unaware of the dangers, are
most at risk.”!

In 2020, the Tatmadaw National Army
declared a unilateral ceasefire due to
Covid-19. However, the war in Northern
Rakhine between the Arakan Army and the
Tatmadaw continues even during the pan-
demic.

I “Clearing Landmines in Myanmar.” The Halo Trust.
https://www.halotrust.org/where-we-work/south-asia/
myanmar/ Retrieved on 4 July 2020.
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Sithu Htet: “'I had many girlfriends because they like athletic types like me. But they all eventu-

ally left me. My dream is to open a phone service shop.”

Athletes train and have fun together.

Sithu Htet: “'I come from a village in the Delta area. When I was a child, my friends called me
‘monkey’. I was angry and told them I would come back when I was successful.”




We are the Champions

"I was able to come back [to the training facility] because my parents
can pay USD 10 a month. They do random jobs at Thanlyin Township.”
(Sithu Htet, 22, competing in the “'Track and Field” category that
includes running, jumping, and throwing.)




We are the Champions

“"The Malaysia games were the first competition I entered. I wore a glove which I had
bought for 50 cents. I was ashamed when fellow athletes looked at me. Now, after
learning from YouTube, I can make my own gloves.”
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etball team performing a group ritual before training. “*‘Nobody welcomed us when we came back with medals from international Para Games, but Lin the future]
I expecting even more medals than in the previous games.” After the 2017 suc in Kuala Lumput, more funds were provided to allow the athletes to train
throughout the year. They were keen to prepare for the games in the Philippines, scheduled for early 2020, but cancelled due to the Cov
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The Myanmar Paralympic Sports Federation provides a place to train and Kyaw Kyaw Win, 31, was a soldier in the Tatmadaw. He lost his right leg

all the equipment, but the athletes must pay USD 10 per month for food. when he stepped on a landmine in Kayah State twelve years ago. At three
ASEAN Para Games he won three gold, one silver and three bronze
medals in Boccia as well as Track and Field events. He also participated in
the 2016 Brazil Paralympics.

About the photographer:

Pho Thar, 22, started his career as a photojournalist in 2016. He has been working for The
Standard Time Daily since 2017. His photo documentary “We are the Champions” was nomi-
nated at the 11® Yangon Photo Festival 2019, just before he was sent to jail in April 2019.

Pho Thar is also a member of the satirical poetry troupe Peacock Generation. He and his
team performed thangyat, a traditional art form that combines spoken word poetry, comedy
and dance during the Thingyan Festival (Myanmar New Year). They wore military uniforms
and made a thangyat satire about the military. The performers were found guilty of making
fun of the military under the notorious Penal Code Section 505(a), a vaguely worded law
often thrown at journalists and activists.

After 14 months in jail, Pho Thar was released from Insein Prison, Yangon, on June 26,
2020. As the Tatmadaw officials filed defamation charges in all the townships where the per-
formance took place, five other members of the Peacock Generation were imprisoned. Su
Yadanar Myint was released on August 19 but Kay Khaing Tun, Zayar Lwin, Paing Ye Thu and
Paing Phyo Min are still in jail.

Pai Phyo Min, aka Deyay, is now serving a six-year sentence with hard labour. Amnesty
International described these convictions as “outrageous”. Nicholas Bequelin, Amnesty
International’s regional director, issued a statement: “It beggars belief that these young,
brave people are behind bars for sharing videos and photos online. Their performances are
all about aspirations for a better future.”

Text by:

Pyay Kyaw Myint and Christophe Loviny (both: Yangon Photo Festival)
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The Southeast Asian Games has been
negatively politicised since the 1950s. It
has sported a complex interplay of coloni-
alism, decolonisation, nationalism, geo-
politics, patronage and capitalism. Repur-
posing it for the well-being of individual
athletes and the regional sporting culture
is long overdue. Yet, to depoliticise sports
toward positive purpose necessitates col-
lective political action.

Introduction

The 30th Southeast Asian (SEA) Games
in the Philippines from 30 November to
11 December 2019 was the biggest sport-
ing event ever held in the region. Yet what
should have been a showcase of athletic
excellence became instead a reminder of
the recurring political pestilence that has
plagued this biennial competition since
its 1959 inauguration. Controversies over
the host country’s alleged organisational
incompetence, corruption, politicking, and
human rights violations overshadowed sto-
ries of victory, individual triumphs and team
records.’ Again, politics won over athletics.
News and images featuring incomplete
facilities and logistical mishaps abounded.
Online bickering between loyalists and crit-
ics of President Rodrigo Duterte spilled over
into public debate on the government’s
hosting performance. Elected politicians,
state officials, and politically connected
businessmen managed the Philippine SEA
Games Organising Committee, which is fac-
ing investigations for misappropriation of
the event’s USD 150 million budget, nota-
bly its lavish expenditures for the cauldron
and the grand opening and closing cer-
emonies. Then there were complaints from

activists about how the construction of a
major venue, the 50-hectare sports complex
within New Clark City, was used by the gov-
ernment and private investors to accelerate
the forced displacement of some 500 indig-
enous Aeta families.

The politicisation of sports (i.e., the
struggle for the allocation of power and
resources between competing interest
groups in the sporting community) is not
exclusive to the SEA Games. This phenom-
enon is more pronounced in commercial-
ised sports involving the exchange of big
money sourced from states, corporations,
and individual capitalists, like the Olympics,
continental games, and many professional
leagues. But its prevalence is not an excuse
to normalise the commodification of the
bodies and lives of athletes, or to continue
tolerating corrupt practices of organisers
from the public and private sectors.

Since its foundation, the norms and
conduct of the SEA Games have been gov-
erned by political, security, economic and
business considerations, rather than inter-
cultural aspirations between neighbouring
countries. After being held 30 times, the SEA
Games is still in search of meaning and pur-
pose.

Colonial sports

Sport is both an individual and social
endeavour. Individually, sport is the quest
to realise the maximum potential of the
human will, mind and body. Socially, sport
entails complex relationships between play-
ers of a game, concerned institutions and
other stakeholders within the body politic.
The history of the SEA Games is very much



a story of political power relations, rather
than of memorable athletic achievements.

Sports politics, or the political capture
of sports, in Southeast Asia has several
dimensions. From a historical perspective,
the evolution of sports in the region has dis-
played distinctive features of colonialism,
decolonisation, geopolitics, nationalism,
patronage and capitalism.

First, “Western” sports were introduced
by European and American colonisers in
Southeast Asia from the 16th century until
the 1940s. Through mediation by local elites,
imperial sports became tools to instil disci-
pline and loyalty in the colonial subjects,
aside from their entertainment value for
the ruler and the ruled.? In the early 20th
century, the US agenda in Asia, via its Phil-
ippine colony, incorporated amateur sports
into the “modernisation” doctrine, which
problematised the “backwardness” of Asian
societies, politics, economies and cultures.
From 1911 to 1913, the American branch of
the Young Men’s Christian Association cre-
ated the Far Eastern Championship Games
and the Far Eastern Athletic Association,
which reorganised into the Asiad and the
Asian Games Federation after World War
II. Colonialism constituted a “mass-based
sportive citizenship training” with a certain

“bio-political” aim to resolve “civilizational
deficits of East Asian concepts of masculin-
ity” through sports “as a healthy, rational,
and scientific form of recreation” that could
stop Asian vices of “promiscuity, gambling,
cock-fighting, and boozing.”® Colonial
sports promoted international games and
physical education as a significant part of
the “Western civilizing mission” to transi-
tion Asia into modernity, democracy, capi-
talism and “muscular Christianity.”*

Geo-politics

From the 1940s through the 1960s, newly
independent Asian countries adopted
sport programmes as part of their respec-
tive national identity-formation and nation-
building processes. Discourse on sports
“decolonisation” included concepts such
as Pan-Asianism, Asiatisation, and anti-
colonialism in the organisation of regional
games. Among Asia’s political elites, these
ideas were interpreted differently as either
new patterns of “dependent relationships”
between former colonies and colonisers,
or as articulations of a “variety of national-
isms,” based upon ethnicity, state or anti-
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imperialism.

Secondly, the politicised nature of the
SEA Games started with its precursor, the
Southeast Asian Peninsular (SEAP) Games,
established under the leadership of the
Olympic Council of Thailand in 1958 dur-
ing the Third Asiad in Tokyo. Though sports
have served as a symbol of amity in the
regionalism of contemporary Southeast
Asia, itwas an interesting mixture of national
interests and friend/enemy distinctions
in geopolitics that initially defined SEAP’s
exclusivist membership. The decision of
Thailand—as the pioneering host nation
and overall administrator of the 1959 SEAP
Games—to make the inaugural spectacle
exclusive to its non-communist neighbours
(i.e. Burma, Laos, Malaya, Singapore, and
South Vietnam) and reject the participation
of the more competitive sporting countries
(i.e. Indonesia and the Philippines) “had the
goal of containing [North] Vietnamese com-
munism” and “undoubtedly favoured Thai-
land’s athletes” — thus reflecting a “mode of
Thai-centric, anticommunist regionalism
encompassing mainland Southeast Asia.”®
Only in 2003 did all the peninsular and
insular countries comprising Association of
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) become
participants in the SEA Games, namely:
Brunei, Cambodia, East Timor, Indonesia,
Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines,
Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam.

Pursuit of national interest has been
a persistent characteristic of ASEAN’s
regional sporting culture. Instead of fierce
competition between nations as in the
Olympics, the distinct norms of toler-
ant reciprocity and cooperative exchange
among participating states delineate the
SEA Games. For example, the host country
is given the privilege of selecting a list of
events that play to its advantage and allow it
to top the medal standings. This pragmatic
approach is aimed at securing funds for the
event, which are mostly appropriated from
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the host government’s national budget, to
sustain the SEA Games.

Patronage and Clientelism

Thirdly, the politics of patronage and clien-
telism is a permanent fixture in the history
of sports in Southeast Asia. Business and
political elites act as patrons to their clients
among athletes, fans, consumers and vot-
ers. Their influential involvement in sports
is present through various means: from
owning teams and clubs, and having spon-
sorship deals, in commercial sports (e.g., in
the old Philippine Basketball Association
and the new Malaysian Football League),
to organising and bankrolling local tourna-
ments and matches in vote-rich grassroots
communities, especially during an election
season. It is also often the case in the region
that national teams and athletes thrive on
monetary contributions from wealthy pri-
vate and corporate benefactors, not neces-
sarily on government funding.

Sport is woven into the fabric of soci-
ety. It serves specific functions to differ-
ent groups of people, though unequally
in terms of class relations. For instance,
some of the favourite spectator sports in
Asia - like football, basketball, boxing and
horseracing - signify the pursuit of personal
ambition for athletes, a regular day job for
staff, or simple leisure for ordinary fans. On
the contrary, these games serve as pastimes,
gambling opportunities, entrepreneurial
ventures, tax credit strategies, or public rela-
tions occasions for sections of Asia’s elite.

Sports are also a battleground of oppos-
ing tendencies in society. There have been
historical moments when spectator sports
and celebrity athletes have exhibited politi-
cal resistance, notably the refusal of the leg-
endary boxer Mohammad Ali to serve in the
US military during the Vietnam War, the No
Room For Racism campaign in European

football leagues, and the recent support to
the Black Lives Matter movement in the
National Basketball Association. However,
in Southeast Asia, sports are less likely to
provide a platform for opposition politics
than for powerful social forces to exercise
their patronage and clientelism.

Sports Capitalism

Alongside nationalism and patronage, the
logic of sports capitalism is shaping the
sporting culture in Southeast Asia’s emerg-
ing economies. Sports capitalism enables
unequal social relations whereby sports
generate profits for some while exploiting
others through alienation, commodification
and dispossession. The political economy of
sports capitalism has multiple aspects and
contradictory manifestations, which have
critical implications for the future of the SEA
Games and the evolving sports structure:

1. Liberalist Individualism. Sports capi-
talism exemplifies liberalist individualism

— the ethos in which individuality, competi-
tiveness and personal excellence against all
institutionalised odds are celebrated. In the
hegemonic US-style capitalism, in which
social inequalities are peddled as a natural
order, sports is promoted as a special sphere
where even the poor, black descendants of
slaves are qualified to compete in pursuit of
greatness, despite lacking inherited prop-
erty from rich parents, or the institutional
advantages of white privilege, simply by
having individual determination, skill and
talent. The same individualistic path to suc-
cess, like the rags-to-riches story of Filipino
boxer Manny Pacquiao, is being popularised
in the highly stratified and class-divided
societies of Southeast Asia.

2. Inequalities. Under conditions of
capitalism, there are stark inequalities in
the allocation of value in sports. Though
star players of spectator sports are paid
astronomical salaries and talent fees, they
may still be considered as workers for the
owners of companies who profit from their
work, and as labourers whose incomes are
legitimately earned through their percepti-
ble hard work and professionalism. In team
sports, individual excellence is praised,
while the game is presented as a process
of teamwork. However, lower-tier workers
who significantly contribute to the sports
production process are often limited to sub-
sistence or starvation wages.

3. Alienation and Commodification.



One of the contradictions of sport as a
human and social activity is that, while it
offers uplifting narratives about human-
ity, it also has painful stories of horrendous
bodily abuse and attendant social patholo-
gies. This includes the doping of athletes, a
violent subculture of hooliganism between
fans, and the sexual objectification and
assault of promotional models. Discrimi-
nation based on gender, race, religion and
other identities is also prevalent. Human
strength, speed, creativity and elegance in
the physical art and science of sports are
commoditised to profit a few elites. Sports
capitalism turns games into hyper-compe-
tition, play into corporate business, players
into moving marketing ads, record perfor-
mance into market value, the human body
into a self-destructive machine, and ath-
letes and workers into commodities.

4. Negative Nationalism and Profit-
ability. In international games, the expres-
sion of nationalism may be healthy to the
extent that supporting a national team will
not engender extreme attitudes of jingoism,
chauvinism, or mass hysteria oriented to
winning over a perceived enemy at all cost.
However, sports capitalism suggests that
there are profitable opportunities in com-
peting nationalistic loyalties. In this sense,
sports nationalism and capitalism can have
deleterious effects on the values of civility
and sportsmanship.

5. Financialisation. Sports capitalism
is clearly manifested in the way popular
sports in the world today are sustained, con-
nected and facilitated by digital technology
in the global gambling industry. The oppor-
tunity to bet gives fans a financial stake in
the outcome of a game. Oftentimes, betting
in organised sports generates unfair behav-
iour and dishonest activities like game-fix-
ing that undermine the integrity of sports.
Moreover, sports betting and gambling are
used as channels through which transna-
tional crimes such as money laundering
and other illicit financial transactions are
carried out.

6. Labour Exploitation. Hosting interna-
tional organised sports is mainly business,
notwithstanding the host nation’s agenda
for cultural projection. The oft-repeated
economic rationale for a host country is
the opportunity to build infrastructure and
amass foreign direct investment, but it has
become evident that mega sporting events
have also left behind white elephants and
unsustainable sovereign indebtedness.
On top of the extravagant financial cost to

Politics and Sports Capitalism in the Southeast Asian Games

societies, multinational games have often
entailed poor labour conditions in the con-
struction of sports venues and facilities. The
occupational hazards of erecting innovative
architectural projects, especially stadiums
for the Olympics and FIFA World Cups, have
resulted in the death and injury of workers.5

7. Accumulation by Dispossession. The
accumulation of wealth through sports cap-
italism is usually accomplished by vested
interests through coercion or co-optation
to get the consent of the vulnerable yet
rightful owners of the commons. This was
coherently shown in 2018 when the USD 80
million Athletics Stadium of the New Clark
City Sports Complex was being constructed
as a central hub of the 30th SEA Games. It
was reported that at least 300 families were
initially evicted from their homes and soon
after, during the Games itself, some 500
families from the Aeta tribe were served
eviction notices by the government.” In
effect, the brazen land-grab and displace-
ment of the indigenous Aeta people, who
have a collective history of exclusive and
continuous possession of their ancestral
lands, was actualised in the name of “inclu-
sive, green and sustainable development” to
decongest Metropolitan Manila by building
a new “smart city.”® The indigenous people
were also deprived of their traditional liveli-
hoods and, to add insult to injury, some of
them were co-opted to work on precarious
and contractual terms doing menial jobs
such as cleaning and security to maintain
and protect this green urbanism project.
Hence, this experience in the construction
of a state-of-the-art sports complex and ath-
letic stadium signifies how modern sporting
activities entail social exclusion, and spe-
cifically, how these investments are deeply
entangled with the interests of government
officials, real estate developers, architecture
firms, and private investors in appropriat-
ing the concept of urban sustainability.
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Depoliticising Sports

After sixty years, the SEA Games needs to
face its existential crisis head-on by re-
examining its nationalistic orientation and
its current predisposition to the dehuman-
ising essence of sports capitalism. On paper,
the charter of the SEA Games Federation
asserts a commitment to the life philosophy
of “Olympism” based on the core values of
excellence, friendship and respect. In real-
ity, however, the systemic politicisation of
the SEA Games is in contrast to the Olympic
Movement’s principle of “political neutral-
ity.” Likewise, the persistence of negative
nationalism in Southeast Asia’s sports festi-
val and the vicious encroachment of inhu-
mane capitalism into the world sporting
structure are in conflict with the desirable
goal of the Olympics “to place sport at the
service of the harmonious development
of humankind, with a view to promoting a
peaceful society concerned with the preser-
vation of human dignity.”

Repurposing the SEA Games to make it
a meaningful and relevant sporting associa-
tion is long overdue. While the SEA Games
has been politicised from the very begin-
ning, its depoliticisation towards positive
change would require an intense politi-
cal act. In particular, it would necessitate
political will from decision-makers and/or
an organised political movement among
athletes, sports fans, taxpayers and active
citizens.

There is scope for redefining the mission
of the SEA Games and the purpose of sports
for the peoples of Southeast Asia. The multi-
sports events of the SEA Games should
embody a healthy mix of cooperation and
competition, teamwork and individuality,
internationalism and patriotism. ASEAN,
with the willing participation of all its mem-
ber states, can forge a unique and humanist
sports identity in its regionalisation pro-
cess, in which the SEA Games provides an
opportune space and moment to realise the
broader objectives of human flourishing,
community solidarity, democratic govern-
ance, social justice, and ecological sustain-
ability. After all, sport is a contested human
and social activity — as such, it is an arena
where political struggles against exploita-
tive, exclusionary and destructive dynam-
ics along class, racial, gender and ecological
dimensions can be advanced.

1 Ana P. Santos. 2019.“SEA Games: Medals and
controversies for the Philippines.” Al Jazeera, 11
December 2019. Retrieved from: https://www.aljazeera.
com/news/2019/12/sea-games-ends-medals-controversy-
philippines-191211050407590.html; Jodesz Gavilan.

“What do we know about SEA Games 2019’s Phisgoc?”
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phisgoc.
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Brussels: International Trade Union Confederation;
BWI. 2018.“Foul Play: FIFA's failures at the 2018
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Coming apart at the Seams

Coming apart at the Seams: Why Women
Workers in the Cambodian Garment Industry

Need a Sporting Chance at Equality

It should have been the highlight of the
year’s sporting calendar until the Corona
crisis sprinted into action. But as the debate
goes on as to when, if ever,! the 2020 Tokyo
Olympics, will go ahead, many women in
Cambodia will remain firmly focused on
the world of physical exercise. They are the
essential workforce racing under testing
conditions to drive forward the country’s
garment factories. The factories that sup-
ply major sportswear and footwear brands,
among others, with the “cool gear” they sell
around the globe.

A series of structural changes made to
Cambodia’s economy in the 1990s, coupled
with bilateral and multilateral trade agree-
ments,? have given birth to the development
of the garment sector in the form it exists
today. Often referred to as the “backbone” of
the national economy, since the industry’s
expansion in the 2010s, the garment sector
has grown to employ some 700,000 workers,
among whom 90% are rural migrant women.

Dominated by foreign investors from
Hong Kong, Taiwan, Malaysia, and Singa-
pore, with the majority of products exported
to western markets,® the sector has become a
crucial contributor to Cambodia’s impressive
rate of economic growth in recent years.*

However, the gender-based issues that
many of these workers face, in particu-
lar sexual harassment, discrimination in
the employment process, and childcare,
require much more attention in the arena
of equal opportunities. Indeed, swift action
is needed by government and corporate
actors to address the discrimination and
labour practices that so often hold women
back from realising full empowerment and
self-determination.

Pervasive Sexual Harass-
ment

Recent research on women garment work-
ers in Cambodia indicates high levels of
workplace sexual harassment, with women
regularly reporting to their union repre-
sentatives that they faced harassment not
only by their employers or supervisors, but
also by peer male workers. Such women
also report sexual harassment outside the
workplace as a regular and daily risk, espe-
cially on the way home from factories. These
findings are corroborated by an increasing
volume of published studies on sexual har-
assment in the garment industry, in Cam-
bodia and elsewhere.® For instance, a report
released by Care International in 2017 found
that nearly one-third of women workers in
Cambodia had been sexually harassed at
their workplace in the past 12 months.
Despite the common occurrence of sex-
ual harassment in factories and in broader
Cambodian society, the country does not
have specific legislation to deal with such
harassment or sex discrimination. As such,
efforts are underway by women’s rights civil
society actors to amend legislation that cur-

Rachana Bunn holds under-
graduate degrees in education
and law, and a master's degree in
international development from
the City University of Hong Kong.
She is a co-founder and executive
director of Klahaan Organization,
an independent, intersectional
feminist organisation that uses
research and digital-based
campaigning to contribute to the
development of a fair, just, and
equal society in which Cambodian
women of all backgrounds enjoy
their human rights. Klahaan in
Khmer means “brave”.
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Stating that "women's rights are human rights", these female workers request the establishment of preschools in
communities and childcare centers in factories during a protest in Phnom Penh.

rently exists to bring it in line with the Inter-
national Labour Organization’s Declaration
on Fundamental Principles and Rights at
Work.*

In addition, inadequate legal protection
and subsequently low levels of prosecutions,
combined with legal loopholes, the lack of
gender equality culture, and poor respect
for human rights have enabled corporate
actors to pay less attention to addressing
sexual violence at the workplace. This has
resulted in repeated petitions demanding
resolutions to address 11 priority problems
affecting the lives of all Cambodian work-
ers.’

While sexual harassment is often seen
as a less serious crime compared with phys-
ical violence, harassment frequently results
in prolonged psychological trauma for sur-
vivors. In the case of women workers, this
hinders their ability to perform their work
and subsequently affects their productivity
levels. More importantly, many such women
have also spoken of the lasting impacts of
sexual harassment on their mental health,
well-being, and personal relationships.

Employers should recognise and act
upon their human rights obligations under
the UN Guiding Principles on Business
and Human Rights to respect, protect, and
remedy any human rights abuses. Growing
consumer awareness of labour rights issues
and a desire to purchase clothing from sup-
pliers that are certified as providing ethical

employment to their factory workers also
provide a business imperative among buy-
ers and suppliers to ensure that workers
enjoy a safe working environment. includ-
ing taking steps, in close collaboration with
government and civil society, to proactively
prevent and address sexual harassment in
garment factories.

Fixed-term duration
contracts and pregnancy-
related discrimination

There are two types of labour contracts
specified in the Cambodian Labour Law:
fixed-term duration contracts (FDCs) and
undetermined duration contracts (UDCs),?
but in reality the former are commonly
offered to workers in the garment industry
and the latter rarely used.

While the use of fixed-term duration
contracts has affected all garment workers,
the severity is reportedly vastly different
between men and women workers. Women
workers have long reported experienc-
ing discrimination at various stages of the
employment process, including during hir-
ing, promotion, and termination. A union
activist, who spoke on condition of ano-
nymity, claimed that many garment fac-
tories opted to hire women workers under
fixed-term duration contracts so that fac-



tory owners did not need to renew the wom-
en’s employment contracts if and when they
became visibly pregnant. The length of such
contracts varies between two weeks to one
month, or one month to three months, or
three months to six months, or nine months,
or one year. She further noted that most
women workers have been working contin-
ually for over two years, and in some cases
longer than five years. Yet employers con-
tinued to hire them on fixed-term duration
contracts.

In addition, forced overtime and the
quota production system have been seen
as contributing factors in compelling many
pregnant women workers to leave their job.
Working overtime is a common practice and
also a tacit expectation of each worker from
employers, especially during the high sea-
son and prior to the outbreak of the Corona
crisis that has slowed market demand.
Many pregnant women workers have
claimed that they have been forced to work
overtime, without adequate breaks to rest
or use washrooms and those who refused
to take on such long hours reportedly faced
retaliation from supervisors.® This is in con-
travention of the Labour Law, which stipu-
lates that “the number of hours worked by
workers of either sex cannot exceed eight
hours per day, or 48 hours per week” and,
including paid overtime, the hours of work
per day cannot exceed 10 hours.

According to the Labour Law, fixed-
term duration contracts can be renewed
one or more times, but cannot surpass the
maximum total duration of two years. Any
violation of this rule leads the contract to
automatically become an undetermined
duration contract. However, in 2010, Cam-
bodia’s Ministry of Labour and Vocational
Training issued an instruction on deter-
mination of the types of employment con-
tracts to clarify the matter. This stipulated
that the maximum duration of the fixed-
term duration contract could be up to four
years, including the first contract and sub-
sequent renewal.!

The use of fixed-term duration con-
tracts has hugely impacted workers’ rights,
to the extent that they are even unable to
form unions or join existing ones, as the
use of such contracts makes it easier for
employers to “let go” workers active in the
union. When employment is more precari-
ous, workers are less likely to “rock the boat”
by demanding their rights to safe working
conditions.

Coming apart at the Seams Cambodia

Unpaid Care Work and
Childcare Amenities

As documented in reports, over 60% of
garment factories are located within or in
close proximity to Phnom Penh, Cambodia’s
capital city, and the rest are situated in bor-
dering provinces." This geographical distri-
bution means that many women workers
have had to migrate from their respective
provinces to be closer to their work, living
in a small shared rented room with their
peers.'? The situation has forced women
workers, including new mothers, to leave
young babies and older children with their
mothers in their hometowns, only visiting at
weekends and/or public holidays.

Cambodia’s Garment Sector

Cambodia’s garment, textile and footwear sector overall
had until recently appeared to be set for further expan-
sion, with double-digit growth of 19% (footwear) and
17 % (garment and textiles) over 2018, according to
Cambodian government figures cited in a recent Interna-
tional Labour Organization Bulletin.?® Its then share of
Cambodia’s merchandise exports was 74%.The EU and
the US were Cambodia’s most important trading part-
ners in the sector, and the country was the world’s ninth
largest garment producer. However, 2020 has brought two
major landscape changes: the Corona crisis that has cut
through demand in its main markets and seen thousands
of Cambodian factory workers laid off; and withdrawal

of access to the EU’s Everything But Arms tariff-free
agreement. Under the agreement, countries can lose such
access if they do not comply with core human and labour
rights.?! Such access was temporarily withdrawn for some
Cambodian exports, including garments and footwear, ef-
fective 12 August 2020.22

On-going efforts are being made by the
Cambodian government to enhance the
accessibility, affordability, and quality of
early childhood services. These efforts are
reflected in article 186 of the 1997 Cam-
bodian Labour Law!® and the adoption of
the National Policy on Early Childhood
Care and Development in 2010, which led
to development and implementation of
the 2014-18 National Action Plan on Early
Childhood Care and Development by the
Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport.
The plan’s vision was that “all young chil-

37



38

Coming apart at the Seams

Kick-starting the Future

One Cambodian woman to take major steps away from traditional norms is international
taekwondo champion Sorn Seavimey, who has travelled from teenage garment factory
worker, where she sewed alongside her mother, to become the country’s first Asian Games
gold medallist in 2014. She was also chosen as flag-bearer for Cambodia’s delegation at the
opening ceremonies for the 2016 Rio Olympic Games and 2018 Asian Games.

Born in 1995, just as the garment industry started to emerge in Cambodia, the star
athlete became the focus of an Olympic Channel online video series that explored her
journey to the 2016 Olympics.' In these programmes, she recalls how her family and
South Korean coach pushed her to aspire to a different way of life, and to persevere in
achieving it. She, in turn, is now inspiring women and girls in Cambodia to think beyond
home, factory, and customary gender roles.

dren, from conception to less than six years
of age, especially disadvantaged, vulner-
able and poor children, shall be provided
with care and development services”.!* A
new National Action Plan for 2019-23 is also
being developed.

However, such a promise of childcare
provision has yet to materialise. On the
one hand, this is due to deeply ingrained
unjust social norms and unequal gender
roles placed on Cambodian women, who
are traditionally expected to take care of
everyone in the family, especially children
and the elderly, whether the women work
or stay at home. Women themselves usually
strongly internalise such expectations, and
itis only relatively recently that mainstream
women’s rights advocates have begun push-
ing hard on issues related to equal parenting
responsibilities and the gendered burden of
unpaid care work. On the other hand, poor
and unevenly applied law enforcement ena-
bles many factory owners to circumvent
their legal obligations under the Labour Law.
Many factory owners have failed to set up a
fully functioning day-care facility in factory
premises or provide a substantial financial
allowance to women workers to place their
children in private childcare centres.

Furthermore, the Cambodian childcare
landscape operated by state and private
corporate actors is still limited — even if
growing — and most childcare centres con-
centrate on provision for a privileged few. A
2019 survey conducted by Planete Enfants
& Developement (PE&D),' a French NGO,
highlighted that the average individual
monthly fees for childcare service in Phnom

Penh were around USD250. Only a few pro-
viders targeted middle-income families,
charging around USD150, while others
concentrated on rich districts, targeting
international families and setting fees of
up to USD400 per month per child. As such,
even the cheapest childcare is an unafford-
able expense for many working families in
the garment sector, with a minimum wage
of USD190 in 2020.'* The majority of low
and middle-income women therefore rely
on their mothers or other women relatives
to take care of children while those without
family capital for childcare have to leave
the labour market to take care of their new-
born child.

It is thus imperative that top brands,
including sports brands such as Adidas and
PUMA, and other major clothing chains,
such as H&M and Marks & Spencer, which
have been sourcing their products from
Cambodia and making gigantic profits
from the Cambodian workforce, look at this
matter as a top priority. As cited in a recent
World Bank report,'” research shows that a
lack of childcare options for workers can
translate into high employee turnover and
absenteeism, and low work satisfaction and
productivity.

To help the situation, the World Bank
has undertaken a community-based child-
care initiative, funded by the Japan Social
Development Fund and implemented by
PE&D in collaboration with 22 garment fac-
tories across Cambodia.'® This is expected
to create an opportunity for women to go to
work and provide sufficient care to children.
A similar type of childcare service should



also be made available in all factories. How-
ever, this will need cooperation from the
government and employers.

Looking ahead

The Cambodian government needs to take
swift and decisive action to protect gar-
ment workers, who are producing goods for
international apparel brands. This means
amendments to existing legislation, the
drafting of new specialist legislation, and
the upholding of international human
rights treaty obligations. Another crucial
action is to strictly regulate and regularly
monitor the working conditions and envi-
ronment inside garment factories.

On the employers’ side, garment sector
employers, buyers, and other actors should
build on recent efforts, such as the World
Bank’s childcare project, to enable workers
in Cambodia to strike a better work-life bal-
ance while improving child development.
Supporting childcare can also help com-
panies enhance their reputation with inter-
national buyers and access higher-value
markets.

Regarding harassment, complaint
mechanisms that are available and acces-
sible to factory staff, and other initiatives,
such as a women’s contact point, should
be initiated and a comprehensive training
package rolled out, accompanied by clear
guidelines that are comprehensively com-
municated.

Employers who violate the labour rights
of garment workers must face swift penal-
ties to reduce the culture of impunity, and
the unethical use of fixed-term duration
contracts must cease immediately.

In this way, Cambodian women might
not only find a way to better garment fac-
tory working conditions but also the confi-
dence to strive for other ways to race ahead.

* A longer version of this article is available
at https://www.klahaan.org/publications,
or scan QR code below.
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Stand outside any Pro Kabaddi League (PKL)
venue and you can hear the roaring of the
crowds, all the way to the streets. Take a walk
inside and you will find everyone fidgeting
in their seats with bouts of excitement and
nerves. You will then notice seven burly men
standing on one half of the court looking
mean and tenacious. Another player, known
as the raider, stands at the halfway line. The
raider bends down, touches the white lines,
quickly touches his chest and forehead and
steps into the opposition’s half. “Kabaddi,
kabaddi, kabaddi, kabaddi...”, the com-
pulsory nonstop chant can be heard faintly
amidst the noise echoing in the stadium.
The raider moves deeper into the court and
crosses the baulk line to ensure the validity
of his raid. He then prowls from one side of
the court to the other, briskly, on his toes,
staying in no spot longer than a few seconds.
He swings his hand, attempting to tag one
of his opponents, and immediately lunges
back towards safety before he is encircled
and pinned down to the floor. If he makes it
back to his half of the court, the battle is won
and a point is secured. If he doesn’t make it
back, the other team clinches a point.

That is the game of kabaddi, a sport
with no supporting document declaring its
origins. Its roots, however, can definitely be
found in India. One theory says it was first
played in the southern state of Tamil Nadu,
and was called “kai-piddi” (holding hands,
in Tamil). Another theory suggests that the
game originated in the northwestern state
of Punjab, where it was practiced to keep
the men fit and ready to defend against
enemy attacks.

Another popular theory connects the
sport to the Hindu epic, the Mahabharata.
Elements symbolic of kabaddi can be found
in the story of 16-year-old Abhimanyu fight-
ing through the “Chakravyuh” (a maze of
warriors standing ready to fight in seven
layers of concentric circles). The similar-
ity between this instance and the sport of
kabaddi is the uncanny unfairness that is
deeply embedded in the two. One against
seven. No other sport can boast of such a
(no) contest.

In Buddhist scriptures it is also said
that the revered Gautama Buddha played
kabaddi to develop physical strength and
mental fortitude, and to practice control
over his breathing.

However, despite so many theories
depicting the sport’s Indian roots, not many
considered it to be an actual sport. Kabaddi
was thought of as a leisure game for “pehal-
wans” (amateur wrestlers) and young boys
in villages.

Surprisingly, despite the patriarchal
character of the country, women were
encouraged to take part in the game soon
after the All India Kabaddi Federation (now
known as the Amateur Kabaddi Federation
of India) was established post-independ-
ence. This liberal and forward thinking back



in 1955 helped to empower and promote
Indian women in sport, eventually with
global impact.

Kabaddi, Olympics, and
Nationalism

Kabaddi became a popular physical activ-
ity among the youth during the British Raj
thanks to an institution named the Shree
Hanuman Vyayam Prasarak (HVP) Man-
dal, in the town of Amaravati back in 1914.
The objective of the establishment was
to promote physical education, at a time
when the public was generally apathetic
towards physical well-being. It was a chal-
lenge though, as such institutions were
considered hot spots for anti-British revo-
lutionary movements, and thus viewed
with suspicion by the British. The colonial
establishment surely understood the intri-
cate relationship between sport and politics,
and the power of sport in bringing people
together for a larger cause.

Traditional Indian sports found them-
selves in the global limelight during the 1936
Berlin Olympics when Shidhnath Kane, vice
president of both the HVPM and the Indian
Olympic Association (IOA), expressed an
interest in bringing a group of pehalwans
to perform at the Olympics. The Indians’
kabaddi performance at the International
Physical Education Students Congress and
their display during the Olympics brought
extensive coverage in the international media.

Shidhnath's son, Padmakar Kane,
shared how the HVPM members disre-
garded the anthem played for the “official”
contingent during a banquet organised by
the host country. “Individual teams rose to
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their feet and remained standing for the
duration of their song. Yet again our self-
respect was challenged, as the Indian con-
tingent stood up to the British anthem,”
says Padmakar. Noticing that the HVPM
members did not stand up, the officials
intervened. “The German Education Minis-
ter Bernhard Rust asked my father why their
group did not rise. He replied that they con-
sidered ‘Vande Mataram’ their anthem. Rust
asked if they were carrying a recording with
them; they said yes. That evening, ‘Vande
Mataram’ was played at the Olympics ban-
quet ceremony,” recounted Padmakar.

This event linked the physical educa-
tion system with the national independ-
ence movement, which had by then gained
momentum through the non-cooperation
and civil disobedience movements of
the 1920s and 1930s. Indian gymnasiums
became meeting venues, and even hosted
important figures like MK Gandhi, Motilal
Nehru, Subhash Chandra Bose, and Rajen-
dra Prasad. When Gandhi raised awareness
of the importance of physical education,
it helped the Mandal spread across the
country and conjoin their cause with the
independence movement. Thus a deep-
rooted sense of nationalism and patriotism
attached to the sport of kabaddi.

Unfortunately, India’s rise to domi-
nance in hockey and cricket overshadowed
kabaddi, and the sport was all but forgot-
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The Finals of the Delhi State Kabaddi Champions in 2017.

ten. To date, the 1936 spectacle remains the
only time kabaddiwas demonstrated on the
Olympic stage. The sport is virtually non-
existent in non-Asian countries. It is played
in only 34 countries; the official require-
ment for an Olympic sport is that it is played
in 75 countries across four continents. In
this respect, the sport has a long way to go
and is unlikely to become prominent in the
near future.

The key to the spread of kabaddi across the globe,
however, lies in the Indian community and diaspora.

Indianness and
Internationalism

The key to the spread of kabaddi across the
globe, however, lies in the Indian commu-
nity and diaspora, be it in nations as close
as South Korea, Japan, Pakistan or Bangla-
desh, or as far away as the United Kingdom,
Poland and the United States.

“It is now well accepted that sports are
intimately linked to the complex poli-
tics of colonialism, decolonisation and
nationalism,” writes Joseph S Alter in his
paper, ‘Kabaddi, a National Sport of India:
The Internationalism of Nationalism and
the Foreignness of Indianness’. As a sport,
kabaddi has often been compared to other

@WDliplomatTesterMan on Wikimedias

physical contact sports such as the Rugby
Sevens. However, the major differentiator
between the two — barring the dimensional
differences of the playing field - is the Indi-
anness that is innate to kabaddi.

This Indianness lies in the fact that,
despite various versions of it being played
across the country since colonial times,
under different names with varying rule-
books, the crux of the sport remains the
same. Another aspect is its “theoretical and
practical links” with the ancient Indian
practice of yoga, thereby “making it not just
an Indian sport, but an important feature
of Indian culture linked to one of the most
distinctive features of Indian civilisation,”
writes Alter. Interestingly, he also notes
that in outlining regulations for the sport,
CV Rao in 1971 claimed that holding one’s
breath was a mechanical technique that
was introduced to limit the time per raid,
and had no association with yoga.

Even the attempt to standardise the
sport and create a universal rulebook can
be seen as a colonial touch that has left
its mark on the game, as well as an effort
towards popularising kabaddi. Despite
being eclipsed towards the end of the mil-
lennium by India’s outstanding perfor-
mance in the mighty colonial sports of
hockey and cricket, kabaddi did manage to
create a small place for itself on the inter-
national stage. The International Kabaddi
Federation re-started the Kabaddi World



Cup in 2016, with earlier games held in 2004
and 2007. Several non-Asian countries — the
United States, Australia, Poland, Argentina,
and Kenya — were represented in the 2016
event.

The Pro Kabaddi League
(PKL)

The advent of the league system in India
began in 2008 with the Indian Premier
League, a franchise cricket tournament that
attracted the biggest names from across the
globe. The success of this celebrity-filled
tournament made stakeholders in other
sports sit up and take notice, giving them
a public blueprint on how to market their
sport. A few years later, almost all main-
stream sports had a league of their own.

However, almost no one imagined that
aleague based on an indigenous traditional
sport would become the second most popu-
lar league in the country. Repackaged and
rebranded, kabaddi recaptured the public
imagination once again. A country that had
taken little notice of the gold medals won
at Asian Games or World Championships
suddenly was learning the techniques and
strategies of kabaddi.

In this author’s opinion, the real draw
of the PKL was the sentiment attached to
the sport. Many of us had played kabaddi
at some point in our lives, mostly in school.
It struck a chord deep in our hearts, and
watching it aroused a sense of nostalgia and
wistfulness. It may have been a different set
of rules in a completely different environ-
ment, but the crux of the sport remained
intact. Here was our childhood, slightly
rehashed, playing out on our television
screens.

In this author’s opinion, kabaddi has a
promising future. In rural India, where there
are major cultural stigmas, taboos, and ste-
reotypes, the sport and its athletes can serve
as vehicles for social change. Given its pop-
ularity with the rural masses, kabaddi can
spread important messages.

Lastly, the conundrum over a binary
outlook towards the sport, the Indianness
versus the internationalism of kabaddi, can
be put to rest. Modernisation across the
globe is a mixture of past and present, and
similarly kabaddi has found the right bal-
ance between its rich cultural past and the
modern requirements of mass appeal, fast-
paced action, and celebrity bling, in order to
ensure that its legacy will continue.
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Skateistan is a non-profit international skateboarding and education
organisation founded in Afghanistan by Australian skateboarder and
researcher Oliver Percovich in 2008. The NGO'’s first Skate School was
established in the country’s capital, Kabul, in 2009 and it expanded
to the city of Mazar-e-Sharif in 2012. Skateistan has also established
Skate Schools in other countries, namely Cambodia and South Africa.

I am the country manager for Afghanistan. With further plans to
open in Bamyan, my responsibilities will involve coordination and
alignment of resources for the country’s Skate Schools, given they are
located in three different areas.

We empower children, both girls and boys, through skateboarding
and creative education. We reach them through our strong relation-
ships with local communities. All our Skate Schools have a full-time
community educator, who is responsible for communicating what
Skateistan does and building relationships with influential people in
the community, other organisations, and our students’ families. It is
through our community educators that families know they can trust
Skateistan and our programmes are beneficial to their children. We
also run outreach sessions for children from socially disadvantaged
groups to let youngsters know that Skateistan is a safe place.

Skateistan does not specifically set out to boost urban renewal. That
said, the presence of our organisation in cities such as Kabul and
Mazar-e-Sharif does represent a safe space in locations that are often
unsafe for children due to the on-going conflict in the country. These
are child-friendly spaces in cities that can feel hostile to children,
especially girls. Skateistan aims to help children overcome bounda-
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A girl is attending a skateboarding class.

ries in our society, for example, economic status, gender, and ethnicity.
Providing a safe space allows children to reimagine how the outside
world could be.

Actually, “urban renewal” might apply more to our schools in
Cambodia and South Africa. In the former, the Skate School is in a
renovated garment factory called Factory Phnom Penh, located in the
country’s capital. We took up a disused space and turned this into a
skate park that can be used by the wider community, as we hold public
sessions here when our lessons are over. In the latter, the Skate School
is located in downtown Johannesburg in an area with lots of disused
buildings and informal housing. Skateistan has been part of the regen-
eration of this area [now known as Maboneng] with our state-of-the-
art Skate School made from old shipping containers.

How have the political and “post-conflict situation” in Afghanistan defined your ap-
proach to Skateistan and how have developments in the country affected this during
your time at the organisation?

From the outset, we could see that skateboarding had a role to play in
building up Afghanistan. As a new sport in the country, it served as a
leveller. None of the children had experience so regardless of gender,
ethnicity, being rich or poor, they were all beginners. There is also a
huge amount of trust needed to skateboard. You must trust your board,
your trainer, the people around you, and yourself. It was this element
that was often missing and, by building up trust between children, we
saw a way to overcome these social divisions.

Afghanistan
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Girls are waiting to skate.

© Skateistan, all rights reserved

Sport can be a powerful tool for children who have experienced
hardship. It relieves stress and gives them a chance to excel outside
the classroom. Skateboarding takes determination, resilience, and an
understanding of how to navigate risk. These are all vital skills for our
students growing up in tough environments.

In the Afghan context, it is important that Skateistan is seen as a
local organisation and all our staff are Afghan. This makes it safer for
students as we are not seen as a foreign organisation. When Skateistan
was first set up in Kabul, staff were mainly volunteers from overseas.
Nowadays, this would be a security risk. Thus, we changed our model
and don’'t employ international staff in Afghanistan anymore.

What has not changed is that right from the beginning we wanted
to be inclusive, safe, and encourage children to explore their creativity.

As conflict has become part of life for many children in this country,
it is highly important that Skateistan feels different by being secure
and nurturing. In Mazar-e-Sharif, we also provide mental health sup-
port for children who have experienced trauma, including counsel-
ling with experts and the provision of a sensory room, a space which
stimulates and relaxes the senses through lights, sound, and soft fur-
nishings, such as carpets, curtains, and cushions.

Could you explain the social context that girls face and how they benefit from this

programme?

There are a lot of challenges for children in Afghanistan and these are
often exacerbated for girls. Many girls are excluded from education.
Around 40% of primary-age children in Afghanistan do not attend
school and around 60% of these children are girls. Sport is often seen
as inappropriate for girls and exercising in public is frowned upon in
many communities. In addition, early or even forced marriage is a real
issue for many girls, further restricting their freedom and opportuni-
ties to pursue their own interests.
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Your website also notes that Skateistan’s “'Youth Leaders from Kabul spoke at [the]

Afghan parliament, UN events, and travelled internationally for opportunities in Indo-
nesia, South Korea, and the UAE”. Which issues did the young leaders raise with the

Afghan parliament? What are the outcomes from such presentations?

Our students have been given the opportunity to speak at many sig-
nificant occasions in different locations. At the Afghan parliament, for
example, students talked about the importance of education and safe
spaces. They requested that all families allow their children to go to
school, as children are the future of the nation.

In terms of outcomes, opportunities such as representing
Skateistan at a national level in the Afghan parliament, or at a regional
skate training camp in China, build children’s confidence by develop-
ing their public speaking skills. They position Skateistan as an organi-
sation that families can trust and respect, and this again assists us to
grow within the community and reach more children. Lastly, it raises
our profile internationally, which can enhance fund-raising.

What are the links between Afghanistan, Cambodia, and South Africa? Why did you
decide to focus on these three countries?

This was a combination of circumstance, need, and opportunity.
When our founder and executive director Oliver Percovich came to
Kabul in 2007, he did not arrive with the intention of starting up a
skateboarding NGO. But once he was in Afghanistan, he realised there
was potential to make a real difference to the lives of the children he
met, and responded to that need.

Expansion to other countries, and the setting up of our offices in
Cambodia in 2011 and South Africa in 2016, was based on meeting
people in those places who were passionate about starting something
amazing. Knowing that we had the right people on the ground helped
to get things going, while recognising a need among the young popu-
lation of Cambodia and South Africa for safe spaces where childhood
can be celebrated.

Are there any similarities or differences between Afghanistan and Cambodia, with
regard to socio-political setting?

Culturally, they are very different and we adapt our programmes for
each place. However, the need is similar. In all the locations, there are:
e gender stereotypes that prevent girls from seeing themselves as
equal
e alack of safe spaces for children to play
e many children from low income backgrounds, who may not have
access to quality education.

What are your thoughts about skateboarding making its debut in the 2020 Tokyo Olym-
pic Games? Is there likely to be a representation from Afghanistan at the Olympics?

We are excited to see skateboarding recognised by the Olympics. Our
students will be pleased to see a sport that they engage in every week
on the global stage and it will make them feel like they are part of
something bigger. We don’t know if Afghanistan will be represented
in 2021 when the Olympics will now be held as a result of the Corona
crisis. But we look forward to this when it happens!
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Do you think the Olympics could be an occasion for further empowerment of Afghan,
Cambodian, and South African young people?

Yes — it is important for young people to have role models and inspira-
tion. The Olympics will provide this and show them that anything is
possible.

What goals has Skateistan achieved since it was established and what future aims does

it have?

Right now, we reach over 2,500 students per week and around half
are girls. Along with our four Skate Schools in Kabul, Mazar-e-Sharif,
Phnom Penh, and Johannesburg, we have just begun work on our fifth
in Bamyan in central Afghanistan.

Regarding the longer term, we have a 10-year strategic plan to
increase to 10 Skate Schools around the world and increase participa-
tion of children with disabilities to 20%. We will always have our goal
of 50% participation by girls. We also hope to reach 8,000 children per
week. These aims are ambitious but we are confident that our strategic
plan will enable us get there.

Are there any other areas, regions, or countries you would like Skateistan to explore?

Our roots are in Afghanistan so this will always be a focus for us. How-
ever, we do want to expand Skateistan all over the world, especially
to places where we can make a positive difference to children’s lives.
Our next school will be Bamyan (2020-21) in Afghanistan, and then
another in Jordan (2021-22). The Jordan Skate School will help us to
respond to the refugee crisis and serve some of the refugee population
there.

Many attending your classes and courses have been young girls, who were able to inter-
act with peers and gain access to an educational setting for the first time. Do you feel
Skateistan can contribute to gender equality in conservative societies such as Afghani-

stan?

In Afghanistan, we put a huge amount of effort into reaching girls.
Our community educators enable us to build close relationships in
the locations where our schools are based. It is their job to meet fami-
lies, encourage them to allow their daughters to attend classes, and to
understand the benefits of girls’ education and sport.

We have girls-only days to make the classes appropriate for young
girls. Girls have female educators, and we also provide them with safe
transportation. Some families don’t want their daughters to partici-
pate at first. But we work with them on recognising that it is safe and
beneficial. Sometimes there are also social concerns. But we liaise
closely with community religious leaders, and they then encourage
families to let girls attend.

In view of your work at Skateistan, is there any other issue that you feel is important
to mention in relation to sport and politics?

Skateistan is a non-political organisation. All we want is an environ-
ment where all children can feel safe to have fun, express themselves,
and create a better future.
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Shaping up Sport for all Genders

An Interview with Law Siufung

This year, the Corona crisis has deprived
many people of the opportunity to
exercise and compete in sports competi-
tions. However, for leshian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, and intersex (LGBTI) com-
munities, that possibility has never been
easy, even in unexceptional times, espe-
cially for Asian professional athletes. In
the following interview, gender fluid body-
builder Law Siufung discusses the hurdles
facing LGBTI athletes in Hong Kong and
beyond, and explores possible directions
towards gender diversity, inclusion, and
self-acceptance.

Away from the scorching June heat of down-
town Causeway Bay in Hong Kong, Law
Siufung meets us in a private library where
she is working over summer 2020. “I am a
professional bodybuilder, an academic on
gender research, and an advocate on gender
possibilities,” she explains. “I am a biologi-
cally born female, but socially I would prefer
to live like a guy. I am gender fluid, which
means not conforming to the typical binary
of male and female.”

With a broad grin that we soon realise
is Siufung’s signature expression, and her
muscular frame comfortably — and appro-
priately — seated alongside shelves of criti-
cal theory books, she then starts to unfold
her perspective on the issues facing LGBTI
people in sport.

Inequalities in the arena

Siufung notes that, as an unwritten rule,
most sports federations in Hong Kong
would not choose LGBTTI athletes who have
openly declared their gender identities

to publicly serve as representatives. This
in turn implies reduced opportunities for
future training, selection for competitions,
and sponsorships. In addition, while more
Hong Kong LGBTTI athletes have come out
in both professional and recreational arenas
in recent years, discrimination and bullying
can still be serious for gay men, especially
those in team sports such as football and
basketball. While lesbians are relatively less
stigmatised and pressured, from what Siu-
fung has observed, Asian LGBTI athletes are
in general much less visible than their west-
ern counterparts.

The difference arises from a more con-
servative sporting environment, lack of
support from coaches and teammates, and
different cultural viewpoints on gender and
sexuality. Religious factors in some Asian
countries may also pose extra challenges.
As a result, many Asian LGBTI athletes are
willing to support the Hong Kong-hosted
Gay Games 2022 (see box) as individuals,
but would prefer not to be recognised or be
vocal in the public sphere.

Intersex and transgender
competition controversies

As most sports competitions are established
around the binary gender categories of male
and female, the emergence of intersex and
transgender athletes has posed complex
challenges to existing regulations and con-
troversy over “unfair advantages”, especially
in female sports, as such athletes may pos-
sess different muscle mass, hormones, and
bodily proportions.

The case of South African middle-dis-
tance runner Caster Semenya illustrates the
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Law Siufung is a professional
bodybuilder, academic researcher,
and genderfluid advocate from
Hong Kong. S/he identifies herself
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When competing in bodybuilding competitions, Law Siufung turns conventional expectations of a female physique

into a "performance of femininity”.

dilemma for intersex people, born with a

physical makeup that does not fit the typi-
cal criteria for sports organizations’ gender
categories. Caster was assigned as female at

birth, and has identified as a girl and woman

throughout her life. Yet she bears both X and

Y chromosomes and has exceptionally high

level of the male sex hormone, testosterone.
After winning the women’s 800 metres at the

World Athletics Championships in 2009, she

was barred from competition and required

by sports bodies to undertake gender veri-
fication testing, only being allowed to start
competing again in 2010.

Meanwhile, US transgender body-
builder Janae Kroc, whose story has been
made into the Netflix documentary, Trans-
former, is an illustration of the issues sur-
rounding male-to-female sportspeople.
If Janae is to compete in female strength
sports such as bodybuilding, other com-
petitors, who typically weigh around 90kgs
(2001bs) might have to take on Janae, who
weighs over 135kgs (3001bs). In light of this
and despite Janae’s new gender identity and
appearance, in 2019 she stated on social
media that she had decided to go back to
competing in men’s category contests.

Earlier in 2015, new guidelines on
transgender athletes were agreed and
adopted by International Olympic Com-
mittee officials, in consultation with medi-
cal experts, to serve as recommendations
for the 2016 Rio Olympic Games and for

other international sports bodies to follow.
In the new guidelines, no surgery or hor-
mone therapy requirements were placed on
transgender female-to-male athletes com-
peting in men’s events. For male-to-female
athletes seeking to enter women’s competi-
tions, the testosterone level in their blood
had to fall below 10 nanomols per litre for
at least a year before being eligible.
Compared to chromosomes, self-iden-
tity, or genitalia, a hormonal threshold
appears to provide clearer and more prac-
tical criterion from Siufung’s perspective,
seeing the testosterone entry guideline
as progress. However, the situation has
remained fluid for intersex athletes. In 2018,
the International Association of Athlet-
ics Federations introduced new eligibility
rules for female athletes with differences of
sexual development (e.g. intersex athletes),
specifying testosterone levels of less than 5
nanomols per litre. Caster Semenya chal-
lenged this change but lost her case in 2019.

Muscling in on the female
form

Meanwhile, in the bodybuilding world,
there are other differences in norms that
female athletes need to consider when
they set out to compete. While some sports
have objective winning criteria, for example,
time for track events and weight in lifting,



others such as figure skating, gymnastics,
and bodybuilding have brought gendered
aesthetics into rules and judging criteria,
with LGBTI bodybuilders having to cope
with mainstream standards of masculinity
or femininity to win.

In women’s bodybuilding contests, for
example, all the six regular competition divi-
sions relate to muscle symmetry, proportion
and mass: bikini, wellness, figure, fitness
(which is a combination of figure poses and
a fitness routine), physique, and bodybuild-
ing. At the lighter end of the female body-
building categories, bikini athletes parade
around in high heels and “look feminine”
through their long hair styles and matching
skin tones, among others. In-between cat-
egories of figure and physique have require-
ments such as “full round body and legs”,
but such descriptions are kept unspecific.
The bodybuilding category, which is where
Siufung competes, has the highest level of
muscle requirements but in recent years has
attracted criticism internationally for the

“masculine” appearance of the competitors.

Indeed, to stay competitive requires
Siufung to undertake continuous training
and constantly watch her diet. However, she
finds the results definitely worth the effort.
As a highly visual sport, Siufung finds sat-
isfaction in seeing “a perfect version of the
self” in the mirror. Well-balanced, symmet-
rical muscles and a body shape resembling
an inverted triangle all contribute to a vis-
ible physical identity of which she is proud.

“From my point of view, muscles are gen-
derless. Powerful muscles exist in both men
and women. I love [bodybuilding]. It is part
of my life... For me it’s never [been] just a
hobby, it is part of my identity.”

Selling femininity in the
sports market

However, pressures to conform continue
to make their presence felt among female
bodybuilders. While no formal checklist
exists for judging “femininity” in contests,
such criteria often seem to play a part in
judges’ decision-making, Siufung believes.
Many female bodybuilders also appear
willing to go along with this. While it is a
requirement in bodybuilding and physique
to compete barefoot on stage, competitors
often choose to walk on and off stage in high
heels, alongside their makeup, bikini choice,
hairstyle, and accessories — readily associat-
ing themselves with more traditional images
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of women. Likewise, as training progresses,
muscles gradually stack and replace breast
tissues. This leads many competitors to
have implants to keep looking feminine
which, from competition outcomes, seems
to be what judges prefer, Siufung says.

She sees competitive female bodybuild-

ing as largely market driven, with judging
criteria, rules, and norms influenced by the
preferences of the thousands of people who
since the late 1970s have bought tickets or
tuned into TV sports channels to see the
“bikini girls” on stage. Helped out by sports
promoters who saw the business potential
in such competitions, female bodybuilding
contests enjoyed a golden period from the
1980s up until recently when international
debates over “muscular femininity” and
a decrease in audience numbers brought
changes to the sport.

Gay Games 2022

In November 2022, the first Gay Games ‘ \\
to be hosted in Asia are scheduled to
take place in Hong Kong, with Law

Siufung serving as a member of the

GAY GAMI

| =

organising team. The Gay Games is

a nine-day international world-class
. . . UNITVI! DIVERSITY @

diversity festival, arranged by the ES BB

lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,

queer (LGBTQ+) community and featuring multi-sports, arts

and culture events. Held every four years since its debut in 1982

in San Francisco, US, the festival’s goal is to foster equality and

social integration between LGBTQ+ and straight communities, and

provide a space where LGBTQ+ people can enjoy sports in a safe

and accepting environment. The Gay Games 2022 will encompass

36 different sports, including dragon boat, e-sports, and trail
running. The festival is open to the public as both spectators and

volunteers, with organisers expecting to attract 12,000 participants

and 75,000 spectators from 100 countries.

In 2015, Ms Olympia, one of the leading
international female bodybuilding compe-
titions, removed its bodybuilding division
in line with voices demanding less muscu-
lar contestants. As a result, younger women
athletes have tended to move to lighter cate-
gories, such as physique or figure, which are
more closely aligned with the fitness indus-
try in terms of body image, and it is mostly
older female athletes in their 40s and 50s
that have stayed with bodybuilding, accord-

Hong Kong
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In sharing sessions with students, Law Siufung can talk frankly about identities and possibilities beyond binary

gender categories.

ing to Siufung. However with the announce-
ment in 2019 that the female bodybuilding
category was to be reintroduced at the 2020
Olympia, she has noticed more women in
their 20s to get back into bodybuilding. And
the strong following that the sport still mus-
ters is indicated by Instagram, she notes.
While she has 3,400 followers, some of her
US counterparts number up to one million.

Personal vision for the
future of bodybuilding

With regard to her own career, it was initially
a struggle to wear a bikini as she began her
professional sports life, but postgraduate
studies on post-feminist and post-modern
theories have given her extra room to turn
apparent restrictions into fulfilling and fun
experiences. Instead of being defined or
constrained by “a piece of feminine cloth-
ing”, she now sees herself actively “perform-
ing femininity” when wearing such outfits
during a competition. “I do conform with
the rules. I am not going on stage to take off
my top. If you want femininity and bling, I
will give you femininity and bling.” In line
with this attitude, she has even accepted a
magazine interview including a photo shoot
involving high-heel shoes, bikini, and glam-
orous headpiece. However, usually when
she is off stage, she returns to her “normal
self” and gender fluid existence, where “you
have no rights to control my life or judge me”.

Being gender fluid can sometimes cre-

ate conflict, given that many other female
bodybuilders are heterosexuals who want
to retain their femininity, and some see Siu-
fung as disruptive of the public image they
are trying to promote as she does not fit in
with their perspective of the sport.

In Siufung’s ideal society, there would
be more gender diversity, where women
are allowed to choose to be feminine or not,
and live by their own choices. On a longer
term basis, as society changes, markets will
change accordingly. “Let the market decide,”
she says. “If you never try out [alternative
possibilities], how will you know what peo-
ple really prefer?”

Epilogue

Unlike many social minority advocates who
find the fight against mainstream social
forces a cause of anxiety, Siufung spoke
calmly and spontaneously throughout
the interview. We were intrigued how she
managed to be so at peace with herself and
the world despite the complexities of gen-
der identity and stigmas often attached to
“being different”. She gave her characteristic
broad grin and then explained how valuing
yourself can be a highly effective answer to
discrimination, bullying, and depression.
“You really gotta love yourself, and be honest
about who you are. Never mind what other
people think... With love and honesty, you
will attract like-minded people to love you.”
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