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6. Why Queer Asian American Studies?
Implications for Japanese America

Amy Sueyoshi

In 2013 the United States Supreme Court ruled unconstitu

tional the Defense of Marriage Act that had restricted marriage as a

union only between a man and a woman.’ The federal recognition

of same-sex marriage appeared to many as the final victory in a na

tional LGBT civil rights campaign that had been gaining momentum

with the earlier termination of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” a policy that

had prohibited the participation of gays and lesbians to openly serve

in the military.2 In television as well, a venue that theorists such

as John Hartley claim coheres American ideals and belonging, gay

images have surged in the twenty-first century. More than fifty les

bian and bisexual characters alone, not including gay men, appeared

in popular dramas such as ER and NYPD Blue in 2010. Shows that

centralized being gay such as Wilt and Grace and Queer Eye for the

Straight Guy also drew tremendous numbers of viewers. Ellen De

Generes, an openly gay comedian and TV personality, won the Day

time Emmy Award for Outstanding Talk Show Host four years in a

row. While DeGeneres had suffered a major career set back shortly

after coming out in 1997, by 2005 she had risen to become “Public

Lesbian Number One” according to cuitural critic Jennifer Reed.3

For sure, increasing queer visibility is more complicated than

simply a sudden loving embrace of all LGBT people. Media schol

ars such as Suzanna Walters notes that this advancement in visibil

ity has come about through the assimilation of queers as something

commodifiable in the cultural marketplace of consumerism. Jamie

Skerski warns that DeGeneres’ rise has taken place only through the

sanitizafion of her queerness as she reconstituted herself as the “girl

next door.” In politics as well, Richard Goldstein cites the rise of

“homocons,” gays and lesbians who subscribe to conservative val

ues to be accepted by a straight mainstream as propelling a broader
culture of queer acceptability.4 Moreover, with more gay visibili
ty media images of gays and lesbians appear largely white with a
handful of African Americans who are coming out in professional
sports.5 Asian Americans_as well as Latinos, Native Americans,
and Pacific Islanders—remain almost completely absent. Aside
from a few queer activists and actors visible in the mainstream such
as Helen Zia, George Takei, and B.D. Wong, what does queer have
to do with Asian America?

Certainly, there are LGBT Asians in America. One gener
ation of radical queer Asians outed themselves nationally in the
l980s when they joined other queer women of color writers in doc
umenting and publishing their experiences at the intersection of
race, gender, and sexuality in short stories, poems, and polemical
writings. This Bridge Called My Back published in 1981 inspired
countless queer women of color and continues to be cited as a foun
dational text in women of color feminism.6 Thirteen years later, the
publication of The Very Inside appeared as the first widely accessi
ble collection of writings comprised entirely from Asian and Pacific
Islander Lesbian and Bisexual Women. The same year, the leading
scholarly serial in Asian American Studies titled Amerasia Journal
published a special issue on sexuality that featured various queer
API perspectives from artists, activists, and academics. Alice Hom
underscored the necessity of mapping queer sexuality “as a part of
Asian American family” due to the reality of gay and lesbian chil
dren.7 Indeed, it would be ahistorical if not simply naïve to imagine
gays and lesbians as existing only in the contemporary period or
only among whites. In my own research I trace the significance of
same-sex sexuality of Issei Yone Noguchi, among the first group of
Japanese immigrants in the late nineteenth century. Historian Judy
Wu has also traced the life of rumored lesbian Margaret Chung, the
first known American-born Chinese physician and surgeon. Chung
is also the founder of the Chinese hospital in San Francisco China
town in the early 1 920s .
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more than simply acknowledging their existence and negotiating
their identities. It serves more defiantly as a site of radical change
for not just domestic issues but more urgently for international
unrest and global imperialism. Queerness can then be understood
as “part love-letter to the past and future” in the words of José
Esteban Mufloz, to aim towards a utopia filled with surprise and
imagination.29
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