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being subjected to a “lesbian trial” when fellow community organi.zers, I?nth Asian apg
African American, invited her to a meeting to discuss her sexual orientation. If she Were
a lesbian she would “harm” their “organizing efforts;” In that moment s-hfe remembers
“stepping into the closet and slamming th? c.:loor shut” to preserve her af:thlSt family 3
Writing about queer desires might additionally seem blasphemo_us In a field that h,
historically interpreted sexuality as a site of oppression. In the earlle.st publications oy
Asian American sexuality by historians such as Mary Roberts Coolidge, Yuji Ichioka,
and Lucie Cheng Hirata, men languished painfully in bachelor societies and womep,
endured forced sex work. These works laid the groundwork for later publications by
Asian Americanists Robert Lee and George Anthony Peffer who highlighted sexually
oppressed Asian men and women in America. Notably, in 2003 Madeline Hsu illym;.
nated how Chinese men steeped in a tradition of homosocial interaction may not haye
been as deprived as more insistently heteronormative histories have declared ! Yet
single-sex communities continue to appear as sites of deprivation in the popular imag.
ination. As late as 2014, the award-winning journalist Nicholas Hune-Brown wrote
of Chinese bachelor societies as “strange, often unhappy places”—"neighbourhoods
of grown men living together, sleeping in bunk beds.” Indeed, no amount of recent
“gay streaming,” the mainstreaming of gay characters on television, could eradicate

the presumption that a bachelor society would be anything but oppressive.> Moreover
as Asian Americanists criticize representations of emasculated Asian men as “fag-
gots,” embracing the “homo” within ourselves might be akin to subscribing to the

stereotype.°
Being a queer historian seems to have financial consequences as well.” Even as

America seems more accepting of gays and lesbians in recent years, in at least two fac-
ulty searches at research universities—one in Indiana and another in Texas—the dean
refused to hire the search committee's top candidate who were each visibly queer histo-
rians specializing in LGBT history. While Nayan Shah described the “dramatic” devel-
opment of the history of Asian American sexuality broadly since 1990, no wonder that
works specifically on queer sexuality are still small in number.8 Even if the historian-in-
training decides to brave the barriers ahead of her in queer studies, she will likely find
herself with compromised employment options, unable to convince the most powerful
that a queer should be teaching LGBT history to America’s young adults.

Among nonprofit organizations charged with bringing history to a broader pub-
lic, we see the continued discounting of sexuality. One queer history museum took
down its extremely popular sex toys exhibit that highlighted sexual pleasure as politi-
cal power, due to fears that an exhibit case displaying a cityscape of dildos standing
erect would dissuade politicians and banks from giving their support. More recently,
when I was introduced as a possible resource for an Asian American historical society
as a historian specializing in sexuality, the program director responded, “Ooh la la:"
with eyebrows raised followed by a chuckle. The response signaled the organizations
devaluation of the history of sexuality as opposed to labor or politics, in its public Pr*’
gramming and exhibits. For sure, queer history continues to face widespread public
perception as illicit or recreational, but never as a serious intellectual endeavor.
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originally been charged with an attempt to commit sodomy but was convicted insteaq
of the lesser offense of “simple assault” Dong Pok Yip contended that with the jury;
acquittal of the higher offense, there remained no evidence that showed an intep,
to commit any other sort of assault. A Portuguese American bookkeeper by the |ag
name of Rodrigues had spied the two sitting together on the Antioch Pier. Dong poj
Yip appeared to be teaching Hondeville how to fish. When Dong put his arm aroypqg

Hondeville and whispered something in his ear, Rodrigues grew suspicious. Dong thep,
helped Hondeville to his feet and the two walked hand-in-hand toward an oil tank ne,,

some brush about a foot in height. Rodrigues followed and found them stooping, Dong
in at the back of Hondeville and holding his waist. He noticed the “back of the boy’s
overalls hung down” and the “Chinaman’s trousers unbuttoned in the front” When the

two saw the peeping Rodrigues, they quickly stood up. Hondeville slipped on one of the

suspenders of his overalls and Dong buttoned up his pants.'*
In contrast to Rodrigues’s account, the nine-year-old Hondeville testified that he wjs

facing Dong the entire time. Dong had, in fact, made a "disgusting proposal” regarding
his sister, promised to give him two dollars, and then exposed his penis. The court hag
decided to allow Hondeville’s testimony after some deliberation about his questionable
intelligence, which they characterized as “retarded mental development?

While the Supreme Court upheld the decision of the lower court maintaining the

simple assault conviction, Dong Pok Yip’s case provokes a number of questions not eas.
ily answerable in a historical context uniformly understood as anti-Asian and homo-
phobic. If Dong Pok Yip had just miraculously gotten away with the “intent to commit
the felonious crime against nature,” it seems absurdly bold for him to further attempt
to reverse the decision of the lesser offense of simple assault. Dong Pok Yip’s fishing
lesson for Albert Hondeville and his acquaintance with his sister appear unusually
friendly in a world in which whites appeared fearful and antagonistic toward Chinese.

Moreover, how did Rodrigues suspect that Dong Pok Yip was “trying to use the boy as
[a] female” had he not himself had some familiarity with anal sex? Finally, how is it that
a “Chinaman” could be found not guilty of sodomy through the dissenting account of a
child “not even of ordinary intelligence” as opposed to supposedly more reliable testi-
mony from a white bookkeeper?

If we think sociologically, no occurrence, including what might appear to be anoma-
lous, is random or simply an act of individual free will. Events and outcomes are embed-
ded in a sociocultural context to make perfect sense in that given moment. Dong Pok
Yip’s case appeared as one of more than a handful in the early decades of the twentieth
century in which an Asian man appeared to persuade a judge or jury that he was not
morally degenerate even when caught literally with his pants down. As individual or pri-
vate sex acts might appear, piecing them together to create a collective statement about
race, gender, or desire remains the task of the historian of sexuality. The knot of Dong
Pok Yip and his seeming contradictions if untied would likely reveal new complexities
in the Asian American experience.

As early as 2003 Peter Boag had tackled a number of these court cases and placed
them within a larger queer history of the Pacific Northwest. Two years later Nayan Shah
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For example, the literary ¢

» o OSEd to the queel' aa 2 . . .
Ezﬁg d::cn'll))pes the pocket as a smaller space that “due to its proximity to ¢, body

ought to be more ‘private, but be?ause of its placen:ent - the bolc:?rc,lls sgbjeq. t0 puby;.
view” It accommodates only partial concealmenf, since you cafl fildea bodyin 5 Cloget

* Leong added, “For propertied, Anglo-American n.len with ¢ oom
of their own, the closet might be an appropriate figure for the posr.sessmn of a hidge,
identity. The pocket might be more ﬁtting for t_he countl'ess others with more Precarioy;
relationships to individual property and identity: colonized peoples who l:lave had thej;
property taken from them; people who have bee1‘-1 treated as property; aliens Ineligib]e
for citizenship; migrant workers”23 For queer Asians who fought to keep their desire
private particularly in early Asian American history, Leong’s proposed pocket seryes as
a useful metaphor for their all-too-small shelter, which rendered them visible evep, 5
they hoped to be invisible. Historians of queer Asian America rely on these ill-ﬁtting
pockets, calling attention to parts protruding that persons more tasteful might respect
fully ignore.

While unearthing queer people in history seems difficult, some have had more syc.
cess “queering” familiar histories of Asian America steeped in unfaltering heterosexu-
ality. In 2002 Melinda De Jesus “reclaimed queerness” by illuminating the homoerotic
potential in Carlos Bulosan’s America Is in the Heart and Bienvenido Santos’s Scent of
Apples, two classic texts in Filipino American history. Four years earlier, Daniel Y, Kim
went so far as to queer even the aforementioned openly homophobic forefather of Asian
American studies, Frank Chin, due to his obsession with men and their masculinity,
both white and yellow. Andrew Leong, the previously cited theorist of the “pocket;
also brought to light the queer and often unacknowledged “failures” of the Issei or the
Japanese immigrant world in his translation of Shoson Nagahara’s 1925 novel Lament
in the Night. Many more who are queering the Asian American canon are, as De Jesus
asserts, “speaking the unspeakable.”%*

As history drags its heels to the queer ball, others largely in English and cultural stud-
ies have enthusiastically taken up LGBT topics in a veritable explosion of works in the
new millennium. David Eng, Martin Manalansan, Gayatri Gopinath, and Jasbir Puarall
published groundbreaking books in queer Asian American studies. A younger genera-
tion of scholars such as Eng-Beng Lim and Nguyen Tan Hoang are upending stan
tropes of oppression in their works by foregrounding queer Asian camp and pleasure
even within postcolonial operations of power and desire.25

Scholarly publication on queer topics began most significantly in the 1990s outside
the field of history, with Amerasia Journal, the first academic journal in Asian American
studies. Its special issue titled “Dimensions in Desire,” published in 1994, contained
eighteen entries and inspired a second generation of queer Asian Americanists hoping
to study sexuality in the field. A little over twenty years after the journal’s first issué in
1971 and ostensibly the birth of Asian American studies as an academic field, the inclv-
sion felt long overdue. Yet, if we consider the professionalization of the much older ac

demic discipline of U.S. history in the 1890s and the rise of queer studies within the





















