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What comes to YOUr mind when you think about Asian men? The Kung Fv mmasters Bruce Lee
and Jackie Chan, famous for their martial art Jkills? Or those who excel professionaﬂy such as
Yo Yo Ma (@ cello player) Michael Chang (a tenmis player) and Yao Ming (a basketball player)?
What about Mickey Rooney in Breakfast af Tiffany’s who plays the grumpy, almost hysterical
Japanese landlord who constantly shouts at Audrey Hepburn? Or William Hung, the infantile
and non-threatening (sexually and physically) Chinese boy

- head the image of

regrets” 10 American Idol?
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ndry or restaurant in Chinatown, oI
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a straight man), OF John Lone in Madame Butterfly (a true story which tells of 2 French diplomat
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Sexualizing Asian male bodies

femininity (and thus passivity) and/or homosexuality? Even inside the gay world, why does a
specific Asian gay image (“feminine and smooth-skinned”) seem to predominate?

12

\ale bodies

The hierarchy of male bodies

The male body is central to the formation of men’s masculine identity. The notion of masculinity
is based on a rigid gender system of two sexes (male and female), in which masculinity is defined as
opposed to femininity. Gendered identities (man and woman) with “appropriate” attributes are
derived from this gender regime. For example, the alleged masculine attributes of men are physical
prowess, virllity, independence, aggressiveness, competitiveness, objectivity, rationality and
emotional controllability. In contrast, the alleged feminine attributes of women are passivity, fragility,
non-aggressiveness, non-competitiveness, sensitivity, nurturance, intuitiveness and emotional liability.
Also, the dominant notion of masculinity assumes that the “normal” sexual orientation and
identity are heterosexuality. To be a “man” is to be a heterosexual man. The common-sense
_ logic of homosexuality is thus simple: being gay means lacking masculinity. If someone is attracted to
_ masculinity, that person must be feminine, if not in body (the biological explanation), then somehow
in the mind (the psychological explanation).

Biology — genes, genitalia, hormones, instincts, or even the mysterious workings of the dynamic
Tee , 1conscious — is important to determine the potential of our body and identity. However, culture
d social forces play a crucial role in shaping our desires, emotions, and identities. Think about how
cult it will be to understand the complexity and richness of food by merely reducing it to a
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he Kung Fu masters Bruce
ho excel professionally such as

Yao Ming (@ basketball player)?

¢ hysteri il ple desire of hunger! Gender and sex socialization begin as soon as an infant is born. Children are
oS8 . .. . . . o
s the grumpy, almy he infantle . tht to conform to their feminine or masculine roles, including exhibiting heterosexual
7L e . . X .
Or William Hung, ith “no. s, by meeting the expectations attached to these roles. There are of course negative sanctions or
s ,

xho jumps and siNg 15 of disapproval and punishment for those who deviate. Our body, gender, and sexuality is shaped

en created through a continuous interplay of biological and social forces (Gerschick 2005).

owever, no matter whether the body is genetically and/or socially constructed, we tend to
ed to conform to a cultural definition of being men/women, masculine/feminine, het-
él/homosexual, that appears to be “natural.” This cultural definition seems to create
sychological and social boundaries that inevitably give rise to systems of dominance and
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Sexualizing Asian male bodies

male homosexuals: “a moustached ‘clone,” the tattooed ‘leather man’ or ‘biker,” and more recently
the all-American Gock’” (Forrest 1994: 97). This super-macho look seems to focus entirely on the
body, in which the male athletic masculine body is being glorified. Of course, this super-macho
look is more pronounced among those gay men who are young, in-the-scene and in large cities.
Gay culture in most urban cities, like society at large, is stratified along the lines of gender,
class, race, age and body. Generally speaking, the commercial gay scene is highly class-specific,

lies

. depiction of Chinese men,
- by their inability to spe.ak
com whites, and their will-
ndries and restaurants. They

jes of immigration faws was

youth-oriented, and fashion conscious. The ideal for gay men is to be young, fit and muscular,
also described as

and have money to spend on clothes, travel, and home decoration. The hyper-feminine body, the

>

men’~ Were .
\elands. The tem “bachellol; elderly body, the disabled body, the poor body and many others are all regarded as subordinate
“boys” (and thus “infantile”) gay variants, or as “failing bodies” (Kong 2004).

cation seemed to sUgEESt that

-med to be a potential threat

situation is different nOW, th.e
| shifts between a workaholic
friendly, but almost

In terms of race, it is common to see a mixed crowd of white and Asian men in most local
gay. bars. You might hear terms such as “rice queen” (a Western or Caucasian man who is
predominantly sexually interested in Asian men) or “potato queen” (an Asian man who is pre-
dominantly sexually interested in Western or Caucasian men). In terms of the hegemonic gay

ometimes masculine ideal, the term “golden boy” seems to be the best euphemism to characterize the

iz)stigmatized images of A.sian
Jine. A large number of Asian-
-ven body modification can be
of the “timid, infantile, yellow

potato queen in this inter-racial gay culture. “Golden boy” in traditional Chinese literature
signifies 2 young virgin boy who is innocent, infantile, feminized and even androgynous. The
golden boy — infantilized (age), feminized (gender), and golden (race) — signifies a representation
of Chinese (and also Asian) gay men which seems to appear in many different disguised forms.
For example, one scholar argnes that Asian men are always designed to play the passive part
o Kung Fu master .. the role of “bottom,” “houseboy,” or “servant”™) in gay pornography (Fung 1996).
inforcing the Kkung
zrre:i(; Asigan men chaﬂenge the
»f Chinese masculinity without
been constructed around two
ement and mastery of scho}arlzrl
v of physical arts”). The wi 1de'
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el and Wasserstrom 2002). L
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e ot becatse oS e generation of immigrants, reject the “houseboy” scenario as the only way of entering
ssed sexualiy) <l tern homosexual world. Some of these men work hard at the gym to refute the “timid
e 19 g/lfh“‘;siz body” myth, while others deliberately eroticize Asian male bodies. Many artists and
.olonial Vietnam in 1929, the
gended a rich Chinese man 0 8
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an male body became ant ob]e.
Troy Philips, Ken Chu, and I;/lrtlw
ality and race. Through their
. the desexualized Astan men an9
7, asexuality, of passivity (Kee 197

Some Asian gay men use their “exotic” attributes as a survival strategy to help them gain
1y to the Western world. They consciously control their bodies and benefit from the white
shism of colored bodies (Kong 2002). There is nothing wrong with “passivity”” or the image
“servitude” per se. The problem seems to lie in the fact that whenever the “East” meets the
est,” the “East” always adopts the role of servant. The absence of other possible scenarios
ms to suggest that the uniformity reflects real social hierarchy, economic inequality and
cal domination. The gay community can be a place of sexual freedom and comfort, but is
a site of racial, cultural, and sexual alienation sometimes more pronounced than that in a
ht society” (Fung 1996: 190).

problems facing Asian gay men living in Western countries have not gone unnoticed or
dccepted. Many young Asian gay men, especially from the middle class and the second

ve challenged Asian male gay stereotypes, while advancing more positive and diverse
being gay and Asian (for independent films and videos, see The Queen’s Cantonese
onal Course, Wayne Yung, Canada 1998; China Dolls, Tony Ayres, Australia, 1997;
om, Nouyen Tan Hoang, USA, 1999; and Yellow Fever, Raymond Yeung, UK,
ademic studies, see Leong 1996; Eng and Hom 1998).

gy sets the potential for how we can act, social forces play a significant role in
aning of our bodies, emotions, and identities. The male body, as the corerstone
1y, 1s governed by social expectations and pressures to be masculine and to be
b.e 3 “man” is to exhibit a cluster of attitudes, forms of self-presentation and
different from women and convey an emphatic sense of heterosexuality. Our




, white,

ch puvileges ©
while often stigmatizing others (&8 Asian Of
the attitudes and behaviors that are assO~
ilicy to challenge masculine norms and
asexual or €VER homosexual, 2

UK, US, Australia and else~
1 out. Some

Travis S. K Kong
ertain bodies (e.g

bodies whi

a hierarchy of male
heterosexual, etc.)
~ual, etc.)- However,
We have the ab
ged to be effeminate,
s like the

society constructs
sble, young,

colored, disabled, ,
ciated with masculinity can and do change-
i alle

ideals. Although
ident I societie

newly—emerging Asian eVl
where. Some Asian men
redefine mascth ini -thout equating i with mus
The gay wonld, like the strai erates according to 2 hierarchy of €2Y
colored, disabled, aging of hyper—feminine bodies are less valued. In texms
golden boy” seems © be a dominant image for Asian gay men mna white-dominate
s embraced by Asian meD as a way to gain entry into the white-
However, more diverse representations are being created by Asians, W
fall sexual and social agents who can be desiring a8 W
nt cultore of Western societies, white men seem to expres
it means

Sy
‘ .

Western: masculine ide
cle, while some sexualize Asian

sometime
W estern societies.

Asian gay men as
to be a man.

eviations.

Jdesireable ds

In the still-domina
the ideal of “masculinity,” the point of origin and referenc
Asian OT other nonwhite men always seeim inferior — POOr imitations or B
How can such race Jogic be reversed? What could Asian men cell us about MEN n New York; On a warm s
1ondon, OF Paris, rather than vice versa? Without Jiewing Asian men as “other” or as inferior, center in n SI;
how can W€ describe their uniqueness and simply think of them 25 men in their OW2 right? ‘ White—haireo(;t
Instead of questioning how Asian men fall short of “potma » mmascolinity, what cant Asian men work. T just ‘
our AssuMpLions of masculinity in general? How can Astan men offer us newW man ,angi thse
s the time when we should take sexuality and race l’up,te din cii
asitive to the hierarchy Lo wn Sex(

tell us abouvt
positive ways O

(among other factors st

of bodies, 1dentities, and gen

n? Maybe this i
ender) seriously
4 the straight WO

and be more $€

f being M€
rids.

ch as class, 38 &
ders in both the gay an

References
pininities and Chinese Masculinities: A Read

el, S and J- N W asserstromm- (eds)

University of California Press.

00. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of
. 1995. Masculinities- Cambridge: Polity Press-

Eng, D- 1., and A. Y. Hom (eds) 1998. Q & A: Queer in Asian America. Philadelp

Press.

Forrest, D- 1994. wiyye’re Here, We'te Queet, and We're Not Going Shopping”, in A. Comw

(eds), Dislocating Masculinity: Comparative Eihnographies- Tondon: Routledge-

Penis: The Eroticised Asian in Gay Video Porm’, I

996. “Lookng for My

it . Routledge-

Degree of Bodily Normativity in Weste

11 (eds), Fandbook of Studies nd Masculinities-

alized Asian Male in the Chu and

/! social.chass.ncsu.edu/ jouvert/

M. S. 1994 “Consuming - The Femininization of American

on of the Male Body, 1832—1990”, inL. Goldstein (ed.)s
Michigan Press-

Kong, T- 5 K. 2002. “The Seduction of

Body & Sodety 8 (1) 29-43.

———(2004) “Queer AL Your
Sexualities 74 5-30.

Leong, B {ed.) 1996. Asiatt American Sexualities- London: Routledge.

logy- Oxdford: Basil Blackwell.

Seidman, S- 1996. Queer Theory/Socio

Brown 2002. Chinese Fer

Berkeley:
Butler, J. 19 Identity- London: Routledge-
Connell, R

hia, DA Temple Univers

m Culture” in
London:
Michael

the Golden Boy: The Sesxcural Politics of Hong Kong Gay

ommunity and Hong Kong G¥Y Male B

Own Rrask: Marginality, C

88



