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point, but that is not to say filmmakers of color (although mostly male) are
not getting attention in the Queer New Wave. Marlon Riggs’s Tongues Untied,
featuring the sensual poetry of Essex Hemphill and looking unabashedly at

““black men loving black men” caused a stir when PBS aired the film in its

P.O.V. series. Isaac Julien from Britain, whose Passion of Remembrance (1986)
and Looking for Langston (1989) now seem like gay “classics,” made Young Soul
Rebels (1991), which takes on an interracial relationship between a punk and
a soul boy, and racial and homophobic violence in London during the Queen's
Silver Jubilee in 1977. At the same time and locale is Hanif Kureishi’s London
Kills Me (1992), which in Kureishi’s directing debut, chose to explore street
life and drugs rather than his “expertise” of sexual politics and racial issues of
his previous screenwritings, My Beautiful Laundrette (1984) and Sammy and
Rosie Get Laid (1987).

The absence of lesbian filmmakers and representation within queer cinema,
and lesbians and gays of color is problematic, and disturbingly replicates the
mainstream in a sense. Although gender and racial inequality exists in what s
an exciting movement of progress, optimistically, the queer films being made
are creating the space for lesbians and lesbians and gays of color. The queer
films are unconventional, risk-taking, and thought-provoking—all of the char-
acteristics that I have consistently seen in Gregg Araki’s work—and deservea
permanent space in an independent film forum. Araki’s upcoming Totally
F***ed Up s definitely something to look forward to, featuring half-Vietnamese
actor - Jimmy Duval, whom he boasts is his new superstar (“my Joe
Dallesandro”). And perhaps the superficial “Queer Cinema” label will be shed
with the aforementioned Chris Munch, Jennie Livingston, Todd Haynes mak-
ing films sans “gay themes.” Araki adds that his fifth, his “straight” film promises
to be his most offensive and shocking, reassuring that his edge is a permanent
fixture in independent cinema.

Notes

1.
2.

© N o w e W

B. Ruby Rich, “A Queer Sensation,” The Village Voice, 24 March 1992, 42.

Gregg Araki, Moving the Image: Independent Asian Pacific American Media Arts
(Los Angeles: Asian American Studies Center, UCLA and Visual Communications,
1991), 69.

Author Interview with Araki, March 5, 1992.

Lawrence Chua, “Profiles and Positions,” BOMB (Fall 1992): 27.

Roddy Bogawa, “An(other) Refection on Race?” Moving the Image, 209.

Richard Fung, “Center the Margins,” Moving the Image, 67.

Cherry Smyth, “Trash Pernme Cocktail,” Sight and Sound (September 1992): 39.
Pratibha Parmar, “Queer Questions,” Sight and Sound (September 1992): 35.

The Eroticized Asian in Gay Video Porn

Richard Fung

Several scientists have begun to examine the relation between personality and human
reproductive behavior from a gene-based evolutionary perspective.... In this vein we
reported a study of racial difference in sexual restraint such that Orientals > whites >
blacks. Restraint was indexed in numerous ways, having in common a lowered alloca-
tion of bodily energy to sexual functioning. We found the same racial pattern occurred
on gamete production (dizygotic birthing frequency per 100: Mongoloids, 4;
Caucasoids, 8; Negroids, 16), intercourse frequencies (premarital, marital, extramarital),
developmental precocity (age at first intercourse, age at first pregnancy, number of
pregnancies), primary sexual characteristics (size of penis, vagina, testis, ovaries), sec-
ondary sexual characteristics (salient voice, muscularity, buttocks, breasts), and bio-
logic control of behavior (periodicity of sexual response predictability of life history
from onset of puberty), as well as in androgen levels and sexual attitudes.!

This passage from the Journal of Research in Personality was written by
University of Western Ontario psychologist Philippe Rushton, who enjoys con-
siderable controversy in Canadian academic circles and in the popular media.
His thesis, articulated throughout his work, appropriates biological studies of
the continuum of reproductive strategies of oysters through chimpanzees and
posits that degree of “sexuality”—interpreted as penis and vagina size, fre-
quency of intercourse, buttock and lip size—correlates positively with crimi-
nality and sociopathic behavior and inversely with intelligence, health, and
longevity. Rushton sees race as the determining factor and places East Asians
(Rushton uses the word Orientals) on one end of the spectrum and blacks on
the other. Since whites fall squarely in the middle, the position of perfect bal-
ance, there is no need for analysis, and they remain free of scrutiny.
Notwithstanding its profound scientific shortcomings, Rushton’s work serves
as an excellent articulation of a dominant discourse on race and sexuality in
Western society——a system of ideas and reciprocal practices that originated in
Europe simultaneously with (some argue as a conscious justification for?) colo-
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nial expansion and slavery. In the nineteenth century these ideas took on a sci-
entific gloss with social Darwinism and eugenics. Now they reappear, some-
what altered, in psychology journals from the likes of Rushton. It is important
to add that these ideas have also permeated the global popular consciousness.
Anyone who has been exposed to Western television or advertising images,
which is much of the world, will have absorbed this particular constellation of
stereotyping and racial hierarchy. In Trinidad in the 1960s, on the outer reaches
of the empire, everyone in my schoolyard was thoroughly versed in these
“truths” about the races.

Historically, most organizing against racism has concentrated on fighting
discrimination that stems from the intelligence-social behavior variable
assumed by Rushton’s scale. Discrimination based on perceived intellectual
ability does, after all, have direct ramifications in terms of education and
employment, and therefore for survival. Until recently, issues of gender and
sexuality remained a low priority for those who claimed to speak for the com-
munities.? But antiracist strategies that fail to subvert the race-gender status
quo are of seriously limited value. Racism cannot be narrowly defined in terms
of race hatred. Race is a factor in even our most intimate relationships.

The contemporary construction of race and sex as exemplified by Rushton
has endowed black people, both men and women, with a threatening hyper-
sexuality. Asians, on the other hand, are collectively seen as undersexed.* But
here I want to make some crucial distinctions. First, in North America, stereo-
typing has focused almost exclusively on what recent colonial Janguage desig-
nates as “Orientals”—that is East and southeast Asian peoples—as opposed to
the “Orientalism” discussed by Edward Said, which concerns the Middle East.
This current, popular usage is based more on a perception of similar physical
features—black hair, “slanted” eyes, high cheek bones, and so on—than
through a reference to common cultural traits. South Asians, people whose
backgrounds are in the Indian subcontinent and Sri Lanka, hardly figure at all
in North American popular representations, and those few images are osten-
sibly devoid of sexual connotation.’

Second, within the totalizing stereotype of the “Oriental,” there are compet-
ing and sometimes contradictory sexual associations based on nationality. So,
for example, a person could be seen as Japanese and somewhat kinky, or
Filipino and “available.” The very same person could also be seen as “Oriental”
and therefore sexless. In addition, the racial hierarchy revamped by Rushton
is itself in tension with an earlier and only partially eclipsed depiction of all
Asians as having an undisciplined and dangerous libido. I am referring to the
writings of the early European explorers and missionaries, but also to antimis-
cegenation laws and such specific legislation as the 1912 Saskatchewan law that
barred white women from employment in Chinese-owned business.

Finally, East Asian women figure differently from men both in reality and

in representation. In “Lotus Blossoms Don’t Bleed,” Renee Tajima points out
that in Hollywood films:

There are two basic types: the Lotus Blossom Baby (ak.a. China Doll, Geisha Girl,
shy Polynesian beauty, et al.) and the Dragon Lady (Fu Manchu’s various female
relations, prostitutes, devious madames).... Asian women in film are, for the
most part, passive figures who exist to serve men-—as love interests for white men
(re: Lotus Blossoms) or as partners in crime for men of their own kind (re:

Dragon Ladies).
Further:

Dutiful creatures that they are, Asian women are often assigned the task of
expendability in a situation of illicit love.... Noticeably lacking is the portrayal
of love relationships between Asian women and Asian men, particularly as lead

characters.”

Because of their supposed passivity and sexual compliance, Asian women
have been fetishized in dominant representation, and there is a large and grow-
ing body of literature by Asian women on the oppressiveness of these images.
Asian men, however—at least since Sessue Hayakawa, who made a Hollywood
career in the 1920s of representing the Asian man as sexual threat®—have been
consigned to one of two categories: the egghead/wimp, or—in what may be
analogous to the lotus blossom-dragon lady dichotomy—the kung fu master/
ninja/samurai. He is sometimes dangerous, sometimes friendly, but almost
always characterized by a desexualized Zen asceticism. So whereas, as Fanon
tells us, “the Negro is eclipsed. He is turned into a penis. He isa penis,”? the
Asian man is defined by a striking absence down there. And if Asian men have
no sexuality, how can we have homosexuality?

Even as recently as the early 1980s, I remember having to prove my queer
credentials before being admitted with other Asian men into a Toronto gay
club. T do not believe it was a question of a color barrier. Rather, my friends
and I felt that the doorman was genuinely unsure about our sexual orienta-
tion. We also felt that had we been white and dressed similarly, our entrance
would have been automatic.!?

Although a motto for the lesbian and gay movements has been “we are every-
where.” Asians are largely absent from the images produced by both the polit-
ical and the commercial sectors of the mainstream gay and lesbian communi-
ties. From the earliest articulation of the Asian gay and lesbian movements, a
principal concern has therefore been visibility. In political organizing, the
demand for a voice, or rather the demand to be heard, has largely been
responded to by the problematic practice of “minority” representation on pan-
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els and boards.!! But since racism is a question of power and not of numbers,
this strategy has often led to a dead-end tokenistic integration, failing to address
the real imbalances.

Creating a space for Asian gay and lesbian representation has meant, among
other things, deepening an understanding of what is at stake for Asians in com-
ing out publicly.)2 As is the case for many other people of color and especially
immigrants, our families and our ethnic communities are a rare source of affir-
mation in a racist society. In coming out, we risk (or feel that we risk) losing
this support, though the ever-growing organizations of lesbian and gay Asians
have worked against this process of cultural exile. In my own experience, the
existence of a gay Asian community broke down the cultural schizophreniain
which I related on the one hand to a heterosexual family that affirmed my eth-
nic culture and, on the other, to a gay community that was predominantly
white. Knowing that there was support also helped me come out to my family
and further bridge the gap.

If we look at commercial gay sexual representation, it appears that the
antiracist movements have had little impact: the images of men and male
beauty are still of white men and white male beauty. These are the standards
against which we compare both ourselves and often our brothers —Asian,
black, native, and Latino.!3 Although other people’s rejection (or fetishization)
of us according to the established racial hierarchies may be experienced as
oppressive, we are not necessarily moved to scrutinize our own desire and its
relationship to the hegemonic image of the white man.14

In my lifelong vocation of looking for my penis, trying to fill in the visual
void, I have come across only a handful of primary and secondary references to
Asian male sexuality in North American representatibn. Even in my own video
work, the stress has been on deconstructing sexual representation and only
marginally on creating erotica. So I was very excited at the discovery of a
Vietnamese American working in gay porn.

Having acted in six videotapes, Sum Yung Mahn is perhaps the only Asian to
qualify as a gay porn “star.” Variously known as Brad Troung or Sam or Sum
- Yung Mahn, he has worked for a number of different production studios. All of
the tapes in which he appears are distributed through International
Wavelength, a San Francisco-based mail order company whose catalog entries
feature Asians in American, Thai, and Japanese productions. According to the
owner of International Wavelength, about 90 percent of the Asian tapes are
bought by white men, and the remaining 10 percent are purchased by Asians.
But the number of Asian buyers is growing.

In examining Sum Yung Mahn’s work, it is important to recognize the dif-
ferent strategies used for fitting an Asian actor into the traditionally white
world of gay porn and how the terms of entry are determined by the perceived
demands of an intended audience. Three tapes, each geared toward a specific

erotic interest, illustrate these strategies.

Below the Belt (1985, directed by Philip St. John, California Dream Machine
Productions), like most porn tapes, has an episodic structure. All the sequences
involve the students and sense of an all-male karate dojo. The authenticity of
the setting is proclaimed with the opening shots of a gym full of gi-clad, seri-
ous-faced young men going through their weapons exercises. Each of the main
actors is introduced in turn; with the exception of the teacher, who has dark
hair, all fit into the current porn conventions of Aryan, blond, shaved, good
looks.15 Moreover, since Sum Yung Mahn is not even listed in the opening cred-
its, we can surmise that this tape is not targeted to an audience with any par-
ticular erotic interest in Asian men. Most gay video porn exclusively uses white
actors; those tapes having the least bit of racial integration are pitched to the
specialty market throughout outlets such as International Wave-lengths.16 This
visual apartheid stems, T assume, from an erroneous perception that the sexual
appetites of gay men are exclusive and unchangeable.

A Karate dojo offers a rich opportunity to introduce Asian actors. One might
image it as the gay Orientalist’s dream project. But given the intended audi-
ence for this video, the erotic appeal of the dojo, except for the costumes and a
few misplaced props (Taiwanese and Korean flags for a Japanese art form?) are
completely appropriated into a white world.

The tape’s action occurs in a gym, in the students’ apartments, and in a gar-
den. The one scene with Sum Yung Mahn is a dream sequence. Two students,
Robbie and Stevie, are sitting in a locker room. Robbie confesses that he has
been having strange dreams about Greg, their teacher. Cut to the dream
sequence, which is coded by clouds of green smoke. Robbie is wearing a red
headband with black markings suggesting script (if indeed they belong to an
Asian language, they are not the Japanese or Chinese characters that one would
expect). He is trapped in an elaborate snare. Enter a character in a black ninja
mask, wielding a nanchaku. Robbie narrates: “T knew this evil samurai would
kill me” The masked figure is menacingly running the nanchaku chain under
Robbie’s genitals when Greg, the teacher, appears and disposes of him. Robbie
explains to Stevie in the locker room: “T knew that 1 owed him my life, and I
knew I had to please him [long pause] in any way that he wanted.” During that
pause we cut back to the dream. Amid more puffs of smoke, Greg, carrying a
man in his arms, approaches a low platform. Although Greg’s back is toward
the camera, we can see that the man is wearing the red headband that identifies
him as Robbie. As Greg lays him down, we see that Robbie has “turned
Japanese”! It’s Sum Yung Mahn.

Greg fucks Sum Yung Mahn, who is always face down. The scene constructs
anal intercourse for the Asian Robbie as an act of submission, not of pleasure:
unlike other scenes of anal intercourse in the tape, for example, there is no
dubbed dialogue on the order of “Oh yeah...fuck me harder!” but merely
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ambiguous groans. Without coming, Greg leaves. A group of (white) men
wearing Japanese outfits encircle the platform, and Asian Robbie, or “the
Oriental boy,” as he is listed in the final credits, turns to lie on his back. He
" sucks a cock, licks someone’s balls. The other men come all over his body; he
comes. The final shot of the sequence zooms in te a close-up of Sum Yung
Mahn’s headband, which dissolves to a similar close-up of Robbie wearing the
same headband, emphasizing that the two actors represent one character.
We now cut back to the locker room. Robbie’s story has made Stevie horny.
He reaches into Robbie’s pants, pulls out his penis, and sex follows. In his Asian
manifestation, Robbie is fucked and sucks others off (Greek passive/French
active/bottom). His passivity is pronounced, and he is never shown other than
prone. As a white man, his role is completely reversed: he is at first sucked off by

Stevie, and then he fucks him (Greek active/French passive/top). Neither of

Robbie’s manifestations veers from his prescribed role.

To a greater extent than most other gay porn tapes, Below the Beltis directly
about power. The hierarchical dojo setting is mild for its evocation of domi-
nance and submission. With the exception of one very romantic sequence mid-
way through the tape, most of the actors stick to their defined roles of top or
bottom. Sex, especially anal sex, as punishment is a recurrent image. In this
genre of gay pornography, the role-playing in the dream sequence is perfectly
apt. What is significant, however, is how race figures into the equation. [n a tape
that appropriates emblems of Asian power (karate), the only place for a real
Asian actor is as a caricature of passivity. Sum Yung Mahn does not portray an
Asian, but rather the liberalization of a metaphor, so that by being passive,
Robbie actually becomes “Oriental.” At a more practical level, the device of the
dream also allows the producers to-introduce an element of the mysterious, the
exotic, without disrupting the racial status quo of the rest of the tape. Even in the
dream sequence, Sum Yung Mahn is at the center of the frame as spectacle, hav-
ing minimal physical involvement with the men around him. Although the
sequence ends with his climax, he exists for the pleasure of others.

Richard Dyer, writing about gay porn, states that:

although the pleasure of anal sex (that is, of being anally fucked) is represented,
the narrative is never organized around the desire to be fucked, but around the
desire to ejaculate (whether or not following from anal intercourse). Thus,
although a level of public representation gay men may be thought of as deviant
and disruptive of masculine norms because we assert the pleasure of being fucked

and the eroticism of the anus, in our pornography this takes a back seat.!”

Although Tom Waugh’s amendment to this argument—that anal pleasure
is represented in individual sequences!® —also holds true for Below the Bel,
as a whole the power of the penis and the pleasure of ejaculation are clearly

the narrative’s organizing principles. As with the vast majority of North
American tapes featuring Asians, the problem is not the representation of anal
pleasure per se, but rather that the narratives privilege the penis while always
assigning the Asian the role of bottom; Asian and anus are conflated. In the
case of Sum Yung Mahn, being fucked may well be his personal sexual prefer-
ence. But the fact remains that there are very few occasions in North American
video porn in which an Asian fucks a white man, so few, in fact, that Interna-
tional Wavelength promotes the tape Studio X (1986) with the blurb “Sum
Yung Mahn makes history as the first Asian who fucks a non-Asian”1°

Although T agree with Waugh that in gay as opposed to straight porn “the
spectator’s positions in relation to the representations are open and in flux,"2
this observation applies only when all the participants are white. Race intro-
duces another dimension that may serve to close down some of this mobility.
This is not to suggest that the experience of gay men of color with this kind of
sexual representation is the same as that of heterosexual women with regard
to the gendered gaze of straight porn. For one thing, Asian gay men are men.
We can therefore physically experience the pleasures depicted on the screen,
since we too have erections and ejaculations and can experience anal penetra-
tion. A shifting identification may occur despite the racially defined roles, and
most gay Asian men in North America are used to obtaining pleasure form all-
white pornography. This, of course, goes hand in hand with many problems
of self-image and sexual identify. Still, I have been struck by the unanimity
with which gay Asian men I have met, from all over this continent as well as
from Asia, immediately identify and resist these representations. Whenever I
mention the topic of Asian actors in American porn, the first question I am
asked is whether the Asian is simply shown getting fucked.

Asian Knights (1985, directed by Ed Sung, William Richhe Productions), the
second tape I want to consider, has an Asian producer-director and a predom-
inantly Asian cast. In its first scenario, two Asian men, Brad and Rick, are see-
ing a white psychiatrist because they are unable to have sex with each other:

Rick: We never have sex with other Asians. We usually have sex with
Caucasian guys.

Counselor: Have you had the opportunity to have sex together?

Rick: Yes, a coupla times, but we never get going.

Homophobia, like other forms of oppression, is seldom dealt with in gay video
porn. With the exception of safe sex tapes that attempt a rare blend of the ped-
agogical with the pornographic, social or political issues are not generally asso-
ciated with the erotic. It is therefore unusual to see one of the favored discus-
sion topics for gay Asian consciousness-raising groups employed as a sex
fantasy in Asian Knights. The desexualized image of Asian men that I have
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described has seriously affected our relationships with one another, and often
gay Asian men find it difficult to see each other beyond the terms of platonic
friendship or competition, to consider other Asian men as lovers.

True to the conventions of porn, minimal counseling from the psychiatrist
convinces Rick and Brad to shed their clothes. Immediately sprouting erec-
tions, they proceed to have sex. But what appears to be an assertion of gay Asian
desire is quickly derailed. As Brad and Rick make love on the couch, the cam-
era cross-cuts to the psychiatrist looking on from an armchair. The rhetoric
of the editing suggests that we are observing the two Asian men from his point
of view. Soon the white man takes off his clothes and joins in. He immediately
takes up a position at the center of the action—and at the center of the frame.
What appeared to be a “conversion fantasy” for gay Asian desire was merely a
ruse. Brad and Rick’s temporary mutual absorption really occurs to establish
the superior sexual draw of the white psychiatrist, a stand-in for the white male
viewer, who is the real sexual subject of the tape. And the question of Asian-
Asian desire, though presented as the main narrative force of the sequence, is
deflected, or rather reframed from a white perspective.

Sex between the two Asian men in this sequence can be related somewhat
to heterosexual sex in some gay porn films, such as those produced by the Gage
brothers. In Heatstroke (1982), for example, sex with a woman is used to estab-
lish the authenticity of the straight man who is about to be seduced into gay
sex. It dramatizes the significance of the conversion from the sanctioned object
of desire, underscoring the power of the gay man to incite desire in his socially
defined superior. It is also tied up with the fantasies of (female) virginity and
conquest in Judeo-Christian and other patriarchal societies. The therapy ses-
sion sequence of Asian Knights also suggests parallels to representations of les-
bians in straight porn, representations that are not meant to eroticize women
loving women, but rather to titillate and empower the sexual ego of the het-
erosexual male viewer.

Asian Knights is organized to sell representations of Asians to white men.
Unlike Sum Yung Mahn in Below the Belt, the actors are therefore more expres-
sive and sexually assertive, as often the seducers as the seduced. But though the
roles shift during the predominantly oral sex, the Asians remain passive in anal
intercourse, except that they are now shown to want it! How much this asser-
tion of agency represents a step forward remains a question.

Even in the one sequence of Asian Knightsin which the Asian actor fucks the
white man, the scenario privileges the pleasure of the white man over that of
the Asian. The sequence begins with the Asian reading a magazine. When the
white man (played by porn star Eric Stryker) returns home from a hard day at
the office, the waiting asian asks how his day went, undresses him (even taking
off his socks), and proceeds to massage his back.2! The Asian man acts the role
of the mythologized geisha or “the good wife” as fantasized in the mail-order

bride business. And, in fact, the “house boy” is one of the most persistent white
fantasies about Asian men. The fantasy is also a reality in many Asian coun-
tries where economic imperialism gives foreigners, whatever their race, the
pick of handsome men in financial need. The accompanying cultural imperi-
alism grants status to those Asians with white lovers. White men who for var-
ious reasons, especially age, are deemed unattractive in their own countries,
suddenly find themselves elevated and desired.

From the opening shot of painted lotus blossoms on a screen to the shot of
a Japanese garden that separates the episodes, from the Chinese pop music to
the chinoiserie in the apartment, there is a conscious attempt in Asian Knights
to evoke a particular atmosphere.22 Self-conscious “Oriental” signifiers are part
and parcel of a colonial fantasy—and reality—that empowers one kind of gay
man over another. Though I have known Asian men in dependent relations
with older, wealthier white men, as an erotic fantasy the house boy scenario
tends to work one way. I know of no scenarios of Asian men and white house
boys. It is not the representation of the fantasy that offends, or even the fan-
tasy itself, rather the uniformity with which these narratives reappear and the
uncomfortable relationship they have to real social conditions.

International Skin (1985, directed by William Richhe, N’wayvo Richhe
Productions), as its name suggests, features a Latino, a black man, Sum Yung
Mahn, and a number of white actors. Unlike the other tapes 1 have discussed,
there are no “Oriental” devices. And although Sum Yung Mahn and all the men
of color are inevitable fucked (without reciprocating), there is mutual sexual
engagement between the white and nonwhite characters.

In this tape Sum Yung Mahn is Brad, a film student making a movie for his
class. Brad is the narrator, and the film begins with a self-reflexive “head and
shoulders” shot of Sum Yung Mahn explaining the scenario. The film we are
watching supposedly represents Brad’s point of view. But here again the tape is
not targeted to black, Asian, or Latino men; though Brad introduces all of these
men as his friends, no two men of color ever meet on screen. Men of color are
not invited to participate in the internationalism that is being sold, except
through identification with white characters. This tape illustrates how an agenda
of integration becomes problematic if it frames the issue solely in terms of
black-white, Asian-white mixing; it perpetuates a system of white-centeredness.

The gay Asian viewer is not constructed as sexual subject in any of this
work—not on the screen, not as a viewer. I may find Sum Yung Mahn attrac-
tive, I may desire his body, but  am always aware that he is not meant for me.
Imay lust after Eric Stryker and imagine myself as the Asian who is having sex
with him, but the role the Asian plays in the scene with him is demeaning. It is
not that there is anything wrong with the image of servitude per se, but rather
that it is one of the few fantasy scenarios in which we figure, and we are always
in the role of servant.
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Are there then no pleasures for an Asian viewer? The answer to this ques-
tion is extremely complex. There is first of all no essential Asian viewer. The
race of the person viewing says nothing about how race figures in his or her
own desires. Uniracial white representations in porn may not in themselves
present a problem in addressing many gay Asian men’s desires. But the issue
is not simply that porn may deny pleasures to some gay Asian men. We also
need to examine what role the pleasure of porn plays in securing a consensus
about race and desirability that ultimately works to our disadvantage.

Though the sequences I have focused on in the preceding examples are those
in which the discourses about Asian sexuality are most clearly articulated, they
do not define the totality of depiction in these tapes. Much of the time the actors
merely reproduce or attempt to reproduce the conventions of pornography.
The fact that, with the exception of Sum Yung Mahn, they rarely succeed—
because of their body type, because Midwestern-cowboy-porn dialect with
Vietnamese intonation is just a bit incongruous, because they groan or gyrate
just a bit too much—more than anything brings home the relative rigidity of
the genre’s codes. There is little seamlessness here. There are times, however,
when the actors appear neither as simulated whites nor as symbolic others.
There are several moments in International Skin, for example, in which the focus
shifts from the genitals to hands caressing a body; these moments feel to me
more “genuine.” I do not mean this in the sense of an essential Asian sexuality
but rather a moment is captured in which the actor stops pretending. He does
not stop acting, but he stops pretending to be a white porn star. I find myselt
focusing on moments like these, in which the racist ideology of the text seems to
be temporarily suspended or rather eclipsed by the erotic power of the moment.

In “Pornography and the Doubleness of Sex for Women,” Joanna Russ writes:

Sex is ecstatic, autonomous and lovely for women. Sex is violent, dangerous and
unpleasant for women. I don’t mean a dichotomy (i.e., two kinds of women or
even two kinds of sex) but rather a continuum in which no one’s experience is

wholly positive or negative.>®

Gay Asian men are men and therefore not normally victims of the rape, incest,
or other sexual harassment to which Russ is referring. However, there is a kind
of doubleness, of ambivalence, in the way that Asian men experience conten-
porary North American gay communities. The “ghetto,” the mainstream gay
movement, can be a place of freedom and sexual identity. But it is also a site
of racial, cultural, and sexual alienation sometimes more pronounced than
that in straight society. For me sex is a source of pleasure, but also a site of
humiliation and pain. Released from the social constraints against expressing
overt racism in public, the intimacy of sex can provide my (non-Asian) partner
an opening for letting me know my place—sometimes literally, as when after

we come, he turns over and asks where T come from.2* Most gay Asian men [
know have similar experiences.

This is just one reality that differentiates the experiences and therefore the
political priorities of gay Asians and, I think, other gay men of color from those
of white men. For one thing we cannot afford to take a libertarian approach.
Porn can be an active agent in representing and reproducing a sex-race status
quo. We cannot attain a healthy alliance without coming to terms with these
differences.

The barriers that impede pornography from providing representations of
Asian men that are erotic and politically palatable (as opposed to correct) are
similar to those that inhibit the Asian documentary, the Asian feature, the Asian
experimental film and videotape. We are seen as too peripheral, not commer-
cially visible—not the general audience. Looking for Langston (1988),%> which
is the first film I have seen that affirms rather than appropriates the sexuality of
black gay men, was produced under exceptional economic circumstances that
freed it from the constraints of the marketplace.26 Should we call for an inde-
pendent gay Asian pornography? Perhaps I am, in a utopian sort of way, though
I feel that the problems in North America’s porn conventions are manifold and
go beyond the question of race. There is such a limited vision of what consti-
tutes the erotic.

In Canada, the major debate about race and representation has shifted from
an emphasis on the image to a discussion of appropriation and control of pro-
duction and distribution—who gets to produce the work. But as we have seen
in the case of Asian Knights, the race of the producer is no automatic guarantee
of “consciousness” about these issues or of a different product. Much depends
on who is constructed as the audience for.the work. In any case, it is not sur-
prising that under capitalism, finding my penis may ultimately be a matter of
dollars and cents.

Discussion

AUDIENCE MEMBER: You made a comment about perceived distinc-
tions between Chinese and Japanese sexuality. I have no idea what you
mean.

RICHARD FUNG: In the West, there are specific sexual ambiences asso-
ciated with the different Asian nationalities, sometimes based on cul-
tural artifacts, sometimes on mere conjecture. These discourses exist
simultaneously, even though in conflict with, totalizing notions of
“Oriental” sexuality. Japanese male sexuality has come to be identified
with strength, virility, perhaps a certain kinkiness, as signified for exam-
ple by the clothing and gestures in Below the Belt. Japanese sexuality is
seen as more “potent” than Chinese sexuality, which is generally repre-
sented as more passive and languorous. At the same time, there is the
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cliché¢ that “all Orientals look alike.” So in this paradox of the invisibility
of difference lies the fascination. If he can ascertain where I'm from, he
feels that he knows what he can expect from me. In response to this
query about “ethnic origins,” a friend of mine answers, “Where would
you like me to be from?” I like this response because it gently confronts
the question while maintaining the erotic possibilities of the moment.

SIMON WATNEY: I wanted to point out that the first film you showed,
Below the Belt, presents us with a classic anxiety dream image. In it there
is someone whose identity is that of a top man, but that identity is estab-
lished in relation to a competing identity that allows him to enjoy sexual
passivity, which is represented as a racial identity. It’s as if he were in
racial drag. I thought this film was extraordinary. Under what other con-
ditions are Caucasian men invited to fantasize ourselves as racially other?
And it seems to me that the only condition that would allow the visibil-
ity of that fantasy to be acted out in this way is the prior anxiety abouta
desired role, about top and bottom positions. This film is incredibly
transparent and unconscious about how it construes or confuses sexual
role-playing in relation to race. And the thrust of it all seems to be the
construction of the Asian body as a kind of conciliatory pseudohetero-
sexuality for the white “top,” who has anus envy, as it were.

FUNG: I completely agree. The film says too much for its own good by
making this racist agenda so clear.

RAY NAVARRO: I think your presentation was really important, and it
parallels research I'm doing with regard to the image of Latino men in
gay male porn. [ wondered if you might comment a bit more, however,
about the class relations you find within this kind of work. For example,
T've found a consistent theme running throughout gay white male porn
of Latino men represented as either campesino or criminal. That is, it
focuses less on body type——masculine, slight, or whatever—than on sig-
nifiers of class. [t appears to be a class fantasy collapsed with a race fan-
tasy, and in a way it parallels the actual power relations between the
Latino stars and the producers and distributors, most of whom are white.

FUNG: There are ways in which your comments can also apply to Asians.
Unlike whites and blacks, most Asians featured in gay erotica are
younger men. Since youth generally implies less economic power, class-
race hierarchies appear in most of the work. In the tapes I've been look-
ing at, the occupations of the white actors are usually specified, while
those of the Asians are not. The white actors are assigned fantasy appeal
based on profession, whereas for the asians, the sexual cachet of race is
deemed sufficient. In Asian Knights there are also sequences in which
the characters’ lack of “work” carries connotations of the housewife or,
more particularly, the house bov.

But there is at least one other way to look at this discrepancy. The lack
of a specified occupation may be taken to suggest that the Asian actor is
the subject of the fantasy, a surrogate or the Asian viewer, and therefore
does not need to be coded with specific attributes.

TOM WAUGH: I think your comparison of the way the Asian male body
is used in gay white porn to the way lesbianism is employed in hetero-
sexual pornography is very interesting. You also suggested that racial
markers in gay porn tend to close down its potential for openness and
flux in identifications. Do you think we can take it further and say that
racial markers in gay porn replicate, or function in the same way as gen-
der markers do in heterosexual pornography?

FUNG: What, in fact, I intended to say with my comparison of the use of
lesbians in heterosexual porn and that of Asian male bodies in white
gay male porn was that they’re similar but also very different. I think
that certain comparisons of gender with race are appropriate, but there
are also profound differences. The fact that Asian gay men are men
means that, as viewers, our responses to this work are grounded in our
gender and the way gender functions in this society. Lesbians are wormern,
with all that that entails. I suspect that although most Asian gay men
experience ambivalence with white gay porn, the issues for women in
relation to heterosexual pornography are more fundamental.

WAUGH: The same rigidity of roles seems to be present in most situa-
tions.

FUNG: Yes, that’s true. If you notice the way the Asian body is spoken of
in Rushton’s work, the terms he uses are otherwise used when speaking
of women. But it is too easy to discredit these arguments. I have tried
instead to show how Rushton’s conclusions are commensurate with the
assumptions everywhere present in education and popular thought.

AUDIENCE MEMBER: P'm going to play devil's advocate. Don’t you think
gay Asian men who are interested in watching gay porn involving Asian
actors will get ahold of the racially unmarked porn that is produced in
Thailand or Japan? And if your answer is yes, then why should a white
producer of gay porn go to the trouble of making tapes that cater to a
relatively small gay Asian market? This is about dollars and cents. It seems
obvious that the industry will cater to the white man’s fantasy.

FUNG: On the last point [ partially agree. That’s why I'm calling for an
independent porn in which the gay Asian man is producer, actor, and
intended viewer. I say this somewhat halfheartedly, because personally I
am not very interested in producing porn, though I do want to con-
tinue working with sexually explicit material. But I also feel that one
cannot assume, as the porn industry apparently does, that the desire of
even white men are so fixed and exclusive.
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Regarding the first part of your question, however, I must insist that
Asian Americans and Asian Canadians are Americans and Canadians. |
myself am a fourth-generation Trinidadian and have only a tenuous link
with Chinese culture and aesthetics, except for what I have consciously
searched after and learned. I purposely chose not to talk about Japanese
or Thai productions because they come from cultural contexts about
which I am incapable of commenting. In addition, the fact that porn
from those countries is sometimes unmarked racially does not mean
that it speaks to my experience or desires, my own culture of sexuality.

ISAAC JULIEN: With regard to race representation or racial signifiers in
the context of porn, your presentation elaborated a problem that came
up in some of the safe sex tapes that were shown earlier. In them one
could see a kind of trope that traces a circular pattern—a repetition that
leads a black or Asian spectator to a specific realm of fantasy.

I wonder if you could talk a bit more about the role of fantasy, or the
fantasy one sees in porn tapes produced predominantly by white pro-
ducers. I see a fixing of different black subjects in recognizable stereo-
types rather than a more dialectical representation of black identities,
where a number of options or fantasy positions would be made available.

FUNG: Your last film, Looking for Langston, is one of the few films I know
of that has placed the sexuality of the black gay subject at its center. As I
said earlier, my own work, especially Chinese Characters (1986), is more
concerned with pulling apart the tropes you refer to than in construct-
ing an alternative erotics. At the same time I feel that this latter task is
imperative, and I hope that it is taken up more. It is in this context that
I think the current attack on the National Endowment for the Arts and
arts funding in the United States supports the racial status quo. If it suc-
ceeds, it effectively squelches the possibility of articulating counter-
hegemonic views of sexuality.

Just before 1 left Toronto, I attended an event called “Cum Talk,” orga-
nized by two people from Gay Asians Toronto and from Khush, the
group for South Asian lesbians and gay men. we looked at porn and
talked about the images people had of us, the role of “bottom” that we
are constantly cast in. Then we spoke of what actually happened when
we had sex with white men. What became clear was that we don’t play
out that role and are very rarely asked to. So there is a discrepancy
between the ideology of sexuality and its practice, between sexual rep-
resentation and sexual reality.

GREGG BORDOWITZ: When Jean Carlomusto and I began working on
the porn project at Gay Men’s Health Crisis, we had big ideas of chal-
lenging many of the roles and positionings involved in the dominant
industry. But as I've worked more with porn, I find that it’s really notan

efficient arena in which to make such challenges. There is some room to
question assumptions, but there are not many ways to challenge the
codes of porn, except to question the conditions of production, which
was an important point raised at the end of your talk. It seems to me that
the only real way to picture more possibilities is, again, to create self-
determining groups, make resources available for people of color and
lesbians and other groups so that they can produce porn for themselves.

FUNG: I only partly agree with you, because I think, so far as is possible,
we have to take responsibility for the kinds of images we create, or re-
create. Asian Knights had a Chinese producer, after all. But, yes, of
course, the crucial thing is to activate more voices, which would estab-
lish the conditions for something else to happen. The liberal response to
racism is that we need to integrate everyone —people should all become
coffee-colored, or everyone should have sex with everyone else. But such
an agenda doesn’t often account for the specificity of desires. I have seen
very little porn produced from such an integrationist mentality that
actually affirms my desire. It’s so easy to find my fantasies appropriated
for the pleasures of a white viewer. In that sense, porn is most useful for
revealing relationships of power.

JOSE ARROYO: You've been talking critically about a certain kind of colo-
nial imagery. Isaac’s film Looking for Langston contains not only a decon-
struction of this imagery in its critique of the Mapplethorpe pho-
tographs, but also a new construction of black desire. What kind of
strategies do you see for a similar reconstructing of erotic Asian imagery?

FUNG: One of the first thing that needs to be done is to construct Asians
as viewing subjects. My first videotape, Orientations [1984], had that as
a primary goal. I thought of Asians as sexual subjects, but also as viewing
subjects to whom the work should be geared. Many of us, whether we’re
watching news or pornography or looking at advertising, see that the
image or message is not really being directed at us. For example, the sex-
ism and heterosexism of a disk jockey’s attitudes become obvious when
we or she says, “When you and your girlfriend go out tonight...” Even
though that’s meant to address a general audience, it’s clear that this audi-
ence is presumed not to have any women (not to mention lesbians!) in it.
The general audience, as ] analyze him, is white, male, heterosexual, mid-
dle-class, and center-right politically. So we have to understand this pre-
sumption first, to see that only very specific people are being addressed.

When I make my videotapes, I know that I am addressing Asians. That
means that T can take certain things for granted and introduce other
things in a completely different context. But there are still other ques-
tions of audience. When we make outreach films directed at the straight
community—the “general public”—in an effort to make lesbian and gay
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issues visible, we often sacrifice many of the themes that are important to
how we express our sexualities: drag, issues of promiscuity, and so on.
But when I made a tape for a gay audience, I talked about those same
issues very differently. For one thing, I talked about those issues. And [
tried to image them in ways that were very different from the way the
dominant media image them. In Orientations I had one guy talk about
park and washroom sex—about being a slut, basically—in a park at mid-
day with front lighting. He talked very straightforwardly about it, which
is only to say that there are many possibilities for doing this.

I think, however, that to talk about gay Asian desire is very difficult,
because we need to swim through so much muck to get to it. It is very
difficult (if even desirable) to do in purely positive terms, and I think
it’s necessary to do a lot of deconstruction along the way. [ have no
ready-made strategies; I feel it’s a hit-and-miss sort of project.

LEI CHOU: I want to bring back the issue of class. One of the gay Asian
stereotypes that you mentioned was the Asian house boy. The reality is
that many of these people are immigrants: English is a second language
for them, and they are thus economically disenfranchised by being
socially and culturally displaced. So when you talk about finding the
Asian penis in pornography, how will this project work for such peo-
ple? Since pornography is basically white and middle-class, what kind of
tool is it? Who really is your target audience?

FUNG: If T understand your question correctly, you are asking about the
prognosis for new and different representations within commercial
porn. And I don’t think the prognosis is very good: changes will proba-
bly happen very slowly. At the same time, I think that pornography is
an especially important site of struggle precisely for those Asians who
are, as you say, economically and socially at a disadvantage, or those
who are most isolated, whether in families or rural areas; print pornog-
raphy is often the first introduction to gay sexuality—before, for exam-
ple, the gay and lesbian press or gay Asian support groups. But this porn
provides mixed messages: it affirms gay identity articulated almost
exclusively as white. Whether we like it or not, mainstream gay porn is
more available to most gay Asian men than any independent work you
or I might produce. That is why pornography is a subject of such con-
cern for me.

1 would like to thank Tim McCaskell and Helen Lee for their ongoing criticism and
comments, as well as Jeff Nunckawa and Douglas Crimp for their invaluable sug-
gestions in converting the original spoken presentation into a written text. Finally, |
would like to extend my gratitude to Bad Object-Choices for inviting me to partici-
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