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we bring our 
histories 

to feminism

There’s something powerful about the promise of an archival repository: 
they hold within them stories, secrets, and clues about the past that 
all seem to be waiting to be put together and made recognizable. 
Inside each dusty box or slide of microfilm is a snippet that someone, 
somewhere, felt that the future must know about. Someone made 
a choice to preserve these objects, and to tell these stories. Rifling 
through these carefully preserved artifacts of the past can create a 
sense of urgency for a historian: what are we supposed to learn from 
these documents? Why did someone save them? This can be the trap 
of the archive as well: who decides what documents are saved? Which 
characters get to play the starring role in history? Who counts?  

Too often, archives are resigned to the hallowed repositories of 
universities and municipalities. Those who can access them must read 
between the lines, interpreting within gaps and silences and implications, 
in order to find the working people who make a city run, the women 
and caregivers who nurtured movements and people, and the stories of 
diaspora, migration, and displacement that lack tangible form. 

Luckily, these stories can be found. Often, these stories are in our homes, 
tucked away in a photo album, or in the minds of someone we love or 
respect or know, waiting to be coaxed out and committed to paper and 
tape-- stories waiting to be treated with the reverence of History. Oral 
histories, familial objects, and community learning are at the core of 
feminist historical practice. 

We make histories. 

THE ARCHIVE // SALONEE BHAMAN
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UNRAVELLING 
KHANOM JEEN, 
BY AREE 
WORAWONGWASU 
(EXCERPT)
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Prior to the 17th century Spanish colonization of Guam, the sakman was known 
as the “fastest sailing [vessel] in the world.”[1] Spanish colonists “destroyed the 
sakman and forbade chamorros to sail the ocean,”[2] and by the middle of the 
19th century, the knowledge of how to build and sail sakman was lost. 

In 2008, for the first time in centuries, the sakman set sail in Guam. Using 
drawings made by a colonist, a group of Chamorros had rebuilt the boat, named 
saina, and learned to steer it from a skilled teacher in Micronesia.

The sakman was reconstructed from traces of historical documentation, a state 
of precarity that echoes the turbulence of our ecological present. Until very 
recently, saina was the only sakman sailing on the ocean. She embodies loss in 
the present. Seemingly lost in the violence of colonial encounter, vessels like the 
sakman, the Hawaiian Hōkūle‘a, and Filipinx balangay have reemerged, buoying 
along the surface of waterways settler nations have tried to claim as their own. 
Often constructed from settler anthropological observances, these vessels are 
nonetheless a protest in material form.

The rigid boundary between nature and culture has been rigorously policed 
by the very powers that rendered the sakman a nearly-forgotten technology. 
The sakman pushes us to think about the conceptual moment of its resurgence 
as the thread of possibility that survived Spanish colonization, American 
colonialism, Japanese occupation during World War II, and the current American 
militarization and infrastructural buildup of Guam. 

[1] Perez, Craig Santos (2010) from unincorporated territory [saina]. Omnidawn: 14.
[2] Ibid.
[3] Ibid., 15.

The sakman, a Guamanian outrigger canoe
by aanchal saraf

image via
guampedia
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	 Oral History with Patricia Eng
	 interviewed by Vivian Truong - October 2017

In 1982, Patricia Eng founded the New York Asian Women’s Center (now 
Womankind), the first organization on the East Coast to address violence 
against Asian immigrant women.

I asked one of the women doing a community assessment, ‘So domestic 
violence is when your husband is abusing you. How come you never told 
anybody?’ And she goes, ‘Well, because no one ever asked.’ That was the 
beginning. 

The Center was the first organization of its kind on the East Coast that 
was working with battered immigrant women, and to name [and] claim 
that was so important. But it was [also] about having this home for 
women, a political home to name our own experiences and identity. That 
political awakening was itself the essence of the Center...By building 
community among those who are all left out—that’s the strongest 
coalition you can build. I know what it feels like. That’s where, for me, it 
starts. It doesn’t start with the analysis, it starts with the gut feeling.

We found that so many women were eager to have this conversation...
This was the space that women were saying, ‘I want to talk about issues 
about being an Asian woman and there’s no place to do that.’ It was a 
place where women were finding to be a home to help other women. 
People had different kinds of analysis or needs, but the connecting point 
was having a common experience of building community. Along the 
way, women were becoming more politicized through that experience. 
The Center was the first training ground for women to voice their 
own experiences as Asian American women [which] was what was so 
compelling about the Center and brought so many folks early on.

We haven’t ended domestic violence in the community nor in the country, 
but has it shifted our culture...You still see the same issues playing over 
and over again. But the outrage, the tools , and the responses are 
different. [It’s] still not perfect, but they’re there.”

“It is power to know your own history. When I do my work now, I understand that I 
take that history with me in whatever ways that I know, to take that and claim that 
and know that—that is powerful...I know that you are building on what came before 
you. That it makes you smarter and makes you that much more powerful to then 
carry forward in the ways that your generation, and generations that are coming 
after you, can really hold.” -Patricia Eng
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Tenant organizing pamphlet produced collectively by the Chinese 
Progressive Association, Metropolitan Council on Housing, and 
Mobilization for Youth Legal Services in New York City’s Chinatown 
(1975-1980) // source: Rocky Chin Papers, New York University 
Archives (WAG.325). 
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As a social scientist, I am conscious of how we are trained to extract from 
archives and never to preserve, grow, or build our own. I am grateful for 
my training in Asian American Studies because it taught me that archives 
can also include our own family history albums. I spent this past summer in 
Shanghai trying to draw deeper connections between my academic writings 
on displacement to my own family histories with movement. How do we 
begin to record these moments from our past that unknowingly inform our 
current commitments? As I was conducting oral histories with my remaining 
family members in Shanghai, I was handed an envelope full of contents: 
family photos, letters, housing deeds, stamps, and other things I thought 
were forever lost during the cultural revolution or from demolition. 

I know now that my academic work starts in Shanghai and begins with my 
grandma, who lived in a longtang called 四明里, which used to border 
Huaihai and Chong Qing Roads. As she and her neighbors were slowly 
displaced over the span of eight years to make way for a six-lane expressway, 
so were family timelines and personal items, photographs, memories, 
intimacies, and things in need of preservation. Before I left, I visited where 
her longtang was supposed to be located before demolition. Most of the 
area has changed but some things remain the same. Like the elderly women 
selling jasmine flower bundles on the expressway bypass and the sweets 
shop where many of my grandma’s patients worked for decades.

I am still not sure how else to begin to write about this place where I feel 
connected to and distant from at the same time. But the contents inside the 
envelope has allowed me to piece together what it was like to live in my 
grandmas longtang, the family photos fill in details that oral histories can no 
longer capture. As I learn how to incorporate displaced family archives into 
my own research practice, I wonder how we can use archives to not only 
record the past but to imagine new futures that intersect timelines, overlap 
past lives, and create moments you wanted to share with someone or a 
place but never had a chance to until now. 

FAMILY HISTORIES 
OF DISPLACEMENT
REFLECTIONS ON TRACING
TRANSNATIONAL HISTORIES

BY DIANE WONG
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Dreaming Diasporas in 
Chinatowns Around the Globe
Diane Wong interviewed by Minju Bae
republished excerpts from the Gotham Center for New York City History 

“The intimacies of home shape our political lives. I 
grew up in Flushing which is not far from New York’s 
Chinatown. The more time I spent in Chinatown 
over the years as an organizer and cultural worker, 
the more often I found myself asking: What are the 
political consequences of perpetual uprootedness? 
What can encounters with displacement tell us about 
the political possibilities inherent within immigrant 
communities? 

Displacement is a common theme in the lives of 
immigrants in this country — most immigrants and 
refugee families know what it’s like to be uprooted 
from a home over and over again. There are over one 
hundred new galleries and dozens of new upscale 
bars, restaurants, and streetwear boutiques that 
are occupying spaces in New York’s Chinatown that 
once housed families, immigrant-run businesses, and 
garment factories. The places you grow to love can 
disappear overnight. 

There is a rich history of women-led resistance and 
political agency in these neighborhoods. The activism 
we see in Manhattan’s Chinatown today [is] in a much 
longer lineage and history of women-led cultural 
production through Asian American collectives 
like the Basement Workshop and Godzilla: Asian 
American Art Network. My current project captures 
how immigrant women and youth in Chinatown are 
active in the making of urban space and urban politics. 
Ordinary shop spaces like Wing On Wo & Co. can 
serve as a catalyst for intergenerational organizing 
and particularly for the mobilization of women. 
Actively listening to what women talk about on a daily 
basis offers tremendous insight on the ways in which 
political values, ideologies, and practices are formed 
or negotiated over time.” 
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Sakhi for South Asian Women was founded in 1989 by Anannya 
Bhattacharjee, Mallika Dutt, Tula Goenka, Geetanjali Misra, and Romita 
Shetty. Sakhi was the first South Asian Women’s Organization (SAWO) in 
New York City-- in the 1980s, NYC had many religious and cultural centers, 
professional associations, and national-specific groups serving various 
demographics of South Asians, but none existed to help South Asian women 
specifically.  The founders of Sakhi recognized the great need for services 
of support to immigrant survivors of gender-based and domestic violence. 
Sakhi has and continues to support South Asian women survivors by 
connecting them to needed resources and creating a community space. 

Notably, Sakhi located domestic violence as a political and social justice 
issue, and not a personal or “family” issue to be kept in the shadows.  For 
many women, being part of Sakhi’s community allowed them to discuss their 
experiences navigating identity, sexism, classism, and violence in the context 
of their lives as South Asians for the first time. They also called upon men 
to be allies in the work against gender-based violence, understanding that 
it takes all of us to change behaviors and shape futures based in values of 
gender equity.

Sakhi and other organizations like it were important in that they offered 
an alternative to white feminist spaces for women of color and immigrant 
women, as well as offering what was missing in their own cultural 
communities - a space for women whose experiences did not align with their 
communities’ idealization of womanhood.  This history illuminates the falsity 
of the idea that the feminist movement in the United States was created 
for and by white women. The creation of the feminist movement was and 
continues to be a multiracial and multicultural enterprise. It is imperative 
that we do not erase the contributions, interventions, and innovations of 
immigrant women from our understandings of feminist history. 

Sakhi’s work continues today,
You can learn more at www.sakhi.org

sakhi history

senti sojwal

“Sakhi” means 
“woman-friend” 
in many South 
Asian languages. 
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Founded in 1979-1981, 
the Unbound Feet Collective was a queer feminist Asian 
women’s literary performance group. At the time, it was radical They had an 
audience of over 600 people and talked candidly about sexuality, gaining a 
significant Asian lesbian following.  The 6 original members were Nellie Wong, 
Genny Lim, Kitty Tsui, Canyon Sam, Nancy Hom, and Merle Woo. Kitty and 
Canyon met at Asian American Feminist, an Asian women’s rap group that also 
would regularly share food and talk about racism and sexism. Unbound Feet 
laid groundwork for Kitty to publish poetry and her book, THE WORDS OF A 
WOMAN WHO BREATHES FIRE, was the first published by a Chinese American 
lesbian. They disbanded in 1981 over Merle Woo’s grievance against the 
University of California-Berkeley, after they refused to renew her contract as a 
lecturer for Asian American studies.

Research by Julie Ae Kim
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I remember my mom found it extremely difficult to call her family in Bangladesh 
for a long time after her second eldest sister, my Momena Khala, passed away, 
and then a few short months later, her mother, my Nanu, left us as well. Ammu 
would not be able to call back right away as she had always done before. She 
could not muster the courage or energy it took to physically pick up the phone, 
use the calling card, and connect the line to Bangladesh — to hear the voices 
of her relatives, to face the reality of deep loss which can be stifling when 
you’re already so far and geographically estranged. Calling cards and hand-
written letters were her only link between all she had ever known, left behind 
in the dust, tied to this new country of unfamiliarity and alienation. 

When we did return back home the first time, after almost a year and half since 
both of their deaths, there was a somber quiet when visiting our extended 
family; a collective breath was being held. When we went to Khulna during this 
trip, my mom and my cousin Mary, held each other on the verandah and wept 
loudly like the floodgates of desh’s dark Kalboishaki storms had come to drown 
our pains once more. 

What seems like ages ago, on another balcony in the same house in Khulna, 
Nanu sat on the balcony for hours, connecting the two parts of the puraano 
apartment, the day of Khala’s janaza, wondering: how did her girl tragically 
leave this world before her? How do we bury the same offspring who came 
from our own body? Were fibers of our soul, our anchor on this earth, pieces of 
ourselves, testament to our existence? How do we live without them?

Loss is funny in many ways; it comes back to you decades later, as hiccuped 
memories, and a sudden slew of sadness. I haven’t thought about Nanu or 
Khala in a long while; but on some winter mornings, between the months of 
late September and early April of any year, our small window of immense loss, 
thinking about all those times as a little girl at my Nani’r bari in Meherpur, or 
Momena Khala’s house in Khulna, can bring me to tears.

The first time returning was impossible for Ammu, but she learned to be herself 
again and to deal with a new relationship to these places and people back 
home. Loss can begin to taste different when you’ve been marinating in it for a 
long time.

A Return  // Thahitun Marium
Excerpt from First Times // Asianamfeminism.org/stories

“It’s impossible to go back to a place of love 
without the people you love still there.”
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Recurring Women  //  veasna has
Excerpt from First Times // Asianamfeminism.org/stories

I had never met my grandmother before. Growing 
up, my mom’s stories of her painted the portrait of 
a rebellious woman. My mom would tell of how she 
would get frustrated as a young girl to come home 
from school and find that the pages of her lesson books 
had been torn out by her mother, who rolled them up 
to make cigarettes. Yey Tem had been a lifelong chronic 
smoker and was approaching 100 with no problems 
until a recent accident. I wish I’d had a chance to know 
her old self.

My parents said their farewells to Cambodia in 1983 
when they fled to the United States with three young 
children in tow, escaping the repercussions of the 
Khmer Rouge. My parents’ stories of their youth in 
Cambodia always seemed so idyllic and carefree — 
almost otherworldly.  I was 14-years-old, and it was 
2005, the summer before I would start high school 
and my first time visiting Cambodia. Both of my 
grandmothers were nearing their final years, and 
my parents wanted to be sure that me and my sister 
Khemara would have a chance to meet them at least 
one time. 

Yey Tem looked exactly like she did in all the 
photographs I had seen. The photo album pages 
depicted a cast of recurring characters of my extended 
family in various stages of life over the years, while Yey 
Tem, stooped in her chair, always in the portrait’s center, 
remained unchanged. Meeting her at last, she seemed 
so small. Her face was so finely wrinkled that it almost 
seemed smooth again, and her skin had sagged so 
much that you could barely see her eyes. Here she was, 
that same bold, slightly careless woman who smoked 
pages from lesson books.

One of the photos from the trip is a wide shot of the 
pathway leading up to the entrance of Angkor Wat. My 
mom is in the foreground, facing the photographer. 
Further back behind her, already halfway down the 
walkway and unaware that the moment was even 
being captured, are me and my sister. For my mom, 
this temple was one of the very places that she loved 
to go see as a girl. She would excitedly skip up the 
steps, while Yey Tem walked yards behind, never in a 
rush. Taking us to see it now, decades after her own 
childhood visits, must have been like déjà vu for her. 
But Yey Tem couldn’t walk now and wasn’t in this 
version of the picture, and the stairs of the temple had 
more people on them than she ever remembered.

Illustration by 
Khem Has
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Uhl-Gool // 
 
Everytime I visit my parents’ home in Bayside, my mom urges me to go with her to get a 
facial. I don’t know what the word for facial is in Korean, my mother always just says uhl-gool. 
“Want to go do your face? We need to go do your uhl-gool,” she would say, looking at my 
face with concern, looking for signs of sadness, worry, pimples, wrinkles, secrets. 

My instinctual reaction was “ah-nee, I don’t need it, no,” shrinking away from her eyes. I 
didn’t want her to look too closely, to see the three-month-old cyst on my chin, the thick layer 
of medium beige that was visible under a heavy light, my relationship with my not-a-man-not-
a-woman partner I kept hidden right underneath my chest. I wasn’t ready for her to really see 
me.
 
I hadn’t visited home for a couple of months, even as my mom texted me daily and called 
me weekly, asking when I’d be coming. “Maybe next week, I’m really busy at work.” In my 
phone calls, I was always just about to shower or head into class—both of us in on the lie 
but without the strength to call it out. As soon as I arrive, my mom is in the kitchen cooking 
all my favorite food, like a bribe or maybe a reward, minari with doenjang, stir-fried spicy 
chicken stew, sliced acorn jelly. 
 
My mother’s hands were rough, but her face was smooth. The wrinkles pulled back in a way 
that make me believe in the magic of the underground skincare clinics run by immigrant 
Korean women in their own homes, bringing their knowledge from across the ocean. My 
mother who would never throw away the spoilt milk but instead used it for her hair. My 
mother who collected clothing from those Korean families who were better off, those who 
owned supermarkets, laundromats, automobile shops, to pick out the ones she wanted to 
wear before organizing the church bazaar that happened on Northern Boulevard every week. 
 
I pretended to hate going to Heesuk shi’s home where facials were an easy $50 + a wrapped 
up kimchi jjigae, but I never fought it too much. The facials were never just an exchange of 
money for goods. It was never impersonal, just a $100 + a $20 tip. Not in our immigrant 
community where strength came only from the underground networks, the informal set ups, 
the lack of English made up by the fluent and sharp Korean that could easily cut you with its 
bite or heal you with its unashamed love. 

“Do you have time to fit us in for a facial tonight? My daughter is visiting, and I want to make 
sure she gets her uhl-gool done before she leaves. She works for the mayor, so she has to 
keep up her appearance.” It was 8 p.m. on a Friday night when we pulled up to a suburban 
home. Heesuk shi exclaimed, “How lucky you are that your daughter spends so much time 
with you.” The home was a two bedroom unit with one bedroom dedicated to her aesthetic 
practice. 

Stripping down to my neutral cotton underwear and just a towel across my chest, a blanket 
slid just under my collar bones. The plush mattress was electrically heated, my entire backside 
like warm black coals. Wet cloths stripping my face of my tinted moisturizer, concealer, blush, 
eyeliner, then a slather of cream on my face, cold. Fingertips kneading my dough of a face, 
the knuckles pushing alongside my cheekbones, jawline, right underneath my mouth, the pain 
steadily growing unbearable, but just as it started it stopped. 

Next, the warm mist that hovered over my face reminded me of my ex’s standing clothing 
steamer, clug clug clug clug clug clug. My favorite part came right before the part I hated the 
most: the squeezing of the sebum out of the thousands of tiny pores on my face, each like 
its own little house to be cleaned, Marie-Kondoing the gunk, satisfyingly empty. Then, the 
sanitizing with some gadget I’ve never seen with my eyes but could taste, the metal acidic 
taste in my mouth, even though it was zapping the bacteria on my face. As I was drifting off 
to sleep, I felt my mom stand next to me and hold my hand.

excerpts from memoir, 
julie ae kim
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My mother and her five sisters grew up with long black braids

Originally published at 
HEArt Journal OnlineHAIR // ASHNA ALI

down their backs/ there are dozens of pictures of them standing
in lines in Khulna/ in Dhaka/ in order of descending height/ ascending age 

I grew one/ took me years/ I enjoyed the feeling of it 
pressing between my shoulder blades/ under my backpack/ its swing 

at school dances/ I would sometimes pull it around my waist 
when I was scared or lonely/ my own hug/ eventually I had more reasons

smart girls in Italian novels who were beautiful 
because of their hair/ characters on American television whose hair

flicked in rhyme and fingers/ I started letting/ it out 
braiding flowers/ into it like in those black and white photos 

of white women in the 1970’s/ everyone sat around singing songs 
around fires with daisies dotting/ their braids and wreathing their foreheads/ 

(that’s not what it was like for us, that’s not where we were, says my father) 
but my mother and her sisters/ really love the music/ from when they were young 

one day I was watching Sister Sister/ a television show 
two smart, black twins are separated at birth/ find each other 

their parents move in like a family/ unite them 
ensuing in all manner of hilarity/ (I have no sisters) 

I too had my long black braid/ just like them/ like my mother/ a long time ago 
I would fling it/ over the back of the couch/ while I watched the show

fed my fantasies/ of growing up to be a woman/ just like my mother –

but my mother/ she complained/ how much work my hair was/ eeesh!!

too much, too much/ she threw up her hands/ walked silently 

behind the couch/ with scissors/ sliced it/ all the way off/ my long black braid
just like that/ just like that

my head popped/ shot from a sling cut the cord/ between her past
/my future

she put it in a gallon Ziploc bag
the television blared/ my hair my hair my hair

she stood and laughed
/she won.

Thirteen years later/ a week from my wedding day 
a gallon Ziploc bag

the gift/ of my braid back. 15



@annala1019: My grandma has been one of my all time 
favorites for my entire life. She came to America from 
Sri Lanka with three small children in the late 1960s, not 
knowing a single soul. Seeing the signs of an impending 
civil war take place, my Grams was able to escape ahead 
of time, and ended up paving the way for her sisters 
and their families to escape from the island as well. 
This was remarkable for our family, given we're Tamil 
Sri Lankan and from the north of the island, which was 
deeply affected during the war. In Sri Lanka, my grandma 
was a college botany professor, and, after coming to 
the US, realized quickly that she would need to change 
professions. A friend let her know that Met Life was 
hiring. She got on a bus, not really knowing where to 
go or what stop to get off at. She ultimately got a job 
and even submitted the proposal for one of the first 
word processors. She is fiercely independent, extremely 
intelligent, and marvelously loving and sweet. She is a 
trailblazer in so many ways [and] so much of who I am is 
because of who she is. 

@steakandmeggs: Years before they banned 
Chinese men, they banned Chinese women. 
US laws kept families apart for decades – the 
bachelor society of US Chinatowns on one end 
of the world, + the ghost towns in China, filled 
with women and children, on the other. My 
great-great-great-grandfather left his dirt-poor 
hometown in Toisan, smuggled on a freight 

#ThisisAsianAmerica

ship to the US. First lured by an empty promise of “gold mountains,” he ended 
up working on the Transcontinental Railroad, in dangerous conditions and earning 
a fraction of his white counterparts’ wages. Forced to lay tracks on top of his 
comrades’ bones, he switched to the only other path available to Chinese and 
opened a laundromat in Five Points NYC. 

The Chinese Exclusion Act passed in 1882, telling him that he was no longer 
welcome. My ancestor returned “home” to his wife and son after decades apart. 
His son would also try his own luck opening a laundromat in America, as a “paper 
son.” He too returned to Toisan decades later. His grandson, my great-grandfather, 
also came over as a paper son and laundryman. Like his forefathers, he had to 
leave his wife and son behind. He enlisted in the US Army during WWII hoping the 
government would reward him and let his family join him. In photos of his service, 
fighting a war for a country that didn’t count him as their own, he sticks out like 
a sore thumb in a line of mostly white soldiers. Three generations later, he was 
ultimately able to bring his family over,. 70 years later, Chinese-American WWII 
vets received recognition for their service in the form of a Congressional Gold 
Medal. Most of the 200,000 vets, including Jack, didn’t live to see the day.
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When Alicia Tan was in high school, an older boy messaged her on AIM asking her if she 
had a “sideways pussy.” Tan, who is of Chinese and Cambodian descent, was thrown off by 
the question, as any 14-year-old might be. 

Throughout the history of the Internet, or at least as far back as 1993, naive people have 
questioned whether or not Asian women’s genitalia are oriented differently than other 
races. In fact, Asian women have been barraged with the bizarre rumor of having sideways 
vaginas for well over a century. Most of the time, the claim isn’t offered up as a question 
but a statement meant to be accepted as a universal truth, or a problematic joke at the very 
least. 

In James Franco’s 2011 book Palo Alto, the anti-hero in one of his stories seduces a half-
Vietnamese girl into sleeping with him with the line, “I heard that Chinese people have 
sideways vaginas.” In Three 6 Mafia’s 2005 song “Half On A Sack,” DJ Paul raps, “I got me 
a couple a Chinese bitches / Their pussies really sideways.” In 2001, Alec Baldwin hosted an 
episode of Saturday Night Live, and in a wartime skit delivered the joke: “I don’t pretend 
to know who these Chinese people are. I know they’re small, maybe one or two feet high. 
I know they sound funny when they talk. I know the womenfolk have sideways vaginas. But 
underneath their scales, they’re just like you and me.” 

While the rumor seems to indiscriminately target Asian women across the board, there is 
a definite focus on Chinese women — as evidenced by the quotes from Franco, DJ Paul 
and Baldwin. Historian Judy Yung writes that the “ongoing myth that the vaginal opening 
of a Chinese woman was horizontal rather than vertical has been circulating as folklore 
since the 1850s,” when Chinese women were sold into sex slavery in San Francisco during 
the California Gold Rush era. She even points out that one historical text denotes “the 
possibility that Chinese slave dealers would resort to surgical illusions in order to reap 
more profits from their property.” Though it seems to be a rare case if there were in fact 
instances of surgical alterations, they could have had an influence in perpetuating the myth.

During the 19th century, Asians (namely Chinese) in America were viewed as the “yellow 
peril,” foreign savages that were infesting the country and stealing jobs from working class 
white laborers by working harder for lower pay. And even before the Chinese Exclusion Act 
of 1882, the Page Act of 1875 essentially barred the immigration of all single East Asian 
women into America, under the assumption that all of them would turn to sex work. 

The law bound Asian women’s ability to immigrate with marriage status and led to a 
massive gender imbalance in the Chinatowns of America. In addition to segregation, 
this scarcity meant that the typical American man had little to no interactions with actual 
Chinese women. So while Chinese men were reduced to dirty and criminal rat-tailed fiends, 
the women were viewed as undesirable prostitutes — with unorthodox sex organs.

The sideways vagina claim stems from a certain gendered and sexualized racism.
When this strange fascination with Asian women’s vaginas emerged, Asian women living in 
the U.S. lacked agency: we were denied immigration, citizenship, voting rights, labor rights 
and more. The white male imagination asserted the sideways vagina onto Asian women. 
Cruelly, it has also kept the myth alive. 

the myth of 
the sideways 
vagina
excerpt by tiffany diane tso
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 materials from Third World Women’s Alliance,
sophia smith collection

from “what is the third world?”, triple jeopardy, 
third world women’s alliance, november, 1971
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Photo courtesy of The Kheel Center ILGWU Collection, Cornell University

law as
archive, 
speculation, 
fantasy

ILGWU members march 
through Chinatown, 1982
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Beyond dim sum restaurants and new 
bubble tea and dessert cafes, historic 
sites of resistance line Chinatown’s 
streets. On Mott Street, over 20,000 
garment workers — almost entirely 
women — once marched down the 
center of Chinatown to Columbus Park 
on a warm Spring day in 1982. They 
donned union hats and raised picket 
signs to press for the renewal of their 
union contracts. United, immigrant 
Chinese American women called for 
workers’ rights that would forever 
impact U.S. labor history.

Women leaders exposed the plight 
of working women, and extolled the 
Chinatown community to carry on 
with the struggle for better wages 
and better working conditions. Within 
hours, dozens of garment shop owners 
called the union, finally agreeing to 
renew the workers’ contracts. That day, 
Chinese women won a historic victory 
in labor rights, securing wage increases 
and benefits for tens of thousands 
women workers in the city.

I first saw the black and white photo 
of elderly immigrant Asian women 
a decade ago when I was in high 
school. I was just beginning to be 
exposed to Asian American history in 
afterschool youth programs. A friend 
had shared it on Facebook. My initial 
reaction: shock— I had never seen or 

heard about protest being something 
grandmothers in my community 
participated in; and then curiosity— 
what was this moment in Chinatown’s 
history and why had no one told me 
about it before?

In 1980, there were 25,000 Chinese 
garment workers employed in 430 
shops. Women made up over 80 percent 
of the workforce. Canal Street hosted a 
heavy concentration of garment shops. 
Conditions varied. Overcrowding was 
common and buildings were often old 
and neglected. The shops presented 
hazardous conditions for workers, 
including inducing tuberculosis from 
poor ventilation and kidney and gastric 
problems from dehydration and long 
hours working under stress.

Women had to deal with over 10-hour 
workdays and they were paid by piece. 
The $3.35 minimum wage was often 
ignored and instead, workers were paid 
based on the number of clothing that 
they made and style-sewed. According 
to the union during that time, garment 
workers on average earned $5,500 
annually in reported wages in 1981, 
after accounting for seasonal and part-
time work.

More and more shops were unionizing 
because of the mutual benefits 
between shop owners and workers. 

Photo courtesy of The Kheel Center ILGWU Collection, Cornell University

How Chinese 
American Women 
Changed U.S. Labor 
History

Excerpt By HUIYING B. CHAN, republished from aaww.org with author’s permission 

20



The contractors refused to agree to 
terms that were already agreed upon 
by the manufacturers and the union. 
Instead, they threatened to take away 
holidays and other benefits. Workers 
were furious and resistance in everyday 
conversations filled the subways, 
grocery stores and homes. Threat of a 
strike became a greater reality. Workers 
soon joined together, speaking on radio 
stations, phone banking, handing out 
leaflets in the streets to organize and 
mobilize fellow workers to join the 
strike.

The day of the strike finally came on 
June 24. Over 20,000 mostly women 
workers participated.

“The Chinatown bosses’ attempt to 
break our union is like a grasshopper 
trying to stop a car in its tracks. They 
are daydreaming in broad daylight and 
acting like a blind bat trying to knock 
down a tree,” Shui Mak Ka’s voice 
boomed at the podium. A garment 
worker and core organizer of the 1982 
Strike, she addressed thousands.

I met Shui Mak Ka one Sunday 
afternoon. Mrs. Ka speaks Cantonese 
and Karen Low helped interpret union 
words I do not understand. Although 
I speak Cantonese, union and strike 
vocabulary words were ones I never 
learned before. 

She shares,“They gave me a stack of 
papers to read from at the podium. 
And I said ‘waste of time.’ What did I 
say? Quite simply, we workers must 
be united. It’s not yet spring, unless all 
flowers blossom. We cannot rely on a 
single worker’s power, but we need all 
the workers together,” she says. 

Following the speeches, the workers 
marched. Once the rally began, the 
union’s office received endless calls 
from employers finally conceding and 
agreeing to sign the contracts. 
After the Uprising, the ILGWU 
became more active in the Chinatown 
community in supporting Chinese 
members and addressing the social 
issues affecting the community. The 

strike in itself also made it known that 
Chinese women workers organized 
actively for their rights and would not 
let ethnic ties with Chinese employers 
stifle their fight for economic justice. 

As a result, employers held back 
on wage cuts and withdrew their 
demand to take away holidays and key 
benefits. The strike paved the way for 
increased bilingual staff for workers, 
English classes and transportation 
services.
 
The following year, mobilized by 
the strength of colletive unity, the 
community came together to fight 
against the jail. 

The city had moved to build a jail in 
the heart of Chinatown. In addition 
to behind-the-scenes meetings and 
organizing efforts, 12,000 people 
marched from Chinatown to City 
Hall to protest the city’s plan. The 
jail was still eventually built, with the 
city government saying it needed its 
location there because of its proximity 
to the courts, a similar argument made 
for the expansion of the current jail 
in Chinatown under Mayor de Blasio’s 
plan to close Rikers. 

The community then compromised 
to gain back a piece of the land next 
to the jail, which became the Chung 
Pak building that housed a senior 
residence, day care, and health center.

Members of the ILGWU, including May 
Chen, meanwhile, went on the co-
found the Asian Pacific American Labor 
Alliance, the first national organization 
for Asian Pacific American union 
members. All of the women joined 
ILGWU staff and continued to be 
involved in the labor movement.

“The next generation needs to learn 
how to organize. Know that other 
people’s issues are your own. If you 
don’t organize, you too will lose all of 
your benefits,” said Mrs. Ka.
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I First saw this sign, which has been 
in Q-Wave’s possession for almost 
10 years, when I went to march with 
the Lunar New Year for All (LNYA) 
contingent in 2018. I went because 
the girl I liked at the time (who is now 
my girlfriend) told me she might be 
there. In the end, she didn’t show up, 
but I decided to stay anyway. I was 
so stunned by the sign’s message—
so plain and so simple. But it 
shouted a truth that I, at the time, 
couldn’t form into words myself.
 
Fast forward to Pride 2019—
my first opportunity to march in 
Manhattan’s Pride parade, which I 
was hesitant about, because of the 
heat, the walking, and the waiting. 
But one experience wiped away 
any negativity I felt about the task. 
We were marching down 5th Ave 
handing out postcards with our info 
on it for outreach purposes, when 
another Q-Waver tapped me on the 
shoulder. “Christine, that girl is crying 
over there, go hug her.” 

writing by Christine Liu,  
sign by q-wave

I look over and see this woman of 
Asian descent not just crying but 
full on sobbing. I asked to hug her 
and asked her why she was crying. 
“That sign,” she choked out, and 
pointed at the sign I was holding. “I 
am an Asian Lesbian and I respect 
my family,” she told me. “You never 
see that in mainstream culture...
it’s just so...real.” At this point, she 
was almost unintelligible. I try to 
comfort her and hug her one more 
time, but I have to catch up with my 
contingent. 
 
At this point, I myself am crying, 
and a sense of shame starts welling 
up in me. Shame, because of how 
resistant I was to marching. Only 

four years ago, I was a babygay that 
had showed up to Manhattan Pride 
with my other Asian lesbian friend. 
Neither of us were really out, and 
we were terrified we were going to 
run into people we knew the entire 
time. However, every time we saw a 
group that organized around Asian 
LGBTQIA+ people, we squealed 
and grabbed each other. That 
representation and visibility was so 
important—to be able to see people 
who looked like us, and who are 
comfortable and PROUD of who 
they are, in a community that loves 
them. It taught me the importance of 
marching, that it wasn’t for me at all 
but for those that might see us and 
know that they too are seen.
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sign by tenaya izu, courtesy of qwave

“In the Hawaiian language, ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, there are multiple 
pronouns for “we.” Kākou is generally the most broad, inclusive 
form of “we,” referring to “we, three or more,” which could be 
everyone in a room, everyone in earshot, et cetera. There is also 
kāua, which is a “we” that means something more like “us two” 
or “between you and me.” Another pronoun, māua, is also a 
dual “we” but with more exclusive connotations, as in “you and 
I (and not anyone else).” Mākou is similarly an exclusive “we” 
for three or more. Each of these forms of “we” carries specific 
forms of responsibility, or kuleana, as they signify diff erent 
types of relationships.”  
-Maile Arvin, 2015, Indigenous Feminisms Roundtable

WE, TOGETHER
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every survivor is splendor.
every spoon is sacred.
every cough is an altar on the bend of ribcage.
every cane is a drum calling into the earth.

you will be told that you are not worthy of a party.
you will be told you are not a celebration.
why exist at all?

because breath is an exhausted ship lapping the wind.
because your muscles are the fatigue of a sunset.

when your bodies are carnal waves collapsing,
remember: together we can find the shore.
together we can rock and wave and rest and float, together.
we need to move together.
together we can rupture veins into storms and
together we can be the grit as promising as the sound of shells.
our lineage tells us
there will always be land and ocean
in our bones.

after every shift of tide,
no matter the catastrophe,
please hold on if you can.

here’s a promise:
dare to press an ear against my chest
and on this love,

we’ll grow scales for every current
we’ll part every sea like scripture.

EXCERPT FROM “WHEN THE CHANT COMES” // KAYULANDAYBARRETT.COM

@brownroundboi kulandaybarrett @brownroundboi



TAO: A few years ago, my mother, my sister, and I went to Hong Kong in search of our 
ancestral roots and routes. We were looking for the home of my mother’s deceased 
father, Edwin. Born in Jamaica in the late 1920s to a Chinese father and Afro-Jamaican 
mother, he was taken to live with his stepmother in Hong Kong at the age of seven.

GAIA: I don’t speak putonghua or Cantonese and know little about China’s past – or 
present. Yet I – a British-born, American-raised, twentysomething of Chinese and Afro-
Jamaican ancestry – travelled to China recently to better understand my complicated 
family history. My mother was worried that because we were not “full Chinese” we would 
not be accepted. This is how it has always been for people like us – “half Chinese” or 
black Chinese – in Jamaica, where my mother grew up. Those who are “full Chinese” 
are proud that they have no black in them and proud that they have a command of 
Cantonese and Hakka – and proud, too, that they are able to recount their family history, 
perhaps going back 1,000 years.

TAO: In search of traces of Edwin’s life in Hong Kong’s New Territories, on our first visit 
to Asia all we had was the name of village and old family photographs collected over the 
years. With the help of a new friend, we were led to the house where our grandfather 
grew up. Yau Tang-kwong, a man we later discovered was my mother’s first half-cousin, 
greeted us at the door.  We were surprised that he was unsurprised to see his black 
relatives. Whether he knew it fully or not, he had a black Jamaican grandmother too. It 
was as if he had been expecting us. Who knew there were Afro-Chinese people living in 
China that had deep roots going back to the 1930s?

GAIA: Edwin was raised in Fanling, in a house on Fan Leng Lau Road. Family lore has it 
that the house was built in the 1800s, before the arrival of the British, and was bought 
by our mother’s paternal grandfather, Edwin’s father Hugh Yee Fatt, and his brothers. 
In 1914, Yee Fatt, aged 25, had travelled to Jamaica, hoping to get rich. Chinese men 
had been voyaging to the Caribbean for years, first as indentured agricultural labourers, 
to work on plantations, and later to become merchants and shopkeepers. In Jamaica, 
he set himself up in one business after another, selling everything from fizzy drinks and 

Re-framing Family: A 
Genealogy Between Jamaica, 
China, and Hong Kong
by Tao Leigh Goffe and Gaia Goffe

Author Gaia Goffe (LEFT), her mother, Judith 
Hugh-Goffe, and AUTHOR Tao Leigh Goffe in Fan 
Leng Lau, Hong Kong. Photo: Bruce Yan
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liquor to clothing and food. Business after business failed, so he decided to return to 
China. It was on that return trip that he and his brothers bought the Fanling house.

TAO: We had fancifully dreamed of but had not known if there were Afro-Chinese who 
remained in Hong Kong. Tang-kwong did not speak a word of English; we did not speak 
a word of Cantonese. And so we spoke in the only language we could, the back and 
forth of family photographs on iPad screens, of recognition, of kin. Weathered and torn 
photographs sat framed on the mantelpiece of the traditional Chinese house, and there 
we saw a portrait of our grandfather, our mother’s father, who lived a life unknown to us 
in Cantonese and patois, between Jamaica, Hong Kong, and New York.

GAIA: My mother, sister and I have seen photos of the house. Arriving at Fan Leng Lau 
Road, we meet the village chief, Pang Kwok-hung, whose family, prior to 1923, owned 
the house we have come to view. Our family name, 丘, Hugh the version Anglicized in 
Jamaica, or Yau in Cantonese, is written above the door. Thrilled, we begin furiously 
photographing everything in sight. Inside, we meet Tang-kwongs 21-year-old son, Hing-
lung, and study family photos, among which are some we know very well. It is strange 
to see the same pictures that hang on our walls in New York, hanging here, in Fanling. 
We are shown a special room with a family altar, a kind of extended mantelpiece with 
photographs on it. To our surprise, there is a photo, a small one, of my mother’s father, 
Edwin, among pictures of a host of other deceased relatives. Never convinced he would 
be truly accepted by his fully Chinese relatives, Edwin, who died in 2003, in Florida, 
would have been happy he’d been recognised in this way.

TAO: Here were the muted narratives of my grandfather’s boyhood in a sequence of 
images. Here we addressed the loss of history and how lost subjects were being found 
anew. These photographs communicated something unspeakable, an articulation of 
recognition and affirmation for the abject. Inscribed in the flesh of these photos was an 
entangled history of Asia, Africa, the Caribbean, and Europe.

GAIA: Edwin returned to Jamaica in the ’50s, where he found work as a driver. He never 
talked much about his time in Hong Kong or what life was like there for an Afro-Asian 
boy. No doubt he and his half brother were teased, taunted and had to endure being 
called hak gwai. It must have been similar for the hundreds of other mixedChinese 
children sent to Asia from Jamaica. Edwin had an Afro-Jamaican mother. No photos of 
her were displayed in the family home. Pictures of Chinese relatives, by contrast, covered 
the walls. Indeed, our mother knew that when she displayed a large photo of her Afro-
Jamaican maternal grandmother, Evelyn, it would be seen as an act of provocation. And 
so it was. Harsh words were spoken and the photo was quickly removed from the walls, 
never to be seen again.

“Grandmother and 
granddaughters” - Judith 
Hugh Goffe, Evelyn Lloyd, 
Janice Hugh.  Arthur’s Seat, 
Clarendon, Jamaica, 1982, 
photographed by leslie 
Gordon-Goffe
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TAO: Though the birth of photographic technology happens to coincide with the 
abolition of slavery in the British West Indies in the 1830s, the fact that there is 
little photographic record that represents this historical moment.  The absence of 
photographic representations of Caribbean Chinese families is a space for inquiry. How 
do we read the layers of silent narratives inscribed in family photographs? The silence 
exists in who is missing but also in the juncture between what is being performed in the 
family pose and the family dynamic. Even as family portraits can humanize and restore 
a sense of familial intimacy, they also police. In the diaspora, too, there are forces that 
push and blur the darker skinned and non-heteronormative subjects out of focus. What 
does it mean to be excluded from not only the frame of the family but also the frame of 
history?

GAIA: What would Edwin, or to give him his Chinese name, Yau Wheelam, make of the 
genealogical journey taken by his daughter, Judith, and granddaughters, Gaia and Tao, 
to China in hopes of understanding how they fit into the Chinese experience? I’d like 
to believe he would quote the Chinese proverb, “To know the road ahead, ask those 
coming back.”

TAO: An extension of the stolen body, the family photograph becomes an intimate site 
of both producing and challenging racialized and gendered hierarchies of the idea of 
the family. Ordinary family photographs carry this potential to speak the narratives elided 
by colonialism. As we know, within all families people do and do not look alike, and that 
does not much matter. What does matter is what can be fashioned out of what has been 
torn apart. 

Passport photograph of Yau 
Wheelam, Edwin Hugh, 1934, age 
6, when he left his parents 
in Jamaica to be raised by his 
Chinese stepmother in the New 
Territories of Hong Kong.

The photograph was found after 
his death amongst his personal 
effects in the basement of his 
home in Queens, New York.

Read original stories at: “Albums of Inclusion: The Photographic Poetics of Caribbean Chinese Visual 
Kinship” (2018) Small Axe  // How a Chinese-Jamaican’s family history quest led her to Hong Kong” 
(2016) South China Morning Post 
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Hundreds of Native Hawaiians and allies are camped at the base of 
Mauna Kea, a mountain located on Moku o Keawe, or Hawai’i Island. 
They are organizing to protect the summit of Mauna Kea from the 
construction of a proposed Thirty Meter Telescope (TMT).

This project has been in the works for years, and has drawn opposition 
from Native Hawaiians who object to the environmental and cultural 
impact of a massive 18-story, five-acre telescope complex on sacred 
land. In Hawaiian mo’olelo (stories and traditions), Mauna Kea represents 
the piko (umbilical cord) and thus birthplace of Hawai’i island and the 
Hawaiian people. The summit is associated with a number of important 
akua (gods and goddesses), and is the site of numerous burials, altars 
and other spiritually powerful sites.

The opposition to telescope construction on Mauna Kea has a long 
history, dating to 1968, when the first telescope was built on the 
mountain. There are currently 13 telescopes already on the summit, 
several of which are no longer even in use. Many of these were built 
without proper permits and over community protests and lawsuits 
expressing concerns about environmental impact — Mauna Kea is the 
primary aquifer and source of freshwater for the island — and protection 
of significant cultural sites. There is a clear history of mismanagement of 
the observatories, including problems with waste disposal and spills.

While what’s happening at Mauna Kea is inspiring to many Native 
Hawaiians and other Indigenous peoples around the world, proponents 
of the TMT and mainstream media alike have often represented the 
struggle simplistically as a fight between science and culture. In such 

Photo courtesy of STEVEN CHASE / FLICKR

mauna kea protests: 
the long fight against colonialism
Excerpt By maile arvin, republished from truthout.org 
with author’s permission
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discourse, what is often presumed to be the self-evident good of 
advances in astronomy for humanity is often pitted against what is 
portrayed as a minority of Native Hawaiians clinging to outdated and 
selfish traditions. 

Western science, including astronomy, has always been directly 
implicated in colonialism in Hawai’i and other Pacific Islands. Rhetoric 
of scientific advances being good for all humanity rings hollow in the 
Pacific context. After World War II, the U.S. and France used their Pacific 
territories as testing grounds for nuclear weapons. The U.S. told Marshall 
Islanders that nuclear tests rendering  in Bikini Atoll permanently 
uninhabitable would be “for the good of mankind”. Marshall Islanders 
would experience thyroid cancers, miscarriages and a number of other 
deadly health impacts from the testing. Indigenous Pacific peoples have 
many good reasons to be skeptical of promises of a “greater good” — 
promises which have long served the interests of colonial powers at the 
direct expense of Indigenous Pacific lives and lands.

Relatedly, Indigenous Pacific Islanders have long been seen as “inferior” 
to Western civilization and incapable of advancing science. Until at least 
the 1970s, it was still commonly accepted among Western scholars 
that Pacific Islanders had populated their islands randomly and without 
skill through “accidental drift.” In reality, Indigenous Pacific Islanders 
developed sophisticated practices of long-distance sea voyaging far 
earlier than Europeans. To portray Native Hawaiians as anti-science 
for opposing the TMT project is to replay colonial and racist rhetoric 
that deems Indigenous Pacific people unintelligent, backwards and 
uncivilized. One of the most beautiful things that the kia’i on Mauna Kea 
are proving is that actions can be taken today to heal the legacies and 
ongoing forms of colonialism and change our future. The vibrant life of 
the pu’uhonua that continues to develop and respond to the desires and 
needs of Native Hawaiians and allies at Mauna Kea proves to many of 
us that we are more than capable of self-government, of producing and 
teaching meaningful knowledge, of caring for our bodies and our land.

Today’s opposition to the TMT — and the decades-long opposition to 
how telescopes have been built and managed on Mauna Kea’s summit — 
is informed by an extensive history of science implicated in colonialism 
across the Pacific. This helps to explain why this issue is so deeply 
important to Native Hawaiians. There is one, clear and specific action 
that the kia’i are asking the state, the University of Hawai’i and the TMT 
corporation to take to begin to address past and current scientific and 
colonial injustice: Do not build the TMT on Mauna KAea. Science and 
colonialism deeply shape Mauna Kea’s past, but they do not have to 
determine its future.
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Ways the Phillipines Can Talk
by kay ulanday barrett
Being amerikan,
you draw in a journal about escape plans, arcing a fiction
of getaways — here you cannot ease your way into a café,
or walk to a bus station without being stared down,

Ma’am? they’ll say glimpsing to the haircut, then cutting pupils
towards breasts.

American feminist queer theory has no group as you buy gum at a 
   store
near the sleeping goats, or hold breath next to the baskets
in a northern province. Ocean salt finds its way into your 
   everything
Karabaos don’t give a shit about your gender pronouns.
Your family scissor words as your name skitters to the floor—
Tomboy,    I hear,   fat, dark, like a man.

Titas shift the kanin their plates as though they 
could trim your fat, extend the length of your hair, 
sprout a loudmouthed husband at your side,
all with the slightest bent joint

Then they turn to your beloved, exercise syllables
like she’s supposed to parade in them
So tall, so thin, your skin so light like a model—you can’t be Filipina,
Koreana ka ba?

The comparisons are said the same as any harmless observation.
Convictions of divide and conquer are tossed like habits.

There doesn’t have to be a white man to make these claims—
our own people learn how to harm enough,
choose the right words, translate to English without flinch.

You both can hold hands b/c		  this is what friends do.

After midnight you assemble your limbs back to
their rightful place as you rid the pressure formed
by all day heat and no privacy.

Poverty is two small bedrooms shared by everyone at anytime
and you hate that you want to go home,
for free wi-fi, ache for your bed.

Mostly, you hate the fantasies of sand & revolutionaries
right before the plane left the ground.       
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We engage in intersectional feminist politics grounded 
within our communities, including those whose backgrounds 

encompass East, Southeast, and South Asian, Pacific 
Islander, multi-ethnic and diasporic Asian identities. The 

collective seeks to foster dialogue that explores the 
intersections of Asian/American identity with issues of social 
justice in order to build towards collective liberation. They 
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feminist movement through media-making, event curation, 
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