Banana – Multiple Identities

Essentially this session is about journeys. While I’m not as advanced in years as the other panellists, all of our journeys are in a way, works in progress.

My name is David Do and I am a gay queer Chinese New Zealander. What I’ll do today is outline what I do, where I am in my journey, and then reflect upon issues that came up when I considered one’s multiple identities, issues that fir as well in an Asian or ethnic context as with a queer context. It’s important to think about these issues, so that they may act as a bridge between different communities and different experiences.

Sexual identity is an angle not considered so far at a Banana conference, so I come here in the position of being in a double minority, a sexual minority and an ethnic minority.

Given that the panel is about multiple identities, I think a gay or queer identity is an angle that adds a lot of value and is something that hasn’t really been covered I think. And even though I don’t have any role models, role models are important for many people. Thus I believe its important to share ones story, in the hope that somebody else, you, may find that interesting and inspiring.

It is useful here to start by defining what gay means – it means being attracted to someone of the same sex, but like lots of things, it's not always black and white.  Everyone is an individual and their experiences and feelings are unique. I wish to stress that ones sexuality is an inherent quality, like ones ethnicity or age – it is not, as some unfortunately maintain, a ‘lifestyle choice’.

I will also be using the word queer a lot. Queer is a reclaimed word inclusive of all members of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered, intersex, fa’afafine, takatapui, and other sexual minority and non-heterosexual communities. It is an umbrella term, thus not all people will necessarily wish to be identified by it. The term ‘queer’ is used in contrast to the terms ‘straight’ or ‘heterosexual’, which I will assert represent most of you here.

Sketch

A sketch of who I am to start off with. I’m 21(just). Born in NZ, dad from Vietnam, Mum from southern China Guangzhou. I live with my dad in Mt Eden. Only child. 

My parents moved into Mount Eden from Manukau to get me into a central area primary, intermediate, and high school, Auckland Grammar. Andrew’s story has many echoes in mine too in terms of parental expectations, so I guess my experience was not uncommon among Asian students.

Where I am now

I’ve been the Welfare Officer at AUSA(Auckland University Students Association) since late 2004, and have been reelected twice into this position. This involves running our campus foodbank and our financial assistance scheme. We’ve had a busy year so far - many students continue to find it difficult to survive while studying, so that’s why we’re here to help. I was recently elected Educational Vice President for next year.

I’m also the president of UniQ Auckland, the group for queer students on campus at the University of Auckland, and also chair of the Princes Street branch of the Labour Party on campus. I was also involved with an organisation called Rainbow Youth. I’ll talk about UniQ and Rainbow Youth more in a moment.

Everything else I’ve mentioned so far is essentially unpaid volunteer work. So on top of that, there’s my paid  job at the University of Auckland call centre, and I’m studying in my last year of a BA majoring in Politics and History. I’m continuing with Honours next year.

So essentially, at the age of 21, I’m a busy busy busy busy man. Set up for a mental breakdown, any day now, I’m sure [laughter].

University is good

They say, at least in high school, that those years are the best years of your life. Now, if you happened to die on the day of your final prizegiving, then ok, granted. I don’t agree with that. The best years of my life are the ones I am living right now, at University. University has been a time of wonderful personal growth. So many experiences, so many good friends, Ive learnt far more outside the classroom than I would if I remained a bookworm.

Asian aspect.

First question I consider, is how Chinese am I? Not very, it seems. I can’t read Chinese, I speak only basic Cantonese – I was never taught, in fact I picked it up after a Hong Kong trip when I was 6 or 7. I’ve never been to China. I have some trouble remembering what Chinese term to call each family relation when me and my dad call upon relatives. I cant claim to know much about my Asian heritage. How do I relate to my Asian heritage? Not as much as the other panellists. But I suspect there are lots of ‘Kiwi Asians’ in a similar position to me.

Queer aspect

I mentioned earlier that Im the president of UniQ Auckland and involved in Rainbow Youth. UniQ Auckland exists to foster and further the interests and wellbeing of queer students at the University of Auckland. Its there to create a safe space for people to socialise and be themselves. Too often they have to pretend to be somebody else, put up fake exteriors and put up barriers. It shouldn’t be this way. I know UniQ helped me immensely in my journey, and the this year the group is flourishing, to the point here members are now taking on their own initiatives too, and thats great to see. Keeping the group going and giving back, is the least I can do.

I’ve had also been involved with Rainbow Youth up until recently, volunteering as a high school presenter in their high school diversity workshops. Rainbow Youth is an Auckland-based organisation providing support and information for queer young people and their families/whanau. These workshops give students information about sexuality, and as a presenter you also share your coming out story to them. Very rewarding work, but regretfully I haven’t been able to do any workshops this year. 

Coming Out Story

Theres a term used often in relation to queer people called coming out. Coming out refers to the process in which a person first acknowledges, accepts and appreciates his or her sexual orientation or gender identity and begins to share that with others.

In my workshops with Rainbow Youth I share my coming out story with the class, so I’ll give you all a condensed version. 

In coming out there are three stages which not everybody goes through, and not in the same order: coming out to yourself, coming out to family and/or friends, and coming out to the world.

At the end of 2004 I knew that there these feelings for a long time, but didn’t have anybody to relate to or talk to. I think I had accepted myself, but I grew very depressed. The loneliness was overwhelming at times. I cant emphasise that enough. When you feel like you are completely alone in the world – its crushes your spirit, it saps your energies. Often I ended up thinking aloud in bed at night, acting as my own counsellor, weighing up the consequences of telling somebody that I’m gay or not. In my darker moments I even contemplated slitting my wrists, committing suicide. 

Obviously I didn’t go through with it[some laughter]. The depression and loneliness was broken when a close friend of mine finally saw how down in the dumps I was. We talked one night, I poured out all my pent-up frustrations and thoughts. Though I didn’t tell her I was gay. Nevertheless, finally reaching out to somebody helped. Talking helped.

Meeting like-minded people got me on the upward road. I went to my first UniQ meeting in June 2004, and started going to Rainbow Youth social groups too. And it all goes upward from there. I got involved in the Campaign for Civil Unions in late 2004, I made an oral submission to the Justice and Electoral select committee, a rewarding experience. 

Eventually I made the decision to come out to my friends. I was very nervous the first few times. Took one for a walk in the park, made small talk, and then I told him or her “I’m gay.” And, every single time, it was an anticlimax. “Its no big deal”, or “now I have a gay friend, cool!” I’ve never had any negative reaction from my friends and colleagues, and for that I consider myself extremely lucky. It doesn’t always go this way for others.

So at this stage I’ve come out to my friends and pretty much the world. And by the world I don’t mean, going up to McDonalds and saying “Hi, I’d like a Big Mac and the gay special please.” I mean that one is open about their sexuality if asked, and implicitly that ones sexual preference, like ones age or ethnicity, is only ever one part of you. It is not the be-all and end-all of who one is.

But I’m not out to family, specifically my father. There are various issues around that, but lets just say its one thing that still to be resolved in the future. I want to ask you, how would you react if you found out, or your child told you that he/she was gay or lesbian? An only child at that… I think his reaction would most likely be negative. Maybe next year when I move out. Maybe –I don’t know if I have the courage for that, to break his heart, I fear.

Parallels between the queer and Asian worlds

Now, all the panellists here, we had a meeting a few weeks back where we brainstormed and introduced ourselves to each other. And listening to everybody, taking copious notes, there were various areas that were touched on, and I just want to throw some things out to you to think about. These issues fit just as well in an Asian or ethnic context as with a queer context. What I’m going to give you now isn’t as coherent as what I’ve discussed so far, rather it is me throwing out things that I though might be interesting to consider as bridges between our different communities and experiences.

The question of stereotypes

I’m gay, but I’m not necessarily flamboyant or camp. You couldn’t necessarily ‘pick’ me out.

I don’t live in a Chowick mansion and I don’t own a BMW. I live in a Mt Eden flat and catch the bus.

But at high school I was the stereotypical Asian nerd who ended up spending most lunchtimes in the Library. Good grades, especially in the arts subjects. Top in Scholarship-level History in 2002. 

And shock horror - I’m no good at maths. Actually I hate maths. Though as a redeeming feature, I do wear glasses.

My career path seems to be going towards politics, and away from the traditional professions – a doctor, lawyer, engineer, pharmacist. My dads unhappy with my current path – for example, he questions why I spend so much time doing unpaid volunteer work. 

An issue raised at last years Banana conference was that Asian participation or representation in office was emerging, but from a small base. So there is also the issue of finding a voice, or raising ones voice. I’m heavily involved in student politics, but the feeling I get it that its quite rare for Asians(at least in New Zealand) to be ‘activists’, or at least involved in politics. There are some at the local government level, but few at central government level.

The question of language

How do people feel about the term ‘banana’? Some are offended by it, some embrace it. I embrace it, I’m comfortable with it – it sums up my situation quite nicely actually.

Perhaps it may end up as a reclaimed term(something previously abusive or pejorative being reclaimed by those previously its target) just like coconut. Hoary. Fag. Faggot. Queer.

We all know that society likes to put things into boxes. Pacific, European, Asian. Male, Female. Gay, Straight. But where do transgendered persons fit in, where do people of mixed backgrounds or multiple ethnicities fit in? We should now be aware of the problems posed by the term ‘Asian’ and ‘queer’. Does it reflect our diversity, our multiplicities? Certainly not. 

The Closet

The closet is another term in the gay community that is associated with the concept of coming out. You may heard of the phrase ‘Coming out of the closet.’ ‘The closet’ refers to that state of secrecy or cautious privacy that one tends to have if one feels they have something to hide. 

If you’re gay, you can hide inside a closet, because you cant necessarily tell if somebody’s gay by watching them walk down the street. If you’re Asian, well it’s a little bit harder to hide. 

Denial behaviour

It has also been noted that some of us have denied or rejected parts of their heritage and culture in the past. You want to have nothing to do with it, you demean it, you distance it. This occurs amongst gays as well, especially when they are difficulties dealing with these issues.

Its called homophobia, specifically internalised homophobia. Homophobia is the fear and hatred of or discomfort with people who love and are sexually attracted to members of the same sex. Internalized homophobia is the self-identification of societal stereotypes by a queer person, causing them to dislike and resent their sexual orientation or gender identity. So this denial behaviour would apply to those who may be gay themselves, by struggling internally with their identity, or those struggling to accept their culture. This applies as much to a queer as an Asian/ethnic context.

Community parallels.

On a broader scale, I also see parallels between the Asian community and queer community.

Both have experienced isolation and marginalisation from wider society, the majority culture, whether it be heterosexual or European/Pakeha.

Both communities work under the burden of imposed stereotypes and prejudices.

Both are finding a voice in the community.

It is also clear that use of the term ‘Asian’ simply will not do because there is so much diversity and different communities under that umbrella term, and so it is with the queer community too. Neither community would necessarily exercise one voice, because they have so many voices – political, cultural, and so forth - within them. 

Its also important to remember that we are here because of the work of those who have come before us, the forerunners, ours ancestors, the pioneers. Gay rights has come a long way because of the efforts of a few brave individuals. Chinese are here since those first goldminers came to New Zealand. That is something that’s easy to forget and lose sight of today. For example, the film Brokeback Mountain became better known for certain sayings and onscreen starpower, rather than the broader context of the story, a homophobic society.

Do you want to be ‘normal’? What does ‘normal’ mean?

At the end of the Rainbow Youth workshops, we pass pieces of paper around for students to ask questions that they may not be comfortable asking orally. Occasionally we get a question ‘if you had the choice, would you rather be straight?”

And I say no. I don’t think I would be the same person, with everything I’ve seen and learnt, if I was ‘straight’ or ‘normal’. Do we want to be different, or do we want to be the same? Would one rather be white than yellow? I think we like difference. I think we enjoy knowing and being who we truly are.

And with difference, the personal does become the political. If somebody attacks Asians, they mean me. If somebody attacks gays, they mean me. That’s why I got so involved in the Civil Unions campaign, because I knew what was at stake. Being at the sharp end of the stick has taught me the importance of being the change you want to see. Things can only be better if you do something about it. 

So would I prefer to be ‘nice and normal’? No, I wouldn’t give it up for the world.

Future

So everything for me is busy all the time. With everything going on in my life right now, one of my friends has predicted(jokingly) I will have a nervous breakdown on November 13. He says if I don’t, just fake it so he feels good about himself[laughter]. 

A question that I think will come up from the audience, so I’ll pre empt it now, is where do you see yourself in five years, or put another way, where’s my journey taking me? 

One cant ever give an answer to that. If you asked me five years ago where I would be today, I’d had no inkling of what is to come. You know those people who have life plans and say they’ll be millionaires by 25 – they never work out[laughter]. 

I do have some plans. Ill be going onto Honours next year. Perhaps a Journalism diploma at AUT after that, or moving into government or public service. 

But life, busy as it is, is good. I like this journey. Thanks very much.

