2025 Fellowship Recipient
Henry Chen

Sex, Domesticity, and Citizenship in Chinese America, 1875-1943

My dissertation seeks to understand how sexuality, race, and citizenship became entangled in legal and cultural debates about Chinese immigration to the United States between 1875 and 1943. I ask: How did shifting ideas about sexuality and domesticity in the Progressive Era shape the terms of Chinese Exclusion? How did Chinese Americans perform sexual normativity as a strategy to lay claim to legal and cultural citizenship? How did the eventual inclusion of (some) Chinese Americans within the national “family” engender new processes of exclusion vis-à-vis sexual and domestic norms, and how did these exclusionary norms constrain the livelihoods of those outside the bounds of racialized heteronormativity (including queer people, Black Americans, and the working class)? Tracing changes in American law, culture, and society, my project illuminates how the terms of Chinese American citizenship and alienage were structured by evolving ideas about gender, the family, and American sexuality in crisis. In tracing these changes, I seek to show how a range of actors—from Progressive reformers to municipal officials to the Chinese American middle class—increasingly configured the heterosexual nuclear family as a prerequisite to legal and cultural citizenship. To do so, I draw on a range of archival material and cultural artifacts, including bourgeois family photography, marriage licenses, World’s Fair ephemera, newspapers, urban sociology, and vice commission records. Using these materials, I construct a genealogy of Asian American citizenship that reframes inclusion within the nation state not as a mere outcome of civil rights agitation or postwar racial liberalism, but rather as a gradual process that depended on a series of exclusionary sexual and domestic norms. In doing so, I underscore the centrality of sexuality to the enactment and everyday articulation of Chinese Exclusion in municipal governance, social politics, and American culture.
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