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SECONDARY LITERATURE REVIEW                                                                  
Jun Yan Chua is a history graduate from Yale University in the U.S. Focusing on the British Empire in particular, he is interested in the crossover of law and social regulation. 1  
His article was published in the Journal of the history of sexuality in 2020, in Austin, Texas. 2
   Chua’s article explores the events surrounding the findings of a 1906 inquiry carried out by John Bucknill a British legal officer, ordered by the British Colonial Secretary Lord Elgin to Lord Shelborne, Governor of the Transvaal in South Africa. The inquiry was directed to investigate allegations of sexual immorality amongst the Chinese migrant workers in the area. It is notable that only 24 Chinese workers were questioned, and their accounts were not presented under oath. Chua suggests this was not a geographically isolated phenomenon but the culmination of a systemic attempt, to culturally undermine and demean the Chinese workers by making accusatory slurs of sexual deviancy about them. The instigation of the inquiry provided an opportunity to consolidate anti-Chinese sentiment in the local population. Amongst Afrikaner farmers and British workers opinions of the Chinese workers was already negative in the Transvaal area after the British conservative government in 1904 permitted the Randlords (South African goldmine owners) to use indentured Chinese workers. 


1 Chua, J. Y. “An Open and Public Scandal” in the Transvaal: The 1906 Bucknill Inquiry in a Global Context. Journal of the History of Sexuality, 29(2), (2020) p.135–161. 
2 https://history.yale.edu/news/history-major-j-y-chua-wins-law-and-society-association-undergraduate-paper-award
 
Chua suggests that scholars have yet to thoroughly examine how same- sex sexuality influenced the formation of stereotypical labels such as ‘’yellow peril’’ and orientalism in general. The findings of the Bucknill inquiry focused primarily on cases of sodomy amongst the Chinese male workers and to a lesser extent on their patronage of white female prostitutes.
   Chua lays out the roots of Chinese links to sodomy from references as early as the 17th century taking origin from accounts of travellers and ethnographers. By the 19th century Christian missionaries were seeing such deviance as opportunity to practice methods of salvation. Chua states there was no evidence either way to say same sex relations were prevalent in China, though homoerotic images were culturally widespread in China, a fact Chua says was widely accepted by historians. The prevailing feeling by the end of the 19th century was enough to prompt changes in legislation in Canada, Australia and the United States restricting the immigration of non-European workers. 

   Chua clearly demonstrates the various avenues that biased opinions were able to find their way through mainstream channels of global communication. He sites for example how in 1864 a Spanish led commission in Cuba acknowledged ‘a rooted vice 'within the Chinese workers conveyed by a Spanish correspondent of The Times to London.  
  Chua also offers various alternative well documented contrary opinions that dismissed such notions of inherent sexual relations amongst the Chinese. Alternative reports from The Sydney Morning Herald in 1852 where the paper called upon the expert medical superintendents aboard Chinese migrant ships who found no evidence to substantiate rumours of sodomy. Though Chua goes on to point out that the general hysteria around the subject of sodomy was possibly exploited by some Chinese workers themselves in accusations of rape and lesser interpersonal disputes that impacted the Transvaal government in other ways.
   Chua presents a broad and wide-ranging perspective of the events leading up to and during the leaked findings of the Bucknill enquiry. There is plenty of historical documentary evidence presented from the British Colonial records that demonstrate clearly the political positioning going on with both the British and South African authorities. As well as references from historical authors such as Kate Harris who specialises around Chinese labour in mining and Rachel Bright who researches the History of South Africa and settler Colonialism from which we get a clear background of the socio-political context. Chua draws on gender history to add some context to the subject of male-to-male sexual behaviour in Chinese society as well as law, quoting social and legal historian/author Matt Sommers. There is a wealth of diverse references from direct source materials from newspapers as well as foreign office correspondence.
    Focusing primarily on The Bucknill Enquiry in his piece, Chua places the emphasis on developing events up to and after the enquiry's details were leaked to the media. 
   Other writers about Chinese migrant workers of the period discussed, such as Mae Ngai, author and history professor, 3  in her article delves a good deal deeper into the practical conditions for the Chinese workers, producing a vivid picture of the economic realities of surviving in a foreign country and adapting to the necessary changes. 


3 Mae Ngai, https://history.columbia.edu/person/ngai-mae/#:~:text=Ph.D.%20%E2%80%94%20Columbia%20University,%201998%20(with%20distinction)  


   For example, she details the workers' wages, hours and clearly lays out what was of expected of them from the management of the mine owners. There is also detailed information regarding the resistance put up by the workers in response to the unfair conditions that took the form of riots and strikes. Much of the debate in her article explores the political responses to the implications of slavery that so closely followed migrant employment in the colonies. 4
   Huynh, in his journal article places due relevance on contemporary accounts of the Chinese workers from recorded newspapers and periodicals as well as government documents. The article highlights racial hierarchal disruption amid a backdrop of economic uncertainty in the mining industry. The resistance by Chinese mineworkers ultimately enforced a growing narrative of necessary racial segregation by the white Afrikaners and British. Though not addressing the Bucknill enquiry particularly it does throw light on the concerns and anxieties of the incumbent powers in authority. 5




4 Mae.M.Ngai, 2017.’ Trouble on the Rand: The Chinese Question in South Africa and the Apogee of White Settlerism’. International Labor and Working-Class History, 91, pp. 59-78.    
5 Huynh, T. Tu, “‘New Slavery’ vs. Huagong: Chinese Indentured Labor in South Africa in the Chinese Press, 1903–1905.” Zanj: The Journal of Critical Global South Studies, vol. 8, no. 1/2, (2025), pp. 53–78. 
   Chua’s work cleverly takes on the challenge of addressing the political and moral concerns in the treatment of the Chinese migrants through the lens of gender. The hysteria generated throughout both politics and the media is highlighted as part of a wider movement to discredit minorities in maintaining colonial agendas. The work is beneficial and valuable to both gender historians and those studying in the areas of labour and law and implements a range of material to illustrate his theories.

                                                                                                                      Word count:    997 words





 
















References

Chua, J. Y. “An Open and Public Scandal” in the Transvaal: The 1906 Bucknill Inquiry in a Global Context. Journal of the History of Sexuality, 29(2), (2020) pp.135–161.  https://doi.org/10.7560/JHS29201 [Accessed 5. Nov 2025]
   https://history.yale.edu/news/history-major-j-y-chua-wins-law-and-society-association-undergraduate-paper-award [Accessed 5 Nov.2025]
Harris, K. L. Private and Confidential: The Chinese Mine Labourers and ‘Unnatural Crime.’ South African Historical Journal, 50(1), (2004) pp.115–133. https://doi-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/10.1080/02582470409464798 [Accessed 7 Nov 2025]
Hu-DeHart, Evelyn, “From Slavery to Freedom: Chinese Coolies on the Sugar Plantations of Nineteenth Century Cuba.” Labour History, no. 113, (2017) pp.31–51. JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.5263/labourhistory.113.0031. [Accessed 9 Nov. 2025]
Huynh, T. Tu. “‘New Slavery’ vs. Huagong: Chinese Indentured Labor in South Africa in the Chinese Press, 1903–1905.” Zanj: The Journal of Critical Global South Studies, vol. 8, no. 1/2, (2025), pp. 53–78. JSTOR, https://www.jstor.org/stable/48810926. [Accessed 4 Nov. 2025]
 --- https://www.wisdomlib.org/science/journal/archives-of-social-sciences-of-religions/d/doc1449031.html [Accessed 4 Nov 2025]
 Ngai, Mae.M., Trouble on the Rand: The Chinese Question in South Africa and the Apogee of White Settlerism. International Labor and Working-Class History, 91, (2017) pp. 59-78.
Ngai, Mae https://history.columbia.edu/person/ngai-mae/#:~:text=Ph.D.%20%E2%80%94%20Columbia%20University,%201998%20(with%20distinction  [Accessed 6 Nov. 2025].
Yan, Z. ‘Chinese Perspectives on Chinese Indentured Labourers during the First World War’, Slavery & Abolition, 45(3), (2024) pp. 481–500. doi: 10.1080/0144039X.2024.2344390. [Accessed 9 Nov 2025]

	
	
	



