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    The single story creates stereotypes. And the problem with stereotypes is not that they are untrue, but that they are incomplete. They make one story become the only story. – Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie
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    Preface


    Have you wanted to enrich your romance novels by including a diverse cast of characters?


    Do you want your stories to reflect the society around you?


    Are you unsure how to portray Asian characters in a balanced way that does not perpetuate stereotypes?


    If so, I can be your mentor and help you develop Asian romantic heroes and heroines that are strong, desirable, talented, and flawed—in other words, well-rounded characters, who, like all romantic heroes and heroines deserve and find a happy ending.


    I have experience in this area, having grown up Asian American and have written many romance novels with Asian heroes and heroines. I’ve also read widely in both literature and fiction areas, as well as taken ethnic studies classes and researched Asian American history. For more detail, please go to the ”Who Am I?” chapter near the end.


    While I’m not able to represent billions of people, I can be your guide in finding resources to deepen your knowledge while pointing out areas to pay attention.


    I will also encourage you to let your characters fly, no matter what their background and to not let fear hold you back when developing your Asian characters.


    In this book, I will go over common myths and stereotypes, respectful ways of describing Asian characters, and the tropes to avoid. I’ll briefly touch on the history of the various Asian groups in America and point out to you the difference in experience based on when the Asian ancestor immigrated.


    Interracial and multicultural romance is a thriving romance market, and I will talk about some of the concerns and opportunities when writing characters who come from different backgrounds.


    I will also point out the difference in writing historical Asian fiction versus contemporary romance and romantic suspense with Asian characters. In addition, the Asian American experience will be completely different than that of an Asian Australian. Since my background is in the United States, I will concentrate solely on the immigrant experience to the United States. The important thing is to understand the historical context and circumstances of each wave of immigration and place your character’s family in the milieu you choose.


    So, come along, brave romance writer, and let’s show the world that love truly does conquer all.


     


    Terminology: I’m going to use the terms white, black, Asian, and Hispanic. I know there are objections to each of these terms and in the future, one or more of these may be deemed unacceptable. However, as of this writing, 2020, these are the terms used most frequently in journalism, except for Hispanic where the alternatives, Latino has a gender, and brown is too vague.


     


    Disclaimer: All the opinions in this book are mine only and are meant to give insight into writing romance characters. The writing advice is meant to be helpful and only reflects the scope of my immediate observations. No claims are made about usefulness or anything else. Use at your own risk. Aloha!
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    Why Write Romance with Asian Characters?


    As a writer, you are always writing characters “other” than yourself, and yet, through your muse or subconscious, you are always writing yourself in some way, shape, or form. You may be writing characters of a different gender, different age groups, and different walks of life from your own experience, but you can’t help imbuing your own world view and life experiences into your character’s personality.


    While you desire to expand the types of characters to portray, especially as main characters, you might have been wary of crossing certain racial and cultural lines because you feel you cannot adequately avoid the minefields of writing characters with backgrounds different from your own. You forge on, though, because you want to be true to your characters and also convey their feelings and thoughts in a way that honors where they come from.


    I truly respect each and every writer who tackles characters from different backgrounds because I feel it is a necessity to have as many voices to tell the stories of underrepresented characters as possible. The danger of a single story is too evident and results in stereotypes and segmentation—the othering of underrepresented people.


    The current marketplace is a messy one, and you’ll hear different opinions on whether you as a writer of a certain background can write about characters from other backgrounds. Each of us comes from a unique perspective and carry with us ingrained cultural norms that may or may not be helpful or interpreted properly with the everchanging values of society. Yet, we cannot avoid issues of the historical and current context of both the world at large and the publishing industry in English-speaking countries where fiction and literature are dominated by white heroes and heroines. White cultural values are the default, and white faces are considered mainstream with maybe a smidgen or smattering of nonwhite characters as sidekicks and minor flyby characters.


    This was the status quo in the twentieth century, when the biggest literary hits, blockbuster movies, and popular culture were dominated by white producers, writers, and publishers. Thankfully, in the twenty-first century, writers and creative types are making a concerted move to include stories with the marginalized cultures of underrepresented characters and people groups.


    Romance, in particular, has been caught in a time warp of homogeneous and “mainstream” characters, populating entire towns, sports teams, secret agent operatives, and fire departments as all white. While many romance authors are motivated to include characters from other backgrounds into their novels, they may be afraid of getting things wrong or they don’t want to shake up their fans with a multicultural romance.


    You have a choice to make.


    You can either continue to write all white communities and you will likely sell well in the time being, or you can embrace the diversity around us and sell into the future to where the audience is going. You can also create the future of romance writing with your voice of inclusion and take the “other” into the “ordinary.” Which is the goal, after all, isn’t it?


    You will be writing into a large and fast-growing emerging market of Asian heritage readers as well as people interested in reading stories with multifaceted characters and settings. Blockbuster hits like Crazy Rich Asians and the Oscar-winning South Korean movie, Parasite, show that the English-speaking market is not only ready but enthusiastic for Asian heritage stories.


    People with Asian heritage encompass a large proportion of the world’s population and are the fastest growing immigrant group in the English-speaking world.


    In the United States, the Asian population grew 7 percent between 2000 and 2015 (from 11.9 million to 20.4 million), the fastest growth rate of any major racial or ethnic group.


    Similarly, Canadians of Asian origin are the largest and fastest growing group, comprising roughly 18 percent of the population. In Australia, Asian Australians are 16 percent of the population, and Australia is the preferred destination for emigrating Hongkongers.


    Asian Americans have an estimated 6.2 percent of the total U.S. buying power, roughly $1 trillion, and their buying power has increased 267 percent since 2000, making the Asian American market the fastest-growing minority market in the United States.


    Asian Americans are a multifarious group, representing people from many regions. Countries as diverse as India, Pakistan, Vietnam, Georgia, Philippines, China, Maldives, Japan, Nepal, Korea, Uzbekistan, Malaysia, Mongolia, Armenia, and even Afghanistan are included in the category of “Asian.”


    Many Western/English-speaking cities have significant percentages of residents with Asian backgrounds: Metro Vancouver (43 percent), San Francisco (33 percent), London, England (21 percent), Metro Toronto (35 percent), Calgary (23 percent) and Sydney, Australia (19 percent).


    Asians in Western countries are also increasingly prominent in politics, arts and entertainment, education, business, and popular culture. They hold occupations from farm worker to professional, small business owner to unionized labor, and represent every socioeconomic level.


    One glaring area where Asians in Western countries are not represented is the romance novel.


    The purpose of this book is to encourage contemporary romance writers to include Asian characters in your romance novels. You might have Asian heritage or you are non-Asian, and you are keenly interested in increasing the representation of Asian characters in your novels.


    You are also aware that a multitude of stories and characters defeats the common stereotypes. You enjoy exploring the lives of characters with various outlooks, and you strive to make all of your characters distinct individuals.


    You are an ally to racial harmony and put your words where your mouth is. By adding your voice and stories to the mix, you aim to expand the representation of Asian characters to dilute the effects of stereotypes and harmful attitudes toward Asian Americans in the real world.


    You might also find yourself writing an Asian character because one of them jumped up and told you he is a hot and hunky Asian man—the most underrepresented hero in today’s (2020) English-speaking romance market.


    By writing Asian romance characters, you can expand your readership as well as give your existing readers a variety of characters to identify with.
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    Who is Asian?


    More than half of the world’s population can trace their cultural heritage to Asia.


    In Asia, we do not see ourselves as “Asian.” This terminology only came in when people from countries in Asia—a huge continent spanning the Caucasus Mountains in the west to the Pacific Islands in the east—emigrated to countries where they are distinct ethnic minorities.


    In today’s common usage, an Asian is a person whose ancestors originated in one of the regions of Asia.


    Within this vast region, you will have to identify the particular Asian country your character is descended from.


    If your character is Japanese American, you would first determine where your character is living and how long he or she has been there.


    For example, he could be born in Japan and came to the United States for business. Or he was born in Japan and came as a toddler. In this case, he is issei [or first generation, meaning a person who was born in Japan and immigrated]. If he has at least one issei parent who immigrated, then he is nisei [or second generation]. Japanese Americans count all the way from sansei [third generation with at least one nisei parent] to yonsei [fourth generation] to gosei [fifth generation].


    Each generation experienced something different in context to the world history at the time the ancestors immigrated. It is important for you to determine which generation your Japanese American character is in, as well as when and where the family arrived. Did they live in Hawaii until the Pearl Harbor bombing? Or were they in California? How did they pass World War II? Or were they recent immigrants within the last ten years.


    Do not assume a Chinese American had the same experience a Japanese American had. Make sure your character is an individual by first determining his birth, his family, and his geographical background the same way you would do for any other character you create.


    Do your homework on the history of the country of origin as well as the time period when the character’s family immigrated.


    Also consider the class that your character’s family was in. Were they landowners? Imperial scholars? Warriors or laborers?


    Later on, I will present some common interview questions for you to develop your character and cover all of the backstory and family bases.


    Cultural Heritage and Religion


    The peoples of Asia are as various and diverse as any other region of the world. Asia, being a large land mass, is the least isolated region of the world. The continent is populated by people who range from nomadic tribes to highly structured caste systems. Most of the world’s major religions have their origins in Asia, and their adherents can be found everywhere.


    Trade routes crisscrossed the continent, preceded and followed by military conquerors. From Alexander the Great moving eastward to Genghis Khan forging westward, the populations have been intermixing for thousands of years, resulting in a rich tapestry of cultures and cuisine.


    If you are writing a contemporary romance or romantic suspense set in the United States or a Western, English-speaking country, your character is likely bicultural, in the sense of celebrating Thanksgiving and St. Patrick’s Day as well as Chinese New Year and the Autumn Moon Festival.


    Don’t be surprised that some of your characters do not celebrate any traditionally Asian holidays, do not speak the language, and are generally unaware of the history of their ancestral country.


    For many years, people at my job would wish me a happy new year sometime randomly in February when I wasn’t aware of the reason. I also had no clue what a mooncake tastes like—even today, I did not go to separate Chinese school, and my family had turkey every Thanksgiving and a Christmas ham. I was more proficient making enchiladas and have never made egg rolls. Only now, after I started writing romance novels, did I figure out how to use a wok—mainly because I wanted to write Asian American romances.


    Therefore, even if you do a lot of research on the history and traditions of the country of origin, maybe your character is All American or All Australian and knows the words to “Amazing Grace” and Mother Goose rhymes without any inkling of a popular song or verse of their ancestor’s country. I’m drawing a blank on an example, can you tell?


    On the other hand, your character could be well immersed in a religion or their cultural traditions. She may be a devotee to a traditional religion or grew up in an ethnic enclave. Her siblings may have different ideas of what it means to be Asian and American. Therefore, be flexible and aware that the immediate environment or neighborhood can have more of an effect on your character than a story or tradition from hundreds of years back.


    At the same time, some cultural traditions or superstitions and folk tales run deep; therefore, don’t ignore them either.


    Asian Immigrant Experience & History


    The history and current events of a particular Asian immigrant group is more immediately pertinent to the background of your character than their country of origin.


    This is because the local experience forms the backdrop of how your character grew up. A Chinese American whose parents came recently would have an entirely different experience than one whose great-great-grandfather arrived during the California Gold Rush.


    It’s important to be aware of recent history as well as any background such as the Vietnam War and the populating of Orange County or the Hmong refugees and their history in Minnesota.


    Traumatic events, such as the internment of Japanese Americans during World War II can affect the outlook of your characters’ grandparents, for example, or explain the lack of farmland and small businesses dating from before that time.


    Knowing the dates of the Chinese Exclusion Act can help you not make the mistake of inventing a family who immigrated together during that time period. Also, being aware that many towns in the Old West drove out all their Chinese residents will prevent you from placing your character’s family in a place they would not have been welcome.


    Do not automatically assume all Chinese American roots spring from Chinatown. During the Gold Rush and afterwards, many Chinese people spread to all areas of the West. At one point, one third of the population of Idaho was Chinese.


     


    “Between 1885 and about 1920, dozens of communities in the West, including towns and counties as far inland as Wyoming and Colorado and cities as large as Seattle and Tacoma, drove out their entire Chinese American populations. … Chinatowns became the norm for Chinese American life only after the Chinese Retreat—about 1884 to 1910.” [Sundown Towns: A Hidden Dimension of American Racism by James W. Loewen, 2018]


     


    I made a mistake in my Christmas Creek Series when I put a Chinese family, the Wings, in a fictional town in Humboldt County going back to the early twentieth century. I’m not going to remove them, of course, since it’s a fictional town—that’s my excuse, and I explained it as the townspeople defending them against others outside the town. [Footnote: Chinese people actually returned in 1906 after being driven out in 1885.]
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