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To my mother and father, thank you for never teaching me to cook nor to speak Chinese.


And to everyone in the community who has eaten with me.
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A Note on Translations and Romanisation


The main Chinese spoken languages that are translated and romanised in this book are Mandarin and Cantonese. I use Mandarin – the official language of mainland China – when talking about general Chinese concepts, from specific words to dishes that you might find in China. I use Cantonese – the Hong Kongese language I learned and the one my father’s family speaks – when talking specifically about Cantonese concepts, such as language, food and place names. I have chosen not to italicise non-English words.


The first time I present a Chinese word, it will be followed by its romanisation and translation. Romanisation means that the word is spelled phonetically in the Latin, or Roman, alphabet according to an official phonetic system. Historically Chinese romanisation has been a bit of a Wild West, with different competing and overlapping systems. Nevertheless, I will stick to two methods: if the word is intended to be read in Mandarin it will be romanised using the Pinyin system, and if it is intended to be read in Cantonese it will follow the Jyutping romanisation system. The first appearance of the romanisation will also be written with accents or tone number, depending on the spoken language. Thereafter, for the purposes of saving ink, I will not include the accents or tone number. You may also wonder why the romanisation might look different from the ‘official’ version; this is because there can sometimes be a more informal romanisation that is generally believed to be closer to how it would sound when read out loud.


Here’s an example:






	Traditional Chinese script (Cantonese)


	茶餐廳







	Simplified Chinese script (Mandarin Chinese)


	茶餐厅







	English translation


	Hong-Kong-style cafe, literally ‘tea restaurant’







	Jyutping romanisation (Cantonese)


	Caa4 caan1 teng1







	Pinyin romanisation (Mandarin Chinese)


	Chá cān tīng







	Informal romanisation (Cantonese)


	Cha chaan teng








Note that when I write Chinese I will always use Traditional Chinese, since this is the script that Chinese speakers in certain countries (Hong Kong, Macau and Taiwan) and their diaspora communities learn – as opposed to Simplified Chinese, which is the official script in other Chinese-speaking regions. Traditional is the older form of written Chinese, while Simplified was standardised during the twentieth century by the People’s Republic of China. In the above example, the difference between Traditional and Simplified would be the word 廳 (hall), pronounced ‘teng1’ in Cantonese, which would be written as 厅 and pronounced ‘tīng’ in Mandarin.


I also talk a lot about radicals. These are components that, when grouped in different formations, make up a Chinese character. There are 214 radicals in Traditional Chinese script that combine to create over 47,000 characters in the Kangxi reference dictionary.


Finally, I do not apologise if this is hard to grasp and seems overly fussy. I assure you, it is not. Chinese speakers have to deal with a lot more. Besides, this is a book that celebrates and indulges in the fussiness of language!









Preface


When you were young, did you play a game called Chinese whispers? A group of people sit in a line or circle, and pass a message by whispering it from ear to ear. As the players deliberately mis-repeat the message, the only goal of the game is in its outcome: a hilariously distorted version of the original. The phrase ‘Chinese whispers’ supposedly came about in the nineteenth century as an expression of deep suspicion that Chinese immigrants spoke in a deliberately indecipherable way so as to confuse English speakers. It is only with the arrogance of the notoriously monolingual anglophone world that someone who can’t speak English could be regarded as someone who won’t speak English.


The first Chinese immigrants who set foot in the lands the diaspora now call home were involuntary mutes. It’s not that they were incapable of speaking. They would have known all manner of dialects: Cantonese, Mandarin, Teochew, Hokkien. But they could not speak much English, if at all, and so to their new communities they were unintelligible. With hindsight I can forgive our ancestors for not learning the local language. While on board those boats that left the docks of Canton for the transcontinental railroads of North America, did the Chinese coolies get a chance to flick through a Rough Guide to the Americas? When the Chinese seamen and farmers from Hong Kong’s New Territories set up the first laundries and takeaways in England, did they have leisure time in which to perfect their English? No. Working in family-run businesses or with clan associations, our immigrant forebears lived in silos, carrying out their daily back-breaking work in their mother tongue. There was never time or pressure to learn English; survival was the first priority, not literacy.


Western scholars of Chinese – the explorers, philosophers, academics, Sinologists – have always been the essential middle people for untranslated worlds. A translator, as David Hawkes prefaces in his own translation of the Chinese classic novel The Story of the Stone, has divided and conflicted loyalties, encompassing ‘a duty to his author, a duty to his reader and a duty to the text’.1 Translators’ duties default to one of informational accuracy, with laser-like precision that can slice a preposition every which way, like a ‘thousand cut’ silken tofu made to look like a blooming chrysanthemum. However, in the pursuit of perfection, the translator can still miss something. What is it? Essence. The -ness of ‘Chineseness’. Yet words remain our best method for communicating and connecting with one another across space and time. Instructions are how we relay our traditions and customs, even the subtle ones like our culinary arts. Written records imply power and importance; historical imperial banquets in China were documented in painstaking detail, but family recipes exist only on our tongues, or in our food memories, or in the fingertip art of agak agak that can only be learned through a lifetime of repetition. Are they any less significant if they are never documented? And through our continual attempts to translate the intangible, it is words themselves that create inflammation within and between communities. The history of the Chinese diaspora sometimes feels like one long game of Chinese whispers – flicking between unheard and misheard. The burden on words, and on the translators, is indeed heavy.


I belong to the modern-day Chinese diaspora, and I also belong to the world of translators.


I command English – it does not master me – because I descend from those involuntary mutes, who, every generation, upped sticks and thrust themselves into new territories. My father was literally born while his parents were running; he emerged into the world in a farmhouse while his parents were fleeing the Japanese occupation of Guangdong in southern China, en route to the small coastal city of Hong Kong. Aged eight, my mother’s father made his way – on foot! – for several years from the Chinese province of Fujian to the eastern Malaysian state known as Sarawak. And barely two decades old themselves, each of my parents migrated to Europe, during a time when Empire was still considered a civilising force and the National Health Service mined the tropics for medical talent. Each generation, my ancestors changed postcodes, switched dialects. It is not a coincidence that everyone in my family has very strong legs.


So, what about me? I was born in a south London hospital in 1985, grew up in Hong Kong, spent summers in Sarawak and came of age in Britain. For almost four decades I have been flitting between the East and West, between unheard and misheard. I have called many places my house, but I’m still not sure where is home. My multiplicity of selves is nothing special; millions like me are surface-root people, eroded soil forcing our foundations to find stability. But after a lifetime of feeling like I had to translate between two, three, sometimes multiple cultures, I see that it was a false binary all along. Where once I felt the loyalty to translate accurately, I now feel a loyalty to translate truthfully. For me, translation is just a way of perceiving the world from exactly where you are. My loyalty is neither to author, reader nor text, as Hawkes implies. My duty is simply to myself.


It was a few years ago that I started stitching together my multilingual story through a different universal language: food.


A transnational Chinese woman operating in a white Western world, I felt desaturated of almost every semblance of my mixed Chinese heritage, save for my skin colour and obsidian-coloured hair. Hungering to satiate myself with something fundamental, I revisited the food of my childhood in Hong Kong. With great gusto, I stripped away the Western influences on my diet, embraced rice, chose chopsticks over knives, went vegan, bought all the cookbooks and built a pantry of dried herbs and mushrooms. And, like any fresh convert, I went full evangelist for a while, taking on a self-appointed mantle of destigmatising and demystifying Chinese food for a Western audience. Thus I embarked on a way of eating as a path of heritage affirmation and identity healing.


There’s no denying I felt good, smug even. But a more elemental feeling fell into place when I found something else: commensality. At the time, I had started building a grassroots programme at my local Chinese community centre, using food to connect diasporic East and Southeast Asian (ESEA) people over shared meals and conversations. Like the medicinal Chinese tonic broths of yore, community was a powerful remedy for my malady. I realised that it provided what we are all missing from our daily lives, filling a role that can’t be sated by friends, family, lovers or colleagues. It was not the return to an ancestral diet that remedied my hiraeth – the untranslatable Welsh feeling of yearning for home – rather it was the return to the way I ate that ancestral diet: at a round table, dining communal style with my newfound friends, just like I and my father and mother and brother and grandparents used to. Commensality became my true heritage affirmation.


In those early days, I was doing my own research on Chinese food culture in every possible way, writing and sharing my findings, all the while feeling more at home than I ever had in my life. Those first stages of belonging – in any relationship – are like the honeymoon period; as Narcissus was enamoured by his own reflection, we fall in love with what we want to see of ourselves in others. I interviewed diasporic Chinese food personalities in the hope of learning more about myself through other people’s relationship to food. I became booksmart on the topic of Chinese food. I was held up as a British ESEA ambassador, to my bemusement. But then the inevitable doubts and reappraisals crept up on me. Seepage from cracks and leaks in our community: a disparate group of unbelongers who so ardently wanted to cohere, yet had no common overlap except for the box we ticked on census forms. My observations already had me questioning not how but why the diaspora had such a strong attachment to its food identity. Indeed, why I also bore such a strong attachment. The diasporic community’s battles seemed to always be about food, particularly about being misrepresented – in essence, mistranslated.


There is a notion with food that there is good interpretation vs bad interpretation – like the ‘Three Delicacies Cantonese Egg Noodles’ that went through Google Translate one time too many to appear as ‘Mixed Sea Food Iraq Government Office Surface’ on a Chinese menu, or the white chef cooking exotic food who ‘passes’ an absurd test because he wins the approval of Thai aunties. It’s just never as simple as that. Like the game Chinese whispers, our error in perceiving other cultures is to interpret a written recipe as the object, not symbol. From thereon flows a chain of farcical mistranslations, even when the -ness of Chineseness cannot be pinned down.


I remember how, in February 2021, a post on Instagram caught my eye. A young woman was holding up a makeshift sign at a Stop Asian Hate protest in the US. ‘LOVE OUR PEOPLE LIKE U LOVE OUR FOOD’ were the words emblazoned on the placard. As the Instagram post started racking up likes, I saw my peers reposting the image, vigorously echoing her sentiment. Once written in the height of grief and anger, that sentence now emblazons hoodies and Instagram bios – a pithy catchphrase summarising the generations-long relationship between white and ESEA people: a relationship that is characterised by racialised microaggressions and cultural disconnect. The young woman’s slogan made me pause for thought. Two questions immediately formed in my mind: who are ‘our people’? And what is ‘our food’? Her plea, of course, was for white folks to see ESEA people beyond just our chow mein and pad Thais. To humanise us, in essence. A third, more probing question: what’s love got to do with food? The sentiment of her plea contradicted a notion that is constantly repeated from within our culture: that food is our special love language.


I do understand where it comes from. In any diaspora group you will find this expression repeated: food is a love language in the absence of linguistic fluency. But, just like those first Chinese immigrants, our parents are not involuntary mutes. It’s not that they don’t have the words to say something; instead, some things are culturally tacit. It’s a real IYKYK-ism that Chinese parents don’t say ‘I love you’; they just hand you a plate of immaculately peeled and cut fruit. But because it is a love language, for some it’s also in a precarious place: food, as an anchor of Chinese identity, is a double-edged sword. Our food has been used to exoticise and fetishise, weaponise, minimise and homogenise – sometimes from within, as well as outside, the diaspora. The chow meins and pad Thais that define our social DNA work well when we need them to, but it’s the alleged bat-eating that will also be our downfall.


That we yoke food culture so close to our identity and language is no bad thing. But I never had this visceral attachment to food. Perhaps because I rarely saw my mother cooking when I was growing up in Hong Kong, the tiger city that was kept afloat by the physical and emotional labour of domestic helpers who bathed and fed a nation of children. Perhaps, because when I moved to London at the age of eleven with only my mother, the shock of acclimatisation and the familial schism afflicted my sense of self in ways that I am still processing. Perhaps, because I’ve always had to verbally and culturally code-switch, just as I did with my meals – whether I was eating stodgy school lunches (breaded turkey dinosaurs, anyone?), observing pre-prandial Latin grace and the custom of ‘pennying’ at British academic formal dinners, or slurping fish-ball noodle soup during holidays spent in Hong Kong.


I had come back to Chinese food, my edible leitmotif, as a fully formed adult without any of the emotional attachments of some of my peers. And the more I interacted with it again, the more it made me consider the ways we misunderstand each other.


In his 1972 book Ways of Seeing, art critic and writer John Berger challenged the hierarchy of art consumption by talking about the gaze: both in terms of the gazer and the gazed upon, and the structural imbalance of power in that dynamic. He notes that the relationship between men and women in society is such that, while men simply watch women, ‘women watch themselves being looked at’, rendering the watcher within herself male.2 I have always felt that this form of self-objectification is similar to how I see my own cultural heritage and identity being commodified: either by the lookers, or the looked-upon. Slowly, the exogenous self-surveillance of myself is something I am learning to resist.


I had this idea to write an A–Z of Chinese food. Not a recipe book of Chinese dishes or cooking techniques but rather a deliberate anti-glossary. The Inuit have a hundred words for snow; I dare say the Chinese have a hundred words to describe food texture. Very few of those words have been translated convincingly; the lexical gaps that they leave are plugged with a human instinct to reject that which cannot be defined. Another writer might feel compelled to offer better translations, but I marinate in complexities. Instead, I choose to write about food and eating because it is one of our cherished cultural treasures; because the Chinese love to talk about eating food as much as they love to eat food itself.


My project began in March 2021, as I initially published a monthly essay on my website. What you are about to read is the culmination of that project. Each chapter in this book takes inspiration from a Chinese culinary concept, spreading out in different directions across multiple cultures and disciplines. Some topics might look familiar; others might be more obscure. But be advised that ‘T is for Tofu’ is not an instructional guide to making tofu palatable. The inspiration for the essay topics always came from my encounters with the diasporic community, whether it was something as small as a meme, a corrupted spelling or a conversation I’d had. I approached each topic by acknowledging my own shortcomings, always wishing to look at it from different angles.


As part of the writing journey, I sought out collaboration, calling in outside voices to inform my research, and eventually to enrich my world view. In ‘P is for Pan-Asian’, I turned to Pan-African chefs to help me re-evaluate Pan-Asian cuisine beyond its derided status, eventually writing a speculative menu for an imagined Pan-Asia. In ‘S is for Schezwan’, I interviewed two food experts from the Kolkata diaspora to help me decipher Indo-Chinese food. In some chapters, I devised my own form of social media ethnography – polling my Instagram followers to establish public consensus on the average lifespan of rice cookers, or to test a hypothesis for whether collective food memories exist. Even when I wrote fictional monologues of anthropomorphised kitchen goods, I asked my actor friends to perform them in a live stream.


I shared all my writing for free on my website; I didn’t know who would read it or what to expect. As the essays landed, they amassed clicks, shares and eyeballs from all around the world. But what mattered more to me was that it provoked rumination and reflection, even discomfort. It meant so much that Chinese and non-Chinese readers alike contacted me to tell me how I helped put into words that which they could not describe, or – better still – changed the way they felt about something. And as I wrote my way from A to Z, key leitmotifs kept announcing themselves. The theme of translation came through in the back and forth of Chinese/English linguistics, but also in how Chinese culture and people themselves are ‘mistranslated’ and in how Chinese food identity ends up so far from its origins.


You can choose to read these chapters in any order you like, but you might notice natural groupings – like how ‘E is for Exotic’ and ‘F is for Fusion’ look at otherness in food from opposing perspectives – or how ‘D is for Dan Dan Noodles’ and ‘X is for XO Sauce’ uncover origin stories for iconic flavours, with a heavy dose of wordplay. Often one essay is intended as a counterweight to another, looking at the same topic from different angles.


As I wrote the essays in a linear fashion, I felt myself being pulled ‘home’ to my cultural roots. I became compelled to offer an antidote to how collective diaspora identity has been commodified for public consumption. Scan any English-language bestseller book list on Chinese topics, and you will see the usual suspects: recipes, politics, history and language. But against a twenty-first-century Western rhetoric that paints a ‘China rising’ or the land of quick and easy stir fries, it is the people and their stories that get lost, while their ‘Chineseness’ is commodified for the pages.


The result is this book – an edible anthology that serves up Chinese flavour beyond just its taste; it’s a love letter to what it means to be Chinese in the diaspora. When you slurp dan dan noodles, you will forever think about linguistic reduplication. As you tuck into Hainanese chicken rice, you will suddenly travel through the multiverse to the beginning of the twentieth century, where you will eat Christmas dinner with the Orthodox Jews of New York. When you shop for instant ramen, you will start hearing The Nutcracker in your head. And as you await your Filet-O-Fish order at McDonald’s, you’ll know that you’re tasting ’90s Hong Kong, which also happens to be a whole generation’s taste of home.


This book is especially for anyone who is the child of immigrants. When I started writing I had set out to loosen some cross-cultural misunderstandings that were niggling at me and constricting my community’s sense of identity – food or otherwise; to address those powerful cliches caused by an objectifying gaze, cast from all directions between the watchers and the watched. I now feel sated in my original aim, but along the way I gained something unexpected: a quelling of something in my stomach – a residual motion sickness of the soul, from the inherited lifetimes of flitting between East and West. I wrote my own tonic, and I invite you to now savour it with me.
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诶 A is for ‘Authentic’




‘Very authentic Chinese service [image: Illustration] . . . But the food is amazing’ – Google review for My Old Place, a Sichuan Chinese restaurant in east London, UK





We start our anti-glossary with the most contentious word in the food vocabulary. In the culture wars that plague contemporary food discourse, the A-word is the most weaponised of them all. This word, which litters menus and press releases, pizza boxes and restaurant reviews, is a call to arms: that you believe only one version of this food is correct, and it is a hill you are willing to die on. ‘Authentic’: a word so loaded with meaning and intention – like its peers ‘luxurious’, ‘craft’ and ‘carefully sourced’ – that it has lost all meaning itself. Those in the art of food communication who have been burnt by a social media spat or two over the word ‘authentic’ know now not to mess with it. Just observe the way it’s been quietly sunsetted and replaced with the ubiquitous use of the ‘-inspired’ or ‘-style’ suffix in recipes and food packaging. Teriyaki chicken is no longer ‘authentic Japanese’, instead it is ‘Japanese-inspired’. This is artful linguistic diplomacy on the parts of copywriters to tactically swerve any criticism about cultural appropriation, because culinary authenticity is a conversation that can’t take place in the Global North unless it comes with an exhausting unpacking of intersectional pain points: ethnicity, heritage, gender, class, privilege. What, indeed, is ‘authentic’ food?


To the average eater, ‘authenticity’ is simply not factored into their appraisal of food. When you go to Burger King, you do not question the authenticity of its Bacon Double Cheeseburger. But put diasporic ethnic cuisine in front of the fooderati, and eventually the elephant in the room will announce itself: Hello, it’s me, the A-word. And if you are like me, someone who has spent a lot of time in the company of Chinese-food lovers – of Chinese and non-Chinese heritage alike – you will invariably meet people who get wound up about authenticity. These people fall into two camps of a fallacious authenticity logic. Both sides justify themselves as more entitled authorities on Chinese food. Both can come from within and outside the culture. Both are very keen for you to know their opinion. So let me present: the Gatekeepers and Infiltrators.


Gatekeepers – they’re obsessed with technicalities. Cooking with only the right ingredients and perfect technique. They set arbitrary emotional and illogical benchmarks such as a closeness to home – it’s always a reminder of a matriarch’s cooking – or chasing a whiff of a backstreet pancake grill, chanced upon one summer in late ’90s Yunnan. Gatekeepers lean towards romantic preservation, insisting nothing is as good as it was back in the day. It’s a way of telling imitators (sometimes the Infiltrators) that: You, you gatecrasher, can never emulate something that is so outside your universe, so why even bother trying? Would it be a stretch to call this form of gatecrasher-shaming a form of culinary gaslighting? Laughing at poor chopstick use is one particularly nasty method, though the Gatekeepers conveniently forget that many ethnic Chinese themselves either don’t know how to, or don’t care to, use chopsticks, while discounting the whole diasporic communities that eat with a fork and spoon.


Infiltrators, on the other hand, have found their way in, and intend to stay in. They have a lot to prove (understandable, since Gatekeepers can get unrelentingly harsh and judgemental). If Infiltrators could memorialise the time lapse of their Chinese food journey, it would resemble the training montage in Rocky: all ten thousand hours of cleaver skills, lifting rice buckets, scaling the Great Wall, ritual humiliation at the hands of a Chinese master chef, and so on. Infiltrators also have a duty of accuracy – to convey the authenticity of Chinese cuisine as they mastered it – to the highest and best of their ability, because they don’t have a cultural backstory to fall upon, no mother’s dumplings, no childhood emotional connection. Infiltrators often handily omit the one element that never gets acknowledged: privilege, and how they paid for the plane ticket to the Great Wall in the first place.


Contrary to what you might think, both Gatekeepers and Infiltrators can be of any ethnicity. Listed below, in no particular order, are some arbitrary things that both Gatekeepers and Infiltrators might say that deems Chinese food authentic:




The chef is Chinese. The chef speaks Chinese. The chef grew up eating Chinese food. The chef isn’t Chinese but has a Chinese wife. Has Chinese friends. Worked with Chinese consultants. Has a degree in Chinese. Lived in China for a few years. Once travelled to China. Worked in a Chinese restaurant. Their food is spicy. Their food is brain-numbingly spicy. The restaurant is in Chinatown. The restaurant has rude waiting staff. The food is cooked with wok hei. It’s no frills. Is cheap. Has off-menu items. Has a secret Chinese menu. It’s their mother’s recipe. It’s their grandmother’s recipe. It’s their auntie’s recipe. The food tastes like home.





Both Gatekeepers and Infiltrators perpetuate dogmatic binaries. In using authenticity to differentiate between those who know and those who don’t know, both Gatekeepers and Infiltrators can miss the mark so badly. Often, they do damage to the very culture they are trying to promote, by keeping notions of ethnicity and cultural identity in their boxes. I opened this chapter with an example of a restaurant review that equates a distinctively bad quality of service with an authentic experience. It is a sad and common assumption, echoed across countless other online reviews for Chinese restaurants. Take the case of Wong Kei, a decades-old establishment founded by a Cantonese immigrant in London’s Chinatown, which is often described as one of the rudest restaurants in the city, while also offering cheap, filling and delicious food. There is some truth in the fact that Chinese serving staff tend to be brusque and to the point – more preferable in my opinion to the insufferable style of casual/modern waiting staff who talk to you as if you’re their best friend – but cultural nuance is lost in translation if brusqueness has been mistaken for rudeness. The truth is, brusque service is a by-product of the need to turn tables quickly in order to keep prices low. Londoners have, over time, mythologised Wong Kei’s service, almost revelling in the experience of being shouted at as an ‘authentic’ experience – all of which sets a dangerous precedent for other Chinese restaurants and ideas about Chinese people in general.




If the perception of Wong Kei’s authenticity is to do with an asymmetry between culturally coded behaviours, the same can be said for asymmetry in translated language. Consider what we know to be the most authentic of Chinese dishes: the stir-fry. Not many realise that the English coinage of ‘stir-fry’ started its career as a verb. Its transition to noun and subsequently global genre is documented in the evolution of Buwei Yang Chao’s How to Cook and Eat in Chinese, first published in 1945. A Chinese native who became a reluctant cookbook writer, Yang collected and notated Chinese home-cooked recipes in her limited grasp of English. Throughout, she refers to ‘stirred’ dishes, such as Stirred Eggs or Stirred Beef Heart. It was with her husband’s help that she plucked the most adequate English words to transliterate 炒/chǎo – although anyone who has studied Chinese cooking terms knows that 炒 is an entire taxonomic classification in itself and there are at least ten more ways to talk about different ways of stir-frying.


Over subsequent revisions of her cookbook and wider English-speaking adoption, stirring became stir-frying, which became the stir-fry (noun) that populates our menus, cookbooks and ready meals. The nounification of things is generally a commodification of things – a way to put a value on experiences, processes, sensations. So now if someone were to ask you, ‘What are you having for dinner tonight?’ and you replied, ‘A stir-fry,’ translated into Chinese it would be the equivalent of saying ‘a boil’. And consequently, because of the stir-fry’s global appeal – due to its chimeric adaptability and dietary flexibility – we do not question the true Chineseness of its authenticity, despite the stir-fry being a technically sloppy translation. But that is the happy result of cross-cultural linguistic evolution, in which nuances get lost in translation and others get added. So, when we re-examine authenticity with hindsight, it’s hard to draw those lines any more – at least not in indelible ink.





If you want to insult someone’s cooking by suggesting it’s not authentic, here’s a tip: say that it’s not real. ‘Real’ is a next-level category of judgement. The holier-than-thou insinuation of what is and isn’t ‘real food’ is both insulting and ludicrous. Many times I’ve eaten at Chinese restaurants with other Chinese people who will loudly proclaim, Ah, but this isn’t real Chinese food. You need to try our home cooking – now that is real food. This is a natty example of mind-trickery that no doubt was spurred by the growth of the cookbook industry, which purports to sell you ‘real’ home recipes, as opposed to ethnic restaurant fare, which receives constant unfair battering for pandering to Western palates. (And what else would we expect the restaurateurs to do?)


In 2023 a TikTok video went viral, in which an influencer ‘discovered’ British Chinese cuisine (and only sixty-odd years after the first Chinese takeaway opened in the UK). The influencer – who has since taken down her video – expressed her disbelief that chicken balls could exist, and was amazed at the serving of chips with curry sauce. While many people came to the defence of these idiosyncratic takeaway dishes, the video disappointed in two ways – in the fact that the influencer herself was Korean American, and in her closing remark: ‘If they love it, fine. I just know there’s such a beautiful world of Chinese food out there.’ The influencer herself seemed to dismiss the culinary adaptation long pioneered by immigrants on her side of the pond, while simultaneously erecting a wall of distinction between real and unreal food.


Among the Chinese diaspora who grew up in the West, this has engendered a crisis of food identity: one in which you feel an obligation to swear allegiance to one version of authenticity or the other. One food for them, and one food for us. It’s inconceivable for discerning Chinese foodies to enjoy trashy versions of their own cuisine without hastily denouncing it as bastardised and assuring (anyone who’s listening) that what they eat at home is very, very different. And for those schooled in their migration history, they are just as hasty to defend the hybridised Chinese foods that evolved as a result of innovation and assimilation, when the first immigrants landed in the West.


What makes ethnic cuisines ultimately vulnerable to the authenticity paradox? At the heart of it is a denial or refusal to believe that cultures are fluid and evasive. Central to this is how people like to perceive the Other – as something that can be discovered, defined and documented. The museumification of Other is a wish to understand their culture, but on our terms: as something that can be wrestled to the ground and then trussed up and tamed, to be filed away in a flavour-based Dewey Decimal System: China > culture > cuisine > region > ingredient > dish > name. When something falls outside that system, we don’t like it. System error. Computer says no, or rather – computer says inauthentic. But cultures are fluid in that they are like water. They change their shape to fit their moulds, or they evade documentation and slip through our hands to exist in hidden cracks. So when authenticity becomes a marketable commodity – where there is money to be made – it starts to impale itself on its own skewer.


Become who you are


We live in an age in which there has never been more pressure to be authentic. Our social media feeds are filled with life coaches and brand consultants urging us to ‘be your authentic self’ and ‘keep it real’. God knows I’m trying. The problem is that we can’t take off the cynicism-tinted glasses through which we view everything. Every Instagram photo is carefully staged; every activist war cry is self-promotion; corporate slogans are just greenwashing, or virtue signalling, or tokenism crafted under the mandate of the newly hired Diversity and Inclusion Officer. Any claim to authenticity is a red flag for the very opposite. And we are as much filled with this cynicism about ourselves: that at any moment people will find out that we’re fraudsters just trotting out our lines.


We pass the days clenching our buttocks in anticipation of the barrage of inauthenticity that fills our lives, until we find the remedial laxative while on holiday in a small, undiscovered Greek village and become enamoured with the entirely charming and authentic locals. Ah, now this is authentic. How do I bring this taverna concept back to east London and monetise it immediately? For the irony is that we can’t stop inserting the ‘authenticity question’ into any cultural transaction we make – both of ourselves and of the transactor – until we are engaged in something that really comes with no judgement, no monetary exchange, no audience. That’s why during the pandemic and long periods of lockdown so many people felt more like their real selves than they ever had; there was freedom to binge bad Netflix shows, bake cakes, grow into tracksuit bottoms and generally give less of a shit.


In the year following the murder of George Floyd, the resurgence of the Black Lives Matter movement and the rise in anti-Asian hate, I witnessed and accompanied an awakening in my fellow diaspora in the Western world. From the self-realisation of millennials to the righteous activism of Gen Z, it felt like an entire community of diasporic Chinese were embarking on a back-to-roots journey through a rigorous, action-based syllabus of decolonisation and unlearning – one that still continues today. Outspoken Asian leaders rail at us to: be proud of who you are – support Asian businesses – read Asian writers – feature Asian faces – amplify Asian voices – protect Asian elders – stop fetishising Asian women. Just be your authentic self.


In those early days the freneticism of the conversation was exciting and supercharged: at times crude and frazzled, often overwhelming and exhausting. I remember times when I wanted it to stop – to shout at my screen, at these people I didn’t know but still respected and listened to: Stop telling me who I am, what to do and where I belong. The inauthenticity was that of being told what is authentic. I knew who I was before. Now I don’t know who my authentic self is any more. Through philosophical study I found myself increasingly drawn to an alternate definition of authenticity: the pursuit of becoming a 真人/zhēn rén – a Daoist term to refer to an enlightened spiritual master: 真/zhēn means authentic, real, true or genuine; 人/rén means person. 真人 is therefore a True or Authentic Person. But the Daoist concept of authenticity is not one equated with knowledge, rather a return to a primordial status of unrefinement through unlearning. Yes! Maybe this process of constant shedding and regrowth is a necessary part of the journey to authenticity. To borrow from Nietszche, who himself borrowed from ancient Greek poet Pindar: ‘Become who you are.’1 You can borrow that from me too.


As a community activist who uses food to bring people together, I’ve often been asked what I think about the concept of culinary authenticity. In every case I’ve made clear that it’s a word I’ve dropped from my lexicon, and that my preferred terms might be ‘sincerity’ or ‘authority’ instead. The philosophical notion of authenticity being a form of ego minimalism is one that isn’t much part of the discussion around food authenticity, perhaps because the latter is so caught up in technical execution, accolades and origin stories. But is it possible to even appraise food and culture on these terms? I believe that to be an authentic cook – and an Authentic Person – is to be a bag of contradictions. When I cook and engage with ingredients and when I feed other people, I cook in the hope not to prove who I am or to flex my knowledge. Of no determined identity, I have nothing to show. When we cook, as in life, we just need to become who we are.
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必 B is for Bat Soup


In June 2021 I went to see one of my favourite comedians, Phil Wang, do a live stand-up show that was being recorded for a Netflix special.1 I’m a fan of Wang, not least because it’s encouraging to see a comedian of East and Southeast Asian heritage really killing it on the UK comedy scene, who over the last decade has worked his way into the upper echelons of comedy royalty with regular appearances in mainstream media, from topical news panel shows to BBC Radio 4. There is his self-deprecating humour, of course, which speaks from the viewpoint of someone who is mixed race – Chinese and English, no less – and Wang himself even grew up in East Malaysia, where my mother is from. So far, so relatable.


The thing I find with Wang’s humour is that the tone of his self-deprecation can fall on the wrong side of problematic. To clarify, I consider myself the last person to cancel anything or anyone with a soupçon of inappropriateness about it or them, and perhaps it’s because I consume his humour through my very racially sensitive gaze – as opposed to the very white gaze of his BBC-typifying audience – but I find myself wincing at the occasional joke. Wang’s whole shtick is that he’s a mixed-race person who gets to poke fun at both cultures to which he belongs, while conveniently forgetting the inherent power imbalance between those two cultures in the context of his staging. Making fun of British culture in front of a British audience elicits a totally different reaction to making fun of Chinese culture in front of, well, a British audience – the latter of which requires a level of nuance and empathy that I’m concerned is not yet there. A prime example being the central tagline to his onstage persona – ‘I’m Phil Wang, Philly Philly Wang Wang’ – and the exaggerated intonement of ‘WANG’ throughout any of his sets, which he knows incites the puerile cackles of British audiences who know a wang when they see one. On the other hand, anyone in the Chinese diaspora knows that mocking ‘weird’ names, especially ones that sound like genitals, is number one in the playground bully’s arsenal – ask any Wang, Ho or Fook – and that such a deliberate play on Wang is sure to bring up traumatic memories for some people of colour.


During the comedy set, I was braced for Wang to introduce some of his typically problematic-lite humour. Call it my intuition, but I knew it would involve food-based anecdotes. And there it was, in the opening minutes. I’ll try not to share any spoilers if you haven’t seen the show, but it went something along the lines of: the large continent of Asia can be divided into ‘cricket-playing Asians’ (fair, quite funny) and ‘eats-weird-shit Asians’ (not so funny). Wang went on to quip that he felt responsible for causing the Covid-19 outbreak because he visited China in 2020 and had at one point visited a wet market. Developing this line of thought, Wang went on to suggest that, look, eating weird shit is just part of Asian culture. That he had grown up eating weird shit, that he has no qualms about eating weird shit, and that – this was the punchline – someone just had to push it too far. I looked around. A lot of the audience members were laughing. Later I conferred with my Asian friends. We weren’t so impressed. Not least because the theory that Covid-19 started when someone ate some bat soup was so 2020. Don’t you know that everyone was blaming it on the Wuhan lab leak in 2021? Do keep up, Philly Philly Wang Wang.


A history of all the things we can blame on the Chinese for eating weird shit


4 April 1968


Chinese Restaurant Syndrome is invented. One Dr Robert Ho Man Kwok pens a speculative letter to the New England Journal of Medicine, describing negative side effects after eating Chinese food, with symptoms such as weakness and palpitations and numbness in the arms, but – most importantly – acknowledges that these symptoms may have been due to any number of ingredients in the meal, including sodium or alcohol from Chinese cooking wine.2 Nevertheless, a myth is born, and rumours start spreading that the ingredient monosodium glutamate (MSG) causes so-called Chinese Restaurant Syndrome. Never mind the fact that Americans have been consuming MSG for at least thirty years prior with their ketchup, soups and chips.


Twenty-five years after Dr Kwok’s allegations, the US Food and Drug Administration commissions a report to look into all the available evidence that MSG may actually cause harm. To begin with, an expert panel dismisses the term ‘Chinese Restaurant Syndrome’ as ‘pejorative and not reflective of the extent or nature of the symptoms’, later concluding that MSG qualifies as GRAS – ‘Generally Recognised as Safe’.3 Nevertheless, the damage is done, as many people to this day still associate MSG with toxicity, and Chinese food with MSG.


(For my absurdist take on the long-lasting legacy of Dr Kwok’s letter, read chapter ‘U is for Umami’.)


8 April 2001


One thousand people from the British Chinese community march from London’s Chinatown to Westminster in protest against the increase in racial attacks and abuse against Chinese people and establishments. Just a few weeks earlier, the UK media had spread unsubstantiated rumours that the government was investigating the links of the outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease to illegally imported meat in Chinese restaurants. One mainstream tabloid paper, the Daily Mirror, runs the headline ‘Sheep and Sow Source’, including the line, ‘Maybe the meal you last bought on an evening out was sub-standard or even diseased’ in one column.4 According to Jabez Lam, a social worker who helps Chinese victims of hate crime, restaurants are on the receiving end of racist abuse while experiencing criminal damage from graffiti and items thrown at shopfronts.5


Marching to the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF), the group of British Chinese activists met with the Minister of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food for the then-ruling Labour Party, Nicholas Brown, who came out to tell the protestors that it was ‘untrue’ that the government had tracked the source of foot-and-mouth to Chinese restaurants. Later, a pittance of compensation is offered by the government to Chinese businesses that have been affected, but it barely covers the estimated loss of £24 million to the British Chinese catering industry.


10 April 2003


Canadian Prime Minister Jean Chrétien has lunch at the Luen Fat Seafood and BBQ Restaurant in Toronto’s Chinatown, in an effort to ease concern about Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) in the Toronto community. The viral respiratory disease, which broke out in November of the previous year, had reached Toronto by 23 February via an elderly woman who had returned from a trip to Hong Kong and subsequently died. Two hundred and fifty-seven people in the province of Ontario were infected with SARS, with fatalities totalling forty-four. Initial theories had traced SARS back to Asian palm civet cats, which are a wild delicacy in southern China. Small businesses in Toronto’s Chinatown report a 70 to 90 per cent drop in custom, while the Ontario government’s post-SARS commission finds cases of Chinese workers getting terminated from their jobs and Chinese tenants being unlawfully kicked out by landlords. But on this day Chrétien tells reporters, ‘There is no danger. All the precautions have been taken . . . I wanted to give an example,’ after he had tucked into a meal of spring rolls, sweet-and-sour pork and barbecue duck.6


23 January 2020


It’s twenty-four days after the Wuhan Municipal Health Commission releases an official briefing on its website about early signs of a pneumonia outbreak in the city. On this day, the Daily Mail publishes an online article titled ‘Revolting footage shows Chinese woman eating a whole bat at a fancy restaurant as scientists link the deadly coronavirus to the flying mammals’.7 Several things in the headline, as well as the premise of the article, have since been entirely disproven or debunked, and yet the article – and many other misinformed articles like it – still remain online. Never mind the fact that it was quickly confirmed that the footage was filmed by Chinese vlogger Wang Mengyun in 2016 while trying a local delicacy on holiday in Palau – a Micronesian island 3,320 kilometres away from Wuhan. Never mind also that bats are rarely eaten in any of China’s many regional cuisines, something that many experts quickly piped up to refute. ‘Eating bat meat is more than rare in China. It’s actually unacceptable in Chinese culture,’ Guansheng Ma, director of Nutrition and Gastronomy at the University of Beijing, tells the France 24 Observers.8


Through a priceless chain of logic, people around the world start to avoid Chinese restaurants and Chinatowns for fear of catching the novel coronavirus Covid-19. By 3 February, the BBC is reporting on the financial fallout for businesses around the UK.9 JinLi, a popular Sichuanese restaurant that I dined at that very same month, reports that bookings at their four branches across the UK have fallen by 50 per cent, citing diners’ fear of contracting the virus. This time, journalists try to talk common sense to the general public – and, if anything, a Guardian headline titled ‘No, you won’t get the coronavirus from Chinese food. And don’t drink bleach’ should make you marvel that humanity has survived thus far at all.10


Nevertheless, baseless conspiracy theories are spurred by viral videos and tweets, such as those of Michael Caputo who – just before he became the spokesman for the US Department of Health and Human Services – went on a tirade on 12 March, claiming that ‘millions of Chinese suck the blood out of rabid bats as an appetiser and eat the ass out of anteaters’, rebutting a critic with: ‘Don’t you have a bat to eat?’11


Forever foreigner


Why are we so quick to blame foreigners when our health and safety is threatened? Even when those foreigners are not foreign at all; when they are people who have lived in our country for decades, paid their taxes and contributed to society? The ‘forever foreigner’ or ‘perpetual foreigner’ syndrome is something that haunts people of East and Southeast Asian descent in particular, typified by the all-too-common imperative ‘Go back to where you came from!’ It’s not just Chinese people who have been accused of importing diseases – throughout history, outsiders have been blamed for causing contagious outbreaks. Bubonic plague in the 1300s? It was the Jews. Typhoid in the 1800s? Spread by the Irish. The Great Influenza pandemic of 1918? Definitely the Spanish. In the 1980s, HIV was associated with Haitian Americans. At one point the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) called it the ‘4H disease’, referring to the apparent risk factors of Haitians, homosexuals, haemophiliacs and heroin users. In all those cases, fingers were pointed at immigrant communities, scapegoating aspects of their cultural practices and lifestyle. But for the Chinese, it’s our food and food practices that have always sowed the seeds of mistrust.


In my introductory chapter, I recount how an image that went viral in 2021 triggered a chain of internal questioning that eventually inspired me to write this book. During protest marches against anti-Asian American violence, a photo of a woman holding up a placard that said LOVE OUR PEOPLE LIKE U LOVE OUR FOOD started doing the social media rounds. As I watched people fervently sharing this image, it became clear that this snappy little slogan had summed up the zeitgeist of a generation. That week it dawned on me that, as an ethnic diasporic group, we the Chinese have a collective identity that is too attached to food. I’m not questioning the set of circumstances that led to this particular facet of our identity; we know that many of the first immigrants went into catering as a means of survival, not necessarily out of choice. That, as a result, it’s a direct attack on our ancestors’ livelihoods and resilience when people constantly stigmatise and vilify the food we serve and eat. But it’s clear that younger generations of diasporic Chinese – those who have achieved social mobility and transcended the constraints of their parents’ generation; those who by rights should have a strictly pedestrian interest in food – still over-identify with food as a means of identity expression. Countless times I’ve heard the phrase ‘food is our love language’ and ‘food is everything’. And yet the dilemma arises when we ask white folks to take us seriously, to see beyond their plate of chow mein and connect with the person who made it.


Because, as we’ve seen, when the tables turn – whenever people want to blame the Chinese for something – it’s inevitably our food that is weaponised against us. It leaves us stuck in an assimilation quagmire, where the very aspect of our cultural identity, which has historically been our way ‘in’, can in a split second be how we get chucked ‘out’. It is not a dichotomy exclusive to the Chinese. As with the example of Black hip-hop and rap music, it’s the poisoned chalice that is on the one hand fetishised and glorified, rife for appropriation by white culture and lauded as a route to success for impoverished youths. On the other hand, it’s condemned for upholding gang culture, gun violence and misogyny, and is ultimately a wide brush with which to tar all Black people.


Lame bro jokes


Ever heard this example of a snowclone phrase: ‘driving while Black’? It’s the non-existent crime of driving a car when you happen to be Black, a key trigger for the discriminatory racial profiling by many police forces – as opposed to the real crimes of driving while intoxicated. Other snowclones include ‘flying while Muslim’, coined after the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center on 11 September 2001, to refer to the unfair treatment faced by Muslim and brown passengers when travelling through airports and on planes. With the surge in reported anti-Asian hate crimes in the US and across Europe since the start of the coronavirus pandemic, I wondered whether there was a relevant snowclone for anyone who had the misfortune to appear East Asian. There was a point when, on a weekly basis, friends of mine were trading stories of how commuters moved away from them on public transport, or had ‘Coronavirus!’ shouted at them, while around the UK Chinese takeaway owners were spat on and had their shopfronts vandalised with ‘fuck off home China scum’.12 What would that snowclone even be? ‘Eating while Asian’? ‘Commuting while Asian’? Simply ‘breathing while Asian’?


And so after I had digested Phil Wang’s comedy set, I identified what it was that had left a foul aftertaste. When we in the Chinese diaspora are handed a stage, we have the rare power to change our narrative. Here is a chance to change the way we tell our own stories, which are still so misunderstood and misinterpreted, even in a world where we cannot control the headlines that put us in the centre of blame. Nobody underlines my frustrated sentiment better than Michelle T. King, a historian who penned her essay ‘Say No to Bat Fried Rice: Changing the Narrative of Coronavirus and Chinese Food’ in July 2020. Pointing out how the obsessive discussion of wildlife markets ‘dramatically skews the American public’s understanding . . . of most average, ordinary Chinese diets’, she called out the ‘bat fried rice’ headlines for ‘[reducing] one of the world’s most diverse and complex cuisines into a lame bro joke’.13


What disappointed me about Wang’s show was that he made the lame bro joke that white folks wanted to hear. Self-deprecation is a technique of making fun of yourself before you can be humiliated by others; it’s classic playground psychology to protect yourself from bullies. But there is a fine line between self-deprecation and throwing your entire people under the bus. And with every self-deprecating joke that reinforces a stereotype, with every news headline that preys upon racist fear-mongering and unproven conspiracy theories, we give the public what they want: a culpable scapegoat. If we continually choose to use the same tropes of self-identification – even in a one-hour comedy set, especially in a one-hour comedy set – we cannot in all seriousness ask to be better understood. The damage may be done, but it’s not too late for us in the Chinese diaspora to reclaim our pride in our food and culture without resorting to making fun of it.
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