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Introduction



Borders and Beginnings


One summer I was coming home to the UK from a holiday in Europe. The woman at immigration asked me why I was travelling by myself; baffled, I explained my husband at the time was staying on longer. She told me I couldn’t travel alone.


‘So women can’t travel without their husbands?’ I asked.


‘Not with your visa,’ she said, looking at my spousal visa in my New Zealand passport.


‘I have the power to detain you,’ she emphasised.


‘Well, detain me then,’ I said, with calm fury.


She let me through, explaining I was lucky she was in a good mood.


Once, after I’d obtained my British passport, an immigration officer at the UK border asked why I was born outside of the UK. She questioned the legitimacy of my having a British passport. ‘Where were you born? Where is Woden Valley? Yes, I can see it is on your passport, but why? Are you sure it is in Australia? Why do you have a UK passport?’


She eventually let me pass. I have yet to hear a white friend with similar passports or visas have the same conversations. I only ever use the electronic machines now, regardless of the queues.


When sitting my Life in the UK test, to prove I was British enough to deserve the citizenship, I remember having to answer the question, ‘What is the significance of 14 February?’ I also remember the way the test facilitators spoke to all of us who were taking the test in a dark basement room in Islington. It was condescending, with hard voices, and no room for questions. It was clear the idea was to intimidate.


My identity, my non-whiteness, my Asian-ness performs difference at borders. Borders are found in so many places in the UK, not just in the immigration queue at Gatwick Airport. Throughout my life here I have felt both welcomed and found home, but I have also been marginalised and shut out, or asked to perform belonging in what has felt like ritualistic dances. Yes, I’ve read 1984, know how to pour a pint, can name the six wives of Henry VIII, and have an opinion about whether it’s jam or cream first on a scone (cream, it acts like butter).


I came to the UK to study, leaving New Zealand on my twentieth birthday, and never left. In this country I have earnt an undergraduate degree and a PhD. I bought a small flat, pledged my allegiance to the Queen and lived with people from all over the world. I’ve worked in bars and restaurants, in a law firm, and in the fashion industry. I was a sub-editor for The Times, founded and ran a theatre company, a small communications agency, and launched a print magazine. I’ve eaten, drank, laughed, cried, paid taxes, travelled Europe. My belonging in this country is multifaceted, and is part of so many others’ stories. I am anchored here by all of these things. This is my home.


But when I filled in the 2021 census, my options on ethnic identity under ‘Mixed or Multiple ethnic groups’ were ‘White and Asian’. The definition of ‘Asian’ in the census is: ‘Indian’, ‘Pakistani’, ‘Bangladeshi’, ‘Chinese’ or ‘Any other Asian background’. Under the category of ‘White’ is: ‘English, Welsh, Scottish, Northern Irish or British’, ‘Irish’, ‘Gypsy or Irish Traveller’, ‘Roma’ or ‘Any other White background’. There are no Chinese Scottish, Vietnamese Welsh or Mixed Irish identities available. Non-white identities have no additional cultural or national nuance. We have no ties to a region or spatial relatability; we don’t have a place to belong to. And the act of ticking ‘other’, which so many of us are made to do, is an act of othering, and we are having to do it to ourselves because the society we live in does not recognise us. It is dehumanising. It is saying there is a norm that we don’t fit. It isn’t just the census – medical forms, job applications, the National Insurance number application and more all ask us to define ourselves in this limited way. Bureaucracy eradicates our belonging. We are illegitimate in the borders of society, and this has lasting and devastating effects.


That is why I am writing this book.


Chinese and Any Other Asian explores the identity of people with East and South East Asian heritage, backgrounds and culture, and we are so much more complex and complicated than Chinese, or Any Other Asian. Ticking a box on a form seems mindless and small, a throwaway moment that doesn’t matter in everyday life, but throughout this book I untangle the damaging consequences of the limiting, condensing and shrinking of our identity into this category.


During the Covid-19 pandemic there was a rise in hate and violence against those of East, or perceived East, Asian heritage. This racism didn’t emerge from a vacuum. The cultural, political and bureaucratical landscape of Britain led to this. How did we get here?


This book is my love letter to people I have met and the place I call home. I weave history with personal narrative, and I speak to people throughout the UK who have a variety of different heritages and belongings to East and South East Asia. I explore the many journeys of how we got to Britain and hope to paint a picture of a vast set of identities of those with East and South East Asian histories. For every person I have spoken to, and story I tell, there are hundreds not told, and there are hundreds of details from each story that I could not fit into these pages. To understand the depth of racism that the community has experienced is, and has been, very painful and I am immensely grateful to everyone who has shared their stories and thoughts. In the last few years, there has been a growing recognition of an identity, a collective identity, under the acronym ‘ESEA’ – East and South East Asian – therefore this is a book that also looks to understand the power in community, activism and coming together. What do we mean by solidarity? How do we support each other? These are questions that I have explored.


Chinese and Any Other Asian is a journey for me to try and understand and get to know how Britain’s history of colonialism and its migration policies have shaped our society today. I wanted to examine the importance of language and understand how we frame issues around race and the ESEA identities. I also wanted to look at the violence that ESEA people have endured and understand the various ways in which this violence manifests – from physical assault to the language society uses to describe ESEA people. When we look at identity, we have to understand the various intersections we sit at. It is never just about race. Investigating gender allows us to explore how colonialism, class, race, family and history all intersect, and thinking about our foods can help us unpick how we talk about power and reframe our belonging and narratives. Our cultural landscape – our films, theatre, literature – is influenced by global stories as much as British-specific situations, and it has been impossible to talk about our visual representation without reflecting on the US and Hollywood.


Looking at popular culture, which often knows no national borders, is so key in understanding stereotypes and prejudices. In his book The Yellow Peril: Dr Fu Manchu & the Rise of Chinaphobia, cultural historian Christopher Frayling retells a conversation he had with Orientalism author Edward Said about popular culture’s overlooked impact on the way we think about race. ‘Mass media, certainly films, have a much more powerful, simplifying and reductive effect. Because they are visual,’ said Said.1


But it isn’t just modern-day media, with countless war films set in South East Asia, that has painted these caricature pictures of peoples. These are narratives built on centuries of exoticism and othering. Frayling points out that in Victorian England, there were many articles and journalist ‘investigations’ into opium dens in East London. For example, he writes that Charles Dickens’ descriptions of opium dens ‘had a profound influence on the ways in which such dwellings were described by novelists, storytellers and journalists in the future, and on the public debate about opium smoking: the dark alleyway, the miserable court, the Arabian Nights fantasy, the collapsed bedstead’.2 The popular media of Victorian England and, later, the portrayal of the villainous Dr Fu Manchu by both novelist Sax Rohmer and countless filmmakers throughout the twentieth century, all echo the language newspapers used in the 1970s and 1980s around monosodium glutamate (a flavour enhancer, commonly known as MSG) in Chinese restaurants. From a brief mention in a letter to the editor of the New England Journal of Medicine in the US in 1968, relating to eating at a Chinese restaurant and feeling ill afterwards, media across the US and the UK helped develop a narrative around MSG by labelling it as unhealthy and claiming it was related to a phenomena dubbed ‘Chinese restaurant syndrome’. This language conjures images of distrustful migrants, looking to poison the innocent local communities. It was a short step therefore towards the Asian hate of Covid-19.


And so it is within these spaces of storytelling that we get to see how powerful narratives can be, and how this power has been used to cause great danger, violence and othering. But, it is also a place where I see great opportunity for change.


Reductive stories and bureaucratic tick boxes have made identities simplistic. This allows for violence to become acceptable because it dehumanises and brings othering into the everyday. How can we change that lens? How can we find new stories to tell, and develop a cultural landscape away from racism, bias and stereotype? This book is also a moment to sit with various people and listen to their stories, to relish in all the difference and to allow ourselves to be open to hearing more in the future.


East Asia includes China, Japan, Mongolia, North Korea, South Korea and Taiwan. Within these nation states are contested borders and various ways of recognition between places and cultural identities that defy national lines. South East Asia is all places south of mainland China, east of India and north-west of Australia, and includes Singapore, East Timor, Vietnam, Malaysia, Thailand, Cambodia, Brunei, Indonesia, Myanmar, Laos, Philippines; islands and peninsulas bordered mostly by seas and oceans. We are looking at a group of people with heritages from the snowy plains east of Siberia to the tropical jungles in the Indonesian archipelago. And yet here we are, being asked to tick ‘Chinese’ or ‘Any other Asian’ on forms.


Where do we begin to explore the identities of East and South East Asian people in Britain? A story has to start somewhere, and this one starts with me.


This story starts with opening a new Word document with a glass of Scotch whisky in hand, on a Sunday afternoon in autumn, in East London. It is that sort of cold outside that could be described as crisp, where humidity is absent and if you stand still for too long the chill seeps deep into your bones, and you can taste the coming Christmas season. Inside, the fading daylight makes me feel that having whisky at 4 p.m. is the most appropriate thing to do as I start a daunting task.


When you’re talking about a party, reminiscing to a friend, do you start by explaining the annual ritual of a birthday, the date you received the invitation, or when you arrived at the party? My existence in the UK is not a party, but there are similarities. There are people – friends, strangers, colleagues. There is fun, there is always gossip, there is political chat over drinks and new friends made in bathroom queues at house parties and bars. And you introduce yourself over and over again: explain why you’re there, who you are, what you do, and who invited you. Sometimes these interactions are hostile, gatekeeping your access to the space. Sometimes they are welcoming, with curious questions about your story.


I am the product of colonialism, a child of the empire; I am the now that before made happen. There is no version of me that exists in this space of London, of England, of the UK, that isn’t informed by the stories of a homeland that I had never been to until I turned twenty. And the fact that English is my ‘native language’ is not just from my parents, but the language I was taught in a government school in Sarawak, Malaysia from the age of six.


My mother is a white New Zealander, of predominantly Scottish heritage, and my father was Iban, an Indigenous group in Sarawak, a state of Malaysia on the Borneo island. Both are post-colonial spaces, both at some point were a part of the British Empire. I grew up in both spaces, and I also grew up in London.


I feel like I have been writing this book my whole life. But I began the serious part of research and writing it twenty-one days after my father died and one week after I returned to London from attending his funeral in Sarawak. The memory of equator heat was still on my skin. It was twenty-one months after the UK first went into lockdown because of the global pandemic. It was a time when the rest of the world felt both incredibly close as we all continued to face down a virus together, and yet so far away as so many of us had been stranded far from family. Borders had closed down and the multiple concepts of home – be it driving to Wales for Christmas or traversing the globe to Hong Kong, Singapore or Japan to see cousins, siblings and grandparents – were not just difficult and out of reach, but illegal.


The brutality of missing home for so long – the ache of the absence of tropical rain, of tasting laksa, of the smell of the midday sun – and to finally be able to return only to say a goodbye, was a sharp realisation of how much my sense of home, belonging and identity is connected with spaces outside of my chosen home. I have had the privilege, even when being challenged at borders, of travelling the world with little thought other than ‘can I afford this plane fare?’ (a valid and anxiety-inducing question in its own right, of course).


But the group effort and complex organisation of getting my siblings and I back to Sarawak at that time, from so many of my family and friends, accentuated my understanding of how borders work and are part of my sense of identity. Borders are only able to exist if they are policed, and this policing is a part of and fundamental to our ESEA understanding of belonging and identity in the UK. We are consistently defined by the spaces we are allowed in and on what terms we are allowed in them.


My story is a diasporic one that is about understanding my identity within a community described as East and South East Asian in the UK. It is about discovering the borders of that identity, borders that are fluid and expanding but are also, so often, put in place by those not within this community. My story is of finding home, of finding pockets of people to belong with and spaces to thrive in. It’s a story that is soaked, lathered and wrapped in the concept of community, where the last twenty years have shown me that connectivity with others who identify as East and/or South East Asian has been a thread that has held my space in London, and the UK, firm.


Choosing a beginning is a big decision. It shapes the rest of the story. I like to see a beginning as an anchor, a place to radiate out from. It should be a point from which we can expand a story and weave multiple threads. It gives room for the narrative to come back to, to loop around and re-examine, and to never be linear. A linear story has the danger of skipping past voices and hiding truths, whereas I want to tell a story that allows for multiplicity and contradictions. It is only in messiness that we can really begin to understand each other.


And so this story also begins twenty years, two months and seventeen days before I opened that Word document, when I arrived in the UK. This story is not a memoir, but I begin with me to find a way through the many stories of those who are part of the East and South East Asian community in the UK – a community that I have found so much solace in, particularly in the last few years. These stories have an arrival narrative, be it yesterday or centuries ago, and they have the activity of building home and belonging in spaces that are othering, spaces that define these stories and the people that speak them as marginalised.


There are of course, many beginnings. One of those is why I am here in the first place. As the late cultural theorist Stuart Hall said, ‘They are here because you were there. There is an umbilical connection. There is no understanding Englishness without understanding its imperial and colonial dimensions.’3


This book is a beginning because it is also an invitation, a suggestion of what might become. By beginning, I am sending an invitation to others to tell their stories and their own beginnings too.





Chapter 1



Language


Where are you from?


‘From my mother’s vagina, you asshole,’ my friend Lisa X,* a Vietnamese Australian who has now lived in London for thirteen years, wishes she could answer to everyone who asks. Those four words are so succinct in ex cluding you. When someone who is comfortable in their belongingness asks that question, they are asserting the space as theirs and not yours. You are other, to their norm.


Otherness is where racism sits, curled up in its lap. Waiting to unfurl, to hiss and to bite. Otherness is a concept that confines you to a place of difference that is not celebrated. To feel like you are ‘other’ is to feel unsafe, to feel like you don’t belong, to feel like your value is less than. To ‘other’ is to dehumanise. That’s what those four words can do. Where are you from? Not here, is what they are saying.


The West is able to be defined because of the other. Do we have whiteness and Blackness if we don’t have the other? Do we have the global north, without the historical and continued exploitation of the global south? ‘The Orient has helped to define Europe (or the West) as its contrasting image, idea, personality, experience,’ Edward Said writes in Orientalism.1* ‘Oriental’ was a word I remember as a child, used to describe people from East and South East Asia. Oriental was spoken in place of ‘other’. Otherness is an act of violence, dressed up in words. Language is powerful. Stories are told as a way to pass down cultural learnings and reflections of a society, and fairy tales teach you of the norms, warn you of the dangers. Language is so important when discussing racism, identity, home and belonging. And it is also tricky because language shifts and changes, as it should.


I know that I want to break away from the binary, this construct that has been created by the West, of ‘other’ and the opposite. The Iban stories of my childhood that softly tell of multiple ways of looking at things, of banishing a binary and believing in the spirits in the trees, are the foundations that want me to tear down a sense of the opposite and instead find identity in the multiplicity. So how do we find the language to undo the othering and the binary damage? How do we find the language to articulate the way we feel and show how racial structures are damaging or violent? And how do we find a common language to build solidarity?


But before diving into those questions, it feels important to explain a few words and terms I am using throughout this book, and how and why I have chosen to use them. Throughout this book I am explaining the problematic use of words or terms, and explaining how limiting definitions end up excluding and alienating. Through careful use of language, we can move away from otherness, where one day the question ‘where are you from?’ is a question about journeys and not a static sense of belonging and excluding.


Mixed race


I use this phrase to describe myself. I have had many descriptors used by others to describe my identity – half-caste being the most common growing up. At the time, I didn’t think much of it. I knew I was a tale of two halves. But I remember as a child connecting the idea with plaster of Paris, of casting a mould, of making something into a cast. And so that imagined image became connected with me: someone who was only half cast, only half built, only half made. I felt myself walking around the playground as incomplete, without the possibility of becoming whole.


I learnt fairly soon that the words are different (cast and caste) but really, in terms of racialising someone – are they any different? It was adults, particularly schoolteachers, who referred to me as this with no negative intentions; it was just the 1980s in New Zealand. But they still saw me as half of a whole.


I sometimes say I am ‘half white’ or ‘half Iban/Malaysian’, but I feel much messier than a ‘half’. I feel like my identity spills out over everything, doesn’t easily stay within boundaries. I’ve grown up in multiple cultural spaces, moved through and lived in many locations and feel both at home and an outsider in all of these places. I want to take control of my identity and not be caught between two places and halves, to have agency and the ability to hold multiple locations and identities in one hand. I want to be messy and complex. This is why I choose ‘mixed’, because I am mixed, in all the best ways possible. My identity shifts and I have to respond to these shifts.


The other important aspect is to specifically use the word ‘race’. Because of the impact of colonialism, our Western space is racialised, and it is important to claim positioning in that framing. I need and want to be recognised as someone who is judged and seen as ‘not white’, as being given a racial identity and all the baggage and difficulty that comes with that. Some people may be read as white who are of mixed or multiple (non-white) heritage, but their experience is still racialised as they navigate their relationship with their parents, their histories, their experiences and the world around them.


Journalist and editor Suyin Haynes, who is Chinese Malaysian and white British, tells me that, although she is not often racialised as East or South East Asian, she has been brought up with a strong sense of her Chinese Malaysian heritage. ‘My grandfather was Hakka and they were known for being a nomadic people, and my grandfather was so agitated and ready to get out of his village in the 1950s, and walk on foot to Guangzhou [a couple of days’ journey], to get on a boat to Malaysia. And then you [Suyin points to her mother, Linda] grew up in Penang, then moved to the UK, and then I moved to Hong Kong temporarily … we all have the spirit of moving around,’ Suyin explains. This sense of identity, this sense of movement due to a cultural heritage, is very much a part of Suyin’s identity.


In Naomi and Natalie Evans’ book, The Mixed-Race Experience, they explain their use of the term, saying it is the term they feel comfortable with, what they’re familiar with, while also acknowledging the complex histories and relationships of mixed-race people and terminology. ‘The term “mixed” can also be dubious in that it can evoke negative connotations, such as being “confused”, or “mixed up” or “unbalanced”.’2 What I love is the invitation they offer, that it is our choice how we define ourselves and that we can explore until we find what works.


I love the word mixed – mix it all together, cake recipes often say. Mix that batter, stir that pot, create a little chaos …



Global north and global south


In 2021, I watched a panel on how to develop a culture of eating less meat where a tech bro discussed his fake meat company and explained how there is a long way to go as ‘the developing world’ was the biggest consumer of meat, pinpointing China as an example. I had an instant, physical reaction at the use of the phrase ‘developing world’. I was flushed with anger and hurt. It was a sweeping statement of ‘non-white’ countries, with no context other than as ‘a problem’. Not to mention that China has a centuries-old tradition of developing ‘fake meat’ due to Buddhism: in monasteries, imitation meats are an ancient tradition.


This incident made me think of how we talk about space, place and location. To talk about the ESEA experience and identity in the UK, we do need to talk about how these things interact and how we can define them. Within this book, and the discussion of race and identity as whole, it can be hard not to delve into binaries – them vs us, migrant vs native, white vs people of colour, West vs East. But, of course, things are not that simple. ‘Global north’ can feel interchangeable with ‘Western’, and ‘global south’ can seem like countries people used to call, and fake meat tech bros still call, ‘developing countries’.


‘Western’ is something I relate to as a way of thinking, an outlook and a set of cultural norms or reference points. It is something that is not related to locale, but often a group of people within certain borders have a ‘Western’ understanding, or lexicon. The best way for me to describe how I navigate this term is when I am editing other writers. I ask: am I asking the writer for clarification because it sits outside of my Western understanding of this food or drink? If so, how do I ask for clarity but ensure that the explanation does not centre Western thinking or its sense of value?


I use the terms global north/south in relation to specific locations, but they are not about being in the north or south of the globe. The terms are instead an invitation to look at space in a whole new way, to understand these descriptions as power and interaction. The way I understand it is to think about how the south feeds the north – a historical dynamic that is still happening. With that in mind, you can find global south spaces within ‘global north’ countries and vice versa. At times, I do refer to the global south as a post-colonial place, but I try to approach it with an added layer of thinking about multiplicity within those borders and how stories reflect, relate to and/or interrogate the global north spaces in that locale.


Why ‘developing’ does not make sense within this discussion is because – what does ‘developed’ mean? Much Indigenous thinking is more developed than Western capitalist thinking, especially with the environment in mind. And, with the lack of access to heat and water, and the food apartheid that happens in ‘global north’ countries such as the UK, we could define many parts of Western European countries as ‘developing’.



Us, we and ‘ESEA’


I am but one note in a chain of voices, people and stories. This book is a beginning, not the beginning, a start within a contemporary conversation that has already been taken up in different formats and styles, such as the many books that have been published in the last few years – Angela Hui’s Takeaway, Cecile Pin’s Wandering Souls, Helena Lee’s East Side Voices, Claire Kohda’s Woman, Eating. I hope to sit among a growing canon of works by, for and exploring the ESEA experience in the UK.


Writing this book, I found that there has been little research on East and South East Asian immigration into the UK and the colonial world of those communities, but the work that has been done is impressive and in-depth. This book attempts to pull together those works and thinking, and try and paint a landscape of the British cultural environment within which we live. Therefore, I use the collective ‘we’, because I want solidarity and I want to be in solidarity. I use ‘we’ to refer to myself and others within the ESEA UK community. I believe in a collectiveness where we can be individuals that make change, and that in community we can honour and define difference. We can explore multiplicity in a way I hope will feel inclusive and generous and have a sense of togetherness: collectiveness and community in opposition to homogeneity. We are the group formally known, divided as, Chinese or Any Other Asian; we are Chinese and Many Other Asians. We are ‘ESEA’, an acronym that hopes to encompass and not divide. I use it as a way to be flexible and include, to not prioritise any one identity, but instead refer to a collection of identities of people with heritage from a region of the globe.


I do want to make the point that the use of ‘us’ and ‘we’ is not to make my voice a universal one, and isn’t about me speaking for anyone, or being the voice of.


‘Chinese’ and ‘Any Other Asian’: what language does


The 2021 census recorded that of the 59.6 million residents in England and Wales, 83.2 per cent were born in the UK and 16.8 per cent, approximately 10 million people, were born outside of the UK.3 6.4 million of that number were born outside the EU.4 81.7 per cent of the usual residents in England and Wales identified as ‘White’.5 With this census, there were more options to self-identify than in previous years, and so there was an increase of people responding to the various ‘Other’ categories. How ethnicity is defined in the census is twofold. The first, high-level options are: ‘Asian, Asian British or Asian Welsh’; ‘Black, Black British, Black Welsh, Caribbean or African’, ‘Mixed or Multiple ethnic groups’, ‘White’ or ‘Other ethnic group’. Then there are nineteen available options at the second level.


Some of us would tick: ‘Asian, Asian British or Asian Welsh’. Then, the next choices would be: ‘Bangladeshi’, ‘Indian’, ‘Pakistani’, ‘Chinese’ or ‘Any other Asian background’. Between 2011 and 2021, there was barely an increase in those ticking ‘Chinese’, and only a small increase in ‘Any other Asian background’. For me, first I choose ‘Mixed or Multiple ethnic groups’, which then gives me the options of: ‘White and Asian’; ‘White and Black African’; ‘White and Black Caribbean’ or ‘Any other Mixed or Multiple background’. I choose ‘Any other Mixed or Multiple background’ because my understanding of ‘Asian’ in this context is Indian/Pakistani/Bangladeshi/Chinese; in 2021, the number of people selecting ‘Asian, Asian British or Asian Welsh’ had the largest increase since the 2011 census.6


As mentioned, there was the option to write in your specific ethnicity. This saw a further 287 ethnic groups being defined. Looking through this list I see – Chinese and White, Chinese and other Asian, Filipino, Indonesian, Japanese, Korean, Malaysian and more.7 I also saw a lot of variations of whiteness – Norwegian, North American, German, Irish, etc. If I am honest, it chaffs me, as I think about how there isn’t even an approximation of a representation of me in these forms – white and South East Asian (Indigenous at that!) – and still white people feel entitled to specifically define how they are white. It didn’t even occur to me to write ‘mixed Scottish New Zealander and Iban’, I just put ‘Other’. It feels engrained that I will not be represented within bureaucracy, that I seem to exist in a perpetual ‘other’. But on the other hand, I do find it interesting that there seems to be a real need for nuanced identity, for all.


There are many options for ‘White and X’; whiteness as central to all identities. Even when thinking of a mixed/multiple identity, whiteness is where you start, and otherness is set against it. Where do you fit if you are Burmese and Indian? Sometimes I do choose ‘Any Other Asian’ on forms, without signalling my mixed-ness, because I am read as ‘non-white’ and I get frustrated that my whiteness within the concept of mixed-ness gets prioritised.


Information gained in the census allows for an understanding of what our society looks like and therefore informs policy and public funding. It allows for the government and local bodies to plan for the future in areas from healthcare and education, to transport and building homes. But if we are not properly represented, how will we be properly accounted for and recognised? How can planning be done if we can’t even be seen? During Covid-19, it was reported that people of colour were more likely to die from the virus.8 Understanding the granular would help us plan better for future health crises, at the very least.


I would argue that the brutal violence that happened to those of East and South East Asian heritage in reaction to Covid-19 is because of the official, bureaucratical language that gives a singular understanding of those that ‘look like’ they come from East Asia, particularly China. Every time someone is looking at a form that gives the option of ‘Indian’, ‘Bangladeshi’, ‘Pakistani’, ‘Chinese’ or ‘Any other Asian’, we are creating the idea that ‘Chinese’ is a sweeping identity and ‘Other Asian’ gathers up the rest from East and South East Asia. This is restrictive. The scope for being Filipino, Malaysian, South Korean, Kurdish and more is unimaginable. And thus, ‘Chinese’ becomes a stand-in for all. To have ‘Chinese’ to be a blanket identity for all those with heritage from China also feels derivative. In my research and interviews, I have met people of ethnic Chinese heritage who chose to tick ‘Other’, as they didn’t have a cultural identity with ‘Chinese-ness’. And even those who are from the country of China don’t see themselves as simply ‘Chinese’.


Xiao Ma 马萧 was born in Gansu province, in north-west China. Her mother tongue is Chongxinhua, and she learnt Putonghua, or Mandarin, in school. She came to the UK in 2012 when she was in her early twenties for her master’s degree. ‘When I was in China, I would often be reminded by others that I am a Gansuren (Gansu person) when studying or travelling outside of Gansu,’ Xiao tells me. She explains that these specifications on identity create place-based stereotypes and discrimination, and this is something she has lived with all her life. Coming to the UK, this definition of identity expanded to her being ‘Chinese’, leaving out any nuance of heritage – cultural and/or ethnic. When applying for an internship in London in 2013, the interviewer asked Xiao only one question, and it wasn’t related to the job. ‘I was surprised and asked, “Why didn’t you ask me any questions about this internship?” They said: “I’ve worked with your people before, and I know your people work very hard.” ’ This exchange was shocking and Xiao had no idea how to respond. ‘It sounded like a compliment, but it was not!’
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