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Introduction

Helena Lee

I was rudely shaken out of my second maternity leave by Quentin Tarantino. It was the summer of 2019, and we were having a rare night out, watching the much-lauded film Once Upon a Time in Hollywood. Halfway through, we were confronted with the Cliff Booth versus Bruce Lee showdown in which Brad Pitt gets in a tussle with Mike Moh, who stars as the legendary martial artist but depicts him spouting philosophical nonsense, using dodgy noises and outdated kung fu tropes. Bruce Lee’s ultimate humiliation – as a fighter at the top of his game unable to conquer this middle-aged white guy (who is, to be fair, played by Brad Pitt, so needs no validation) – sent the cinema around me wild. For them, this was by far the funniest part of the movie.

I was astounded. This was racial stereotyping; a racism that was completely unacknowledged by anyone around me. And yet I felt powerless to counter it. The whole film was intended as a reverential ode to the Hollywood greats, yet as part of that, Bruce Lee, the only non-white historical figure, was taken down. We hardly ever see an East or Southeast Asian face on screen, and when we do, they are there to serve as an object of mockery.

I began thinking about other depictions of Asians. There was the strange girl in the film Pitch Perfect, who mumbles inarticulately and is clearly constructed to be laughed at. I struggled to remember characters of East or Southeast Asian heritage in domestic dramas. And then there was the time when the footballer Diego Maradona was caught on camera accepting praise from a group of South Korean fans, but after he turned his back, pulled the sides of his eyes with his hands. The Match of the Day pundits shrugged a little uncomfortably, and the world’s media laughed it off.

It was as though I wasn’t within my rights to be outraged by any of this, because if I was, it wouldn’t be acknowledged. Traditional campaigning media didn’t seem to pick up the causes for East and Southeast Asians in Britain. People with faces like mine weren’t being cast in lead roles for films or television series. If we were cast at all, then it would be for parts that required a Chinese accent, or was linked to a crime syndicate or was a typical Asian computer nerd – we seemed only qualified to act in the role of a racialised ‘other’. The three-dimensional characters that reflected my own experience of growing up in the suburbs, of everyday family life, were scarce indeed.

Dr Diana Yeh articulated it well in her 2018 paper, in which she wrote: ‘“British Chinese” [a term ascribed to those perceived to fall into the category “Chinese”] cultural practices can, to cite Salman Rushdie (1988), be “visible but unseen”, present in the social and cultural fabric but rendered invisible within the social and cultural imagination.’1 Why weren’t we considered for kitchen-sink dramas, helming documentaries, helping set the news agenda? If we weren’t being represented in any meaningful way in mainstream media, that meant there was still an otherness to seeing an Asian face on screen. It was as though British East and Southeast Asians were an anonymous part of British culture. To me, it explained this empathy gap. Our stories weren’t seen as valid enough to be told or reported on, and so we’ve long been excluded from the cultural canon. I certainly didn’t want my children growing up in a world that did not see, acknowledge or validate them.

And so, in February 2020, East Side Voices was born. I wanted it to be a platform that aimed to change this outdated cultural narrative and combat these damaging stereotypes by amplifying the voices of those with East and Southeast Asian heritage who are living and shaping society here in Britain. And though the platform is open to everyone, I hoped to reach people who could help change the status quo – casting agents, literary agents, writers, journalists, directors; the people who frame the way we look at the world through media. We were to meet once a month at a cultural salon, hearing from diasporic Asians with tales to tell. I thought it was important to glimpse into the experience of the diaspora as they are the link between all our cultures – occupying this rare space where they understand what it is to be British, but are also a bridge to ways of life we may be less familiar with. They help equip people with the vocabulary to talk about the complexities, richness and diversity of Asian identity in Britain. For that, we need good storytellers; stories are what help connect us.

East Side Voices launched with two events at the Standard Hotel in London, the first with the acclaimed novelists Sharlene Teo and Rowan Hisayo Buchanan, and the second with the fashion designer Rejina Pyo, each attended by everyone from national newspaper and magazine editors, film producers, publicists and photographers, to doctors and musicians, who listened, engaged, and talked with one another. When the opportunity to create this book appeared, it was the natural next step, and I couldn’t wait to collect these powerful insights from talented writers from around the country into one place.

But then, the global pandemic swept in and destabilised the world. China, in particular, was spoken about with a lexicon of fear and derogatory tones. The then-US president Donald Trump referred to the ‘China virus’ and ‘kung flu’, aggravating the prejudice against the East and Southeast Asian diaspora that had always been there. In the UK, those of Black, Asian and minority ethnic backgrounds were disproportionately affected; to take one example, Filipinos make up the largest ethnic group of nurses in the NHS, and in May 2020, they were the single largest nationality to die from Covid-19. Police estimates suggest there was a threefold increase in racially-motivated hate crimes in London towards those of East and Southeast Asian heritage in the spring of 2020 compared with the same period the year before. The following October, when Parliament held its first-ever debate on racism experienced by the ESEA community, not one Conservative MP or government minister was present.

The pandemic also revealed that the media hardly considered these injustices important, and at times even contributed to the prejudice. Thirty-three per cent of images used by media outlets in the UK to report on Covid-19 featured Asian people, propounding the idea that the virus was specifically an Asian problem despite afflicting the whole world.

In March 2021, there was a mass shooting in which eight people were murdered at three spa and massage parlours in Atlanta. Six of the victims were Asian women, showing the devastating and tangible effects to cultural non-representation and racialised objectification. All the Asians I knew were deeply affected by this, but there wasn’t much in the news that gave credence to our pain. It was against this backdrop that The Sunday Times ran a front-page story paying tribute to Prince Philip that referred to him as ‘an often crochety figure, offending people with gaffes about slitty eyes, even if secretly we rather enjoyed them’, thus not just offending the East and Southeast Asian communities at a time when they were considerably shaken, but also their own readers by suggesting they were racist. Who’d have thought we’d be so unprogressive and ignorant in the twenty-first century?

The mission of the book has therefore evolved from inspiring empathy and raising our voices through the magic of stories, to also breaking the cycle of systemic non-representation. There has been a groundswell of positive movement in the past few months. Even now, as I write, East Side Voices is starting work with the Commission for Diversity in the Public Realm with the Mayor of London. The #StopESEAHate campaign, spearheaded by the actress Gemma Chan (who also contributes to this collection), has launched, creating a centre of gravity for individuals, communities, allies, grassroots movements and pressure groups such as Besea.n and End the Virus of Racism, that are already doing such good work. And then there is talent like Emma Raducanu proudly making her heritage a big part of her story and becoming a worthy role model for a new generation.

Personally, I feel so privileged to have spent this last year immersed in the worlds of these seventeen brilliant and unique storytellers, to foster a spirit of community and to draw them together for this book. Through essays, poems and memoir, they explore themes of identity, connection, disconnection, food, rejection, relationships, history, art, love … there’s a universality to their experiences, even if the stories themselves are beautifully unique. We are taken onto hospital battle grounds, discover the lasting effects when a Caucasian relative deliberately whitens skin tone in a portrait, and uncover the culture of television and film casting for Asians. We ask what it’s like to be East and Southeast Asian in Britain through the lens of the pandemic, and interrogate the way Asian women are ‘seen’ or rather not seen, in being conflated with other races, erased and sexualised. I want these stories to challenge your expectations, be troubling, be illuminating, resonate. I want them to sit with you for a long time, be recurrently thought about and shift world-views.

The anthology is by no means meant to be exhaustive – I’m aware that there are ethnicities and subjects that I’ve not been able to include. There are many more experiences that need to be brought to light, and stories that need to be told. But my hope is that this book is the beginning of a conversation that will only grow bigger, and will enrich your lives as much as it has so far mine.
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