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Dear Readers,
 
2020 has been a tough year for us all. The SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19) pan-
demic has transformed our lives in previously unimaginable ways. The 
Asian American community, in particular, has been the target of cases of 
racial violence following the spread of the virus. In the spring semester, 
Wellesley sent people home and heralded the era of Zoom classes. The 
new term system in the fall has also been stressful for many, as have 
time zone differences.
 
And yet, “Happiness can be found, even in the darkest of times, if one 
only remembers to turn on the light” (as said by Albus Dumbledore, Har-
ry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban). Perhaps we have been confined 
to the walls of our room for days on end, or we’ve lost the opportunity to 
be on campus for a year of our college life. And if you’re a first year, per-
haps you’ve never experienced in person college classes. But you must 
believe that you can get through this. Carpe diem. Need more be said? 
Our lives may never revert to that of the pre-COVID era, at least for a 
while, but what you do today counts.
 
This issue of GenerAsians is very special. Not only is it the first time Gen-
erAsians has published amidst a pandemic, it also marks our first digital 
release. Despite the challenges of being virtual, we have excellent con-
tent in store for you, and we would like to specially thank and acknowl-
edge the dedicated writers, editors, and layout editors who have made 
this issue possible. Thank you, from the bottom of our hearts.
 
Best,
Qingyang (Marie) Zhang & Jean Li Spencer
Editors-in-Chief

Cover photo by Zeynep Yalcin ‘23
Editors’ letter photos by Abigail Chen ‘22
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THE APPROPRIATION 
OF EASTERN SPIRITUAL
PRACTICE BY THE WEST
nivedita nambrath ‘23

https://unsplash.com/photos/MpedYbT-ecc
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Eastern mysticism has always fasci-
nated and intrigued the Western mind. 
More than its philosophy and teach-
ings, it is often the aesthetics of East-
ern spirituality that capture the West-
ern imagination most. Saffron-clad 
yogis with matted locks, altars hidden 
in mountain-top caves, fire, camphor, 
and incense, singing bowls, third-eyes, 
mandalas, big-bellied Buddhas carved 
from jade—the list is endless. As an In-
dian, I have seen extensive appropria-
tion of Indian culture and spirituality 
in all realms of the Western commer-
cial sphere. From Coachella fashion to 
Urban Outfitters products to the crude 
commercialization of yoga, the West 
has sunk its teeth into the riches of the 
East. One avenue of appropriation that 
has always irked me is the way Eastern 
spirituality is distorted into “hippie” cul-
ture by Western media. Tying into this 
is the way in which age-old psychedelic 
traditions, stemming from a multitude 
of indigenous cultures across the globe, 
have been appropriated and corrupted 
by a Western hunger for “exoticism.”

This isn’t a surprising phenomenon. 
Indian culture and Eastern spirituality 
were popularized in the United States 
during the ‘60s, a period of social lib-
eralization that led many young adults 
to seek alternative lifestyles removed 
from Western familiarity. Americans 
became increasingly interested in for-
eign cultures and experiences. In this 
way, Eastern culture and psychedelics 
were unexplored territories, ripe for the 
taking. Because of this, Eastern culture 
in the West is tied to the explosion of 
“hippie” culture, resulting in the rather 
unfortunate conflation of these two 
phenomena in the minds of many West-
erners. Eastern spirituality also came to 
be linked with the substance-usage as-
pects of counterculture because people 

sought a deeper cultural reinforcement 
for hallucinogenic experiences. To them, 
there was nothing in Western philoso-
phy or religion that provided an appeal-
ing cultural backdrop to the colorful 
and surreal experiences induced by psy-
chedelics. But the East was a complete-
ly different world. The East has always 
been where the West has sourced its 
flavors. In Western culture, the East has 
been seen as a whimsical wonderland of 
colorful, surprising, bizarre, and radical 
things. In Indian culture alone, the sheer 
amount of sensory input in artwork and 
imagery is overwhelming to the Western 
mind.

Through its aesthetics alone, the East 
offered a rich cultural backdrop against 
which Western psychedelia could devel-
op. 

However, as one might suspect, there 
is so much the West doesn’t understand 
about Eastern culture. After all, why do 
Hindu gods have so many heads, and 
what could those spiralling mandalas 
possibly represent besides LSD trips? Of 
course, the answers to these questions 
are very complex, and would require 
separate articles of their own to answer.

However, In the East (and in global 
indigenous cultures), it has always been 
understood that there is far more to 
this reality than what can be ordinarily 
perceived with our human senses. In an-
cient Indian culture, this insight into the 
deeper nature of reality has been ex-
pressed through mythology, scriptures, 
and symbolism for centuries. 

 It’s no surprise, therefore, that 
the many-headed Hindu gods and 
kaleidoscopic mandalas have be-
come a part of American psyche-

delic imagery.

“

“
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Because of this, people in the West 
often turn to the East to make sense of 
psychedelic experiences. To the percep-
tive user, the out-of-the-ordinary senso-
ry experiences induced by psychedelics 
result in the realization that our senses 
give us only one very limited perspective 
on the story of reality. In order to com-
prehend their new experience, a person 
may look towards all the established 
sources of wisdom they know of for 
guidance, and finding that Western cul-
ture and knowledge doesn’t have much 
to offer in this avenue (being primar-
ily concerned with mechanistic reality), 
they might turn to Eastern culture and 
suddenly find a gateway to answers for 
all of their questions about reality be-
yond the senses. Much of Eastern spiri-
tual artwork reflects these ideas about 
reality, which is why they have been tak-
en up by Westerners to add to psyche-
delic culture. Unfortunately, because of 
this, Eastern spirituality has become as-
sociated with drugs in the West, and in 
many cases is reduced to an aesthetic 
adornment to drug culture. This super-

ficial commodification is disrespectful 
because Eastern spirituality is in fact a 
multifaceted intellectual world compris-
ing countless profound systems of phi-
losophy and practice.

Furthermore, psychedelics are not 
remotely central to many mainstream 
Eastern spiritualities. According to cer-
tain Eastern spiritual paths such as Hin-
duism and Buddhism, it is believed that 
enlightenment is not easily achieved, 
and that it can literally take multiple 
lifetimes before one can achieve nirvana 
or moksha. Generally speaking, many 
Eastern spiritualities involve practice 
and living a wholesome lifestyle.  Many 
of these spiritual paths in fact advise 
against drugs and stimulants. This is 
why I find it so disrespectful when West-
erners use Eastern spirituality to justify 
their own indulgence and escapism. 

That said, there are traditions of psy-
chedelic usage in the East, as there are 
in several indigenous cultures around 
the globe as well. What must be noted 
is that in these cultures, psychedelics 
are not a source of indulgence, a form 

https://www.amazon.com/Marubhumi-Traditional-Tapestry-Coverlet-Bohemian/dp/B01N54A84E

of rebellion, or a means of escapism as 
they are in the West—rather, they are 
ritualistic practices often reserved for 
ascetics and the most spiritually ad-
vanced people. They are not indulged 
in carelessly by regular people, pre-
sumably because people in these cul-
tures have a respect for their power 
and their effect on the mind and body. 
This is where Eastern and indigenous 
psychedelic traditions differ from West-
ern drug culture - while some Western-
ers turn to drugs to get high and es-
cape reality, people in some Eastern 
and indigenous cultures look to cer-
tain psychedelics as sacred and pow-
erful means of confronting reality in a 
deep way that not everyone is capable 
of. This is why there are such particu-
lar rituals around psychedelic usage in 
these cultures. This is also why when 
tourists flock to indigenous psyche-
delic retreats to indulge their curiosity, 
they are disrespecting the culture and 
history of these places. 

However, there have been many who 
have made genuine efforts to learn and 
practice aspects of Eastern spirituality. 
For example, George Harrison of the 
Beatles, who helped to popularize Indi-
an culture and spirituality in the West, 
eventually became totally immersed 
in Indian culture and Hindu spiritual-
ity. While he may have been attracted 
first on a more superficial level by Indi-
an music and the explanations Indian 
spirituality had for his own psychedelic 
experiences, these eventually prompt-
ed him to learn about Hindu spirituality 
in a much deeper way, which resulted 
in him leaving psychedelics behind to 
begin a deeper and more genuine pur-
suit of Hindu spirituality. I argue that, 
in order to truly delve into Eastern 
spirituality, the shallowness of West-
ern appropriation must be left behind. 
For example, yoga is a deeply spiri-

tual practice that is supposed to help 
people transcend egoism, materialism, 
and superficiality. We can never expe-
rience what yoga is meant to be from 
the confines of a superficial industry 
commandeered by LA influencers. 

At the end of the day, while people 
like myself may be miffed by the crude 
and inaccurate way in which our spiri-
tual traditions are being characterized 
in the West, I don’t think the vast ma-
jority of people from Eastern cultures 
are really all that bothered. People 
from Eastern cultures may not see the 
West as ill-intentioned, or they may feel 
that Western appropriation of Eastern 
culture is just about the most represen-
tation Eastern culture gets in the West, 
despite the presence of a rich diaspo-
ra. Also, within Eastern spirituality, the 
way in which it is appropriated by the 
West does not matter. This is because 
to one focused on what does matter 
in life, the delusional behavior of a few 
people should not be a source of vexa-
tion or concern. After all, the Buddha 
stated that rather than filling one’s 
mind with negative emotions, one 
should instead channel compassion 
and pity to those who anger us. While 
writing this article may have been a 
therapeutic way of explaining some of 
the things I see around me that annoy 
me, it is finally compassion that I feel 
the most, because I know that every-
one is on a journey of their own, and it 
serves no one to hold grudges against 
one another. Regardless of any cultur-
al differences, we are all on the jour-
ney of the human experience together, 
and working together and sharing our 
wisdom with one another is surely the 
best way ahead.
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FEMINISM IN ASIA: 

kelly cao ‘24 and emily lu ‘24

KOREAN SPY CAMERAS

n recent years, spy cameras have become a serious and widespread is-sue in South Ko-rea. The ma-jority of these spy cameras are installed in public spaces, such as pub-lic bathrooms, lodgings, and locker rooms. A small minority of them are in-stalled in mo-tels. After they are installed, they will  film everything that happens within their frame. Due to the nature of the locations at which these spy cameras are installed, the non-consen-sual filming re-sults in footage t ranging from disrobement to sexual encoun-ters. Most egre-giously, this footage is then sold to people who run porno-graphic web-sites and upload onto these sites

Here in America, the 1960s feminist 
movement culminated in more educa-
tional and vocational opportunities re-
gardless of gender, improved quality of 
reproductive health care, and—arguably 
the most important one here—the right 
to vote. However, a handful of social, 
economic, and political issues still remain 
in terms of achieving complete equality 
between the two sexes, especially in Asia. 
Gender equality is a complex issue that is 
tied to tradition, religion, and politics. 

In recent years, spy cameras have be-
come a serious and widespread issue in 
South Korea. The majority of these spy 
cameras are installed in public spaces, 
such as public bathrooms, lodgings, and 
locker rooms. A small minority of them 
are installed in motels. After they are 
installed, they will  film everything that 
happens within their frame. Due to the 
nature of the locations at which these spy 
cameras are installed, the non-consensu-
al filming results in footage ranging from 
disrobement to sexual encounters. Most 
egregiously, this footage is then sold to 
people who run pornographic websites 
and uploaded onto these sites for view-
ers. A recent scandal in South Korea now 
known as “The Nth Room” involved the 
utilization of these spy cams to blackmail, 
cyberbully, and exploit young, innocent 
women. Unbeknownst to those who were 
being filmed, thousands, if not millions 
of people, would log on anonymously to 
their smartphones on an app called Tele-
gram to pay large amounts of money to 
watch these heinous films. When the po-

lice finally arrested the owners of these 
“Nth Rooms,” many South Koreans were 
enraged, demanding that they expose 
and imprison those who supported the 
making of these films by paying to watch 
them.  Little has been revealed about the 
viewers, as there have been speculations 
that many of those who paid held high 
positions of power in South Korea or had 
distinguished careers in entertainment. 

The majority, 80% to be precise, of vic-
tims are women (Asian Boss Interview). 
One of the main reasons why non-con-
sensual filming via spy cameras has be-
come a seemingly uncontrollable issue 
in South Korea is the fact that there are 
virtually no regulations on the purchases 
of spy cameras. People do not have to 
make intentions known when purchasing 
spy cameras, so they can either use these 
cameras to perpetrate perverted crimes 
or for legitimate purposes, such as using 
them as concealed security cameras in a 
jewelry store. However, as reality makes 
painfully obvious, most of the spy camer-
as are purchased for the former reason. 
Furthermore, many laws regarding unau-
thorized filming of “intimate” videos are 
ambiguous enough so that many perpe-
trators are not convicted of their crimes 
or punished in proportion to the severity 
of their crimes.  What is the government 
doing about an issue that threatens the 
dignity, privacy, and basic rights of half 
of its citizens? Clearly, a lot of work re-
mains to be done with regards to achiev-
ing gender equality.
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The Asian American’s

Duty to Black Lives Matter

We spend our lives chasing the dream of assimilation

anne jiang ‘23

400 years after the first en-
slaved Africans were brought 
to America, the United States 
continues to undertake a 

moral reckoning with the sys-
temic racism built into Amer-

ica’s very foundations. Our shame-
ful ignorance at this reality pulses through 

supposed events of justice,  from the passing 
of the 13th Amendment to the Constitution 
in 1865 (which actually failed to ban slavery) 
to that of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Some 
argue that systemic racism ended with the 
passing of the 13th amendment, when slavery 
supposedly became illegal. Others believe that 
the end of segregation marks the final victory 
for racial justice. Yet, in 2020, four centuries af-
ter the first enslaved Africans were brought to 
the shores of what is now known as the Unit-
ed States, the subjugation of Black Americans 
is still indisputably a part of this country. This 
subjugation is a crime that none claim respon-
sibility for, but for which every non-Black Amer-
ican is responsible.

On May 25, 2020, the world watched as 
Tou Thao, a Hmong officer in the Minneapo-
lis Police Department, stood indifferently aside 
as colleague Derek Chauvin brutally mur-
dered George Floyd. For non-Black Americans, 
George Floyd’s killing was used as political am-
munition from all sides in the coming months, 
from electoral politics to attempts to find legis-
lative backing. For Black Americans, it was an-
other painful reminder that their lives do not 
yet matter in a country built on the backs of 
their ancestors. 

Despite Asian Americans’, especially East 
Asian-Americans’ reputation--in our own com-

munities and beyond--for being apolitical, doc-
ile, and subservient “model minorities,” Thao’s 
actions prove that in a country economically, 
socially, and politically built by slaves, there is 
no such thing as an apolitical identity. 

My family taught me that lawfulness and 
hard work, especially in academics, were key 
to succeeding in the United States. Since they 
were immigrants and political refugees who 
had built their new lives from the ground up, 
I too bought into this false narrative of meri-
tocracy. 

This was Thao’s path as well. Spurred by a 
“sense of duty to help protect people and be 
a community resource,”1 he graduated from 
the Police Academy with a degree in law en-
forcement. In his capacity as a police officer in 
Minneapolis, the “straight and narrow narra-
tive ingrained in him led him to aid and abet 
his colleague. Not only was he supporting his 
colleague, he was loyal to his capacity as an 
officer of the law. If this is true, then the law, 
plain and simple, is one that condones the vi-
olent murder of Black Americans in the name 
of… what, exactly? 

I grew up with the message that the law was 
to be respected. Consequently, police officers 
became enshrined in my family’s mind as those 
who are invested in our success, livelihoods, 
and well-being. Even as the police  broke into 
my home to demand that X year-old me stop 
crying, even as my parents screamed in the 
background, and even as officers  laid their 
hands on my inner arms without my or my par-
ents’ permission, I was told they were to be re-
spected as the keepers of the law. It then came 
as no surprise to me that Thou felt a sense of 
duty to the police force, a sense of duty strong 

TW
police brutality, 

systemic racism, 

violence, sexual 

assault
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we swallow white 

supremacy

by the mouthful

when in reality our labor and subservience is exploited

enough that even the death of another human 
being could not override it. Though we may 
never know what kind of thinking drove his 
actions that day, it is clear that this is one of 
the many violent ends that political apathy can 
lead to.

Herein lies the perfect storm of what it means 
to be an Asian American. We are taught that 
we have a duty to our families to adhere to laws 
that were created neither by us nor for us and 
to achieve self-preservation. Blind respect for 
authority has made Asian Americans complicit 
in racial violence. For the majority of us, our 
blindness manifests as avoidance and blame 
shifting. We convince ourselves and tell those 
close to us that government violence only af-
fects people  who break the law and that dou-
bling down on our respect for the system will 
in turn earn us respect in return. We reject the 
basic value of a human life in favor of trust in 
the system, because we fear that speaking up 
against the system will make us vulnerable to 
the violence that others experience and that 
we too have experienced at the hands of the 
state. 

It is on this fear that the government capital-
izes. It is reinforced in media representations 
and political rhetoric that Asian immigrants 
are the “model minority,” that we are proof 
that the system cannot be racist. In reality, we 
swallow white supremacy by the mouthful in 
the hopes that one day it will benefit us. When 
riots broke out in Los Angeles’s Koreatown, 
white law enforcement fed Asian American en-
trepreneurs the myth that the destruction of 
their businesses and livelihoods was the fault 
of the Black community in LA, when in reality, 
it was all a response to police brutality creat-
ed and perpetuated by that same white law 
enforcement. We spend our lives chasing the 
dream of assimilation when in reality our labor 
and subservience is exploited, our peoples are 
mocked through cultural appropriation, and our 
languages are denounced as symbolic of a fail-
ure to assimilate. In short, our existence in this 
country is weaponized. I say this not to erase 
Asian American activism during World War II, 
the civil rights movement, and the Vietnam 
War, but to explain that political apathy and 
conservatism are still pervasive in our commu-
nities. We must realize that our very belief that 

America is not 
racist was 
crafted by 
and for white 
supremacy.

It is abso-
lutely essential 
that Tou Thao’s 
deplorable complicity be our 
wake up call. Asian Americans must take 
hold of the political power that they possess 
and use it, not to blindly support the state and 
those that represent it, but to dive headfirst 
into activism, so that we can create commu-
nities that value all lives. To those who are 
now waking up, it may be too late to save the 
lives already lost, but that is no excuse to lay 
back down. We all live in a country where Black 
Americans are incarcerated at over 5 times the 
rate of White Americans2 and where laws have 
been created3,4 with the express purpose of 
incarcerating and therefore enslaving5 Black 
Americans. We all live in a country where Black 
citizens make up 21% of those living under 
the poverty line, despite only making up 12% 
of the population.6 We all live on land stolen 
from Native American nations and in a country 
whose economy and ideals of freedom were 
built on the backs of enslaved people brought 
here against their will. We live in a country that 
is racist. I must repeat these gruesome truths 
to ourselves to break out of the conditioning 
done to us through state propaganda (espe-
cially for those educated in public schools) and 
through the myth of Asian docility perpetuat-
ed by all who surround us. As Americans, we 
have a duty to our fellow Americans to stand 
against our country’s  racist laws and violently 
racist institutions. More importantly, liberation 
for the most marginalized and criminalized in 
our country is the first step to collective liber-
ation for all minority groups. The Asian-Ameri-
can community has been manipulated in favor 
of white supremacy and the carceral state, but 
it is also a largely untapped source of politi-
cal and social power. Not only do we have the 
power to create change, we have a moral ob-
ligation to do so in order to achieve collective 
liberation from the hands of white supremacy.
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CULTURAL 
   APPROPRIATION

“Cultural Appropriation” hit peak inter-
est in Google World Trends in May 2018; 
it was not a coincidence that around the 
same time, Keziah Daum, a high school stu-
dent from Utah, was under fire for wear-
ing a traditional Chinese garment—the 
qipao—to prom. People had mixed opin-
ions on whether this was an act of cultural 
appreciation or appropriation.

Some—including people of Chinese de-
scent—believed that Keziah meant no 
harm, that she wore the qipao to appreci-
ate its beauty and the Chinese 
culture. Others—including 
people not of Chinese de-
scent—asserted that the 
qipao is meant for spe-
cial occasions only. Both 
arguments are valid to 
a certain extent. Qipaos 
are form fitting dresses—
imagine the silhouette of a 
bodycon dress today—with 
high collars, pankou knots, 
and side slits (East Meets 
Dress). These unique de-
tails must have caught 
Keziah’s eyes for her to 
choose it as her prom 
dress, and this perhaps 
sparked her curiosity to 
learn about other ele-
ments of Chinese culture. 
However, the qipao is held 
with high regards in China: 
unlike when the zeitgeist 
of the 17th century made 

qipaos acceptable for everyday wear, they 
are nowadays symbols of auspiciousness 
and celebration, exclusively tailored 
for women to wear at formal events 
(ThoughCo.). For this reason, Keziah 
probably should have thought twice 
before wearing a qipao to an event 
completely irrelevant to Chinese 
culture in any shape, way, or form. 

While this incident stirred up 
public debate, other cases were 
irrefutable instances of cultural 
appropriation. 

In 2013, Selena Gomez 
wore a bindi as part of her 
“makeup look” to perform 
“Come and Get It” at the 
MTV Movie Awards. Hindu 
groups were offended by 
this poor “styling” choice—
righteously so—because wearing 
a bindi to perform a rather sug-
gestive song undeniably disre-
spects the important cultural 
and religious significance be-
hind it. The bindi—a colored 
dot worn in the region between 
the eyebrows on the forehead—
is placed exactly where the sixth 
chakra is. It is believed that the 
bindi symbolizes the third inner eye, 
which allows people to see through 
the world’s many facades and falsi-
ties and perceive things in their truest 
states (Hindu American Foundation). 

In June 2018, Kim Kardashian wore 
cornrows to the red carpet for MTV 

emily lu ‘24

Awards. What was once a protective hair-
style worn by members of the African Amer-
ican community instantly became trendy 
box braids overnight. The long history of 
cornrows should not be overlooked either. 
Having originated from Africa, cornrows’ 
history can be traced all the way back to 
3000 B.C., when this braided hairstyle was 
analogous to a badge of prestige that only 
warriors and kings could wear. In our twen-
ty-first century world, it was infuriating for 
members of the African American communi-
ty to see that white mainstream society co-
opted the same hairstyle that caused them 
to experience alienation, microaggressions, 
racial profiling, and racism, thereby erasing 
their experiences. 

In October 2019, country singer Kacey 
Musgraves wore the traditional Vietnamese 
dress áo dài for her concert in Dallas, Texas 
(Insider). The traditional garment has slits 
all the way up to the waistline on both sides, 
but it is meant to be worn with long pants 
underneath. Musgraves, however, chose to 
forego the pants, at once turning the mod-
est traditional gown into a sexualized cos-
tume donned for attention. 

Cultural appropriation has always been 
and always will be divisive. Most netizens, 
fashion editors, and cultural critiques are 
quick to cast the blame without considering 
the nuances that distinguish cultural appro-
priation from appreciation. 

Take the fox eye trend for example. The 
look—achieved by using eyeliner to create 
uplifted wings at the outer corners of the 
eyes and to sharply accentuate the inner 
corners of the eyes—became widely popular 
after Euphoria star Alexa Demie wore it for 
an editorial photoshoot. It did not take long 
for beauty gurus and influencers to recre-
ate the look and cement it as a social media 
trend. This makeup look is controversial for 
creating the illusion that its wearer has up-

turned eyes, which is a facial feature that 
many people of Asian descent naturally 
possess. What further infuriates people is 
that this makeup look also popularized an 
insensitive pose of pulling one’s eyes up-
wards, the same gesture that racists use 
to mock people of Asian descent for hav-
ing naturally upturned monolids. As such, 
beauty gurus and influencers received 
mixed feedback for recreating the fox eye. 
People of Asian descent have also made 
countless TikToks that call out the makeup 
look and eye-pulling pose as blatant acts 
of racism. Their tens of thousands of likes 
and shares validate seeing the fox eye as 
cultural appropriation. Yet, comment sec-
tions often brim with viewers that argue 
that the fox eye is a makeup look and 
nothing else. Is there truth to both sides of 
the argument? 

Raoúl Alejandre, the makeup artist who 
created this look, most likely had no ill in-
tention. According to an interview by Rose 

https://pin.it/XdgugOl

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/tvshowbiz/article-2310247/Selena-Gomez-criticised-Hindu-
groups-wearing-bindi-whilst-performing-sexy-single-Come-And-Get-It-MTV-Awards.html

https://twitter.com/daumkeziah/status/988115815068139520?s=20
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Inc., “the photographers that Alejandre ad-
mires and references throughout his work” 
are “Irving Penn, Richard Avedon, Guy 
Bourdain.” One common theme among 
the three is their novel portrayal of nature 
that ranged from flora and fauna to mun-
dane life—to people. In the case of the fox 
eye, Raoúl Alejandre may have simply used 
makeup to enhance Alexa Demie’s natural 
features with no intention of appropriat-
ing natural facial features possessed by 
people of Asian descent. However, that the 
pose is problematic is less debatable. To 

clarify, the pose is not always identical to 
the aforementioned racist gesture: the fin-
gers are oriented like those of a ballerina, 
placed at the temples instead of right next 
to the eyes, and do not actively pull them 
upwards. Though, in other cases, this pose 
can still be used to slightly tug on the skin 
and pull the eyes upwards, thereby wrongly 
appropriating natural features that people 
of Asian descent are mocked for having. 

Using makeup to imitate Asian features 
is rooted in yellowface. Because Asian rep-
resentation in Hollywood was practically 

nonexistent throughout most of 
the 20th century, white actors 
and actresses were given ‘spe-
cial’ makeup to make them look 
‘more Asian,’ where their facial 
features were transformed into 
ones that perpetuate harm-
ful stereotypes against Asian 
people. For instance, Katha-
rine Hepburn’s portrayal of an 
East Asian lady in Dragon Seed 
(1944) exemplified the West-
ern belief that all Asian people 
have upturned monolids, “flat” 
faces, and thin eyebrows. In an 
excerpt from “The Indianapo-
lis Star” (1946), Gloria Bristol, 
presumably a then-renowned 
makeup artist in Hollywood 
stated that, “[Katharine Hep-
burn] was playing a Chinese 
woman in ‘Dragon Seed’ and 
they used to put fish skin over 
her eyes to make them look 
Chinese.” In the musical Miss 
Saigon (1989), Jonathan Pryce 
played the role of a half-French, 
half-Vietnamese engineer. In an 
interview on Wagon, a popular 
talk show at the time, Pryce 

https://www.amazon.com/Dragon-Seed-Katharine-Hepburn/dp/B074BQ85GW

revealed that he wore latex prosthetics 
to alter his eye shape in mimicry of what 
was thought to be “Asian eyes.” In fact, 
there are direct connections between the 
racist past and the (still) racist present: In 
The Mask of Fu Manchu, Myrna Loy wore a 
makeup look that strongly resembled the 
now-popular fox eye look while portraying 
an Asian character in the film.

As evident, cultural appropriation is a 
complex issue that often lies in the gray 
area. It’s difficult to draw definitive lines 
between cultural appropriation and appre-
ciation or to come up with heuristics to de-
termine whether something is an example 
of the former or latter. However, it is not 

impossible through using good judgment. 
Is it okay for a foreigner to go to a tradi-
tional market to be professionally fitted 
for a tailor-made hanbok in Korea? Prob-
ably yes. Is it okay for an entertainment 
company to use a Ganesha statue in their 
artist’s music video as a prop solely to fit 
the aesthetic theme? Probably not. On this 
note, anyone who intends to “borrow” an 
element from another culture should al-
ways educate themself on the cultural sig-
nificance of that particular element—be it 
a garment, hairstyle, or facial markings—
and ask themself if their actions will even 
slightly disrespect the culture from which 
they are “borrowing” from.   

https://www.pxfuel.com/en/free-photo-jtzvl https://flic.kr/p/fT17es https://pixabay.com/images/id-2587180/
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One of my favorite parts of visiting 
India is going sari shopping with 
my mom. Sari shopping is a jour-

ney in itself that requires the dedication of 
a full day. We’ll wake up early in the morn-
ing and walk from our grandparent’s house 
to the nearby Meenakshi Temple—a grand 
and venerable institution that is a popular 
stop for auto rickshaws and street ven-
dors. Here, we find an auto rickshaw, and 
perhaps we’ll also buy a string of jasmine 
flowers from one of the women sitting out-
side the temple. My mom will put the jas-
mine flowers in our hair, their white buds 
shining against our black braids. Then we’ll 
have to assert ourselves against the auto 
rickshaw driver, who will try to charge us 
extra - rickshaw drivers are always adept at 
spotting foreigners and trying to rip them 
off. But, with a bit of haggling, we’ll reach 
an agreement. We’ll load ourselves into the 
auto rickshaw and then we’ll be off, exhaust 
fumes flying behind us as we race into the 

Indian traffic—a notorious aspect of Indian 
life that is a daily frustration for locals but a 
source of romanticism for the visiting tour-
ist. I can’t help but feel overjoyed by the 
chaos of Indian streets—the sheer anarchy 
that takes place on those hot and dusty 
roads feels like liberation in comparison to 
the sterility of American suburbs. Once we 
reach the sari shop, we may have to take 
off our shoes. Inside the shop it is quiet, in 
stark contrast to the raging outdoors. Agar-
batti, or incense, burns in the background, 
and some devotional music may be playing 
softly on the speakers. Entering the shop 
feels similar to entering a temple—here in 
this sanctuary is safeguarded something 
beautiful and sacred. The shop employees 
welcome us and treat us graciously, lead-
ing us inside the shop. Lining the walls are 
rows and rows of saris stacked upon each 
other, impeccably sorted by color and tex-
tile. Blues and greens on one side, purples, 
golds, and reds on another, Kanjeevaram 

SARI SHOPPING
saris and Mysore silk on this side, cotton 
silk for more casual wear on the other. It is 
an ecstasy of color, patterns, and diversity, 
an embarrassment of riches. A shop atten-
dant will ask us what we are looking for, we 
will suggest some color or textile, and then 
the process begins. The attendant will bring 
us over to one table and pull saris out from 
various shelves with rapid precision, refin-
ing his selection as we indicate what we like 
and don’t like. Within minutes, tons of silk 
are spread out on the table, and then are 
folded up within seconds to make room for 
more. We will learn about handlooms and 
textile mills in far parts of India, techniques 
of pattern printing and dye-making and em-
broidery that have come from distant parts 
of the subcontinent to create the sari be-
fore us. Then, the employees will help dem-
onstrate what different saris look like on us. 
We will have silk draped around us, pooling 
at our feet and running over our shoulders. 

There is a reason that even through cen-
turies of colonialism, Indian women never 
abandoned the sari. It represents feminine 
energy, strength, power, grace, and the in-
vincibility and fortitude that is embodied by 
Indian women.

Time will slip by like silk beneath our fin-
gertips, and soon our money will too, as we 
leave the shop with a bag of folded silk in 
our hands, back on the streets, now gold 
and sultry in the evening sun. We’ll hail the 
next auto rickshaw and breathe in content-
ment as we sit down and watch the city fly 
by, congratulating each other on a worth-
while excursion completed with great frui-
tion.

nivedita nambrath ‘23

It is impossible not to feel 
like a goddess or a queen when 

wearing a sari.

“ “
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EATING

IU, a popular K-
pop singer from 
South Korea has 

one of the most restrictive diets, consisting of an 
apple for breakfast, a sweet potato for lunch, and a 
protein shake for dinner on top of the hours of danc-
ing and singing she does during the day. YouTube 
videos of people attempting to follow through with 
this diet have resulted in emotional breakdowns, and 
a unanimous realization of how dangerous such pub-
licized diet plans are—especially to younger audienc-
es who look up to these influencers. 

kelly cao ‘24

DISORDERS 

IN ASIA

I love watch-
ing Korean dra-
mas, Chinese 

dramas, and anime, but seeing their beautiful yet 
eerily similar faces, stick-thin legs, and tall physique 
often results in a cycle of self-deprecating thoughts 
about my body. As an Asian female living in Hong 
Kong, the lack of representation and variation of 
different body types in East Asian media often pro-
motes younger audiences to adopt unhealthy habits 
in order to achieve a body that they deem beautiful. 

Most notably, South Korean K-pop stars’ diets have 
been a topic of controversy, concern, and intrigue for 
many years due to its intensive caloric deficits with 
restrictive rules that have caused many stars to de-
velop anorexia and other eating disorders. Although 
many actresses discourage these eating habits, the 
cutthroat industry forces them to adhere to the 
harsh, unrealistic beauty standards. Ever since 

I was a kid, 
the looming 
elephant of 
disability had 
always watched 
over me.

Ever since I was a kid, the 
looming elephant of disability 
had always watched over me. 
When I went to parties as a 
child, I was invariably asked 
about the cause of my disability. 
The truth was, I didn’t and 
wouldn’t know what caused it 

DISABILITY 

until my parents told me eight 
years later; that didn’t stop the 
speculation. I have cerebral 
palsy, a condition caused by 
oxygen deprivation at birth. 
Nothing about it is contagious 
or genetic. Some thought that I 
was a strange child and chose 
to avoid me; others went the 
opposite route, choosing to turn 
me into a superhuman. Growing 
up disabled is strange, because 
the same person that tells you 
that you’re “inspirational” is the 
exact same person who avoids 
contact with you on the bus or 
in the lunchroom. I’ve always 
thought, “if I was so inspirational, 
then shouldn’t they want to sit 
near me instead of avoiding 
me like I’m a nine-horned-acne 
filled mongoose?” Addin being 

a brown skinned Muslim women 
who occassionally wears a hijab 
and you’ve got a full blown nine 
mile radius between you and the 
next person. Social distancing 
pre-COVID.  

Wanting to find my own 
identity, I joined a support 
group exclusively for adults with 
disabilities, but soon discovered 
censorship of topics like #BLM 
from an overwhelmingly white 
group with white moderators. 
Frustrated, I conducted a survey 
of the group discussing access 
to healthcare and perception of 
disability; 92% of respondents 
were white. The one Asian 
respondent to my survey said “I 
love being from where I’m from, 
but no one else here gets my 
identity as a disabled person.”  

by hanna fernan ‘24 

IN  
ASIAN 

CULTURE

& fayza jaleel ‘24

https://cnnphilippines.com/life/culture/2017/03/03/lotta-sylwander-interview-unicef.html
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 To find the root of why many 
Asian people choose to stay 
silent on disability and talk about 
how perceptions of disability 
are similar and different across 
Asian countries, I talked to three 
friends — some of whom had 
embraced disability more than 
others — about how culture 
and expectations around who 
a person should be influenced 
disability, as well as whether or 
not they regularly interacted 
with other disabled people. 
One commonality amongst all 

interviewees was the idea of 
work ethic as a central part 
of the Asian identity. Person 
A, a teenager, said that the 
expectations  did influence 
her perception of her disability 
negatively saying, “I wish I 
wasn’t disabled. My parents are 
very kind, but sometimes they 
think that I am able to do things 
that I’m not… that if I didn’t 
do something it was because I 
didn’t work hard enough. They 
also did not let me interact 
with disabled people as much” 
Person M, a college student, said 
that acceptance of disability was 
something developed over time: 
“I think you and I are just more 
woke about it [disability]… my 
parents were not too harsh but 
they also had expectations in 
terms of work ethic.” Person Y, a 
49-year-old tutor with CP, simply 
said, “I like to stick to things 
that I am good at. I know some 
people with disabilities, and I 
tutor them too.”

As shown, having a disability 
is a difficult experience in 
accordance with those who 
identify as Asian. Whether in 
an Asian country or a Western 

country, people with disabilities 
can still face different stigmas 
regarding work and school. As 
a Filipina born in the U.S., I’ve 
slowly learned about the stigmas 
that come with disability in Asian 
culture through my family. My 
father is physically handicapped 
due to an accident when he 
was 19, affecting his ability to 
walk and some motor functions. 
However, this hasn’t hindered 
him from getting jobs when 
he immigrated to the States in 
the 1990’s. He has continually 
been independent, not letting 
his physical disability get in the 
way of his life. I remember him 
talking about the differences 
between people in the States 
and people in the Philippines, in 
terms of perception. Americans 
would not mind my dad limping 
through the airport, but when 
it came to the Philippines, it 
would become significantly 
more noticeable to others. 
Subtle differences like these call 
attention to the pervasive stigma 
surrounding disability in Asian 
countries, despite the gradual 
move towards acceptance. 

 In the Philippines, the 
2010 national census counted 
1.57% of the 92.1 million 
population of Filipinos with 
disabilities (Cruz et al. 5). The 

disabled 
immigrants 
in particular 
experience the 
double bind of 
having to prove 
that they’re 
hardworking 
and deserve to 
belong.

“

Magna Carta still ensures that 
people with disabilities (PWDs) 
have a right to employment 
and access to quality education. 
Despite this, there have been 
problems of portrayal, alongside 
discrimination against PWDs. 
For example, the Philippine 
Daily Inquirer has published a 
few “insensitive” articles, which 
makes it more difficult for people 
to learn about disabilities. 
Additionally, this furthers the 
idea that superstition has a role 
in disability, a concept common in 
Filipino culture. Overall, stigmas 
are definitely more apparent in 
Asian countries, where children 
with disabilities are usually 
hidden away, due mostly to 
prevent shaming the family 
name (Jaucian). Nonetheless, 
even small amounts of help or 
understanding of a disability 
can help make children’s lives 
much easier. It is, therefore, key 
to move past these stigmas, no 

matter the context.  
When it comes to the U.S., 

disabled Asian Americans still 
face hardships when it comes 
to adapting to society. In 
conjunction with the difficulties 
of finding resources and 
treatments, “disabled immigrants 
in particular experience the 
double bind of having to prove 
that they’re hardworking and 
deserve to belong” (Lu). This 
highlights the strain existent 
in having to deal with Western 
values and standards of success. 
Nevertheless, the move towards 
getting rid of stigmas is evident in 
progressive parts of the Western 
World.  According to a study done 
by San Jose State University, 
Asian parents still embrace 
traditional Asian beliefs, such 
as high regard for teachers and 
high educational expectations 
for children with disabilities, but 
these parents simultaneously 
rely more on support from 

Hence, things 
need to change: 
specifically, 
the decrease in 
stigmas and the 
increase in help 
towards PWDs 
are necessary 
in bringing 
acceptance 
and inclusion. 

“

family, in addition to having 
involvement with their children’s 
special education programs 
(Nguyen and Hughes). These 
results highlight how current 
Asian perception of disability 
still contains traditional values, 
but is gradually moving forward 
to normalize disability and the 
challenges that accompany it.

In retrospect, disability remains 
a challenging topic to discuss in 
Asian culture. From inaccurate 
portrayals to normalizing the 
ignorance of disability, these 
problems affect Asian PWDs no 
matter the location. Regardless, 
it is important to remember 
that these are real people who 
are treated unfairly due to 
factors they cannot control. 
Hence, things need to change: 
specifically, the decrease in 
stigmas and the increase in help 
towards PWDs are necessary 
in bringing acceptance and 
inclusion. 



REVIEW
As a regular moviegoer, I have never 

looked forward to watching a movie as 
much as I did for The Farewell. For one, I 
was ecstatic that it had an entire cast of 
people of Asian descent. For another, I was 
tired of watching productions that priori-
tized CGI, action, and exploding things over 
the nuances of everyday life and storytell-
ing. 

As someone who grew up in China, I 

was curious about how Lulu Wang, some-
one who has spent the majority of her life 
in the U.S., would tell a story about a Chi-
nese family. In retrospect, I am beyond im-
pressed with Lulu Wang’s attention to detail 
and her thorough understanding of Chinese 
customs and culture. Everything felt so real, 
and everything flowed together so seam-
lessly that there was not a moment when I 
questioned the film’s authenticity. 

emily lu ‘24
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The story follows Billi, a young artist in 
Brooklyn who moved from China to the 
United States as a “1.5 generation” im-
migrant. Billi discovers that Nai Nai (her 
grandmother) has been diagnosed with 
terminal stage lung cancer and that the 
whole family is throwing a fake wedding as 
an excuse to see Nai Nai for the last time 
before her imminent death—why? Because 
the family wants Nai Nai to remain bliss-
fully ignorant of her diagnosis. The main 
story arc reflects several elements of Chi-
nese culture that may be unfamiliar or in-
comprehensible to foreigners. To me, they 
were the perfect display of collectivism, the 
familial involvement in an individual’s per-
sonal health, and the prevalent acceptance 
of white lies. The entire family schemed up 
a wedding, planned out all events that pre-
ceded the wedding, and paid all sorts of 
expenses for food and entertainment just 
to make up a believable excuse to see Nai 
Nai for the last time. On one level, this ex-
cuse took collective effort to carry out, but 
on a deeper level, the entire family is sav-
ing Nai Nai from the emotional and mental 
burden that she will experience if she knew 
about her imminent death and sharing that 
burden among themselves. To me, this is 
nothing shocking. Filial piety is a virtue of 
utmost importance in Chinese culture: sons 
and daughters are expected to care for 
their parents after they grow up as a way 
to “return” the love and nourishment 
they received from their parents. With 
this in mind, all I see here is a family 
of sons and daughters with their 
sons and daughters taking care 
of the eldest matriarch of the 
family in the way that they 
knew best. 

One especially poi-
gnant scene almost 
made an otherwise 
emotionless per-

son like me succumb to tears. In dialogue 
with her mother, Billi talks about the strug-
gles, the utter cluelessness, and the pres-
sures that she experienced after moving to 
the U.S. as a child:

“You know, one of the few good memo-
ries of my childhood were the summers at 
Nai Nai’s. They had that garden. Ye Ye and 
I would catch dragonflies. And then we just 
moved to the States. Everything was differ-
ent. Everyone was gone. And it was just the 
three of us.”

Every word tugged at my heartstrings. 
Billi’s lines elucidated the vague, perpetual 
emptiness that I felt when I first moved to 
the States. I missed the vivacious clamor at 
family meals and holiday celebrations; the 
adventures that my friends and I went on 
to explore the school’s “off-limit” places; 
the convenience stores that sold my favor-
ite afterschool snacks, and so much more. 
Watching The Farewell reminded me of not 
only the cultural virtues and customs of 
a country intimately far away but also of 
memories that I have made in that country 
long ago. 

https://www.imdb.com/title/tt8637428/ https://youtu.be/RofpAjqwMa8https://pixabay.com/images/id-2837230/
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MULAN REVIEW
When I heard that there was 

going to be a live-action remake of Mulan, I was 
ecstatic. From past experiences, I knew that Dis-
ney’s live-action adaptations of classics were of-
ten disappointing, but this time, I really hoped it 
would be different.

As a young girl, I was always looking for people 
that looked like me in books, movies, and pop cul-
ture. Disney’s Mulan was one of the first places 
where I found that representation. The animated 
version, though slightly adapted from the classic 
story from The Ballad of Mulan, was captivating 
with a drawing storyline, charming characters, 
and its portrayal of Chinese values and feminism. 
Audiences found comic relief in Mulan’s dragon 
sidekick Mushu and the cricket and fawned over 
Li Shang. The movie touched on important Chi-
nese values such as the importance of family 
and responsibility, balanced with empowering 
themes of authenticity and resilience. Most im-
portantly, Mulan was the first Asian Disney prin-
cess, as well as one of the first princesses who 
was the heroine of her story which was a break-
through in Disney film history. On the other hand, 
Chinese critics of the movie argued that the sto-
ry was too Westernized, and that its portrayal of 
Chinese culture was off. In their eyes, Mulan was 
too individualistic and didn’t have enough of the 
filial piety that was present in the original story. 
In the Disney version, Mulan fought for her fam-
ily and her country, but she also fought to prove 
herself in a patriarchal society. Eddie Murphy’s 
Mushu was an American dragon—the noble Chi-
nese dragon would never act like that. Perhaps 
the animated Mulan was only more relatable for 
Chinese-American audiences like me who grew 
up with traditional parents in a Western, individ-
ualistic society and struggled to balance the two 
cultures and values that came with them.
It seems that the new live-action movie sought 
to correct its past mistakes for Chinese audienc-
es. The characters of Mushu and the cricket were 
cut from the movie to make it more realistic, 
and the movie would not be a musical. Li Shang 
would also be cut in light of the #MeToo Move-
ment, as he was Mulan’s superior in the animat-
ed movie. Admittedly, I was disappointed to hear 
about these new changes, but I also hoped that 
the live-action movie, in its more serious and re-
alistic demeanour, could exemplify the gravity of 

the situations 
Mulan was in and highlight her bravery and revo-
lutionary behavior. 

In addition to these changes, more controversy 
followed the film. The announcement of Yifei Liu 
in the role of Mulan met with positive reception, 
and I myself was excited to see an actress that I 
knew and loved introduced to the world. However 
in August 2019, Liu supported the Hong Kong po-
lice despite their brutal treatment of pro-democ-
racy protestors, which caused #BoycottMulan to 
spread throughout the Internet. In addition, au-
diences would later find out in the ending cred-
its that many scenes of the movie were filmed in 
Xinjiang, China, where many Uighur Muslims are 
detained in “re-education” camps because the 
Chinese government believes that they hold ex-
treme views that threaten society, citing attacks 
in 2013 and 2014. However, there has reportedly 
been abuse, forced labor, and mass sterilization 
of Uighur women. One must question Disney’s 
choice to film in a place where so many atroci-
ties are taking place.

Keeping in mind these concerns, I decided to 
watch the movie with an open-mind. The live-ac-
tion movie introduces a new concept not includ-
ed in previous tellings of Mulan: chi. In Mulan, 
“chi” is defined as energy that only men possess, 
with the exception of Mulan, who actually pos-
sesses a large amount of it. This “chi” enhances 
the physical capabilities of those who possess 
it. We see young Mulan somersaulting across 
buildings and dodging through crowds of people 
while she... chases a chicken.

However, in Chinese culture, “chi” is actually 
the energy that flows through all living things; it 
is a balance between yin and yang, or the nega-
tive and positive, the feminine and masculine. 
Disney wanted to make the movie historically ac-
curate, but redefining “chi” not only undermined 
that motive but also disrespected Chinese cul-
ture and upset Chinese audiences. In addition, 
having Mulan as a character who was born with 
supernatural talents and physical abilities elimi-
nates the process of hard work and resilience. 
In the animated movie, she was a normal young 
woman who struggled throughout-- struggling 
to keep up with soldier training, struggling to 
bring honor to her family, struggling to find her 
own identity. In the live-action movie, she also 

LIVE ACTION VERSION: DOES IT LIVE UP TO THE ANIMATED ORIGINAL?

https://www.behance.net/gallery/97760279/Poster-Project-2020?tracking_
source=search_projects_recommended%7Cmulan

 audrey liang ‘24

goes through the problem 
of not fitting in and facing disapproval, but her 
time in soldier camp is relatively smooth, and she 
rarely shows her vulnerability. In fact, it seems 
like she doesn’t show much emotion throughout 
the movie while posing as a man, perhaps play-
ing into the notion that strong men don’t cry or 
show emotion. 

The live-action film also introduces a new char-
acter: Xianning, a witch who also possesses the 
power of “chi.” Xianning is very powerful; she 
can shapeshift and fight extremely well. She uses 
these powers to serve Bori Khan, the leader of 
the Rourans; however, the Rourans do not 
respect Xianning-- they use her abili-
ties to attack the Chinese, but she 
has no authority or position at all 
in the army.

The first time Xianning meets 
Mulan is in battle, where she 
questions Mulan’s identity 
and sends a throwing star 
into Mulan’s chest. Fortu-
nately, Mulan survives the 
witch’s attacks because 
of her feminine garments. 
Ultimately, Mulan’s en-
counter with Xianning 
prompts her to embrace 
her gender identity. She 
strips off her armor, lets 
down her hair, and rides 
into battle as her true self. 
Though this change was 
not well-received by many, 
I loved that Mulan came 
to her own realization and 
took control of the situation 
she was in. Instead of being 
exposed as female, she owns up 
to being a woman and steps up to 
her identity as a woman with “chi” 
in battle.

When Mulan meets Xianning again, Xi-
anning convinces Mulan that they are similar 
people because they are both women with chi, 
both not “normal”. She points out that women 
like them are in a position where the more power 
they show, the more society wants to suppress 
them. From Xianning’s perspective, women like 
them will never be accepted or respected by so-
ciety, and so she invites Mulan to join forces with 
her. Xianning accidentally reveals Bori Khan’s 
plan to capture and kill the emperor, and Mulan 
promptly rejects the witch’s proposition, insisting 
that she knows her place and her duty to protect 
the emperor. 

Towards the end of the movie, Xianning 
sees that Mulan, a woman like herself, has 

gained the respect of her fellow 
soldiers. Touched by this scene, she sacrifices 
herself when an arrow is shot at Mulan. Xianning 
ultimately played an important role in Mulan’s 
successes, inspiring her to go into battle as her 
true self and giving Mulan the crucial information 
needed to defeat Bori Khan. Xianning’s positive 
influence on Mulan and her witnessing Mulan’s 
success as a woman in a patriarchal society fur-
ther developed the theme of feminism and wom-
en supporting women. However, I think Xianning 
was a character with a lot of potential, and I wish 
that the movie had explored the darker story of 

another possibility: the reality is that many 
women of power were not accepted and 

respected in society then, or even now 
because of gender expectations.

The new movie sought to please 
Chinese audiences after the criti-
cism of the animated movie, 
but many complained that 
foreigners would never be 
able to produce a movie that 
resonated with Chinese au-
diences because they didn’t 
understand Chinese culture. 
The tulou houses that Mu-
lan was shown growing up 
in are from Fujian, an area in 
South China, but the Ballad 
of Mulan portrayed Mulan 
as a woman from Northern 
China, which is also where 
she fights the Rourans. The 
themes of filial piety and fam-

ily also lack development. The 
Chinese movie rating site Dou-

ban has a mere average of 5/10 
for the new movie compared to 

the 7.9/10 for the animated origi-
nal. Perhaps the film would’ve been 

more accepted had it been produced 
by a Chinese person, or even a Chinese-

American who understands the culture and val-
ues instead of a director from New Zealand. 

There were many parts I liked about the mov-
ie: moments like the beautiful battle scenes, the 
emphasis on Mulan’s bravery and staying true 
to herself, as well as the portrayal of the witch. 
However, there were so many new elements the 
live-action movie introduced and never fully de-
veloped to portray depth, like the addition of a 
phoenix at certain points in the movie that left 
me scratching my head in confusement. As a Chi-
nese American, I still find myself going back to 
the 1998 animated Mulan, admiring her bravery 
and resilience, relating to her struggle between 
balancing self and family, and watching her be-
come the heroine of her own Disney fairytale.



The time she let me 
put her in funny poses 
with my dad and take 
photos.
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5
2The times she drove 

over two hours to pick 
up my favorite, hard-
to-find Chinese food: 
liang pi.

The times she insisted on 
hiking with me (I love hiking!) 
for safety’s sake, despite being 
afraid of heights and even 
more afraid of the bobcat 
sighting warning signs along 
the trail.

The time she 
bought me 
stuffed animals 
for my 20th 
birthday, de-
spite it being, 
you know, my 
20th birthday.

Every time she 
reminded me 
that she is and 
will always be 
my best friend.

The time she used my 
head to make herself a 
photo handbook on how 
to French braid.

6
”

kathleen kim ‘23

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF PARASITE’S OSCARS ACHIEVEMENTS
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WHOLESOME MOMENTS 
WITH MY CHINESE 
IMMIGRANT MOM 

DURING QUARANTINE 
THAT JUST MAKE SENSE

anne jiang ‘23

Asian parents, especially Chinese par-
ents, are portrayed as strict “tiger par-
ents” who exert undue amounts of stress 
and emotional baggage onto their chil-
dren. As a first-generation American 
who adores her Chinese mom (who’s re-
ally more of a “kitty parent” if you ask 
me), I’m highlighting some wholesome 
AF lockdown things that my mom did for 
me. This is inspired by the TikTok trend 
of showcasing wholesome (mostly white) 
parents.

Parasite, a South Korean 
thriller first released back in 
October 2019, made headlines 
when the film won 4 Academy 
Awards at the 2020 Oscars. 
The film, directed by Bong 
Joon Ho, won Oscars for Best 
Picture, Best Directing, Best In-
ternational Feature Film, and 
Best Original Screenplay. Fur-
thermore, Parasite is the first 
non-English speaking movie to 
win Best Picture, and the first 
South Korean film to be nom-
inated and win Best Interna-
tional Feature Film. 

The movie Parasite revolves 
around a poor family of four 
who aims to scam their way 
into well-paid jobs from a 
wealthy family. Apart from its 
dramatic storyline, the film 
tackles several societal issues 
that are prevalent beyond the 
South Korean borders such as 
climate change and the wid-
ening divide between 
s o c i a l 

classes. Confronting issues 
that are relevant around vari-
ous parts of the world is what 
makes Parasite a globally rec-
ognized and praised film. 

The fact that Parasite 
won Best Picture is a historic 
achievement because it is the 
first time the Oscars has cel-
ebrated a foreign film as the 
winner. The win is one of the 
few times in the Academy’s 
history that has recognized 
a film that revolved around a 
non-white cast and directed by 
a non-white director. It is no 
secret that the Hollywood film 
industry is primarily comprised 
of white actors or that the Os-
cars tend to go to white-dom-
inated movies. For many view-
ers of the Oscars, Parasite was 
never expected to win one 
award, much less four. 

Parasite’s win opens a door 
for many more stories that 
range beyond the typical white 
American perspective. It rein-
forces the idea that films with 
powerful stories and meaning 
will win the Oscars rather than 
whether or not they check all 
the right boxes of your typi-
cal Hollywood movie. It brings 
back a new respect for the 
award and encourages film-
makers to create stories that 
are not limited to cookie-cut-
ter characteristics. 

Hollywood has a bad history 
of portraying Asian characters 
as one of the two categories: 
nerd or martial arts expert. 
In the past, there has been a 
tendency to push these char-

acters into the background, 

reducing the significance of 
their characters. Recently, 
there have been very impactful 
changes as more stories fea-
turing Asian characters with 
depth arise such as with Crazy 
Rich Asians and The Farewell. 
At the same time, the change 
within Hollywood is slow but 
will be accelerated by the suc-
cess of Parasite.

It is just as important to 
note that people across the 
world watched this movie 
with subtitles, not quite able 
to understand the actual lan-
guage or setting but still able 
to find common ground and 
find meaning in the messages 
Bong Joon Ho sent through his 
masterful directing. This mov-
ie allowed people to simply 
fall into a story, confront each 
character, and watch the cha-
os unravel as different worlds 
crossed and battled one an-
other. The story did not rely so 
much on the fact that it took 
place in South Korea—an un-
familiar place and culture to 
most international viewers—
and rather immersed their au-
dience into a story that could 
be applicable to many differ-
ent ways of life. 

In a sense, Parasite succeed-
ed in showing that Asian char-
acters are complex and vary-
ing in a way that Hollywood 
has often failed to do. It adds 
more power behind the already 
growing movement of Asian 
actors in Hollywood demand-
ing for more representation 
and promises more success for 
Asian stories in the future. 
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88rising, an Asian-focused 
record label and media com-
pany, has always been a 
platform to deepen Asian 
representation in the music 
industry (more prominently 
in Hip Hop and R&B) since 
2015. With artists originating 
from countries like China, Ja-
pan, and Indonesia, 88rising 
serves as a music collective, 
having these artists tour to-
gether in the Head in the 
Clouds concerts and release 
music together.  

Though several historic 
plans for 88rising were halt-
ed due to COVID-19 (spe-
cifically their Coachella de-
but and Head in the Clouds 

festival in Indonesia), two 
prominent 88rising artists 
have continued to thrive: 
Indonesian singer NIKI and 
Japanese singer Joji. In early 
September, NIKI released her 
debut album Moonchild—a 
genre-fluid concept album, 
incorporating synth pop to 
transcend her previous R&B 
style. Here, NIKI matures and 
grows as an artist, creating 
an intricate storyline unlike 
anything she’s done before. 
Later that month, Joji re-
leased Nectar, an 18-track 
album reflective of Joji’s past 
lo-fi sound, with the addition 
of stronger vocals and bolder 
production. Later in October, 

Joji’s online concert “The Ex-
travaganza” featured unique 
performances of Joji’s dis-
cography, with comedic skits, 
fresh outfits, and a variety of 
environments, demonstrat-
ing Joji’s prowess in captivat-
ing his audience.

Overall, 88rising has giv-
en NIKI and Joji, alongside 
other Asian artists, a strong 
platform to succeed outside 
the popular KPOP and JPOP 
realm of Asian representa-
tion. Therefore, even with 
hindrances and limitations, 
88rising remains one of the 
more unique and captivating 
music labels in the music in-
dustry.

https://d3nxoulyw7bc8u.cloudfront.net/images/artists/6602/e9052024-b425-4ade-8f3d-37f56a1c363d.jpg
https://p1.pxfuel.com/preview/89/656/1015/sunset-pink-sky-clouds-blue-orange.jpg
https://i.pinimg.com/originals/0f/69/d8/0f69d8b08a2a13c38b957e1c01507f2d.jpg
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COLLECTIVECOLLECTIVE
TAIWAN CAFE
Chinatown, Boston

On a Wednesday night, 
the restaurant is half-
filled with regulars and 
filled with savory smells 
wafting from the kitch-
en. We ordered xiao long 
bao, braised eggplant 
and basil, and fried stinky 
tofu. The xiao long bao, a 
must-have staple in dim 
sum restaurants, had a 
very soft skin. The inside 
was noticeably fattier 
than Gourmet Dumpling 
House’s with a broth on 
the blander side. The [egg-
plant] dish was the star of 
our meal, taking a typical-
ly bland and boring vege-
table into a complex dish 
with depth. The eggplant 
was cooked until tender, 
almost melting in your 
mouth. The sauce it was 
cooked in had a perfect 

balance of sweet and 
sour, with a hint of spici-
ness and citrus that hit 
after swallowing. The fried 
stinky tofu had a very crisp 
texture on the outside with 
a more delicate interior. 
While the smell was defi-
nitely noticeable and lived 
up to its name, the dish 
tasted far better than ex-
pected. The salty and spicy 
sauce that the tofu was 
immersed in really added 
to its unique flavor and 
the more time we allowed 
the sauce to soak into the 
tofu, the more flavorful 
the dish became. To top 
this dish off, large pieces 
of pickled spicy cabbage 
that came with it added 
acidity to balance out the 
whole dish and served as a 
crunchy refresher. 

https://cdn10.bostonmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2014/10/sich-
uan-garden.jpg

https://raster-static.postmates.com/?url=com.postmates.img.prod.s3.amazonaws.com/cd56e0bf-ef9f-4142-816a-6ca3a80189bb/orig.
jpg&quality=90&w=1500&h=900&mode=crop&format=jpg&av=4

hanna fernan ’24
reyna han & kathleen kim ‘23

GOURMET DUMPLING HOUSE
Chinatown, Boston

Upon entering the crowded restau-
rant, you are instantly hit with the 
chaos and wonderful smell that 
comes with a homey Chinese restau-
rant. Even on a Wednesday night, 
people are flocking to Gourmet, wait-
ing in line, and even sharing tables. 
We ordered the traditional  xiao long 
bao and ma po tofu. The ma po tofu 
was everything you could ask for 
from a tofu dish. The tofu was soft 
and well cooked, covered in a thick 
mala sauce with hints of sweetness 
and spice. The plate was topped with 
fresh green onions, brightening up 
the dish and elevating the flavors 
of the tofu. We then tried thexiao 
long bao, the dish that put Gourmet 
Dumpling House on the map. Bit-
ing into the soup dumpling, the skin 
was a bit thick and tough. Howev-
er, the broth inside of the dumpling 
was a burst of flavor. We could taste 
the rich flavor of the pork bursting 
through the umami saltiness of the 
soy sauce. Even without the soup, the 
pork filling was juicy and satisfying, 
exactly what we needed on a cold 
winter day.
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Wellesley College often feels like a 
youthful oasis isolated in a desert 

of bland, upper-class suburban Massachu-
setts. Between the campus and Boston, 
it can seem like there are no exciting or 
accessible places for students to eat, ex-
cept perhaps Lemon Thai. Within my first 
few months at Wellesley, however, I have 
indulged in such a surfeit of Lemon Thai 
takeout at various campus events that I 
have been sapped of all desire to actually 
go to the restaurant itself. The only other 
restaurant in the area that piqued my in-
terest was Singh’s Cafe—a suppos-
edly authentic Indian joint lo-
cated some two miles out of 
Wellesley College. Singh’s 
Cafe has lingered in the 
back of my mind for the 
past few months, a tan-
talizing and elusive possi-
bility of soft butter naans 
and piquant chicken cur-
ries that became all the 
more tempting when dining 
hall food went through its oc-
casional bad spells. I didn’t get the 
opportunity to visit Singh’s Cafe until very 
recently, however. United by mutual crav-
ings for naan, my friend and I decided to 
make the journey to Singh’s Cafe on foot. 
I ventured further out into the Ville than I 
had ever gone before, and returned with a 
full belly and a full heart with a sense of 
triumph from having completed a well-re-
warded adventure.

Upon first entering Singh’s Cafe, I cer-
tainly felt like I was in an authentic In-
dian restaurant. A Buddha head in the 

entryway smiled at me reassuringly as I en-
tered, and the bowls of jeera and pepper-
mints by the front desk indicated right off 
the bat that Mr. Singh was an Indian res-
taurateur worth his salt. Looking around 
the restaurant, the decor reminded me of 
some kitschy Indian household I had visited 

as a child - a mix of thrift store paint-
ings and painted Indian statues. 

The walls were a pale yellow 
that did little to complement 

the gold-paint friezes on 
the walls. It was perhaps a 
bit tacky, but it was unpre-
tentious and familiar, and 
it felt like home. 

The restaurant offered 
a buffet as well as a menu 

option. The buffet had a fairly 
broad selection of Indian restau-

rant food staples—some chicken cur-
ries, dal, vegetable kormas, and steaming 
rice pilafs. We chose to order off the menu, 
where we could get slightly more special-
ity items. We ended up ordering a fish vin-
daloo, tandoori tikka chicken, butter naan, 
and basmati rice, which came with the or-
ders as a side. For beverages, we both or-
dered mango juice.

The service was excellent, as we didn’t 
have to wait long for our orders to ar-
rive. The mango juice arrived first. The 
mango juice was, simply put, delicious. 

A RESTAURANT REVIEW

nivedita nambrath ‘23

SINGH’S
CAFE

It tasted fresh, tropical, and fruity. The 
consistency was perfect—not too thick and 
not too watery. I could tell that it had been 
lightly enhanced by some sugar syrup. 
The quantity of added 
sugar was just right—it 
gave the juice some 
extra sparkle with-
out making it too 
sweet, which is of-
ten where mango 
juices go wrong.

The main food 
items came soon 
after. First was the 
tandoori tikka chicken. 
The chicken was boneless 
and cooked to perfection. It was served with 
a mint chutney, which complemented the hot 
and spicy flavors of the chicken perfectly. It 
was a classic recipe executed excellently and 
ended up being my favorite of the dishes that 
we ordered.

Next came the naan. Just by looking at 
them, we could tell that they were going to 
be disappointing. Well-cooked naans are 
soft, glistening with ghee or butter. These 
naans looked dry and perhaps even a 
little burnt in some places. The naans 
could certainly have been better, but 
they did the job. They went well with the 
tandoori chicken and mint chutney.

The fish vindaloo came next, with the 
basmati rice. The basmati rice was per-
fectly cooked—it was light, fluffy, and a little 
dewy. It was lightly seasoned with cumin, but 
not overdone. The light seasoning reminded 
me of how my mom would add a few spices 
into basmati rice whenever we were cooking 
for a special occasion. Because the seasoning 
wasn’t over the top, the rice reminded me of 
home-cooked food. 

The fish vindaloo was delicious, but I 
couldn’t help but feel that it wasn’t really a 
vindaloo. Vindaloo is a traditional curry that 
is popular in Goa, Kerala, and other nearby 
regions along India’s south-west coast. I 

have had many Kerala fish curries over the 
years, so I had rather high standards for 
this vindaloo. Although it was undoubtedly 
tasty—it was tangy and had a perfect level 
of spiciness—I couldn’t help but feel that it 
wasn’t very authentic. Perhaps it was the 

overwhelming tomato taste, but something 
about the flavors and seasoning was not 
sufficiently balanced for my liking. That 
said, if someone else who wasn’t so fa-
miliar with Southwest-Indian coastal cui-
sine were to try this fish vindaloo, I am 
sure that they would have loved it.

The food was scrumptious and very fill-
ing, and I packed my leftovers to eat for 

dinner. As we exited the restaurant and be-
gan the walk back home, I savored the sen-
sation of having experienced something that 
felt so close to home. Indian restaurant food 
is very different from Indian home cooking, 
but something about the way Singh’s Cafe 
was set up made me feel less like I was in a 
restaurant, and more like I was at a family 

friend’s house. Although I am 
so far away from the Indi-

an-American commu-
nity that I was raised 
in, eating at Singh’s 
made me remem-
ber the warm feel-
ings of eating a 
good meal in the 

company of my 
community. Passing 

by the colonial build-
ings and Tudor facades, I 

felt warm knowing that not far 
away, in a cafe down the road, there was a 
place that held a little piece of home.

https://www.singhs-cafe.com/menu
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“it is still evident that representation, despite its 
historic moments, is not as equal as is desired.”

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/10/movies/oscars-parasite-critics.html

2020 has most definitely af-
fected several industries, spe-
cifically film, as production and 
releases of movies are being 
continuously postponed. In 
terms of Asian and Pacific Is-
lander representation, the highs 
and lows largely  correspond-
ed with the tumultuous waves 
of 2020. Spanning across his-
toric moments to genuine per-
spectives to lack of nominees, 
representation was quite the 
rollercoaster, beginning with a 
historical high. 

Bong Joon Ho’s Parasite was 
a defining movie in terms of 
its brilliant filmmaking as well 
as its significance in the Asian 
community. It has made histo-
ry through its several nomina-
tions and awards, becoming 
“the first non-English-language 
movie to win the Academy’s top 
award” (Giorgis) of Best Picture, 
in addition to winning Acad-

emy Awards for Best Original 
Screenplay, Best International 
Film, and Best Director. Besides 
the Oscars, Parasite has won 
at several ceremonies, like the 
BAFTAs, the Golden Globes, and 
the Screen Actors Guild Awards, 
alongside winning the highly es-
teemed Palme d’Or at Cannes 
Film Festival last year. 

A similar high of 2020 would 
be Lulu Wang’s The Farewell, 
gaining acclaim for its heartfelt 
portrayal of the divide between 
Western and Eastern culture. 
The Farewell received several 
nominations and won the Gold-
en Globe for Best Performance 
by an Actress in a Musical or 
Comedy Motion Picture, the In-
dependent Spirit Award for Best 
Supporting Actress, and the In-
dependent Spirit Award for Best 
Feature. However, it did not 
receive any Academy Awards 
despite how powerful The Fare-

well was, raising controversy 
surrounding how the Academy 
addresses diversity. 

Controversy still remains as 
Parasite’s actors were not nom-
inated in any category. In all of 
history, only three Asian actors 
have won an Oscar: Miyoshi 
Umeki for Best Supporting Ac-
tress in Sayonara in 1958, Sir 
Ben Kingsley for Best Actor in 
Gandhi in 1983, and Haing S. 
Ngor for Best Supporting Ac-
tor in The Killing Fields in 1984 
(Casino). Dev Patel was nomi-
nated for Best Supporting Actor 
for Lion (2016), but only won 
the BAFTA, not the Academy 
Award, that year. Therefore, it is 
still evident that representation, 
despite its historic moments, is 
not as equal as is desired.  

The onset of COVID-19 has 
definitely hindered several 
films’ releases, forcing movies 
to be released digitally or to be 
postponed. One notable Asian-
led movie that opted for a Vid-
eo-On-Demand release was the 
live adaptation of Mulan, which 
notoriously gained controversy 
over several issues, such as the 
affiliation with Xinjiang, and the 
lead’s support of the Hong Kong 
police. On the opposite end, The 
Green Knight, led by Dev Patel, 
was originally set to release 
earlier in 2020, but as of now, 
has not yet confirmed whether 
it will be released digitally or 
onscreen in the future (Surrey). 
Overall, the lack of Asian leads, 
specifically in the early months 
of the pandemic, was a clear — 
but temporary — low for Asian 
representation.

Though COVID-19 has made it 
more difficult than ever to watch 
movies in a theater, virtual film 
festivals and limited openings 
in the months following August 
have allowed prominent Asian 
films to be released. Specifical-
ly, Lee Isaac Chung’s Minari has 
been screened at several festi-
vals, which is definitely a high, 
as audiences have enjoyed this 
authentic, heartfelt portrayal of 
a Korean family in 1980’s Arkan-
sas. Besides Chung, Chloe Zhao 
has been praised for directing 
Nomadland (a poetic look at 
the restlessness of the Great 
Recession), having won awards 
at several film festivals. In terms 
of the indie genre, Yellow Rose 
has gained some popularity for 
being a unique exploration of a 
Filipina teen’s relationship with 
music and the Asian American 

immigrant experience in Tex-
as (Debruge). These films, even 
during COVID-19, provide hope 
towards the emergence of fu-
ture significant representation. 

Altogether, Asian represen-
tation in films of 2020 reached 
highs and lows, which were 
clearly dependent on the events 
that transpired this year. That 
being said, it is still remarkable 
to see the several steps taken to 
provide inclusion for the Asian 
and Pacific Islander community. 
No matter the circumstances, it 
is still imperative that the film 
industry include and recognize 
the achievements of our com-
munity. 

hanna fernan ‘24
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kelly cao ‘24

watercolor illustration of cherry blossoms by emi from Adobe Stock

It is winter, and the wind this morning 
gushes from the crevice of the valley, disrupt-
ing their structured disarray. Despite their 
persistent calls of concern, the curious girl, 
buried and shielded within layers of wool 
jackets and scarves, emerges, stepping 
outside. Crushing the brown, wrinkled 
crisps, she marvels at the sight of this in-
visible being. Their ability to provoke her 
past, invoke her present, and engulf the 
future. Together, they play a game of 
tag, but the little girl stumbles—lost in 
the collision of her memories; the chas-
séing leaves somehow always slipping 
out of her hands, leading her on, guid-
ing her deeper into the tessellation. 
Now, disheartened and frustrated by 
their taunts and victory, she falters 
away from the incriminating tunnel 
vision, wishing she had listened to 
their calls instead. But she is awe-
struck, greeted and comforted by 
the confrontation of intense clar-
ity, warmth, and joy. 

She crosses her legs, seat-
ing herself in the back row of 
the empty concert hall. What 
a performance. The pirouet-
ting leaves—the ensemble of 

orange, red, and yellow as-
sortments, though thoroughly 
dead, are so animated in the 
air. 

The wind are the artists. Ev-
ery mosaic assembled and ar-
ranged with unique memories 
—its jagged squares filed, felt, 
and familizarized. Eventually, she 
welcomes the caressing wind, fi-
nally embracing their unrequited 
acknowledgement and adoration. 

For the scent of rubber gloves 
outside wet markets and the perco-
lating salty, fish perfume. It is know-
ing what you have until it’s gone; the 
epiphanies and “aha” moments be-
hind back alleys and regretful reluc-
tance. 

“Why do we have to go to the fish mar-
ket?” you tug at Lao Lao (gradmother)’s 
sleeve, flinching at every staccato of 
the symphonic knives, scalers, and wet 
boots. Ahead, greeted by endless aisles 
of guts and gills, you tighten your grip on 
her hand, taking your last breath of un-
contaminated fresh air. Finally, you exhale 
—hesitantly—submerging yourself within 
the pungent scent of putrid ammonia. The 

Remembering sakura: 
their entrancing pink clouds 

of beauty, taking an effortless 
downwoards course, unveil-

ing the secrets of sacred cul-
ture and tradition.

GRATITUDE               FOR MY HERITAGE

Uncles and Aunties reach into uniform plastic 
containers, rolling their sleeves up, preparing 
for a battle against these incarcerated silver 
bodies. Children pinch their noses to block 
out the rancid scent of reeking fish, while 
parents bargain for cheaper prices. How 
much? Too much. Whack. The hairs on our 
arm shoot up. 

Why couldn’t we have gone to the mar-
ketplace grocery store that was down 
the street? Where fresh produce lined up 
neatly in rows of four and five? Ancho-
vies, sardines, groupers. All perfectly se-
cure, wrapped, and blanketed in plas-
tic. Gone. Now, you inhale the sickly 
sweet scent of laundry detergent, 
searching wilfully for the reminiscent 
fishy aroma. 

For Lao Lao’s hands: raw, callused, 
pink, bent, and swollen. She sits on 
Lao Lao’s lap, her eyes transfixed, 
entranced by tales of Japanese 
folklore; Momotaro, the enchanted 
mirrors, and sakura songs. 

Remembering sakura: their en-
trancing pink clouds of beauty, 
taking an effortless downwards 
course, unveiling the secrets of 
sacred culture and tradition. 

They are the embodiment of 
fragility, impermanent beauty, 
and the fleeting nature of life. 
The mountains, the unpaved se-
renity, towering yuzu trees, the 
daily game of hide and seek with 
ojisan (uncle) and overhead for-
eign planes, the dreaded pins and 
needles plaguing the soles of her 
feet, the muffled ringing silence of 
solitude and windchimes, praying 
for those that have given and for 
those that are giving, the ones that 
have lost and the ones who are lost, 
in the secure yet turbulent waves, for 
the calluses and for the fingerprints. 
She wraps her hand in Lao Lao’s hemi-
sphere. Though miles away and heavily 
cloaked in hairspray, the briny sea air 
and soft scented cherry blossom could 
never be washed away. Lao Lao’s prow-
ess lay in her hands. A magnificent statue 
for history, honor, and admiration. 
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