Un-racialising the coronavirus epidemic

As Southeast and East Asians living in the UK, our thoughts are with the residents of Wuhan
who have already experienced a month of isolation, separation from their families, emotional
and financial insecurity, and witnessed the tragic deaths of neighbours, colleagues and loved
ones. Lunar New Year is meant to be a joyful celebration, but currently 45 million people are
under lockdown.

The coronavirus epidemic is a tragedy that should have prompted global empathy and solidarity
alongside collaborative action between governmental leaders and health bodies. This has not
happened.

Instead, as Southeast and East Asians living in the UK, we have been appalled by the racialised
coverage of European, British and Australian media outlets including Le Courier Picard’s ‘New
Yellow Peril?’ headline, the casual racism in the form of memes and jokes shared on social
media platforms, and the subtle and blatant changes in the way people have begun to treat us

on public transport, sidewalks, and workplaces. The first violent hate crime related to the virus
was recorded this weekend, where a man was robbed and left with a broken nose to the shouts
of ‘Coronavirus! Coronavirus! Ha, hal’.

Still seen as ‘other’, regardless of whether we were born here, we only need to cough to see
that we continue to live in a culture and system of orientalism, sinophobia and racism, which
instrumentalises violence towards non-white bodies. Asians are currently being framed through
the oldest orientalist trope - as dirty and diseased, in the same way that we were treated during
SARs, the same way Ebola was portrayed as a ‘Black African disease’, the same way Muslims are
stigmatised as ‘terrorists’ and Black Jamaicans are deported for being ‘criminals.” Our everyday
lives bear the shadow of a long history of British rule, in which citizenship and immigration law
and practices have evolved to systematically take away the rights, livelihoods and homes of
people of colour. As Gary Younge describes - ‘This is not a glitch in the system. |t is the system.
Seeing the way that people are responding to the coronavrius epidemic as a joke is part of this
very same system.

Here’s a few things you can do to un-racialise the epidemic:

1. Show some compassion. Lives have been lost, families are grieving and China is in lockdown.
From writing a love letter to Wuhan and mixtapes celebrating Wuhan musicians to organising

aid and supporting Chinese Against Racist Virus to writing to your MP to ask what the UK is
doing to support in the provision of urgently needed resources, there are many ways to respond
other than masked Chinese cat memes.


https://www.wired.co.uk/article/inside-wuhan-coronavirus-quarantine
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-51294305
https://www.vice.com/en_uk/article/k7e78v/coronavirus-memes-are-racist),
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/feb/09/chinese-in-uk-report-shocking-levels-%20of-racism-after-coronavirus-outbreak
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/feb/16/they-yelled-coronavirus-first-british-attack-victim-east-asian-man
https://gal-dem.com/racism-spreads-faster-than-most-epidemics/
https://gal-dem.com/i-was-bullied-as-a-child-after-the-sars-outbreak-now-its-happening-again-with-the-coronavirus/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/feb/11/government-windrush-tough-migration
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/02/05/asia/wuhan-love-letter-intl-hnk/index.html
https://soundcloud.com/easternmargins/sets/kipdqnxaml8z
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/01/29/national/japan-support-for-coronavirus-hit-wuhan/#.XksMLi10fBJ
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/01/29/national/japan-support-for-coronavirus-hit-wuhan/#.XksMLi10fBJ
https://www.facebook.com/groups/197075558354980/?notif_id=1582204801193534&notif_t=group_r2j_approved

2. Moving away from anyone who you think ‘looks Chinese’ on the bus is racist and won’t help
you as viruses are indiscriminate. The ‘super spreader’ who brought the first cases of
coronavirus to the UK turned out to be a white British man back from a business trip via a skiing
holiday in the French Alps.

3. Call out the racialisation of this epidemic in your news streams, social media platforms and in
your conversations. Share the abundance of writing on this topic, including the links on this post
so you don’t have to do the labour. Support wider decolonisation efforts, including a total
reform to the way history, politics and citizenship is taught at schools.

4. Share the human stories from Wuhan, from first hand perspectives to how people are

continuing to live their lives ingeniously. Counteract the stereotyping and dehumanising
scaremongering with reminders of our shared importance for life, family and community.

5. Gather. Asia Art Activism invites you to Unapologetic Coughing, a performance and discussion

on the coronavirus epidemic, led by Young Sook Choi, on Sat 7th March.
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https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/coronavirus-super-spreader-named-as-brighton-scout-leader-steve-walsh-3kl8pb5w3
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2019/jan/30/students-want-their-curriculums-decolonised-are-universities-listening
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