
FALL 2021  |  A SENSE OF PLACE  |  THE PANDEMIC LAUNCH  |  2021 ALUMNAE ACHIEVEMENT AWARDS

The Fight Against 
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INVI
SIBI
LITYLong obscured by the “model minority” myth, the discrimination, social 

inequities, and hate faced by Asian Americans and Pacifi c Islanders 
have been highlighted by the coronavirus pandemic. Wellesley 
alumnae and faculty are among those calling attention to social 
problems and raising their voices to help those in need. 

THE FIGHT AGAINST

BY AMY YEE ’96 / ILLUSTRATIONS BY NICOLE XU
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memory from the start of the 
COVID-19 pandemic remains 

indelible. It was early March 2020, 
and schools and businesses were 

yet to close down. But already a 
gnawing sense of foreboding loomed, 

apart from the virus itself.
My fears were confirmed by a LinkedIn post from an Asian 

American friend. He was in Central Square in Cambridge, Mass., 
when a man menaced him on the street, blamed him for the virus, 
and continued threatening him even when police arrived on the scene.

I was already worried about the potential impact on Asians in the 
U.S. who might be irrationally targeted because the virus had origi-
nated in China. Thousands of innocent people in China itself would 
be sickened by COVID-19 or die, but those tragic facts could be over-
shadowed by ignorance, anger, fear, and knee-jerk racism.

I was especially concerned because my mother, an immigrant in her 
70s born in Hong Kong, takes the T to work in Boston’s Chinatown 
every day. She has continued to do so throughout the pandemic.

After I read the LinkedIn post from my friend, I asked my mother if 
anything had happened to her. As she snapped green beans for dinner, 
she quietly said yes. Twice already, people had harassed or threatened 
her on the street near Chinatown and in a store near home. “I hope I’m 
not being too sensitive,” she said without pausing her bean snapping.

My mother’s response was typical of many older Asian American 
immigrants accustomed to hardship and indignities—too accustomed, 
from my American-born perspective. But I was alarmed and upset. 
I immediately emailed authorities in Boston in hopes of preventing 
future incidents.

Older Asian Americans often don’t discuss negative events, even 
with family members, partly because they don’t want to worry anyone. 
A year later, in spring 2021, after racism and violence against Asian 
Americans surged across the country, my brother gave my parents 

perverse “gifts” of hand-held panic alarms. When I mentioned that 
our mother had been harassed, it was the fi rst my brother had heard 
of the incidents. We quizzed my mother on whether anything else had 
happened since. She unconvincingly said no and busied herself at the 
kitchen sink to avoid our inquiries.

As if a deadly virus weren’t enough to deal with, Asians in the U.S. 
and in other countries where they are racial minorities also face the 
risk of harassment and violence. Last year, when I warned friends and 
classmates to be aware, many of them seemed surprised. It was another 
confi rmation of the harmful misconception that Asian Americans do not 
experience discrimination, social inequities, or injustice.

A SPIKE IN VIOLENCE

Unfortunately, my fears were borne out. In spring 2020, a man stabbed 
a Burmese American father who was shopping with his two young 
children at a Sam’s Club in Texas. An attacker threw acid on an Asian 
woman in Brooklyn, N.Y., in front of her home. Early on, the FBI 
predicted that anti-Asian hate incidents would increase. I attended 
an online event where offi cials from the FBI, Department of Justice, 
New York Police Department, and New York’s attorney general’s 
offi ce spotlighted the spike in anti-Asian hate.

But by early May 2020, media attention had faded. I pitched an 
op-ed to a newspaper editor, and she replied: “I think we won’t want 
to delve into this subject again very soon.”

Meanwhile, attacks on Asians continued. Anti-Asian hate crimes 
in 1� ma�or �.S. cities spiked 1��� in the fi rst �uarter of 2021 com-
pared with the previous year. The nonprofi t Stop AAPI Hate tallied 
more than 9,000 incidents of anti-Asian harassment and violence from 
March 2020 through June 2021. And it’s likely that hate incidents are 
still vastly underreported.

Michelle Lee ’12, a resident physician in New York City, was in 
midtown Manhattan last year when a man spat on her as he glared at 
her. She didn’t report the incident, although she thinks it was “100% 
racially targeted. I was the only Asian person there,” she recalls. A few 
months later, another man spat on her in New York. This year, another 
sexually harassed her on the subway in a frightening encounter. 

Lee was born in Flushing, Queens, home to a large Asian popula-
tion, and attended high school in Long Island. As a New Yorker, she 
was aware of racial slurs and tensions. But hostility during the pan-
demic has been much worse than anything she experienced before. “I 
never felt anti-Asian hate sentiment so palpably. I was never afraid to 
get on the subway at night,” says Lee.

Unfortunately, Lee’s experiences are not unique. They are part 
of a string of attacks on Asian Americans and fellow health workers. 
A nurse of Asian descent at Mount Sinai Hospital in Manhattan was 
punched in the stomach as she left work, Lee told me. The nurse 
didn’t report the attack. A friend’s grandmother was assaulted outside 
church and hospitali�ed in Flushing. �ranicha ��atty� Jumreornvong, 
a Mount Sinai medical student from Thailand, was kicked, dragged, 
and robbed as she headed to her shift in February 2021. Passersby 
stood in silence until Jumreornvong, bleeding and in�ured, asked 
someone to call 911. 
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AN UNEQUAL PANDEMIC

While all this was happening, I noticed something distressing in the 
many online panels I watched about the economic and health impacts 
of C��I����� �conomists, pu�lic health officials, academics, and �our-
nalists all emphasized the virus’s outsized impact on racial minorities. 
But in these discussions, Asian Americans were never mentioned.

They were notably absent in spite of the devastating impact on 
working-class Asians who disproportionately work in industries 
affected by the lockdown: restaurants, nail salons, dry cleaners, laun-
dries, hospitality, construction, and domestic work.

By July 2020, 83% of Asian Americans in California with a high 
school education or less had filed unemployment claims, compared 
with 37% for the general California labor force with the same level 
of education, according to a UCLA analysis. And in New York state, 
unemployment claims among �sians �umped more than �,���� 
by summer 2020, according to the Asian American Federation. 
Chinatowns and neighborhoods with large Asian communities such 
as Flushing, Queens, were hit earlier and harder by the economic 
slowdown, according to Mastercard. 

Yet many people seemed unaware that countless Asian Americans 
were suffering during the pandemic. Especially vulnerable were the 
low-income, those with limited English, the elderly, and the 1.7 million 
undocumented Asians in the U.S. 

�sian �mericans and Pacific Islanders ���PIs� were also hard hit 
by the virus itself. In an analysis of COVID-19 patients in New York 
City’s largest public hospital system in spring 2020, Chinese people 
had the highest death rates. A large national study from the Kaiser 
Family Foundation showed that Asian COVID-19 patients were the 
most likely to die among all races and had the lowest rates of testing. 
In California, Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders had the highest 
COVID-19 death rates. Yet AAPIs were left out of discussions about 
the virus’s impact on minorities.

This erasure was especially harmful because vulnerable Asian 
Americans are among those who are most threatened by hate incidents. 
�hey can�t wor� from home in their wor�ing�class �o�s� �hey ta�e 
public transportation, not Uber. And they tend not to report incidents 
due to language and cultural �arriers, as well as fear of �eopardi�ing 
their immigration status if they are not U.S. citizens.
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workers in a rally against anti-
Asian hate in Manhattan’s 
Chinatown. She and fellow 
medical school students had 
previously rallied in a White 
Coats for Blacks Lives group. 
Now it was time to stand up for 
themselves and other Asians.

“The Atlanta shootings 
hit me personally,” says Lee. 
“They were just small-business 
workers. That’s the community 
that I come from.” As a fi rst-
generation college graduate, 
she understands the language 
and cultural barriers that 
immigrants face. “It wouldn’t 
be right if I didn’t speak up for 
my community,”  she says.

The rise in anti-Asian 
racism also changed Lee’s 
perspective on the traditional 
approach of working hard 
and keeping one’s head down. 
“As terrible as it was, for 
many Asian Americans, it was 
a turning point for this new 
generation to use their voice 
and advocate for their commu-
nity,” she says. “I’m realizing 
it doesn’t stop there. Actually, 
the Asian American dream is to 
give back to the Asian American 
community and give back to our 
parents and grandparents who 
got us here in the fi rst place.”

VOICES FOR THE UNHEARD

Michelle Au ’99, an anesthesi-
ologist based in Atlanta, shifted 
the way she was helping com-
munities after the upheaval of 
the 2016 U.S. elections. In 2020, 
she became the fi rst East Asian 

elected to Georgia’s state senate.
Just a day before the Atlanta shootings, Au had given a speech to 

the state Senate in which she asked for support against anti-Asian hate. 
Brutal attacks across the U.S. had been getting more media attention. 
In Georgia, racist graffi ti had appeared and Asian Americans were 
cursed at and spit on. Yet some of Au’s Senate colleagues had no idea 
this was happening.

“I didn’t want people to think that we are immune in Georgia,” Au 
explains. “People in leadership positions weren’t talking about this. 
Why you get elected is to represent voices that aren’t always heard.”

Au wasn’t surprised by the surge in anti-Asian hate. “These are 

As a journalist for more 
than 20 years, I had never 
written about Asian Americans, 
despite personal interest. That 
was partly because I thought 
editors were less interested in 
stories about Asian Americans 
and the challenges they face.

But last year, when I real-
ized how Asian Americans 
were neglected by “experts” 
and the media during a multi-
faceted crisis of health, eco-
nomic hardship, and racism, 
I began writing articles focus-
ing on social disparities among 
AAPIs. I knew it would be 
harder to convince editors 
that these were newsworthy 
stories. The model minority 
myth that Asians are “doing 
well” particularly diminishes 
the urgent needs of neglected 
Asians. But that changed on 
March 16, 2021, when a man 
shot and killed eight people, 
including six Asian women, in 
spas near Atlanta.

A TURNING POINT

The heinous mass shooting 
humanized vulnerable, work-
ing-class Asians. Three of the 
Asian victims were women in 
their 60s and 70s. They report-
edly had been relieved to be 
working again after lockdown 
restrictions were lifted this 
spring. Another victim, Feng 
Daoyou, was an undocumented 
recent immigrant from China. 
The Atlanta shootings opened 
the fl oodgates for stories about 
violence against Asians that 
goes unnoticed, even though people were being attacked in broad day-
light during the pandemic. 

By spring 2021, as most people were celebrating getting vacci-
nated and going out to enjoy life again, Asian Americans friends were 
telling parents and older relatives not to leave home. My friend Sonya 
�hee ��� ordered alarms, a stun cane, and a tactical fl ashlight for her 
71-year-old mother. Images of Asian seniors in Los Angeles, Boston, 
and New York learning to defend themselves with their canes was 
another perverse sign of the times.

Yet the Atlanta shootings also served as a galvanizing wake-up 
call. In March 2021, Michelle Lee organized about 100 health-care 

“I didn’t want people to think that we are immune in Georgia. People in 
leadership positions weren’t talking about [anti-Asian hate]. Why you 
get elected is to represent voices that aren’t always heard.”

- Michelle Au '99

BEN ROLLINS
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things that have been happening for decades, if not centuries. It takes 
insecurity—economic, health—to bring these issues to the fore,”  
she says.

Until the Atlanta shootings, there hadn’t been that much interest 
in Asian American issues, Au observed. But a week after the tragedy, 
President Joe Biden and Vice President Kamala Harris met with 
Asian American political and community leaders in Georgia, includ-
ing Au. They listened and promised to address anti-Asian hate.

Two months later, in May 2021, the U.S. Congress passed the 
COVID-19 Hate Crimes Act, which calls for improved study and report-
ing of anti-Asian hate incidents and more community investment.

To Au, passage of the legislation had previously seemed unfathom-
able. “As an Asian, you feel like your issues and your communities are 
invisible, that people overlook our concerns,” she says. “The model 
minority myth insulates other people from seeing issues that we’re 
trying to bring up.”

Au notes that there are highly educated people, including aca-
demics, who have never heard of Vincent Chin. Chin was a Chinese 
American man from Detroit who was brutally beaten to death in 
1982 on the night of his bachelor party. His killers served no jail time 
although several witnesses, including two off-duty police officers, saw 
attackers beating Chin with a baseball bat in a parking lot. 

INCLUSION IN THE STORY OF THE U.S.

There is no silver bullet for stopping anti-Asian hate. There are many 
complicated root causes for various incidents. But better education 
about AAPIs—their challenges and struggles, contributions and 
accomplishments—is foundational for creating empathy. AAPIs are 
largely absent from curricula, even in places with large Asian popula-
tions. I attended liberal K–12 public schools near Boston, but I never 
learned about Asian American history or literature, despite a sizable 
Asian student body.

Sadly, that is the norm across the U.S. In a 2016 study of U.S. 
history standards in 10 states, Asian Americans “have almost no place 
in the story of the United States,” writes Sohyun An, a professor of 
social studies education at Kennesaw State University in Georgia. And 
half of U.S. states don’t include any mention of Asian Americans in 
school curricula.

When I was a student at Wellesley, I learned about Asian American 
issues and history through clubs and an Asian American literature 
class taught by Professor Yoon Sun Lee.

Her syllabus included The Floating World by Cynthia Kadohata. 
The powerful novel was based on Kadohata’s own family’s experience 
as struggling chicken sexers in the American South in the 1950s. So, 
earlier this year when I saw the groundbreaking film Minari, scenes of 
Korean Americans toiling as chicken sexers in rural Arkansas did not 
completely surprise me. And when Minari won an Oscar and a Golden 
Globe, it was a stunning affirmation of a wider and richer range of Asian 
American experiences than AAPIs themselves may be unaware of.

For me, Wellesley was an eye-opening place to be Asian American. 
But Professor Lee says that Asian Americans are the most overlooked 
group at Wellesley and beyond. “People don’t see us. They don’t think 
of us as part of the larger problems around race, [that] we’re not part 
of this complicated history of race in America,” she says, “when we 
very much are part of this history.”

The large Asian student presence at Wellesley and other top col-
leges is ironically an implicit reason that the challenges of Asian 
Americans in general are overlooked. I’ve realized that academic 
success for some is mistaken for overall success for Asian Americans. 
In fact, many are struggling and suffering.

Consider that in New York City and Boston, poverty rates among 
Asians are 24% and 31% respectively. Plenty of Asians don’t ascend to 
the top of the socioeconomic pyramid, but we rarely hear about them 
in mainstream media.

“The model minority myth is extremely harmful for Asian 
Americans for many reasons. A lot of Asian Americans have this idea 
themselves,” Professor Lee points out.

As I finish writing this article, I grieve for a Nepalese couple and 
their 2-year-old son, Lobsang Lama. The immigrant family drowned 
when their basement apartment in �oodside, �ueens, �ooded on 
Aug. 31 as New York City was lashed by the tail end of Hurricane Ida. 
During the pandemic, father Ang Gelu Lama lost his job at a 7-Eleven 
convenience store, so his wife, Mingma Sherpa, supported them with 
her hotel job. These Asian Americans are not the ones featured in 
museum exhibitions, maga�ine profiles, and awards ceremonies�but 
we must not overlook them.

Education and awareness can also expand notions of who Asian 
Americans are. Classes such as the Asian American Experience, first 
taught at Wellesley by T. James Kodera in 1995, was transformative 
for many Wellesley students. “You can watch the change as students 
learn about Asian American history,” says Professor Lee, who has 
taught the class with Kodera and other professors.

Stephen Chen, associate professor of psychology at Wellesley, 
began teaching Asian American Psychology in 2014. Chen was born 
in New Jersey to Taiwanese parents, but wasn’t taught about Asian 
Americans until college. He describes his class as “the course I 
wish I had.” 

Among other topics, the class explores generational differences 
and the hesitancy of some older immigrants to talk about discrimina-
tion and negative experiences. “It’s not something our parents talked 
to us about,” says Chen. “They might not have the words to identify 
what’s happening.”

I think of my mother literally turning away rather than tell her 
children that she had been harassed in Boston, her home for nearly 
50 years. But Chen explains that second and third generations 
of Asian Americans “have tools and language and the identity of 
being American that motivates us to speak out. We do identify 
as being American.”

That identity is a source of strength to use our voices. We must 
stand up and help Asian elders and other vulnerable, underserved 
people during this time of crisis. I refuse to let people like my own 
mother be abused and harassed, so I try to shed light on what so 
many Asian Americans are experiencing. While there is a vaccine 
for COVID-19, the battle against racism is not over. We must continue 
to fight.

Amy Yee ’96 is based in New York City and Chicago and writes about 
equality at Bloomberg News. Her book about Tibetan refugees in India, 
Beyond Exile, is forthcoming from University of North Carolina Press 
in 2023.
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