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Abstract

Anti-Asian sentiment is surging because of COVID-19 and there have been incidents of

hate crime. This paper presents a reflection by an Asian social work researcher on the

impact of this surge on herself and other Asians in America. Reflecting on the history of

pandemic, racism against Asian Americans, and anti-Chinese sentiment among other

Asian group, the paper provides important points for us to ponder as a community of

social workers in the topics of racial justice
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I don’t want to wear a mask in grocery stores because people look at me all weird.

They might be thinking I’m already sick, walking around in the public and spreading the

virus, you know?

It is OK for White people to wear a mask, or to not wear it. . .. But as Asians, we must

be careful.
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People look at me like I AM the virus. [By wearing a mask] I am being protective [of]

my own health and everyone else’s.

These are the things I am hearing from my Asian friends and acquittances. Because
COVID-19 began in China, Asian American communities have been experiencing
an increased rate of discrimination and racial microaggressions ranging from
subtle hints to physical assaults; even children have been attacked (Loffman,
2020). Inter-minority discrimination has been an element of this surge. I am
experiencing intense emotions such as confusion, frustration, exhaustion, and
most of all, fear: fear of the unknown, fear of the uncertainty, and fear of possible
threat to myself and my family. Friends, relatives, and acquaintances reflect my
feelings back to me. Asian Americans are scared and concerned about the virus as
much as anyone, and racist attacks add a layer of stress.

People in our society are panicking because of COVID-19 and its economic
impacts. I believe that fear from unknowns can transform into other emotions such
as anger and hatred. Oftentimes, the hatred is targeted to bigger systems such as
governments, media, and other institutions. And people are blaming governments
across the world for lack of preparedness and making wrong judgements.
However, the accumulated and shared hatred sometimes finds easy targets
around us, resulting in racist attacks and intimidation. This essay reflects on
fear, stigma, and discrimination during the COVID-19 pandemic from my per-
spective as a Korean Canadian social work researcher who studies racial micro-
aggressions in the southern part of the United States.

COVID-19 in historical context

Deadly viruses that originated in animals have created pandemics in humans since
the beginning of Neolithic Revolution, approximately 12,000 years ago (Diamond,
1999). Civilizations with dense populations had been particularly vulnerable
(Roos, 2020). When a population encounters a “novel” virus, the result can be
devasting, such as in the 15th century when smallpox killed more than 90% of the
indigenous population of the Americas (Roos, 2020). The flu pandemic that began
in 1918 killed almost 50 million people worldwide (Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention, CDC, 2018). The exact cause and birthplace of a virus has often
been difficult to trace at the time. At first it feels like we have been ambushed out of
nowhere; then people may look for someone to blame. The 1918 virus was called
“Spanish” flu at the time, but the first known case was in Kansas (CDC, 2018).
The first outbreak of H1N1 flu in 2009 was detected in Mexico, but there is no
evidence it originated there (Mena et al., 2016). COVID-19 was first detected in
China, and but we do not know precisely the cause or where it actually made the
transition from animal to human.

There are a lot of speculations about the cause and birthplace of the virus and a
lot of looking for someone to blame. The actions (or inactions) that the Chinese
government and other governments have taken after the outbreak that worsened it
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have caused legitimate outrage. However, there is no excuse for directing the
resulting anger and hatred to individuals with no real connection to these govern-
ments. Yet in doing so those who have committed hate crimes repeat a history in
which individuals or groups were punished for or negatively impacted by the
relationships between nations or bigger systems. During the World War II,
Japanese Americans were discriminated against and forced to relocate to intern-
ment camps regardless of their citizenship status (University of California, 2005).
The notion that Asian Americans are not part of U.S. society and seen as perpetual
foreigners is evident in this and many other incidents in our history. As diplomatic
relations between the United States and China worsens in the coming months, the
racism ignited by the pandemic seems likely to worsen as well (Liu, 2020).

Reflections on mask-wearing: Fear, stigma and discrimination

I came to Canada from Korea when I was 14 years old and lived there ten years
before coming to the United States as an international student/scholar eleven years
ago. I am well-aware of the stereotypes and stigma attached to Asians in North
America: as “model minorities,” perpetual foreigners, and outsiders (Sue et al.,
2007a). I have devoted my research career to understanding and addressing such
stereotypes. Yet I was shocked that wearing a mask might be risky. It was my
husband who refused to wear a mask at the supermarket, telling me, “I don’t want
to be seen as the Asian who carries virus.” But talking to friends I soon realized
that he was not the only one who believed that wearing a mask would put him in
more danger than the lowered risk of catching or spreading the virus was worth.

I heard anecdotes about microaggressions from my Asian friends and learned of
serious hate crimes across the states which targeted Asian Americans (Margolin,
2020). Microaggressions are “brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioural,
and environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that commu-
nicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial slights and insults to the target person
or group” (Sue et al., 2007b), and, while not as terrifying as hate crimes, they
nonetheless cause fear and sadness. The FBI issued a warning in late March,
2020 that some Americans associate the virus with China and that hate crimes
against Asians generally might well continue to escalate (Margolin, 2020).
An Asian woman was attacked in New York City because she was not wearing
a mask, while others were attacked because they were wearing a mask. I became
afraid of taking even a leisurely walk around our neighbourhood, fearing a hate
crime. When I did take a walk with my family, I was hyper-conscious of keeping
our distance, seeking to stay well over six feet away if possible, fearing that others
would assume we might be infectious because we were Asian. We joked about the
stigma, “Being Asians is actually convenient. People just walk away from us.
We can keep our social distance easily.”

The experts’ view on the pros and cons of wearing masks has varied as the
current pandemic has developed, and in this environment, we feared, as did our
friends, that wearing a mask could make us targets. One school of thought argued
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that wearing a mask does not protect one from infection, and any mask a healthy
person, not working in health care, was wearing represented one fewer mask for
health care workers and the already sick people (Leung, 2020). The other school of
thought was that it is a “common sense” to wear a mask to protect oneself and
others, as a nominally healthy person may be asymptomatic or a pre-symptomatic
carrier. It is, however, impossible to run a randomized clinical trial to shed light on
this question. It is simply unethical and impractical because of time constraints in
the current crisis. In the absence of better information, some people say that it’s
better to wear a mask. On April 3 the CDC finally began to recommend wearing
masks in public (CDC, 2020). I was enormously relieved, as I felt we could wear a
mask without fear of stigma.

Once liberated from the dilemma, I realized I had been thinking ill of other Asians
who wore masks before the CDC guidelines changed. I had thought, “Wow, look at
all the Asians wearing masks. Other people will see them as Chinese carrying the
virus.” I was being conscious of how other Asians were being perceived by non-
Asians out of fear that we might experience discrimination because they stoked non-
Asians’ anger against us. When I saw White, Black or Latinx people in masks and
medical grade gloves, I perceived them as cautious and smart. When I saw White
people without them, I found myself giving them credit for not being overly panicky
and keep being calm. In reflecting on these feelings, I could see that I have accumu-
lated the unconsciously shared beliefs that White people are “good” “fair-minded”
and “descent” (Sue et al., 2007a, 2007b).

I never tried to protect myself from discrimination by asserting that I am not
Chinese, but I understood the impulse. Hate crimes against Asian made non-
Chinese eager to assert their differences. Friends joked about wanting a tee-shirt
saying, “I am from Korea, NOT from China” or “Made in Vietnam, NOT
CHINA” and in fact multiple online sites sell such products (Amazon, n.d.). My
Asian friends from various ethnic groups—Korean, Taiwanese, and Japanese—
expressed hatred towards China. When I told a Korean friend that we should not
blame the Chinese people for actions their government might have taken, she said,
“Government or people, they are the same!” I found this quite alarming. I wanted
to ask, “So, is it okay if Korean government did something wrong and we expe-
rience discrimination?” But I understand that there are cultural explanations for
this logic. First, since collectivism, in which an individual is often seen as a part of
the bigger group that they belong to, is part of most Asian cultures (Robson,
2017), distinguishing the individuals from wrongdoings of their government is a
novel concept. In my non-Chinese friends’ minds, all they want to express is their
“non-Chinese” ethnicity. Second, unfortunately, it is common for minority groups
to discriminate against each other when they are being marginalized and resources
are scarce (Burson and Godfrey, 2018). My friends’ impulses echo with history.
Many Asian American groups suffered discrimination after Pearl Harbor in 1941
(Chan, 2019). Those who were not Japanese sought protection in that fact, and
some supported anti-Japanese efforts, either explicitly or implicitly. A history of
Japanese imperialism in Asia made it easy for people to draw on their own existing
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resentment. But it is also true that some showed support towards Japanese
Americans and there were solidarity efforts through public speeches and writings
(Chan, 2019). Today, scholars and activists are encouraging Asian Americans to
turn to solidarity among Asian ethnic groups and other minority groups in recog-
nition that we are stronger together (Chou, 2020).

Indeed, the mask question is a hard one for other people of color. I was sur-
prised to learn that Black men are afraid to wear a mask in public. Surely no one,
I reasoned, thought they had a particular propensity for the virus? But I learned
that they were concerned that a mask might be associated with criminality, in
line with persistent stereotyping of Black men as violent and lawless (Sue et al.,
2007a, 2007b).

Learning about how different marginalized groups are experiencing discrimina-
tion, on top of the fearing for virus, was extremely fatiguing. The virus itself is
scary enough. If people cannot wear a mask without added fear, we are living in a
dystopia.

Last reflections as the pandemic continues

Virtually no one alive today remembers a pandemic as serious as the one we now
face. The future of the virus and its impact on mankind is still unknown. It feels
surreal and bizarre. I dream of my family using our unused admissions tickets to
Disney World or going to a Maroon 5’s concert. When I wake up, I feel sad again.
Nobody knows how we will go back to being “normal” again.

This is a surreal time of many tragic events. Already vulnerable families are
experiencing financial crises as they lose their jobs, their childcare, and their health
care without preparation or support. Thousands of people are quarantining with
abusers and death tolls are mounting. In times of uncertainty and fear hatred can
grow. Then the consequences can be devastating. As a social work researcher who
studies racial discrimination, observing the intensified anti-Asian discrimination,
from non-Asians and Asians during pandemic fuels my research interests. But as a
member of the society and humanity, it is deeply troubling and disheartening.

Prominent historian Yuval Harari called on the countries of the world to work
together to solve the biggest challenge in human history in the Financial Times’
article (2020). In today’s world, every society is interconnected closely. The pan-
demic has exposed this. We are scared and angry. I desperately want the answers,
too. When will a vaccine and cure be available? What caused the emergence of this
deadly virus? Just like many people, I want someone to take responsibility for the
pain that the world is going through. But we cannot allow the fear of unknown to
target the innocent and equally scared. Although it is difficult, we should support
and show compassion to each other in this time.

Declaration of conflicting interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, author-
ship, and/or publication of this article.

Choi 237



Funding

The author(s) received no financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publication

of this article.

ORCID iD

Shinwoo Choi https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9536-4792

References

Amazon (n.d.). I’m not Chinese T-Shirt. Available at: www.amazon.com/TwoMilzGifts-Im-

Not-Chinese-T-Shirt/dp/B07NRHNWLN (accessed 2 November 2020).
Burson E and Godfrey EB (2018) The state of the union: Contemporary interminoirty

attitudes in the United States. Basic and Applied Social Psychology 40(6): 396–413.
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) (2018) History of 1918 flue pandemic.

Available at: www.cdc.gov/flu/pandemic-resources/1918-commemoration/1918-pande

mic-history.htm (accessed 2 November 2020).
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) (2020) Recommendation regarding the

use of cloth face coverings, especially in areas of significant community-based transmis-

sion. Available at: www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/cloth-face-

cover.html (accessed 2 November 2020).
Chan J (2019) Chinese American responses to Japanese American internment and incarcer-

ation. Hastings Race & Poverty Law Journal 16: 207–232.
Chou C (2020) Anti-Asian Racism during the COVID-19 Pandemic (Webinar). USA: MGH

Institute of Health Professions.
Diamond J (1999) Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies. NE York: W.W.

Norton & Company.
Harari YN (2020) The world after coronavirus. Financial Times, 20 March. Available at:

www.ft.com/content/19d90308-6858-11ea-a3c9-1fe6fedcca75 (accessed 2 November 2020).
Leung H (2020) Why wearing a face mask in encouraged in Asian but shunned in the U.S.

Time, 12 March. Available at: https://time.com/5799964/coronavirus-face-mask-asia-us/

(accessed 2 November 2020).
Liu M (2020) Anti-Asian Racism during the COVID-19 Pandemic (Webinar). USA: MGH

Institute of Health Professions.
Loffman M (2020) Asian Americans describe ‘get punch’ of racist attacks during corona-

virus pandemic. PBS News Hour, 7 April. Available at: https://www.pbs.org/newshour/

nation/asian-americans-describe-gut-punch-of-racist-attacks-during-coronavirus-

pandemic
Margolin J (2020) FBI warns of potential surge in hate crimes against Asian Americans

amid Coronavirus. abc News, 27 March. Available at: https://abcnews.go.com/US/fbi-

warns-potential-surge-hate-crimes-asian-americans/story?id=69831920
Mena I, Nelson MI, Quezada-Monroy F, et al. (2016) Origins of the 2009 H1N1 influenza

pandemic in swine in Mexico. eLife 5: e16777.
Robson D (2017) How East and West Think in Profoundly Different Ways. London: British

Broadcasting Company.
Roos D (2020) How five of history’s worst pandemic finally ended. History. Available at:

www.history.com/news/pandemics-end-plague-cholera-black-death-smallpox (accessed 2

November 2020).

238 Qualitative Social Work 20(1–2)

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9536-4792
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9536-4792
http://www.amazon.com/TwoMilzGifts-Im-Not-Chinese-T-Shirt/dp/B07NRHNWLN
http://www.amazon.com/TwoMilzGifts-Im-Not-Chinese-T-Shirt/dp/B07NRHNWLN
http://www.cdc.gov/flu/pandemic-resources/1918-commemoration/1918-pandemic-history.htm
http://www.cdc.gov/flu/pandemic-resources/1918-commemoration/1918-pandemic-history.htm
http://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/cloth-face-cover.html
http://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/cloth-face-cover.html
http://www.ft.com/content/19d90308-6858-11ea-a3c9-1fe6fedcca75
http://ttps://time.com/5799964/coronavirus-face-mask-asia-us/
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/asian-americans-describe-gut-punch-of-racist-attacks-during-coronavirus-pandemic
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/asian-americans-describe-gut-punch-of-racist-attacks-during-coronavirus-pandemic
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/asian-americans-describe-gut-punch-of-racist-attacks-during-coronavirus-pandemic
https://abcnews.go.com/US/fbi-warns-potential-surge-hate-crimes-asian-americans/story?id=69831920
https://abcnews.go.com/US/fbi-warns-potential-surge-hate-crimes-asian-americans/story?id=69831920
http://www.history.com/news/pandemics-end-plague-cholera-black-death-smallpox


Sue DW, Bucceri J, Lin AI, et al. (2007) Racial microaggressions and the Asian American
experience. Cultural Diversity & Ethnic Minority Psychology 13(1): 72–81.

Sue DW, Capodilupo CM, Torino GC, et al. (2007) Racial microaggressions in everyday
life: Implications for clinical practice. American Psychologist 62(4): 271–286.

University of California (2005) Essay: Relocation and incarceration of Japanese American
during World War II. Available at: https://calisphere.org/exhibitions/essay/8/relocation/
(accessed 2 November 2020).

Choi 239

https://calisphere.org/exhibitions/essay/8/relocation/

