My name is Vikki Cheng and I’m a proud member of the 1.5 generation. I came from Hong Kong to New Zealand when I was 14.

Two weeks into my life in New Zealand, I got a note in my letterbox, saying,  “Asians get out” in the ‘friendly’ suburb of Epsom. You may think, “This is just an anonymous, cowardly prank, and who gives a toss about this stupid note?” But I remember crying in the bathroom for an hour with the note in my hands, thinking, “What have I done wrong?” I have barely talked to anyone in New Zealand. From then on, I realized, people make perceptions of you before they even know you.

Desperate to be accepted, I started hanging out with Kiwis and Kiwi Asians, did as much extra-curriculum activities as I can. I came through high school fine, became a prefect in 7th form and fitted right in. But during 7th form camp, I realized I don’t even know the names of half of the Asians in my form. Same year I went back to Hong Kong for summer. I got a part-time job but I left after two days of work because they thought I was too ‘banana’. Even my cousins started speaking to me in English, instead of Cantonese. I thought, “Oh my gosh, what’s going on?” While I was trying NOT to become the ‘typical’ Asian stereotype, I imposed another stereotype on myself for trying to act less ‘Asian’.

Which is why I started becoming interested in my identity, as a Chinese female in New Zealand and that became the context for a lot of my artwork through art school. Year 2 in Uni, I did a self-portrait series which consists 3 images of me on the same photo with a triple-exposed negative. I also created fake passport identities along with these photos. In this series, I wanted to investigate femininity in Asian females and with different postures and gestures, how we are expected to act through the change of time. 

I did self-portraits again in a year 3 drawing brief. One set of photos with me wearing a blonde wig, with heavy shadowing and shading of makeup to make the features of my face more ‘white’. The other set of photos with me pulling my eyes right back to make myself to look more ‘Asian’. 

Then came the Rice Girls. 

Helen and I are best friends since high school. Throughout high school, people decided Helen and I are twins because we look exactly the same, even though we don’t. We thought, why do we call Caucasians ‘white’ people and why do they get the luxury to be the ‘norm’, when every day we deal with questions like “I know you’re Asian but where are you from?” Or the slow-mo of “Do you speak English?” We are just ‘yellow’ people and they don’t seem to care what or who we really are so we might as well make ourselves exactly the same as one another. So Helen started sewing tight yellow costumes and we tied our hair into the infamous ‘chun-li’ styled buns. And there, the Rice Girls were born. A pan-Asian identity. The Rice Girls became Helen and I’s alter ego. 

So our final work in year 4 was a Rice Girls installation. We were interested with kawaii culture in Asian cultures, the ‘artificial obsession’ with material and cute things that aren’t necessities, like, when you see a car with soft toys you think, it’s got to be an Asian driver. We started making Rice Girls soft toys, hired out a crane machine, like the ones you see in arcades and stuck our Rice Girls dolls in it. Ironically, because we ran out of time towards the end of the year, we got our families involved in sewing these dolls and that coincidentally parodies sweatshop-labour and mass-production that are also Chinese stereotypes. 

After that we started making trading cards, sort of like Dragonball-Z and Yu-gi-oh cards, with us ‘cosplaying’ a bunch of Asian stereotypes. These are: the Rice Girls, the Japanese school girls, ganguro girls, hiphop Asians, the Qing Dynasty Princesses, and Chinese opera singers. 

We wrote our song B.A.D.A.S.S. and made a karaoke music video, which you’ll get to see in a minute.

‘B.A.D.A.S.S.’ stands for ‘Be A Dope Asian Super-sassy Stereotype’. B.A.D.A.S.S. is the Rice Girls’ attitude. Now that I look back, I wish I kept the note from 10 years ago because if I did, I think I’ll change it to ‘Asian get out there’. 

So what if we have Kiwi boyfriends?

So what if we drink pearl-tea?

So what if we sing karaoke?

So what if we hang out at Margaritas?

If that’s who you are, live it up. Stereotype or not. 

