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Yashita Kandhari (she/her): So, the date of the interview is May 23, 2021. The interviewer is
Yashita Kandhari (she/her/hers), and the interviewee is Cathy Xu (she/her/hers). And do you
consent to video and audio recording that will eventually be available on a public website?

Cathy Xu (she/her): I do consent.

Childhood imagination (literature, media, play)

YK: Okay! So, as you know, the first question is: What role has imagination and/or fantasy
played in your life? And how has it been formative for you?

CX: How the tables have turned [laughs]. So, I think, as people have mentioned, a lot of my life
childhood was reading fantasy and reading specifically like Percy Jackson, which basically
almost everyone from our generation in the interviews mentioned. And I remember, just
speeding through that series. But yeah, it was weird, where I didn't think that I really got into
fantasy until the pandemic really, because once the pandemic started, I started consuming so
much fantasy at a rapid pace. And so, I didn't think that fantasy was a really big part of my
childhood, other than Percy Jackson. But then, only—it's kind of the thing where, you know,
sometimes things are so obvious in your life that you actually end up not realizing it. And so
only two, or I guess by now, it's only like five days ago, I realized, “Oh, Coraline is fantasy.
Tim Burton is fantasy.” I grew up watching those. I grew up watching a lot of fantasy and
animation. And Coraline, as anyone who knows me really well knows, that is one of my
favorite all-time movies. If you watch Coraline with me, I can repeat all the words that are
happening as they happen, like I know that movie by heart. So, I guess I hadn't thought about it
in that way, and I hadn't realized that yeah, fantasy has been a really big part of my life, and
I’ve always really liked music videos that are fantastical as well.

And then I was also—I think thinking about it in terms of only fantasy was kind of restricting
my realization of how big of a part imagination has been in my life. Because thinking back in
terms of imagination as a kid, like there are pictures of me playing with empty yogurt
containers. I don't know what I was doing with yogurt containers, but it seemed like I was
having a lot of fun, and I'm sure that, you know, imagination was a part of that and that I was
imagining something more fun than yogurt containers. And then, also as a kid, my mom used to
always laugh at me, because—you know how windowsills sometimes jut out from the wall, so
it's still very, very narrow piece of windowsill? But like as a kid, another thing I really liked
doing was like I would hop onto the windowsill, and I would just shuffle across the windows
across the walls and try to make my way through the entire room to the other end of the
windowsill, because I was imagining the floor was lava or something. And so, now thinking
back, I'm like all my neighbors were just watching this tiny toddler just shuffle across the
windows [laughs].

And then even later on, in elementary school, middle school, I loved playing outside. I lived in
Shanghai then, but a lot of the apartments there are in compounds, and so my compound had a
lot of like man-made nature, like streams and these rock formations that would have waterfalls
coming down into the streams and stuff like that. And then anytime that I got off the bus, I
would immediately start playing around in the streams and the waterfalls and hot lava, as I



mentioned earlier, but like hot lava playground version was my favorite thing to do, and I was
really proud of being really good at it, because I think like—I don't know, I was just really
imaginative with the way that I was climbing around on a playground, climbing around in the
streams, and the “mountains'' or whatever. So, I think that imagination was a really big part of
my play as a kid, and I think that in combination with literature and animation and all that, it's
just been something that's been really joy-making for me.

Imagination now (media, problem solving)

And I think, then, growing up, as I mentioned, since the pandemic has happened, I’ve been
consuming a lot of fantasy and a lot of animated media. And I think that stems from, again, just
deriving a lot of joy from fantasy and from animation. I think it's just, especially with pandemic
life becoming really monotonous, and just you know, time and everything has blended together.
And I just, I personally, given my circumstances, right now, have been in the same home where
I can't drive, so I can't really go anywhere that's not walking distance, and I've only seen three
people this entire pandemic, mainly the two that I live with. So, it's been a lot during the
pandemic, but I think animation and fantasy has breathed life into my life [laughs]. Where it's
just fascinating to see how people can take the same idea, like even just animating water, for
example, or animating mountains. Obviously, that's the same thing, but then people take so
many different interpretations of it and animate them in so many different ways, and that's
always so exhilarating for me. So, I think yeah, imagination, has been a big part of joy for me.

And I don't personally think of myself as the most creative person in terms of fantasy, like I
can’t—or not I can't—but I don't usually think very outrageous, fantastic, completely outside of
our reality things. And I think that's something I'm working on. I'm trying to push myself a little
bit more to think, imagine, in that way as well. But I think that also goes back to like I like
magical realism, a lot more than fantasy, like I like—I don't know, I kind of even in my own
imaginations, I'm thinking kind of still within our reality, but there being magic, and there being
different things are just a little bit more outrageous than our usual reality and what we usually
do in our reality. But I realized that even if I don't think fantastically and imagine fantastically, I
think I'm still a very imaginative and creative person, I've realized over the years, in terms of
like I constantly have ideas of art projects I want to do, or just things in general. I have a lot of
ideas, I think. And I also think that I'm actually pretty good at problem solving? And so, I think
that even with—especially during my time at Davison, like doing the Asian American
Initiative, sometimes there would be problems, and I would think of other things, other ways to
approach things. And even, I don't know, even with Hobart Park, or whatever, or even last year,
I was trying to shoot a magazine at home, and I was like “I don't have a tripod. Okay, but that's
okay. That's not going to stop me. I'm going to figure things out,” so I think I am imaginative in
terms of ideas and problem solving.

Imagination in relation to Asian Americans and BIPOC

Yeah, and then…I also, the more I've realized—I think the more that I've started thinking about
imagination in terms of society and in terms of its potential there, the more that I’ve been also
thinking about it academically. And so, my thesis [laughs] was on Asian American female
shapeshifting and realizing how shapeshifting can be a survival tool and a tool of



empowerment, a source of empowerment for Asian Americans, for honestly BIPOC in general,
that fantasy is so important. Obviously, there's so many examples like Afro-futurism, and
Indigenous magic and tricksters, and also the Latino tradition of magical realism. And so, I
think I’ve also been thinking about fantasy in terms of BIPOC and in terms of how it's
important in that way, and hence this project also came about, trying to hear more stories about
how imagination has been important in people's lives, in BIPOC’s lives, yeah.

YK: I mean you kind of answered what I wanted to ask next, because I mean clearly
imagination and fantasy have been really important to you, like so important that you write
your thesis around it and also have this entire project, but do you want to talk a little bit more
about like how you thought of this. You don't have to answer this if you feel like you've already
answered this, but do you want to talk a bit more about your process?

CX: Yeah, I mean, I think this comes from, obviously, being Asian and Asian Canadian and,
therefore, Asian American in my opinion, I can speak best to the Asian American experience.
And even then, the Asian American experience—of course, Asian America is so complex and
has so much variety in it that I can't possibly, no one can possibly represent all of that with their
singular identity. And so, I think, for me, it was thinking a lot—as I started to think a lot more
about what I imagined, basically what's included in my imagination of a future, in what I
thought was important for Asian Americans or how Asian Americans were utilizing fantasy,
utilizing imagination, I started to be more interested in just for BIPOC in general. And I think I
wanted to—like oral history has always been really fascinating to me, and something that I love
conducting, just because I love hearing other people's stories, and I think that oral history is
definitely a form of knowledge that is so crucial and needs to be sustained. And so, I wanted to
hear more of other people's stories and their imaginations, because I knew that like I’m not
going to be able to represent one single view of imagination. And also because I think, during
my time in undergraduate, like at the undergraduate level, I haven't been able to delve past
Asian American literature enough. I definitely think that I would love to learn, read more other
literature outside of Asian American literature, read more speculative fiction. And so, I think,
for now, one of the things I wanted to start doing in alignment with that is to just start hearing
more stories by other people who don't share or do share other aspects of the same identity, like
maybe we don't share the same racial identity or same ethnic identity, but we do share other
similar identities or similar views. And it's been really interesting to hear how everyone has
been approaching fantasy and imagination, how it's been honestly pretty similar and also
different, but yeah.

YK: Yeah, I guess also connecting to that, you were talking about imagining the future and
what the future would look like, so why do you think imagination and fantasy are important to
you personally, but also socially, in terms of changing society and community, and what
influences does that have?

Imagining beyond socialized categories

CX: Mhm, yeah. I think for me personally, growing up, I had a lot of inner conflict about my
identity, because I didn’t fit in the—and this is such a dangerous word, like authenticity is
obviously such a dangerous word, but like I didn't really fit into authentically Chinese or



authentically Canadian. I didn't fit into those categories, and so I think my major identity
conflict kind of thing growing up was I didn't know what to identify myself ethnically or
nationality wise. Because obviously, like going back to China, living in China, I don't know
why everyone just instantaneously, even before I opened my mouth, just assumed that I wasn't
fully Chinese, that people would asked if I was mixed, which doesn't make sense to me,
because I don't think I look mixed, and I’m not. And obviously being in Canada, Vancouver is
very populated by Asians, so it's a little bit better, especially now? Not necessarily, but you
know, better than before. But before definitely felt like an outsider, and so I think my main
conflict was trying to fit into whether I was, trying to decide whether I was Chinese or
Canadian, and then at some point in high school, I realized like “Oh, but I'm both,” like instead
of the conjunction “or,” why not just “and,” because that is what I am. And so, I started
thinking about more about hybrid identities and multicultural identities and stuff like that. I
didn't have the language for it before whatsoever, and so I think imagination played a role in
that and realizing that I could imagine beyond the categories that were socialized or were given
to me and decided as the norm. And I think that's the main approach that's kind of moved me
through thinking about identity and imagination. Because so often whether it's ethnicity, race,
gender, sexuality, or like anything, there's oftentimes socialized categories that are
essentializing as well and don't ever fit perfectly for what actually are the complexities of actual
individual beings. And so, I think imagination has been important to me, important societally in
realizing that we can challenge those norms, and we can try to imagine different ways to refer
to ourselves and different ways to present ourselves, even like create different spaces in which
people have a common understanding of not relying only on socialized norms and learned
norms.

Sociopolitical imagination and the importance of language and visuals

And I think also imagination societally—like I mentioned, I didn't have the language for these
things before, so I think a lot of it is other people's imaginations create language and create
visuals that end up being so powerful to our own imaginations. And then, we, of course—it's
like a chain effect where we affect other people's imaginations. And I think that society, a lot
of—for example, last summer all of a sudden people started talking about abolition, which of
course, like Angela Davis was talking about abolition a long, long time ago. But, all of the
sudden the term abolition, prison abolition became in the mainstream, and it created this—then,
once you started arguing for prison abolition, people started to ask “Okay, but what does that
look like? How would that even happen?” And once you say “What does that look like,” first of
all, it makes them more persuasive for other people, but also is literally creating a visual of how
this could actually be enacted within our communities and then people start understanding that
like “Yes, this is feasible. This does make sense.” And so, I think language and visuals are so
important, and oftentimes, we may have the same imaginations and the same things that we
value, but just don't have the language or visuals for it yet. Or even—and again visuals are
important in the sense that a lot of times saying things like abolition may seem too far fetched
and feel like “Oh, this sounds like a utopian kind of concept,” but then again, the visuals and
actually mapping out what that would look like becomes an act of allowing us to realize that
maybe our furthest imaginations aren't as far fetched as we think they are. And, of course, with
even more time, like they become even less far fetched. Because I'm sure that, you know,
Angela Davis thinking about this a long time ago, thought that, you know, maybe there's still a



long ways to go, but now with it becoming so much of a part of, so much part of the
mainstream, it's like we're getting even closer to actually using this idea.

So yeah, and I think that any…all of our attempts at social, political movements and fighting
for causes are moved by imagination, because someone imagined that cause, that value, that
vision at some point. And now it's like us being a part of a movement is giving that imagination
momentum, and that imagination—because it is imagination, it's inherently going to have the
power of being expansive and just take in even more people's imaginations and become even
more powerful in that way, but yeah [laughs].

YK: Yeah, is there anything else that you'd like to add about the power and potential of
imagination? Because if not, then I can move on to asking you about your ultimate self.

Imagination’s material effects (manifestation, creating virtual spaces)

CX: Yeah, let me think…I think another thing that I've been thinking about lately is imagination
in terms of manifestation, and I know that Idalina in their interview, they discuss that a lot. But
I've definitely been thinking about manifestation a lot more this this year. And I think even for
my thesis, when I was reading some stuff about Gloria Anzaldúa’s vision of shapeshifters, there
kind of was a sense of like we often want our material self to become our envisioned self, of
this vision that—more like, basically we want our material, solid self to often become what we
envision mentally, but she argues that oftentimes what we are envisioning mentally has material
effects upon us. And I think that, immediately, once I was reading that, I was like “Oh, that just
sounds like manifestation, yeah.” Because I think a lot of it is breaking that barrier, I guess
yeah, breaking that barrier in which we had doubted ourselves, in which we try to restrain
ourselves and constrain ourselves to what we think is possible. And then, once we do that, we're
not as bold to just go for whatever we think we can go for. And I think a lot of it is setting the
intention of “This is my wildest dream, and I want to achieve it.” And so, once you realize that
like “I want to achieve it, and I think I can achieve it,” then I think we're definitely more
motivated to try and achieve it than we were before. So, thinking about that, thinking about
imagination as manifestation.

And also, so Raveena has been doing these group meditation series since last summer to help
BIPOC get through it, and then she did it again after the Atlanta shooting. And so, the one she
did after the Atlanta shooting, really—that was a little bit of an out of body, just like a really
weird and disorienting experience for me, just because—I'm gonna sound like a little hippie
talking about this, but like [laughs]. It was really weird where I felt truly connected to everyone
in that Zoom meeting, which is already weird to say, that you feel connected to everyone in a
Zoom meeting of all places. Obviously, I didn't even go through the Zoom meeting and see who
was there. I don't know any of these people. They're all strangers. But I did feel very connected
to everyone in the Zoom meeting, and even Raveena was like “Wow. That was really
emotional. I've never felt so connected to everyone here. And yeah, I almost cried.” And I was
like “You know what, Raveena? Me too. I did almost cry as well” [laughs]. I think that, in
general, there's this one meditation practice where you practice these affirming words and you
practice like giving them to yourself, imagining yourself, giving them to yourself. You practice
imagining someone you love, giving it to them. Someone you feel neutral about, someone you



have conflict with—which is oftentimes the like hardest one to do—and then you imagine all of
them together in the room with you and saying these things to them, and then you imagine
yourself, that energy spreading to more and more people, more and more people being
included, until it’s like the…whole world [laughs]. But even that, I think meditation is already
obviously very related to manifestation, but you're imagining energy, which is weird, because
even in body scans, you can feel the energy passing through your body as you're imagining it,
which just goes back to this like—your imagination and what's up in your brain can be very
linked and have very material effects. And so, having that experience of just feeling really
weirdly and strongly connected to everyone also made me start thinking about virtual spaces
and how especially during this pandemic, we can't be in physical spaces with each other. But
even virtual spaces and imagining these spaces, you can still be united and in community with
people that you imagine are in a virtual space with you, which is just really weird, but that's
something I've been thinking about as well.

Naivete in imagination

Um and I think I'd add one last thing that I think that my ability to imagine as an individual
oftentimes is connected to the fact that I think I can be a little naïve, and I think that my being a
bit naive allows me to then—I don't know. I think some people who think too realistically don't
dare to imagine and actualize the things that I dare to because of my naivete. I can think of
many instances in which I was like “Yeah, why not? Why don't we do this,” like “I’m gonna
start this thing.” And people are like, “But what about this, this, this, this this.” I'm just like
“Oh. I mean, so why not” [laughs]. And then I'll do it, and it, I hope, ends up having positive
effects on people and ends up being something that people realize like “Oh yeah, we really
needed this.” So I think, and Lorena talks about this in her interview as well, but being a little
bit more daring and risk taking is definitely…I think courage is very linked to imagination,
linked to being able to imagine big, but also being able to actually follow through with your
imagination, yeah [laughs].

Imagining an “ultimate self”

YK: So, I guess, moving on to sort of the next set of your questions: If given no real-world
restrictions, what would be the “ultimate self” or elements of it that you would imagine for
yourself?

CX: Okay, so I love, love, love water. I’ve always loved water. It feels like a very nourishing
thing, makes me feel at peace, have always loved it. And then later on, you know, the more I
learned other things, I was like “Oh, I'm a water sign, cool. I guess that just adds more things,
more reason for me to feel connected to water.” I think it's also shaped—I think we definitely,
our environments growing up shape who we are, for sure, and I found that I've always lived in
cities that have water somewhere. Now, I wouldn't say that the Shanghai harbour is very like
beautiful water, but you know, it's still there. I grew up in Vancouver, where it's surrounded by
water as well. You can see the mountains anywhere you want to go, but it's a city that prides
itself in being very balanced in urban kind of cityscape and the environment and nature.



So, like I said I was super into shapeshifting in my thesis, and that also comes from me also
wanting to be a shapeshifter. And so, my ultimate self I would imagine is some type of water
shapeshifting spirit. Kind of like, think like Ponyo’s mom, where she is this very…I don't think
I would want to be as…Anyone who's watched Ponyo knows that she's super, she’s insanely
big, large scale, and she takes up so much space. And her whole thing is that she's a water
goddess and that she can nurture people and save people, and so she is super bright and has so
much light, and she just you know—There's one scene, where all of these ships are
shipwrecked, and then she glides through and brightens up all of the ocean, and then saves all
the ships and all the people on the ships, all of a sudden. I don't think I would want to be at that
scale. I would want to embody the same good nature and nurturing and kind of helping other
people nature, but I don't want to be a water goddess. I want to be a water spirit. And kind of be
able to navigate my way through all different types of waters. I don't imagine Ponyo’s mom
being able to fit through tiny streams and creeks at her, you know, giant size—at that form,
because she can become like human form. But I want to be able to do that. I want to be able to
go through all the different types of bodies of water. In fact, I think I resonate more with
streams and creeks and kind of forest-y water than I do with the ocean. But I think that yeah, so
I would be shapeshifting…yeah, I guess that's my answer for now. A water shapeshifting spirit,
yes.

Self-determined, fluid identity and shapeshifting

YK: I guess you’ve kind of answered that already in talking about water and your association
with water and this feeling nurtured by it, but I guess, can you think of other parts of your life
that have informed this imagined form, like in terms of being nurturing and helping others. And
what parts of society do you think have informed your wanting to be a water spirit?

CX: Yeah, so I think—obviously, water is fluid, and fluidity is something I’ve been thinking a
lot about, and that goes back to everything I've been saying with how imagination allows
fluidity, allows you to go beyond social categorization and norms. So I guess, I just have always
because of that conflict that for most of my life I grew up with, I've kind of just ended up in a
place where I guess I don't—Okay, this is a little funny tidbit. Back in like middle school, I
went to a summer camp, and everyone made fun of me, not made fun of, teased me. Because I
used to always introduce myself as “Hi, I’m Cathy. I was born in Vancouver, and I live in
Shanghai,” which was really, now that I'm thinking about it, obviously everyone else is just like
“I’m from California,” [laughs] or you know, something really simple. And here I was spewing
my life story, trying to condense my life story into two sentences. But now that I think of it, it
showed that it was important to me that people perceived me on my terms, that instead of trying
to ascribe whatever nationality to me—and I think it was also interesting that I was very
geography, instead of nationality-based, that instead of being like “I'm Canadian and Chinese, I
was like “I was born in Vancouver, and I live in Shanghai, because, I think, a part of me just
didn't want to choose. And I think that's kind of carried into how I approach identities and
labels now, where I think it is important to claim identities for political reasons, but for the most
part, in my personal life, I don't really have an attachment to labels. I don't know. I actually end
up really liking the more broader labels, like queer rather than anything more specific, that don't
feel as much like people are trying to pinpoint me. Or if people mislabel me now—not



necessarily mislabel—or are a little bit off, it doesn't really matter to me as much, because I'm
kind of, a part of me is also like “Haha, you don't really know me,” [laughs] kind of thing.

So, I think that fits into the shapeshifting aspect. And with that, like shapeshifting obviously is a
very fluid thing. You're never really constrained to one single form, and you get to decide what
you shapeshift into. I've been thinking about shapeshifting in terms of code-switching, but
code-switching, to me, feels more so like you're molding yourself to whatever situation you
need to for the sake of survival, which is very fair, very valid, and oftentimes very necessary.
But shapeshifting feels to me like you get to decide what you shapeshift into, and then you also
hold this mystery that other people don't necessarily have access to. And so, I think that that's
where the shapeshifting comes from. I also will add that, back when I watched the X-men for
the first time, I thought Mystique was the best character. I thought she was badass[laughs]. And
so yeah, I think that's where the shapeshifting comes from—from a kind of just really cool way
of survival and also as definitely a way of empowerment.

Water in relation to radical love; love as a choice

And then the water part…Obviously, fluidity again. But also, I've been thinking a lot more
about how water can be both very nourishing and peaceful, and also disastrous and dangerous.
Um I think that the more I think about it…the way that I would want to—I think that reflects
the way that I've started to approach love more. In that, I think that, especially as I started
reading All About Love by bell hooks, she talks about radical love and talks about how love isn't
just about good feeling, like we oftentimes tend to think that love is just this feeling that you
feel towards people, which is fine. I mean sometimes it is just that. But she talks about radical
love, in terms of that love is a choice, that you have no obligation to love anyone, but the
people who do choose to love, you have an obligation to love them well and love them truly,
and she has like a whole bunch of different things, elements that she believes that love
necessitates, which I completely agree with. And so, I think thinking about love in terms of a
choice. Because one, that means that we're not going to be able to love everyone. You know, we
are limited, because we are individuals, so I think understanding that our love is limited and
that because so much of love comes with energy and…A thing that I had started to think about
a while ago was just that realizing I need to reflect on all my different relationships and
recognize the ways that they are different in that: what level of friendship do we have, and
therefore, what expectations do I have for you, and what expectations do you might have for
me, and how might that affect the way that we interact with each other, that we love each other.
And also understand that obviously everyone is different, everyone loves being loved in
different ways and has different needs. And being able to do that and make those distinctions in
my relationships has allowed me to feel less, I guess, disappointed when things don't work out
or when some relationships aren’t the way that I would want my ideal relationship to be,
because I understand that this relationship may be at a lower level of relationship, of love, and
therefore, obviously I can't expect the things that I expect of an ideal relationship from this one.
And also, if this person loves differently in this way, and is not able to give me the things that I
might need to feel love, then that just might mean—that's not on them, or on me, or anyone.
That might just mean that we're not meant to be ideal, like we're not going to be besties
[laughs]. But we can have a, you know, more shallow relationship, and that's okay as well,
because I need those, too. I think I need a lot of varying degrees and levels of friendship. And I



think that's also—once you start viewing love as a choice, you also realize that your love, the
love that you give is special, that only the people who really deserve your energy and your time
and your love should receive it.

And so, I think that goes into the water thing in the sense that water can be so many different
levels of like nurturing and dangerous. There is so much level between that that even maybe the
calmest waters have the capability to erode things. But I don't want to think about it in the sense
that—I’m trying to say that there's very different levels. I'm not saying that at any
point—because obviously water at any point can have eroding capabilities, but I'm not saying
that, you know, I want to have those eroding capabilities constantly, because no, I do want also
“pure water,” in the sense of completely 100% nourishing and replenishing. And so, I think that
comes into the love as a choice thing in that I can choose to nurture you, and I can choose to
give you more nurturing than you've ever experienced before, because I think I am a very
nurturing person. But if I decide that you're not great for my life—not that I want to become a
dangerous tsunami, and be, you know [laughs], not in that sense—but I can decide to not have
you in my life anymore kind of thing. But yeah, I guess that's where, I guess that's another
minor connection. But the more I talk about it, the more I'm realizing maybe this isn't the best
metaphor for love as a choice kind of thing, because water is sometimes honestly really scarily
dangerous in a really bad way, and I don't want to embody that. I don't want to embody like
ill-will in that sense, but yeah.

Being loved (transparency, communication, security, appreciation)

YK: Yeah, I mean that just ties into your next set of questions which is: How do you like to be
loved by others, and what do you appreciate from others?

CX: Um for others, I think transparency and loyalty. Security…I think—and I can talk about
this later when I'm talking about how I love myself and stuff like that—but I think that I’ve
been unlearning a lot and have a lot to unlearn, but I think I definitely have a lot of insecurities
towards relationships that I really do think I've gotten a lot better healing. But I do
appreciate—Basically, I think that I had really bad abandonment issues, even like a year ago,
and I think that I really appreciate feeling secure in my relationships. Feeling like…Basically,
it's nice when people affirm that like “Oh, I'm someone that you care about.” You don't even
have to tell me like I’m your best friend, you know, if that's not true just don't say it, you know
[laughs]. You don't need to say things, like over-exaggerate, in order to make me feel better,
because chances are, I know if I'm one of your best friends or not [laughs]. So, don't
over-exaggerate. But affirming me and making me feel like I am someone who you appreciate,
because I think you can, even at a very shallow—there are so many people who I appreciate,
that I appreciate that you exist, even if I've talked to you only once or twice, even if we've never
talked, but I know of your existence, I can appreciate your existence. So, I think when people
make me feel secure in their relationships by checking in on me, by affirming that I’m someone
you appreciate.

Honestly, and this is something that's a little bit more…like a little bit more risky, there's a fine
line. But I like feeling needed. Again, I say that it's a little risky, because obviously that can go
into kind of like codependency in a bad, toxic way, which isn't what I mean. More so, just if



you do need me, if you ever need anyone, or if you ever need me, and if you feel like I'm
someone who you can reach out to in those times of needs, that makes me happy. And again,
the whole thing about transparency—I think a lot of this comes in with all my lit analysis
things, but I really over-analyze and overthink a lot. And so, a lot of the times, all you have to
really do is just be transparent with me, just say how you're feeling. Even if you don't know
how you're feeling, say whatever you are thinking. And because I do think that talking things
out with another person is a way to process things and is a way to realize how you're feeling,
because oftentimes we can't do it on our own, so like I kind of try to encourage my friends to
not not talk to me just because they don't have a well-formed out thought of what they want to
say to me yet, or even what they're feeling. Like if you need help, if you have something to say
to me or anything, just straight up talk to me and just say “I don't know. I don't even know how
I feel,” and we can work it out if that's something that you need. But basically, I prefer better
that you let me in then not.

Yeah, what else…I think that’s the main thing. I guess, I like spending time with people a lot. I
like when people send me things that remind them of me, because that's what I do for other
people as well. And I think a lot of times that's just the level of engagement I need from you, if
you're not one of my super, super close friends or you don't have the energy to be there for me
in a deeper way, then a lot of times it's just knowing that you're thinking about me. Um yeah, I
just like being appreciated and let in [laughs].

Loving others (loving in their ways, communication, long-distance, forgiveness)

YK: [Laughs]. Yeah, so how do you enjoy loving people, and how do you express your love
and care for others?

CX: Yeah, I mean I think my last answer was a little bit revealing, like how I said I like to make
sure that people know that I'm thinking about them, that I appreciate them, and that I…I just
blanked out. Yeah, I think that I oftentimes—something I realized sophomore year of college, I
think, was I was just like “Oh, the way that people love me is probably the way that they want
to be loved.” Because a lot of times when other people need loving and other people need help,
my immediate thought is to be like “Oh, what's the best way to help them,” and a lot of times
my immediate thought is to what helps me. So, which you know [laughs], isn't great, because
what helps me isn’t what's going to help other people. But I think realizing that for the most
part, especially in the beginning of a relationship, that's probably what someone else is doing,
that they're helping you how they like to be helped and how they like to be loved. And so,
reflecting on the times that other people have helped me or loved me and thinking like “Okay,
this might be what they need then.”

I think I’ve—I hope I've always been kind of good at communication, but I think I've gotten
like exponentially better over the pandemic. And so again, with the honesty and the
transparency, I think I’ve been more upfront towards people I love about what I need from
relationships. And you know this—like I’ve said this to you before, that if I'm talking to you
about what I need and confronting you about anything, it's not necessarily “confronting.”
Confronting kind of feels like it has a negative connotation to it, or some type of hostility. But
no, it's like if I'm talking to you about this, if I'm actually trying to work things out with you, it's



because I care about you. If I don't care about you, for the most part—before I feel like I always
was a—I am still a big people pleaser, and I'm trying to work through that—but before I
definitely was more so, like would try to make sure all of my relationships are good, and would
try to work out everything with everyone, like if there's any problem with our relationship or
anything that I feel like “Oh my gosh, you might not like me as much anymore,” and then I get
really anxious and then will talk to you and try to work things out. But now, I'm realizing that
like that's a lot of work [laughs]. That’s lot of work that I don't want to do, that's a lot of work I
don't want to do for people who maybe just, you know, shouldn't be in my life. So, if I'm
actually talking to you very honestly about what I need and about what you might need, asking
you what you might need, and then figuring out how we might go about this, continue about
this, this is because I care about you, and I want to keep you in my life, and I want us to be able
to become only better friends.

I think that—I’d like to think that for the people that I care about, I'm always there for you. I'd
like to think that I'm a “ride or die” kind of girl [laughs]. But I also think that—even as I’m
talking about who I keep in my life and who I don't. I think, for the most part, I am pretty
forgiving. I’m pretty—I ironically feel like I've gotten worse at long-distance relationships
since the pandemic. Because before the pandemic, I was like “I’m really good at long distance
relationships,” and people understood that about me. That even if we haven't seen each other in
a long time, I will still message you out of the blue, I will still tell you I'm thinking about you,
literally just message you saying “Hey, I thought about you the other day,” or I will send you
random things that I think that you would enjoy. Multiple friends have told me that “I didn't
expect to see you this soon, since the last time we saw each other,” but I will make it a point
that if, even if we're—Because to me, a long-distance relationship doesn't mean that
relationship has died. Whether it's like on my way back home, I'll make sure that my layover is
at your city and meet up with you for a day, stay overnight with you for a day or whatever. I
will go out of my way to make sure that I maintain those relationships and see people, because
it's fun for both of us. But again, like I said, I ironically feel like I've gotten worse at
long-distance relationships during the pandemic, just because—Not worse, but I guess just
because all of my relationships—except for two, the two people I live with, my mom and my
brother—are long distance relationships, like even my dad and my family back home, like
literally everyone else lives in a different time zone than I do, which has been really rough. So I
think, because all of those are long-distance relationships, the relationships, the people who
maybe weren't as close to me but were long-distance are kind of fading a little bit more away.
Which makes me a little sad, but you know, I'm sure that once the pandemic is over and once
I'm ready to put that energy in, I will again.

But I think that that goes to say that I definitely keep people in my life. I try to keep people in
my life when I can. And that's also to say that if I do decide that you're not…great for my life,
and that I should cut you out, I don't think I ever—I know we joke about “snip snip,” like “snip
snipping” someone away—but I don't think I ever fully “snip snip,” like maybe “a snip”
[laughs]. Because once you're not a part of my life anymore, I don't see that as “You're not good
for me. You shouldn't be in my life.” Of course, some people are super toxic and shouldn't be in
your life at all. But I think, for the most part, for most people, it’s kind of more like “You
shouldn't be in my life at this stage of my life, at this stage of your life, that we're not right for
each other, right now, and that's okay. But maybe at some point in time, after you've grown,



after I've grown, and in different circumstances, we can be really good friends again,” because
chances are, we were friends for a reason to begin with. And so, I think that's another way that I
love people. I hope that people know that even if we haven't talked in a long time, even if
there's distance between us, I’m still someone that you can eventually, ultimately count on. And
if, like—I think going from now, if there are any relationships, where I don't know…basically
yeah, I think that I am pretty forgiving and that I’m not someone that you necessarily have to
fear losing completely. And if I’ve intentionally decided that you're not good for me and that
you can't be in my life anymore, I probably will have told you that. And if I haven't, then when
you try to be friends, again, I will tell you that. But for the most part, yeah, any relationship that
I've had to me like is still a relationship that I have in a way, if that makes sense.

Yeah, and I hope that I love empathetically [laughs]. I hope that I am able to think of how other
people are doing, and I think the more so now because of how communicative I have become, I
think that I’ve been directly asking people what they need and hope that I'm able to give them
those things. Because I really do love my friends. I have a lot of love for everyone. I genuinely
feel that way, so yeah. But you know, as my friend, you can probably attest to that, about my
success rate [laughs] more than I can. This is just my own self perception [laughs].

Loving oneself (being alone, being in the moment, mindfulness, forgiveness)

YK: So, how do you love yourself?

CX: Yeah first of all, it makes me really, it makes a little sad that it seems like this was the most
difficult question for a lot of people. Because I do think it is really hard to love yourself, and I
think that, unfortunately, a lot of us have a lot that we’re dealing with and unlearning and
having to fight through. And I'm really proud of everyone for, you know, everyone who's doing
that work, trying. That's hard.

I think, again, because of the pandemic—Again, like I said, my situation, how it is. It's been
pretty lonely. I have a better idea of who my close friends are, and I'm glad that I can count on
them, and I feel secure in those relationships. But I think that the pandemic has given me the
opportunity to—Basically, I've never gone through as much shit and as much terrible mental
health as I have in the last year, and the fact that—I think I'm loving myself by allowing myself
to be proud of how much I've gone through and been able to like, you know, still be here
[laughs]…And I think, again, realizing that I have my own pace at things, and everyone has
their own pace of things. Like yes, I didn't end up applying to grad school my senior year, but
that's okay. I didn't end up looking for jobs during my senior year. And with that comes, I
understand, comes privilege, but also the privilege to be able to do that to, you know, take a
little bit of a breather after senior year. But also, I just simply did not have the capacity to do
that, and so understanding that I'm going on my own pace of things, and that I have my own
way of doing things, and therefore, being more forgiving with myself as well.

I think that because of—so, I have always been really, really scared of loneliness. I think that I
was—right before the pandemic, I think I was starting to get to a really good place in terms of
like being able to enjoy myself. Because I was abroad for a month, before the pandemic sent me
home, but during that time, I spent a lot of it alone and explored and just did things that I like



doing and had fun with myself and really enjoyed that and was getting to a good place in terms
of that. But I think, then again, like that was also—the exploring kind of thing, even when I was
growing up, whenever I was alone and doing things, I was still exploring things. There were
still other people and other things, like I would go to a café, or I would try out a new restaurant,
or go to a bookstore, and things like that. So, it was still in relation to other things that were
around. And I think during a pandemic, being stuck at home, and being stuck alone as one
person, it's like really, true loneliness, you know. There aren’t a lot of distractions other than my
computer and technological devices. Also, having all my friends literally be on my
technological device. And I think that also caused this weird thing, where I used to—I
remember that I used to be really bothered when people would have their devices out during a
meal. I would always turn off my phone before I went to sleep—which also is a habit that I
don't think I should keep, because what if people need to reach me for an emergency. But yeah,
used to have my phone turned off and everything, and I wouldn't check my phone first thing in
the morning. I was pretty good about keeping a balance, about not being addicted to technology.
And I think that over the pandemic, I've become addicted to technology, and I think because my
friends are also within this technology, it made that addiction even worse. But also, I think,
made the moments when I wasn't with my device, when I wasn’t talking to friends, extremely
lonely and would make me feel really depressed, to be honest. And so that was really rough.

And I think after graduation, I've been taking care of myself in terms of intentionally not being
on my device. Like since graduation, I've made it a rule to myself: I’m not gonna have my
devices while I'm eating. Usually, when I go on a walk, I have to have music to pump me up,
but I’ve been trying to even go on walks where I don't even bring my headphones and just
appreciate whatever is happening around me. And I think it's allowed me to become more
mindful. I think that's what was scaring me, that I was becoming less mindful, or less in tune
with my surroundings. And even, like the other day—I don't eat pineapple that much, so there's
no reason for me to really buy a whole pineapple and cut it. But the other day, I did do that, and
then I cut the pineapple and was just kind of—Even prepping food. I used to watch TV while I
prepped food, like constantly was doing things, even constantly trying to grasp on to any social
interaction I could get. So, if my friends could only watch during this time, then yes, I will
multitask and prioritize being able to spend time with them than whatever I need to be doing.
And so, instead of these things, I've been prepping food in silence, or playing music only—and
the pineapple thing, right [laughs]. Basically, even cutting up this entire pineapple and skinning
it and everything, just made me feel really nice. I felt really peaceful. Which I've never, like I
can't do the whole pre-cut food kind of thing. I understand that it's convenient, but I think food
is so important to me and so meditative to me that I could never let myself choose convenience
over that. And so, as much as sometimes I really don't want to cut garlic, I'm not going to buy
the minced garlic jars. But yes, I think, becoming more mindful and allowing myself to do that.

And also, there are a lot of things I want to do for my mental health, for my wellness that I
haven't been able to do, but also just knowing that sometimes I might feel like it, sometimes I
might not, and being more forgiving with myself, just being like “It's okay if I do this,” or “It’s
okay if I don't.” But yeah, just being more mindful, aware of my surroundings. And I really,
really love just noticing all the little, small things. It makes me happy to see little bugs, to notice
them. It makes me happy to actually observe the differences between all the different flowers.
But yeah, discovering new paths, yeah [laughs].



Learning from others’ imagination (from this project) and reaffirming imagination’s
significance

YK: I love that. So, how have you been thinking about imagination and love differently after
these interviews?

CX: Yeah, I think, for the most part, a lot of what people said were very similar to what I think
or are things I've thought about before. So, it was more so just hearing people express things
that I've been thinking about in different ways. Hearing people, for example, even—I don’t
know, I think imagination is, honestly, probably could be applied to talk about anything. But
even, for example…what's an example? Even, for example, when Idalina was talking about
how they don't want a career, they want hobbies. And I was like “Yes, that is exactly”—again,
going back to what I said about language and visuals being so powerful, that a lot of times, it
takes other people, giving us the language and visuals to recognize the things that we've been
imagining already. And so, even that, when Idalina said that, I was like “Yes, that is what I've
been thinking about lately, like maybe I don't want a career.” And it sounds scary, but it's nice to
know that someone else is also imagining this and wants for themselves. Because yeah, that's
not the norm, or that's not the norm of what success is in our society, that you're expected to
have a career.

But I think also Dr. Waheed and Jacina, both being history people, were talking a lot about
reimagining history and applying history to our current and future imaginations. I don't think
that our past, present and future are that compartmentalized from each other, just as I don't think
reality and fantasy or imagination are that separate. I think there's a lot of interaction between
all of those elements. But to hear them and the way that they were talking about history in terms
of imagination was really fascinating. Obviously, Dr. Waheed’s entire project is just really,
really cool. And you know, basically also hearing everyone's imagine worlds was also really
great for me, expanded my own imagination, as I was hoping that it would do, that everyone's
imaginations would expand other people's imaginations and whoever comes across this project.

I also think that I have a lot of anxiety about my value of imagination being, again, like naive
and being out of privilege. I don't know. I just, in general, sometimes—for example, even with
talking about theory or practice, that even talking about all of us being in this college,
sometimes I’m like “Oh my god.” I mean, obviously, we have so much academic privilege, and
how are we actually helping people? How are we actually, like what's the point of just sitting in
this classroom and discussing all these theoretical things? And I think I especially felt that with
having to write my thesis while the Atlanta shooting happened, where I was just like “Wow.
Asian women are being murdered, and I'm here writing about shapeshifting?” There's anxiety in
that definitely for me. So, I think it was affirming, reaffirming for me to hear interview after
interview of all these women and non-binary BIPOC talking about how imagination is so
crucial, about how imagination has been crucial for them, and how imagination is crucial for
society, and imagining all these different worlds that we could be living in that oftentimes are
addressing whatever issues that are happening in our world, our reality, right now, and thinking
about also all the solutions and other alternative values and ways of life that they're imagining.
That even if they're like—I truly believe that even if someone says something fantastical, a lot
of times, it actually can be then analyzed and interpreted in a way that would benefit us in our



reality. Just like with shapeshifting, like writing my thesis, I was really nervous. I was like “Oh
my gosh, maybe shapeshifting is, you know, that's not a realistic thing. How is it actually going
to help anyone?” But then, I came across this sociological text where this woman was
interviewing all these Black, homeless women, and the text was about shapeshifting and how
shapeshifting was important for them as a survival skill, as a way for them to create space while
being in this homeless shelter, create space that allows for them to be empowered and explore
their gender and sexuality in ways that aren’t normative. So, I think that was important for me,
that was something that was important for me, doing this project, to be able to reaffirm and to
think in different ways of, like add onto my vocabulary and visions of what imagery of what
imagination might look like, and why it's important.

YK: What do you hope that other people kind of take away from this project as they engage
with it?

Necessity for imagination and the possible privilege in not needing it

CX: Mhm…Anyone who is still coming into this project any kind of sense of that “fantasy is
for children” [laughs], or “imagination, or imagined worlds, isn't an actual form of knowledge,
isn't a legitimate form of knowledge,” or even oral histories, I hope you don't leave this project
feeling that way [laughs]. I hope you realize that—I’m honestly just tired of anyone trying to
make fantasy and imagination seem like some type of child's play. I think if you truly believe
that, you're really missing out on all the potential that imagination can have—And even
possibly, that you haven’t needed your imagination to survive. Maybe the world is made,
designed just for you right now, and therefore, you don't need to look for any alternative worlds,
and therefore you don't need to think alternatively. Because yeah, why would you? But
imagination is so crucial to the rest of us. And hopefully, if you are coming from that point of
view, through these stories and through what other people have offered, you can recognize that,
yeah, there may be better alternatives than what we have right now.

I hope that anyone who had the same anxiety as me, who self doubt and who second guess their
proclivity towards imagination, feels reaffirmed as well. And I hope that people start imagining
big and realize that imagination comes in very different forms. And honestly, if you want to talk
to me about your imagined worlds, your imagined selves, send me a message, and we can talk
about it. I'm open to that [laughs]. But yeah, mhm.

The project as a space for BIPOC joy

Oh, and I guess just anyone—the point of this project was to allow it to be a space for BIPOC
people to find joy, so I hope that it's done that. I hope that this was—I mean, at least for me, it's
wild that even having these conversations with people, who I may have never met before, like
in that hour or less than an hour, I truly felt so bonded to all of them. Maybe not to them,
because I wasn't offering any answers. But [laughs] it felt a bonding experience to me, because
I was like “Wow. We have so many of the same ideas. We have so many thoughts, like your
imagined world is so cool.” I think it's very revealing of what people are like when they talk
about their imagination, when they—and even whoever's interested in this project, it already,
you know, this project kind of filters out specific people [laughs]. So, I hope that this ended up



being a space and an opportunity for people to feel joy and to be able to just explore, like have a
safe space to just explore and imagine big, and especially when the world that we live in is
honestly quite depressing and dark at times.

Imagining utopia, allowing joy, and verbalizing fantasies

YK: Is there anything else that you want to add or any other messages for anyone watching
this?

CX: Mhm I would say that even imagining utopia has its values and is critical to our society.
Yeah, that obviously utopia—obviously a lot of these imaginations may sound too optimistic
and may sound like it's something out of a utopian society, but even that is crucial in my
opinion. And at the end of the day, if your imagination brings you joy, then why not? We need
so much more joy. And I hope that people, the people who participate in this project, the people
who are viewing this project, will—I think I can't remember who said this at some point, but
they said it was one thing—I think it was Jaelyn who was saying that they appreciated this
conversation, because it's one thing to imagine whatever you want and keep it in your brain,
and another thing to actually talk it out with someone. Because even the act of talking it out,
makes it a little bit more real. And so, I hope that anyone who participated in this project, and
anyone who is viewing this project, will make the effort to start talking out even their wildest
fantasies and try to see it as something that could potentially happen. And yeah, I’d just like to
thank everyone who trusted me with their stories [laughs].

YK: I love that. Thank you for answering, well, all your questions [laughs].

CX: [Laughs]. Thank you for interviewing me.


