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Profile—Anida Ali
Most of us are familiar with teen angst and identity crises. It’s a phase and then we move on. But for Anida Ali, angst has become her identity and she’s made it her business to bring it to the stage.

Ali is one-fourth of Chicago’s panAsian American spoken word group, “I Was Born With Two Tongues,” which mixes poetry, music and dramatics to spout rhetoric about the Asian American social and political issues.

Two Tongues hits a nerve with what Ali calls a “starving community ... hungry for people to speak up about stuff. We give a voice to all these hidden emotions. We give a sense of presence to our history.”

Since their first performance at Wicker Park’s Mad Bar in 1998, Two Tongues has performed by invitation at colleges nationwide, including University of Chicago, Northwestern University, Stanford and the University of Texas at Austin. The group also made A Magazine’s list of the top 20 influential Asian Americans.

But for Ali, a Cambodian refugee who came with her family to the United States in 1979, it is not about awards and recognition. The group is an outlet for anger built up since childhood. Her poetry is filled with revolutionary lingo struggling to reconcile a fractured identity as a result of living between two cultures.

And, claiming a name has been half the battle. At the age of 5, Ali lost her given name when an inattentive clerk wrote “Wida,” instead of “Nida” on her alien resident papers, officially condemning Ali to 13 years of embarrassing exchanges about pronunciation.

“It was so painful to hear. People would say, ‘W-W-Wyda?’ I felt more and more foreign every time I heard it,” Ali says.

When she became naturalized at age 18, Ali changed her name, choosing “Anida,” an Arabic word meaning “the call to Islam.”

As refugees, the Yoeu family, including Ali, her parents and younger brother, moved around Chicago’s suburbs, eventually settling in Glendale Heights, where Ali began fourth grade. Ali’s father, Ly Yoeu, who had been a math teacher in Cambodia, became a factory worker at Spraying Systems in Carol Stream. So did her mom, Riya Yoeu.

“Being an Asian American refugee wasn’t cool. People made fun of Asian culture with kung fu stereotypes and chinky sounds,” she says.

Ali finished junior high in Glendale Heights but was sent to Glenbard West High School’s accelerated program. The disparity between the two school systems became immediately apparent.

“Their garages were the size of our houses,” Ali says. “We didn’t even have a foreign language in our junior high. Everyone [at Glenbard] was applying to Ivy Leagues. I couldn’t even afford application fees.”

Her mom remembers a straight “A” student who liked to study and read books. But Ali remembers her teenage years differently.

“In high school, I wasn’t very proud of who I was because I was trying to be someone I wasn’t. There was a lot of pressure to be white.

“A lot of Southeast Asians were in ESL classes. They looked like refugees … like they had just gotten off the boat. I didn’t have a lot of friends, and I didn’t want to be friends with them, so I hid under my books,” Ali says.

Armed with a new name at 18, Ali left for the University of Illinois at Urbana- Champaign seeking a new identity as well.

“College was a big change. It was two hours from home, isolated in the cornfields. I had a new name, nobody knew me. I started meeting people, exploring, contextualizing [my identity]. Going to conferences, lectures, political science classes, being more aware of racism, sexism gave me the right words and language to talk about [my anger],” Ali says.

By the end of her freshman year, she had cofounded a campus literary journal, Monsoon, which engaged in a successful campaign to help bring Asian American Studies and a cultural center to the University.

In a climate of intellectual and political discourse, Ali went from the self-described “quiet, innocent, little Asian girl” to outspoken, radical Asian American woman.

“Now she’s more in a screaming form,” says Anna Kong, Ali’s business partner,  recalling the first time Ali’s mom heard a Two Tongue CD. “Her mom was expecting a song, and here’s Anida and her group shouting and screaming and bitching.”

Ali’s mom remembers asking, “How come your poetry, it’s so hating? How come you don’t like white people? [Anida] said, ‘Mom, it’s poetry. It’s all about love.’ Maybe I don’t understand it.”

Her mom seems disappointed that Ali quit her job at a graphic design firm in 1998 to tour with Two Tongues.

“To my culture, we think of [plays and art] as wasting time. I wish she would find something else instead of poetry,” Yoeu says.

Yet, Yoeu found herself as intrigued as the rest of the audience when she went to see one of Ali’s Two Tongue performances earlier this year.

“Oh my god, it’s a wonderful play. My god! I’m so surprised that she can come up with those things,” Yoeu says.

As a Muslim, Ali finds her entrance into performance art especially appropriate, given the oral tradition of the Koran. Ali herself reads the Koran in Arabic.

In fact, Ali’s artistic flare has earned her a special place in the family, according to her cousin, Julie Vanphou, 26.

“I call her my artsy-fartsy cousin. There’s always that one person in the family who sticks out. Anida is that person in our family. I wish I could do what she does,” Vanphou says of Ali’s creativity and activism.

At 27, Ali has already outgrown the wiles of corporate culture but still fits into her college-days combat boots when it comes to activism. The difference is, Ali says, her anger is more defined and focused.

“[Before] I wasn’t at a place to understand my complexity as a person. I wasn’t at a point to formulate what success meant to me,” she says.

Currently, Ali is in the process of dissolving her Web design business, Atomic Kitchen, to devote more time to her art and activism through Two Tongues and two other groups—the Asian American Artists Collective and Mango Tribe Productions, both of which she is cofounder. Ali hopes to see AAAC become a full-fledged nonprofit organization using art to raise awareness about violence and racism.

At a recent AAAC strategy meeting, Ali sat cross-legged on the floor of her spacious but sparsely furnished office. Despite her small stature and understated position on the floor, she ran the meeting with authority, commanding the respect of attending members.

“She’s very to the point and has a vision,” Kong says. “If you have an idea and you talk to her about it … she’ll work with you to make it happen. Anida is all about collaboration.”

This year, Ali collaborated with the other women of Mango Tribe to create Sisters in the Smoke, a play debuting in September. Two Tongues has also been commissioned by the University of Massachusetts’s New World Theater in Amherst to write a new show.

As an activist, Ali hopes to inspire people to “unravel [their] history” and tell their own stories, as she is telling hers.

Kong says Ali will never outgrow her anger, just find “whatever different medium she can tap into. She’s used graphic art, poetry, theater. I can see her going to film.

“It gives her purpose. If she didn’t have this kind of outlet, you wouldn’t have the same Anida. She would be sort of dead.”
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Ali, at her Atomic Kitchen office, mobilizes a team of Asian American artists to attack cultural invisibility.

