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No matter how they toss the dice, it has to be

The only one for me is you, and you for me

So happy together
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Let's, let's stay together

Loving you whether, whether

Times are good or bad, happy or sad
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Vivek Mahbubani:
His Take
on Harsh Realities

By Sophia Sandhu (CIE student)




After a long career in showbiz, Vivek Mahbubani is turning towards

a calmer lifestyle. We discuss his journey till now, ups and downs,

discrimination and much more.

.

On a misty November afternoon, while me and
Vivek sit on the top floor at Tai Kwun in the popular
commercial district Central in Hong Kong, I play an
old video of a comedy performance of Vivek back
in 2007. Mixture of audience cheers and Vivek’s
fluent Cantonese comes out of the phone speaker as
I watch Vivek reminisce about the moment. “Yeah,
that was really long ago, I feel even as comedians,
our act is based on jokes, but we change on a
personal level rapidly as well. I am not who I was 13
years ago. However, some things don’t change.”

38 year old Vivek Ashok Mahbubani is an
Indian comedian born and raised in Hong Kong.
He went to the renowned Diocesan Boys School
and studied creative media at the City University
of Hong Kong. Like many other non-Chinese in
Hong Kong, he has faced a lot of cultural challenges
in Hong Kong. Being different as he is, bilingual
and all that, he still had to work double as hard to
get gigs and impress show producers. How does
he stand out? The irony is in the question. “Ever
since [ was in secondary school, I was bullied, being
called a variety of names such as alien, because I
looked different, this is what I don’t get, just because

%

somebody looks different compared to a local, it
is always seen negatively! Police have stopped to
search me in the middle of the street just because

I look different, it is times like these where you
realise this isn’t just a bad day, it is actually hardcore
racism.” In many of Vivek’s shows, he uses his past
experiences as dialogues, they are the heart of his
performances. It can be said that discrimination is
his punchline.

A majority of his performances are based
on discrimination. Amongst the array of his
performances, he performs a skit about a policeman
stopping him to check his identity card, of course
because he looked “suspicious”. “I think I definitely
took that differently, to be able to ignore the bad
things people say to bring you down takes a lot
of courage.” I asked him whether using his past
experiences as jokes ever bothers him, even just a
little. “Realness sells, a lot of comedians make jokes
based on their personal journeys and experiences.
For example: somebody makes fun of their weight
or their dating life. To be able to convert the
negativity into positivity and make people laugh. It
is an achievement.”
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Vivek Mahbubani’s comic persona and
humorous armour may have attracted even the
strictest of non-laughers, but his struggle with cancer
is not known to many. In a news article published
by SCMP, titled “How Sun Tzu’s The Art of War
changed Hong Kong comedian Vivek Mahbubani’s
life”, it talks about a unique take on the artist’s view
This book might as well be labelled as
a rite of passage of all successful people. Written

on life.

by Chinese general, writer and philosopher Sun
Tzu (circa 5th century BC), this book was initially
studied for military strength and training, today, it is
used in Asia for personal development. It is applied
everywhere, including business, sports and even
curriculum in schools. The way he described his
attitude towards this battle, the lack of negativity
surprised me. While it would be a life or death factor
for some, it was simply an obstacle like any other
for Vivek. “I was like, ok... I have lymphoma, yes I
was vomiting, I couldn’t stand, but at the end of the
day, I was like ok... what’s next ?”

Being a non-Chinese myself, the question of
representation, especially today, is more important
than ever. Non-Chinese people seldom choose the
creative pathway in life, especially when engineering
or medicine are saturated fields in India. In Hong
Kong, there are only a few ethnic minorities in the
locally dominated entertainment industry. How
did Vivek come to be? “Firstly, my mom is very
supportive, I was actually lucky to have a mom who
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took time to understand me and my aspirations.”
I am tempted for further elaboration. “It is normal
for parents to expect their kids to succeed. We are
used to being compared to our cousins or better off
counterparts. Had I not been fortunate enough to
have a supportive mother, things could have been
different.” Vivek’s parents separated when he was
young, another thing which is quite uncommon for
ethnic households. It is safe to say that while Vivek’s
mother understood her need to put happiness first,
she understood her son as well. Vivek told her
mom that he just wasn’t “messing around”. “Mom,
trust me, I’'m a smart man.” He told her. “We were
so blessed just to be a point in life...where we
just wanted to be happy.” It always sounds cliché
until it is actually done. Togetherness reflected the
relationship between him and his mom. His mom
stood by him with every step of the way and helped
him overcome his difficulties. After all, there is no
bond greater than mother and son. Together is also
how they overcame the illness.

On Vivek’s website, there is a carefully designed
storyboard about participating and hosting events,
he has even met supermodel Naomi Campbell and
a lot of other big stars, no matter from the local
government or international ones. “For me mainly, it
is always a win-win situation, you’re telling me I can
perform my jokes, meet all these amazing people
and get paid for it?” This statement is the literal
enactment of not how money can buy you happiness,



but rather how happiness can get you money.

Vivek has many other achievements as well.
He is literally the funniest person in Hong Kong,
he has won the Hong Kong International Comedy
Competition in 2007, followed by his victory in the
English category in 2008 as well. He has been a brand
ambassador for top brands such as Samsung and
Microsoft. As nerdy as it sounds, Vivek is also a part
time web designer, and he can play the drums as well.

We hear the rain splash against overboard. It is
if nature is telling us to pack up, wear our masks
right and head home. During the pandemic, Vivek
reaches to his fans via social media sites, he uses
green screens and live functions to do shows. He
hosts virtual events as well. “I try to give my
100% anyways, I try to use different techniques to
compensate for the lost elements, I can’t hear the
audience giggle after a quirky punchline, I can’t
feel the energy, and that’s what matters the most.
It is important to feel the energy given off by your
audience so you can sync your jokes in line.” It is
clear that keeping in touch with fans is important
to Vivek. During performances, it is important that
he matches his energy with his fans. In making sure
both sides are on the same wavelength, he can have
fun with his fans together. Togetherness is very
important in his very act.

These days, Vivek is calm and reserved, now

more than ever. But is this new lifestyle entirely due
to the pandemic? Actually, Vivek is going through
a series of health issues as well, a stomach infection
to be exact. “There is a newfound respect I have
towards my body now, I am more in charge and
feel no need to collect every gig, do every show and
impress every man.” Is this the result of all those
years of literal “hard work”? “You could say so,
while I was working hard to prove myself, I ignored
my health, I was determined and driven, I ignored
the signs my health gave me in an earlier stage, 'm
just reaping what I sowed.”

As Vivek prepares to say goodbye and attend
to his next appointment, we end this lovely
conversation. We take a moment to look at the “The
Laundry Steps”, the gorgeous aesthetic semi-outdoor
venue in the cultural museum which is great for
catching musical performances or movie screenings.
Only 2 years ago, there was a mass of people having
a good time while Vivek’s big smile shared his talent
with everyone present: pure comedy.

Now in this pandemic, perhaps it is ironic that
the word “together” should not be encouraged. Due
to social distancing, he cannot perform face-to-face,
but there is still the element of togetherness with his
fans. He may not be with them together but virtually
he tries his best to do so. From battling cancer to
facing uncertainty in his career, “togetherness” has
been nothing but a good luck charm for him. &
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Restaurants under
Covid-19:
Is online delivery
platform a lifeboat
or a sinking ship?
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At the first wave of coronavirus infection, it was
chaotic for many restaurants to suddenly adapt to the
changes from restriction law. Tables cannot exceed
more than 2 people and many extra protective
precautions such as providing hand sanitizers
and checking customers' body temperature. Fu
had to undergo many changes in his restaurant’s
management. “The government constantly makes
frequent and unpredictable changes to the restriction
policy, it’s rather hard for us to follow, so we had
to keep our eyes on the new policy every day, to
prevent falling into legal pitfalls.” Besides, Fu
also claimed that the constant changing restriction
policies had led to difficulties in managing the shifts
for staff and purchasing the right amount of fresh
ingredients each month. Like many small restaurants
in Hong Kong, Fu orders the ingredients patch
by patch each month to ensure their food quality.
Still, the government’s policy's uncertainty made it
hard for him to predict the customers' demand, and
therefore the restaurant's arrangement.

Other than the restriction policies, the
government also provided relief funding for
businesses affected by the epidemic. In Fu’s
perspective, surely the relief funding did help him
take off some financial pressure, but in the long
term, it really isn’t very constructive, as it is clearly
not the solution for the on-going waves of infection
that is the root cause of the problems.
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In the past year, many restaurants had no
choice but to engage in the online delivery platform
as the restriction law constricted the number of
customers that could dine-in. When asked about
the profitability of online delivery services, Fu
responded: “undoubtedly, engaging in online
delivery platform did raise about 30 percent of my
online businesses, but the profit made still can’t fill
up the losses from the ban of dine-in and nighttime
dine-in.”.

Fu further explains that in the past year of
participation in the online delivery platform.
Although it did increase the number of orders from
the online delivery platform, the commission fee for
each order is as high as 30%. He still has to give out
multiple promotional discounts to attract customers,
decreasing the possible profit by a chunk. In this
condition, he’s forced to raise the price in his menu
on the online platform. “Having different prices from
our actual menu and online menu would definitely
give out a poor impression to the customers that
knew the original price,” he said.

“The competition online is really tough. There
might be a dozen restaurants competing in the same
street, but the competition changed into a hundred
restaurants when it comes to online platforms,” he
said.



Apart from the profitability, take-out delivery
might also sabotage their restaurant’s food quality.
As food delivery usually takes 20-45 mins
depending on the customer’s location, the long-time
delivery often lowers his dishes’ quality. “Most of
the time, it worries me the most when people order
Korean style fried chicken, as we tend to fry the
chicken right after it is ordered, putting a fresh fried
chicken in a sealed box is the last thing a chef would
want to see. It will turn the crispy chicken into soggy
nuggets.”. Unfortunately, Fu had to risk sacrificing
the restaurant’s good reputation to maintain its
income because of the flooding-in delivery orders.

With Christmas coming around in the corner, Fu
had high expectations of earning a bit more during
the holiday seasons. Still, sadly, the fourth wave
of infection hit just right before Christmas, leaving
many restaurant owners devastated. Although the
officials stated that the ban for nighttime dine-in
would be halted after 23 December, the confirmed
Covid-19 case rate has no sign of dropping. Fu
worries that opening his restaurant for more
customers might endanger his staff’s health with this
largescale infection.

Despite the worries for fourth wave infection
arriving right before Christmas, the government's
latest Covid relief funding will be less than $30
million. Fu noted that the first and second round of
relief funding was not even close to actually helping

the businesses that were on the edge of shutting
down. “If the government don’t fix the problems by
its roots, Hong Kong’s dining industry can’t last any
longer, the epidemic caused way too much damage
to many restaurants.” said Fu.

Hong Kong is famously known as “The
Food Paradise” for the wide-ranging cuisines and
restaurants all over the 18 districts, and the restaurant
industry has become a part of Hong Kong’s culture.
Therefore, owners of restaurants in Hong Kong
have to bite the bullet and hold a rally with the
government in order to retain this culture under the
pandemic. If we don’t come together and help the
restaurant industry survive, then a valuable part of
Hong Kong will surely be lost. &
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