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Chinese identity in New Zealand-born Chinese

My research essay investigates how Chinese New Zealanders of my age

and generation develop a strong identification with their Chinese roots while

growing up in New Zealand. At the heart of this essay is a desire to better

understand what it means to be Chinese and, on a more personal note, how

I came to be the person that I am today.

To best understand the aim of this essay, the background of the author

needs introduction. I am a Chinese New Zealander1. I was born in New

Zealand, grew up here, married, raised a family and have lived my whole life

here. However, I more strongly identify with Chinese values and culture than

New Zealand culture. In my life I have met many, other Chinese New

Zealanders, people with similar backgrounds and a similar upbringing who

feel the same way I do. We are New Zealanders, but more than that we are

Chinese.

Chinese New Zealanders and their identification with their Chinese heritage

has always been a topic of interest to me: How do people acquire a strong

Chinese cultural identity? My curiosity to find the answer to this question is

at the heart of this essay.

11 prefer to use the definition of "Chinese New Zealander" meaning "those people who paid
the poll tax and their descendants", as utilised by Nigel Murphy in his 19 March 2003
seminar: Unsmeltered Gold. Uncut Jade: Sources and Resources for the study of History of
Chinese New Zealanders", Victoria University of Wellington Stout Research Centre
Seminars: Chinese New Zealand, March-June 2003
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What is Chinese culture?

The starting point of this essay is to consider: What is Chineseness? What

makes a person Chinese? Is there more to being Chinese than simply

having ancestors from China? What, if any, values and traits are distinctive

to Chinese? When a person with Chinese ancestors lives in a predominantly

non-Chinese population their whole life, what connects them to Chinese

culture? In addressing these questions it is important to look back to the

homeland, China.

The founding roots of Chinese civilisation was along the fertile banks of the

Yellow River. It developed into an agricultural based society. The Chinese

people are said to have common descent from the Yellow Emperor. While

this belief is legendary, nearly all Chinese, around 95 percent, originate from

100 clans2. The dominant grouping amongst its ethnic mix are Han people

who make up over 90 percent of the Chinese population.

Clans are groupings of people sharing common hereditary or ancestry. In

China these clans form the core of whole villages and suburbs. Because of

the close relationship with each other the villagers enjoy a great sense of

community which could be compared with living in a large extended family.

Against this background it is unsurprising that Chinese traits seem to be

centred around family and village community values and ideals. Dr James

Ng goes so far as to say: "The fundamental difference between Chinese and

2 Ng, Dr J. (2003), Characteristics of Chinese Culture and aspects of Health Care.
http://stevenvounq.co.nz/chinesevoice/history/healthcare.ritm
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Western cultures is that Chinese culture promotes the group and stability and

Western culture promotes the individual and change"3.

From experience and exposure, Chinese values and characteristics may be

identified. Traits of Chinese culture can be regarded as communal in nature

and include:

• There is respect for one's parents and elders

• You show trust and loyalty towards one's family and clan

• Be interested and involved in community activities

• Consensus is sought to avoid confrontation

• Be hardworking and thrifty

• Ambition and education is encouraged and valued

Of course these features are not only found in Chinese culture, they are

found in all cultures. They can be used to define Chinese culture by

considering the the way Chinese adopt and promote these habits and the

degree that these habits are valued, taught and learnt.

The focus of my research is on the influences of family upbringing and the

Chinese Communities in New Zealand in the development of Chinese

cultural identity.

3 Ng, Dr J. (2003), Characteristics of Chinese Culture and aspects of Health Care.

http://stevenvounq.co.nz/chinesevoice/historv/healthcare.htm
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Methodology

For my research I interviewed two women and two men, one of whom was

myself4. All the interviewees were born in New Zealand during 1941 and

1942 to mothers, who had come to New Zealand as war refugees, to join

their husbands, who were already in this country. The two women

interviewees grew up in Auckland, the male interviewee grew up in

Invercargill and I grew up in Gisborne. All the interviewees strongly identify

with their Chinese roots, although this identification came at different stages

of life.

Using my own experiences as a model, I have compared the similarities and

differences in family upbringing and attitudes. I contend that parents play an

important role in shaping cultural identity. The research that I have used is

anecdotal, as recounted to me during the interviews.

Early childhood

As children, each interviewee was taught to be proud of their Chinese

heritage. Our mothers could not speak English so from the time we were

born we were immersed in a Chinese family environment. The two women

interviewees and myself came from families which were market gardeners.

From morning to night our parents would work in the garden and from an

early age we would accompany our parents to the paddocks. This was a

great bonding experience for both the child and his or her parents. There

4 See Appendix 1 for interview questions. Appendix 2 comprises of the interview notes of

the interviewee, Percy Luen. For privacy reasons, interview notes for the other

interviewees have not been included.

503313 1.DOC



was constant exposure to the Chinese language, as the parents conversed

throughout the day in Cantonese.

By the time we were four or five years of age, we were taught to help out by

doing simple chores which, as children, we regarded as play. We all learnt

by rote our grandfathers1 names, our father's names, our own names. We

also knew the name of our villages, our counties and the name of our clans.

I could write my Chinese name before my English. Chinese was our first

language.

The two women interviewees and myself lived in rural situations. There were

no close neighbours and we had little contact with English people, other than

on occasions when our weekly supplies were bought at the country store or

we traded butter coupons for sugar coupons with English neighbours when

food and commodities were short during World War II. Up to the age of five

years we spoke no English, nor did we mix with other English children.

The effect of an upbringing of this nature until the age of five was profound

for the two women interviewees and myself. We learned from an early age

to speak Cantonese, the importance of hard work and shared responsibility,

thrift, the importance of family. To some extent we observed how Chinese

interact with each other and, in limited circumstances, with non-Chinese

people. The limited interaction with non-Chinese cultures was, in itself, a

lesson.
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In comparison, the fourth interviewee came from a fruit shop background.

The nature of the business meant that he did not get the same attention as

the children in the garden. He was exposed to Chinese language at home

and English language in the shop. From this exposure to the English

language and people, English became his first language. His exposure to

Chinese culture was limited in comparison and the lessons that we learnt in

the fields were unknown to him.

Primary School

We all started conventional English school at the age of five years. The

sudden exposure to a different, Western, culture was new to the two female

interviewees and myself. As Chinese children we tended to mix more easily

with other Chinese children.

We learnt to speak English quite quickly and eventually it became the

language we used at school. At home, all four interviewees commented that

Chinese was still used when talking to our parents but English was the

language used when talking to younger siblings. All of our parents

considered this a bad influence, as they believed that it undermined our

Chinese background. Particularly for those interviewees from a market

gardening background, our parents' influence over our actions had

significantly diminished as a great many hours were now spent away from

home.
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The prevalent use of English as a first language by young people soon

became a concern of all families in the Chinese Community.

Chinese Schools

Chinese Communities are groupings of Chinese families from a local area.

Chinese families living in a region form local associations which are affiliated

to the head association, the New Zealand Chinese Association (NZCA),

which has its offices in Wellington. There is no obligation on any family to

join, but most Chinese families participated in their regional association. The

Association, made up of family groups, reinforced the village concept which

forms the foundation of community organisation in China. The two women

interviewees' families joined the Auckland Chinese Association (ACA), my

family joined the Gisborne Chinese Association (GCA). The fourth

interviewee's family did not join an Association, as there was none in the

area to join. The Chinese population in Invercargill was too small to support

an Association of its own. This lead to a further erosion of his Chinese skills

during his formative years.

Chinese Communities, or Associations, provided, and continues to provide, a

forum in which the regional Chinese community could meet and exchange

news, address issues, work together to solve issues and provide a sense of

belonging.

Even today, Chinese Associations run classes such as calligraphy, music,

Tai Chi and Chinese language. They have recreational groups such as
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Chinese opera groups and mah jong. They still promote sporting activities

and hold inter-association tournaments.

One of the problems recognised and addressed by the various regional

Chinese Associations in the 1940s and 1950s was how to preserve Chinese

language skills in the younger generations. Through discussion and

consensus it was resolved that the best way to tackle the problem was to

promote Chinese schools.

During the late 1940s and 1950s many regions established Chinese schools.

There were three types of school:

1. Private: At private Chinese schools school fees were charged. Some

of these schools were subsidised, in whole or in part, by the NZCA.

2. Through the Church: Church schools were common. In Chinese

Church school, the local Chinese Minister was enlisted to conduct

weekly classes.

3. Chinese Embassy School: Classes at this school were conducted in

Mandarin, as opposed to Cantonese which was, by far, the main

language taught at the other two types of school.

The two women interviewees went to an Auckland Chinese Church school, I

went to at Private Chinese school and the fourth interviewee did not go to

Chinese school.

The three interviewees that went to Chinese school all agreed that the

Chinese schools were not completely successful in preserving Chinese
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language skills, although for myself it has given me skills in Chinese writing

that I would otherwise never have acquired. It was felt by the interviewees

that the Chinese schools only slowed down the inevitable influence of the

English language. Although the students at Chinese schools were still

bilingual, the dominance of the English language was apparent.

Nevertheless, the interviewees that attended Chinese school were of the firm

opinion that the early nurturing of our Chinese identity, in particular language

skills, in our childhoods and the later reinforcement of our Chinese language

by Chinese schools laid a solid basis for us to establish our Chinese identity

on.

My fourth interviewee is a paradox. He came to Auckland to work for a

village cousin in his late teens in a fruit shop. By then he had scant

knowledge of Chinese. Through working for his cousin, eventually meeting

and marrying his wife, meeting and working with her family and by

participating in the local Chinese Community, he became a fluent Chinese

speaker and he has played a prominent part as a member of the ACA and

served on the Executive of the Auckland Chinese Growers Association

(AGCA).

Unlike the other interviewees, his strong Chinese identity did not evolve in

early childhood, but later in his life. Following his move to Auckland, he was

exposed to a much larger Chinese population. This, together with the
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influence of people who were to become significant in his life encouraged the

later development of his language skills and cultural identity.

Chinese Traits

I asked the three other interviewees to rate the traits that I have identified

and listed as being Chinese at the beginning of this essay on a scale of one

to ten (ten being the highest and therefore very important to Chinese

culture). The results were:

• There is respect for one's parents and elders 30

• You show trust and loyalty towards one's family and clan 28

• Be interested and involved in community activities 23

• Consensus is sought to avoid confrontation 28

• Be hardworking and thrifty 25

• Ambition and education is encouraged and valued 30

These results show that the three interviewees either strongly or very

strongly identify each of these traits as being traits which are Chinese.

All the interviewees believed that they identify more strongly with their

Chinese roots with the passage of time.

Other considerations

While the direct and positive influences of family and Chinese Associations

has a definite impact on Chinese culture, it is also relevant to consider the
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negative influences which may encourage the development of cultural

identity.

Greif5 notes that many of the early Chinese immigrants who came to New

Zealand to work the Otago gold fields were from California and Australia,

having tried their luck in the gold fields of those countries first. In both

California and Australia resentment and discrimination was directed towards

Chinese gold miners who were willing to work for less profit and longer

hours. Thus, when the Otago gold rush brought miners to New Zealand,

along with them came long standing prejudices on both the Chinese side and

the Western side. Racial harassment and slurs encouraged Chinese to stick

together for comfort and protection. In the face of bigotry from one culture, it

is unsurprising that a preference for the familiarity of one's own culture arose.

Each of the interviewees recalled examples from their own experiences

where they suffered, if not physically, at least mentally from racial prejudice.

Name calling, harassment and exclusion were felt by all the interviewees to a

greater or lesser extent. While the effect of such actions cannot be

measured, the impressions left by such treatment were long felt and, in some

cases, still felt today. As with the gold miners, in the face of bigotry, there is

a natural tendency to gravitate towards those who may offer comfort and

protection, especially if they are your family or clan.

5 Greif, SW. (1973) The Overseas Chinese in New Zealand. Singapore: Singapore Offset
Printing Pte Ltd, p15.
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Conclusion

Despite a geographic distance from China, all the interviewees had a strong

sense of attachment to China and a strong identification with Chinese

culture.

This sense of identity appears to have been influenced and encouraged by

both family and the Chinese Community. Simply put, the influence of other

Chinese who have a strong sense of Chinese culture and pride in that culture

will encourage the development of a strong cultural identity. For Chinese

culture, there is a particular emphasis on community values, which makes

the encouragement to develop a strong cultural identity even more potent.

These dual influences can take many shapes and forms, including formal

schooling; social interactions; political organisations and through commercial

connections. They can be influential at different stages of life, from early

childhood to later life. Indeed for the interviewees, age has increased their

sense of Chinese cultural identity. Influences can be either positive or

negative.

The interviewees while sharing many experiences and feelings each had

unique perspectives on Chinese culture. However, by and large, there was a

sense that certain communal traits were important features of Chinese

culture. These traits, while not exclusive to Chinese people, have a

particular prominence in Chinese culture which makes them useful as

identifiers of Chinese culture. The interviewees were in agreement that
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respect for elders; loyalty to immediate and extended family, including

clansfolk; participation in community affairs; avoidance of confrontation; hard

work and thrift; and ambition and education characterise Chinese culture.

These basic answers only scratch at the surface of the complex question:

How do New Zealand born Chinese of my generation develop a strong

identification with our Chinese roots?

Perhaps the real answer lies in the Chinese psyche. The fathers of the two

women interviewees and my own father came to New Zealand as sojourners,

their intent was never to settle but to eventually return home to China. They

were, and always considered themselves to be Chinese. A comment made

by one of the woman interviewee's was about when her mother and brother

immigrated as refugees to New Zealand to join her father. Her father built a

house to accommodate his family. His brief to the builder was: "Here is 100

pounds, build me a house to accommodate my family, it need not be too

permanent, we will be going home to China in a couple of years, after the

war". The yearning to return to the home village and its people, to a life style

and environment that has been traditional for many generations is a powerful

urge.

Perhaps this sentiment has been engendered in us as well, even though we

grew up in New Zealand.
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The four of us have each returned to our ancestral villages at least twice

The first visit was, for each of us, out of a sense of obligation to our parents

and also curiosity. The second visit was in reverence and with at sense of

belonging.

For my Living the Language Unitec paper last year I went to Tongji University

in Shanghai to study. As part of my culture class I was taught this saying:

ef & n %
•At. iw* 0*4' f f ^ i

which means "Fallen leaves return to their roots". This Chinese cultural

saying is a powerful commentary of the Chinese psyche of not just

maintaining Chinese identity, but Chinese village-clan identity. To be

confronted with this saying, while in China, at this time of my life, served as a

stark reminder that as a young plant I was nurtured in New Zealand, but my

roots are firmly implanted in China. This sentiment was echoed in each of

my interviews by each interviewee.
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APPENDIX 1 - INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

The overriding question that the interview subjects were asked to bear in

mind when answering the questions below was: How do you, as a New

Zealand born Chinese of this generation, develop an identification with your

Chinese roots?

1. How strongly do you identify with your Chinese roots?

2. What was your family's attitude towards being Chinese? Were you

encouraged to be proud of your Chinese background?

3. Did your childhood home environment feature prominently in nurturing your

Chinese identity?

4. What steps were taken to teach and promote Chinese language and values

at home?

5. Was the English language used much at home?

6. Before you started school did your family mix with English families? Did you

have any English friends?

7. Do you think that your home environment and the attitudes of parents have a

role in shaping identity?

8. Do you think the attitude and environment of your childhood laid a

foundation fee your Chinese roots?

9. When did you first start to learn English?

10. Did you find learning the English language competing with your existing

Chinese language background?

11. Did your parents show concern that learning English and mixing in an

English environment could be at the expense of your Chinese background?
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12. Did the Chinese Community recognise the erosion of Chinese language and

values amongst its young people as a community problem? Did the trend

become a concern for the whole community?

13. What plan was put in place to counter the trend?

14. Do you consider that a Chinese Community plays an important role when

dealing with community issues and this, in turn, draws Chinese people

closer together?

15. With a Chinese Community group to affiliate to, do you think your Chinese

identity was more enhanced and maintained?

16. Do you still continue to have an association with your local Chinese

Community? Does it still have a role to play?

17. Do you think the influence of your home upbringing, reinforced by the

support of your Chinese Community, laid the basic foundation for you to

build and preserve a strong Chinese identity for yourself?
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APPENDIX 2 - INTERVIEW NOTES OF PERCY LUEN

My Childhood

I was born in Gisbome at the Edward Murphy Hospital on 11 July 1941, this being

the fact, I was not allowed the privilege of becoming a New Zealand citizen until

1947. I was the first New Zealand bom child in my family. My family name is.

Ng (no general meaning), my given name is | ! | , O— meaning kindness and

benevolence. I was born third in line from a family of seven children, five of my

siblings were bom in Gisbome, an older sister and brother were born in China and

Hong Kong respectively.

Gisbome was a small rural township in Poverty Bay. It was a rather isolated

township as the coast side was fronted by the Pacific Ocean and the other three

sides by hilly ranges. The only direct northern entry and egress point by road was

through the winding Waioeka Gorge Road which cut through the ranges and was

prone to constant landslips. There was no direct rail service, the rail service came

north of Gisbome via Hawkes Bay. There was a domestic airfield. The movement

of people be they European, Maori or Chinese was minimal and the population grew

at a snail's pace. I could hypothesis and say geographically Gisbome could be

likened to a mini China , consequently the development of the Chinese community

remained stable the influences of the larger based Chinese communities in the

cities on the local Chinese community was small.

The Chinese Community

The Chinese community in Gisbome from memory comprised of 28 families and of

the 249 war refugee wives who came to New Zealand between 1939 and 1940. Six

of them, including my mother were reunited with their husbands in Gisbome. In the

1941 to 1942 period, six children, three boys and three girls became the first born in

New Zealand for this group of families. The Chinese population in Gisbome,

including the new arrivals, numbered about 100 at the time. Most of the families

were involved in market gardening, eight families ran fruit shops and there as a

family that ran a Chinese laundry. Of the 28 families 12 were from the clan of

Zengcheng and the remainder from the clan of Szeyap. It was a close knit

community, consensus was always sought in any major community and private

functions. The Szeyap though greater in number did not seek to dominate
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community affairs as suggested by Stuart Greif in The Overseas Chinese in New

Zealand6

Because of distance and lack of time, there was only occasional contact with other

Chinese families. However, whenever there were family celebrations it would

become a communal affair, when all families came together not only to celebrated

but to help in the preparation as well. These occasions could be reaching the

auspicious age of 60 or every subsequent decade, the one month birthday of a

newborn child or a wedding. These were the few times I got to socialise with the

children who were born about my time.

There was the local chapter of the Gisborne Chinese Association which was

affiliated to the New Zealand Chinese Association whose offices were in Wellington.

The menfolk would meet there once a month to discuss local issues and issues

relating to the Japanese occupation of China and the advent of communism. The

whole community was in favour of the Chinese Nationalist Government, the

Kuomintang. The anniversary of the founding of the Nationalist Chinese Republic

on 10 October 1911, was observed by the Chinese in New Zealand nationally. In

Gisborne,. It was marked by a community gathering and sports day. Eventually in

New Zealand, this led to the establishment of the Double Tenth Sporting

Tournament for Chinese youth, a fixture that alternated between Auckland,

Wellington, Christchurch and Dunedin annually. This outlet not only provided the

Chinese youth in New Zealand with an outlet for youthful exuberance, but also

provided opportunities to socialise amongst peers, to develop friendship and

perhaps eventually help foster homogenous marriages within the small Chinese

New Zealand community. In my parents' generation it was believed absolutely

essential to marry within the Chinese community, either New Zealand local or from

Hong Kong. In some cases, interracial marriages led to deep rifts between parents

and child.

The Chinese community also took an active part within the Gisborne community.

The Chinese community, although supporting Gisborne community efforts operated

as an "us and them" basis. Our contributions always reflected our Chinese

background. In gala events and street parades the Chinese communities Dragon

Dance would always feature in the procession. Sometimes a decorated float would

6 Greif, SW. (1973) The Overseas Chinese in New Zealand. Singapore: Singapore Offset
Printing Pte Ltd
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be entered, manned by young ladies in cheong-sarms. Young people were

encouraged to volunteer their services in street collections for charities like the

Council of Organisation for Relief Services Overseas (CORSO). Fund raising for

school fairs were always supported by donations of fruit and produce to support the

school and acknowledge the value of education. Though supporting common

causes to reflect a united community there was always the underlying current of

separatism between Chinese New Zealanders and Western New Zealanders.

In essence, the structure of the Gisbome Chinese community could be likened to a

Chinese village, its leaders were the committee members from the Gisbome

Chinese Association and its families, though not bound by clan relationships, were

united enough to be joined together by ethnic race.

My father was a market gardener, his garden was situated in Makaraka. It was here

I spent my first five years, I never knew either sets of my grandparents so my

influences during this time were mainly from my parents and my oldest sister who

was ten years my senior. My older brother was too young at this time. My father

gained entry to New Zealand by paying the £ 100.00 poll tax and passing an

English examination, so he had a basic background in English, whilst my mother

and sister had no background in English at all. As a result the first five formative

years of my life were spent completely in a Chinese background home environment.

During the day Mum and Dad worked tirelessly in the garden while my sister took

charge of the household responsibilities of cooking and cleaning. My mother, sister

and brother only had temporary visas to stay in New Zealand at the time, so due to

the uncertain nature of the situation, my sister did not go to school. In the evening

after dinner we would sit around the dining table watching Dad write letters home to

China or doing the business accounts still using the traditional Chinese brush pen

and inkstone. I would be fascinated by the click click of the abacus as he tallied up

the figures. All the entries would be made in Chinese. My mother and sister would

be knitting or sewing garments on the treadle sewing machine, all our clothes were

homemade other than our shoes and socks. In winter when the nights were longer

and Dad was less busy, he would often tell us myths and legends of ancient China,

the adventures of the Monkey King was one of my favourites. He also told us of the

young son who lay in his father's bed and warming it up before his father went to

bed. The story of a young boy who rescued his friend who was drowning in a large
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