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The recent conference, ‘Crouching Tiger, Hidden Banana’ held in Auckland on Queen’s birthday weekend was a stunning success. This was a conference with a difference.  Most other conferences relating to Chinese issues concentrate on ‘safe’ topics such as history and demographics and settlement issues and are conducted in a rather dry academic atmosphere – not that there’s anything particularly wrong with that - it’s just that often the people being discussed have no say about themselves, they are being studied rather like one studies something under a microscope.  This conference was completely different and was something entirely new – a conference where the something under the microscope spoke, and did they speak!  Here at last the voice of Chinese New Zealanders was heard loud and clear.  This was a conference not about the Chinese in New Zealand but by the Chinese in New Zealand, about what it means to be Chinese in this country, what it’s like to live as Chinese in New Zealand.  And the voices heard were not in agreement with each other by any means, lively discussion was the order of the day.  A broad range of experiences were shared with the audience: young and old, urban and regional, people who have been here four generations and more, and new migrants from a range of different backgrounds.  The conference provided a forum for all these groups to meet and share and debate the meaning of being Chinese and how to map a path to the future.  One of the strongest themes that came out of the conference was the meaning of identity.  What is ‘Chinese’?  How does one be Chinese in New Zealand?  How does one relate to ones Chinese heritage and at the same time relate to mainstream New Zealand society?  Do you need to speak Chinese to be Chinese?  Should one learn Mandarin or Cantonese?  What is your identity if you have a mixed background?  Where do Chinese fit into the current bi-cultural model and what are challenges of the Treaty of Waitangi and relations with Maori?  Although biculturalism is official government policy and a certain lip service is paid to multiculturalism the reality is that New Zealand is still largely a monocultural society and the place of Chinese in this country is still uncertain. The fact of the matter is that Chinese are a minority in a country where acceptance is still guarded. Problems of racism and discriminations till exist even 140 years after Chinese first arrived here.  How does one deal with this?  Different strategies were discussed from doing ones best to fit in with the white mainstream to a more challenging position of being strong and refusing to compromise ones identity as Chinese under the pressures from that mainstream. The answer could be that it’s time for the mainstream to accept that Chinese have as much right to be here as they do.  Although it was noted that mainstream New Zealand sees China and Chinese New Zealanders as useful for trade, the idea that Chinese can be ‘true’ New Zealanders is still not widely accepted.  Chinese were urged to participate more actively in the political system in order to make their concerns heard by government and policy-makers. It was also clear that Auckland and much of the rest of New Zealand are two different worlds and issues that top the agenda in Auckland are not so relevant in ‘heartland’ New Zealand.  Success stories were balanced by stories of struggle and conflict.  This was not a conference where a gap divided the speakers and audience, everyone participated, leading to moments of hilarity and great emotion.  As one person said ‘It was possibly one of the best I have been to. I found it intellectually engaging, informative, hilarious, entertaining, and often at times very moving, as people told us of their life stories and family histories. While it may seem to have threatened to become unravelled at the end, that only contributed to the necessity for the conference to take place.’ If as someone once said we create the world in our own image then this conference was a great place to start in the creation of the new Chinese New Zealand.

