Chinese political activists – crouching or hidden?

Speech by Pansy Wong, National MP to the Crouching tiger, Hidden Banana conference, 4th of June 2005

To boldly proclaim the voice and the presence of Chinese New Zealanders is a positive action, to which I extend my warmest congratulations to the New Zealand Chinese Association’s Auckland branch, for organising this conference.

This is a radical departure for a community who were, for far too long, perceived as keeping their distance - away from the limelight and controversy. I must give credit to you all for catching the wave of New Zealand’s debate about our identity, disguised under the headings of border security and patriotism, this being an election year
The fact that this conference includes a political workshop is another welcomed departure from previous attitudes to exclude political debates that could be construed as discouraging political participation.   

As Chinese New Zealanders we need to feel comfortable flexing our muscles to sway political and mainstream opinion. There are signs that these attitudes are changing for the better as well.

In July and August of last year, I developed a compulsive habit of checking my Chinese website, many times each day, to see how many people had put their names to a petition calling for the Government to back down on various changes in the Identity Bill.

Judging by the huge number of responses posted on my website’s notice board, it was evident that I was not alone in deploring the Government’s Bill. The messages clearly showed that many people were prepared to make a stand.

Eventually over 3000 signatures were collected from the website, opposing the retrospective nature of the citizenship changes, particularly the clause that increased the qualifying time for Citizenship from 3 to 5 years.

As well as the online petition, a group known as the ‘Anti-retrospective citizenship law change committee’ was circulating another, which 5,000 people signed.

The Minister of Internal Affairs introduced the changes, but the sudden back down by the Government on the retrospective nature of the Bill was announced by the Ethnic Affairs Minister at a Sunday meeting, to a Chinese audience.  It is obvious that this unprecedented outpouring of opposition caught the Government by surprise, and the petitioners won the battle.

These events sent a message to the top levels of politics that Chinese are becoming politically active thus reaffirming to the community that we can make a difference.

The lack of mainstream media coverage on this positive triumph however would suggest that non-scandalous Asian or migrant stories are still of little interest. I should congratulate the organisers for the amount of publicity that this conference has generated so far. 

This kind of attitude is a handicap towards Chinese and ethnic communities being seen as viable political forces to be reckoned with.

Some have said that we simply have to multiply our numbers to gain political traction, but in New Zealand it doesn’t need to be a numbers game for us to succeed in swaying political opinion.

In fact, it may be dangerous for us to rely only upon numbers, as strength in numbers doesn’t necessarily translate into strength in opinion.  Of course one can also count on political opportunists fuelling fear and resentment that Asians may outnumber Maori as the country’s second largest population group especially during an election year 

This is nonsense because Asian is hardly a homogenous group. The statistics provided in the official forecast included long-term arrivals such as students and those holding work visas for 12 or more months. This data does not signify a permanent population base.

The important issue is for the media to take an interest in and understand Chinese and other ethnic communities are fellow New Zealanders too.
For example, let us examine the well-reported brain drain issue, every week 600 Kiwis are leaving here and going across the ditch.  The Government’s answer to this problem is to both reflect on domestic policies, and mount a promotion in UK and Australia to encourage ex-pats to come home.

On the other hand, the citizenship law changes passed a few months ago aimed to resolve the belief that, largely non-European, migrants come to New Zealand to become citizens in order to gain access to Australia. Little thought has been given to the fact that they may have left because of domestic policies or a lack of opportunities here as well.

The growing numbers of Chinese media, especially bilingual ones such as I-Ball, will help to accelerate the dissimulation of Chinese perspectives on issues and solutions. A strong and robust ethnic media will play a vital role for Chinese voices and presence to be taken seriously and to hold movers and shakers to account.

In the mean time, it is important that Chinese and other ethnic communities are aware of the different mindsets that exist in New Zealand to be able to combat them.  It is too easy to blame the new arrivals for any upsets, because that’s what others do – it has almost become an obsession for many people to try and fit in with popular opinion and this does not solve any problems.
Chinese in general do not want to be associated with affirmative actions; we are a proud race who wants to win in our own right. The pitfall to watch out is whether the playing field is level.  I can’t help reflecting on the lack of top Chinese/ Asian executives in large companies and government departments. I am too proud to concede that not enough of us want or qualify for those positions.

Last year’s success in influencing policy, and the Government, is a great example to build on.  If we are willing to engage politicians beyond food and cultural performances, and express forthright opinions and logical arguments, we can win.  More of us need to be willing to do that, and to take a long-term and planned approach to this.

In order for us to have a constant stream of potential politicians and political activists, our young people need to be engaged at home, starting on issues that are of interest to them, like the drinking age, safe sex, bullying, identity and NCEA debates.

This will encourage them to think independently and speak out, instead of being indifferent, or being forced to typically assume a collective opinion or identity. By doing this we will build leaders for the future who are politically aware and active.  

Our young should also receive this support from the community. As well as encouraging and promoting our children’s wonderful dancing and musical talents; we should also showcase other skills like debating and public speaking.  

Scholarships can be established for youth who study journalism, political science and social studies outside of the usual business and medicine-based courses.
I believe that 2004 was a politically historical year for Chinese in New Zealand.  Together 8,000 raised their voices in opposition and forced changes to a bill before it became law – this is something that wouldn’t have happened even 5 years ago.  It is imperative that we keep that momentum going and continue to make our presence felt and voices heard.

