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Going Bananas

[The following are Tze Ming Mok’s speech notes, with additional ad libs added in from memory.  The text is not a direct transcript.]
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This is a poster produced by the Fighting 44s, who are one of those political, feisty, Asian-American internet communities.  Why are they called the Fighting 44s?  I mean, oooh, the number ‘4’, why?  
Because they’re badasses.
Hello, name is Tze Ming.  You may have seen my essay in your conference pack, which was inspired by the Christchurch anti-racism march organised by Lincoln Tan and Hock Lee and others.  Well after I wrote that, last year, I helped organised a similar demonstration in Wellington, to coincide with a National Front conference that came to town.  But I’m not just an activist, I do have a day job… and I’m a literary writer.  And when it comes to that question people keep asking at this conference: ‘what are you first?’  A New Zealander first?  Chinese first?  Southeast Asian first?  An Aucklander first?  Well I’ll just sidestep all of that and say for the next fifteen minutes, I’m a writer first.

My talk today is entitled ‘Going Bananas’.  There are two reasons for this.  ‘Going Bananas’ was the original name of this conference.  I thought it was a fantastic title, it’s what hooked me into speaking at this conference.  Now, probably because this is an old-generation-dominated conference, a lot of you are very much at ease in referring to yourself as Bananas… or at least have no choice but to admit that you’ve arrived at the ultimate Banana endpoint of being Yellow on the outside, White on the inside.  But it’s not the same for everyone.  I don’t like being called a Banana.  I still find it, for me, to be a mortal insult.  ‘Going Bananas’ was, I thought, a more appropriate name for the conference, because it referred to an ongoing process, and it said quite strongly that the conference would be about the compromises, negotiations and possibilities we are encountering along the road to our integration into what we can really only refer to, as white society.  

The other reason this talk is called ‘Going Bananas’ is, of course, because Chinese people drive me crazy!
Some of the things I’m going to talk about have already been mentioned by Yuk King Tan, and in some ways, by Roseanne Liang.  I really enjoyed their talks, and I feel quite an affinity with them at this conference.  Though we have quite different backgrounds and experiences, there are also common issues we face being young Chinese women in unconventional occupations.

There’s been a resurgent or recurring perspective in the last few days about how Chinese people don’t want to be thought of as outsiders, as different, how we should be New Zealanders first and Chinese second, that we should strive to be thought of as the same as everyone else.  That ethnicity shouldn’t matter in political life, and we shouldn’t even bring it up.  And that this is the key to social unity, and to living together.  But that makes me ask: living together as what?  Living together as who?  And what city are you talking about here?  Because this doesn’t sound like it would really work in Auckland.  I do absolutely respect the achievements and perspectives of Peter Chin, and Meng Foon who spoke after dinner last night, but do observe that some of their ideas – not all, definitely not all of their ideas, I think they said some great things – but some of the ideas they advanced were classic old model minority perspectives.  And I can’t pass judgement on that – if Iived in a town with only 94 other Chinese people in it, maybe I’d just want people to think that I’m the same as everyone else, and a superpatriot, and no threat whatsoever to anyone.
But for me, here and now, that would be such a lie.  Firstly - ‘same as everyone else’?  Come on man, being different …is cool!  Secondly, nationalism and patriotism are to me, highly problematic phenomena.  Thirdly, my good friend Alistair Kwun wrote in the Herald on Friday that it’s a false stereotype that he wants to take over the country.  But actually… yeah we do!  
It’s okay, don’t worry, that was a joke.
So even living with the idea of ourselves is tricky.  If I may sidestep into the dreary world of political theory, there is the idea of community, and there is the idea of the cosmopolitan.  Communities are lovely and cuddly, but are held together by sameness.  If you’re different, you’re out.  That makes me wonder what’s so great about ‘communities’.   This is what made me wonder, during the 1996 election campaign, if people who don’t speak English well aren’t considered ‘New Zealanders’, what’s so great about being ‘a New Zealander’? 

A cosmopolis on the other hand, is founded on difference.  You don’t have to be the same, you don’t have to hang out with each other, you don’t have to even like each other – but you know who each other are, you know how to say each other’s names, you know each other’s languages, food, traditions and cultures - and you’re all in the same physical environment, building something like a city, in roughly the same sprawling place.  And you might complain about each other all the time, but if there’s anything you like about this whole setup – it is learning, and coming to understand those differences, and being confident about negotiating your way through them.  And that’s how you own that identity.  This is a rough version of the cosmopolitan political theory of Iris Marion Young.  And it is also twenty-first century multicultural Auckland.  And it is also the only way we could possibly describe ‘The New Zealand Chinese Community’.  Perhaps the New Zealand Chinese are only a real ‘community’ in the way that Auckland is a real ‘city’.  I’d like to acknowledge Mua Strickson-Pua who, many years ago now, helped me understand that this idea of connection through understanding difference is one of the ways that the Pacific communities have worked together to consolidate their identity and voice.
Sameness is not the answer.  Nationalism is the not the answer.  Knowledge is.  That’s my perspective on the best way we can live with each other as diverse Chinese people, and how we can best enjoy our multicultural society.  In some ways, I get a sense that some people from the Old Generation… certainly not all, not all, maybe even hardly any at all,  but they may have the feeling of being swamped, or outnumbered by new migrants.  I don’t feel this way.  I feel renewed and strengthened by this new presence.  And I think that connection between New Zealand born and Overseas born Chinese is the future of our communities.  
But I think I need to elaborate more on our responsibilities as an ascendant minority group, when we are confronted by less enjoyable circumstances.  At春节[chunjie], Chinese New Year, a few of us gave a talk at Te Papa about basically, what we did on our holidays, or what we learnt from travelling, or in my case, living, in China.  In China, people called me a banana all the time, but they didn’t mean it as a ‘joke’ – they meant it for real.  And what I learnt, with regard to Bananas, that there is one vital way in which a Chinese person still living in China, or Taiwan or Hong Kong, or Singapore, is more white on the inside, than any of us here today.  I’ve said to people in China, 在新西兰,我们汉族, 我们华人, 我们是小数民族: in New Zealand, we are an ethnic minority.  And the response has been confused laughter – because it’s not possible.  Ethnic minority means those other people.  You know, those kind of poor, backward, savage, possibly dangerous but very picturesque and entertaining people.  It’s an attitude white people might have in a white country.  This mindset, which is the easiest option for any ethnic majority in any country, looks stupid on any race.  Thank god we’re not like that.  That’s one kind of white thinking that never needs to be part of our experience.

I'm not saying that 华侨 [huaqiao] – that’s us, overseas Chinese - necessarily have on the whole, this tremendous political consciousness.  But we start out with that potential.  We are lucky to be ethnic minorities.  Does that sound crazy?  Have I gone bananas?  We’re already outside the square.  Instead of trying to get back to the mainstream, we should be pleased at least, that because of our marginality, we’ve inherited a privileged thinking-position.  We should know automatically about social justice, about the tyranny of cultural homogeneity, and the myths of the colour-blind level playing field.  We could use this thinking-position to act so much more than we do.  
The New Zealand Chinese are at a point in the evolution of our communities, the swelling of our population, the strength of our presence, that we can start and have started, to exercise that critical perspective, and crucially that critical voice.  But if we aren’t speaking up for the rights of other minorities under attack – then where is the integrity in our position?  Where is it?  There is none.  I don’t believe I received a strong answer from Pansy Wong yesterday to this question, although perhaps it was the only answer possible from a politician in her position.  But it’s hardly revolutionary for me to state, as I do, now, that we shouldn’t model our personal behaviour in real life on that of our parliamentary representatives. 
We have learnt the hard way about colonial and imperialist attitudes, prejudice, race-cards, political game-playing, and in my gut, it gives me a great traditional Chinese sense of shame and dishonour to the memory of those struggles and indignities when I see Chinese people play along with a race card thrown at someone else.  When Chinese people fall for divide and rule, for the same scaremongering stereotypes and misinformation tactics that turn people against us, where has our knowledge gone?  
We can see who’s in the firing line this election.  ‘Asians’, always with the ‘Asians’.  Okay, I’m going to stop using this ‘finger flexion’ thing around ‘Asian’ because I just feel silly doing ‘this’ [with my fingers] all the time.  So yes, Asians are going to be targets as usual.  But we’re Chinese right? Not ‘Asian’.  But at the same time, when I think about it, to get to this country my family went through Thailand, Vietnam, Malaysia, Burma and Singapore.  And my parents’ generation of relatives have spread out to the Philippines, Taiwan, Cambodia, and… oh yeah, Australia.  So yeah – I’m Asian!   And you’re Asian too – Chinese people are actually Asian, China is in Asia.   So if there is a collective slander, we shouldn’t just ‘dissociate’ from other Asians - let there be a collective response, we can build the coalitions, form the networks, build that understanding of differences between communities, and support each other where it counts.  Mervin [Singham, Director, Office of Ethnic Affairs] has given you a good run-down of the biggest issues facing migrants.  This time around, ‘Asians’ are better able to look out for each other than we ever were.  
But you know, in the hierarchy of new ethnic community political sway, it goes [in order of strength] ‘Asian’; ‘Middle-East’; ‘African’.  The sins and stereotypes affixed to us, pale in comparison.  You know they do.  It’s one thing being stopped by a cop because he thinks you might have fraudulently obtained your driver’s license at Westgate.  It’s quite another to be stopped because the cop thinks you’re about to blow up the Aotea Centre, and his evidence is that you have a beard.  It’s one thing to have politicians for example, claiming you exceeded your shellfish quota.  It’s rather another to have politicians claiming falsely that you’re a mass murdering war-criminal.  Sometimes I wonder what the hell we’re all complaining about.

So:  Asians, refugees, who else?  There are some new billboards coming out – you might have seen those ones with  Red on the left, Blue on the right?  It’s going to be “Iwi” versus “Kiwi”.  It’s Asians, refugees and Maori this election – it’s becoming a regular gig.  Wouldn’t it be great to be Samoan right now?  Because Islanders are cool, right?  When are Asians going to be cool?
We’ve heard from Nigel on the importance of the Treaty of Waitangi, and if you’ve read my essay which is in your conference pack, you’ll know my views on how we can use the Treaty to claim the right to belong here in partnership with the tangata whenua, just like those pakeha do.  And I’ll add briefly that I do totally believe that indigenous people colonised by an all-powerful imperialist nation, do have special rights to self-determination and self-preservation and all the modern trimmings that will help them do that, and that those rights are reserved just for them – with or without any Treaty – and that those rights don’t take anything away from our enjoyment of our citizenship and our lives – and that in fact they are mutually beneficial.  Now whether or not you subscribe to those views, the fact remains that all these groups: Asians, refugees and Maori, are going to be stereotyped, scapegoated, defamed, lied about shamelessly, blown up as threats to everyone’s happiness, threats to everyone’s ‘kiwiness’, and that you, you have the choice to reject that kind of politics.  And that choice should be a natural expression of all we’ve been through in this country.
Maybe you’re thinking ‘who the hell is this girl, coming in and telling people what to do?’  I know I don’t represent anyone, any community or organisation, I only represent my own opinion.  And there’s been talk in the last few days about the lack of leaders in the Chinese communities.  I hope you don’t think that I’m holding myself up as some kind of leader.  I don’t think of myself that way.  I’m not a leader, because the views I put out, the things I write and say and do, these are things that any of you could think or write or say or do yourselves.  I don’t think we need to play follow the leader, or to wait for the leadership to arrive, or even, catch up.  It’s much more important to decide for yourself where we’re going, and to get on that road.

So I’m not trying to give you a prescription.  That’s what doctors do, and I’m not a doctor – although my parents, like Roseanne [Liang]’s parents, are doctors.  I’m a writer, and as Chinua Achebe said, writers don’t give prescriptions.  They give headaches.
END

Question from the audience: 

Donald Sew Hoy, sixth generation New Zealand Chinese, took exception to the use of the word ‘Asian’ in the presentation, given that this was a Chinese conference.

In response, I noted that much of my use of the ‘Asian’ label was ironic.  
However, I also noted that the title of the panel was ‘Living Together’, and that I was expressly talking about the importance of living together with other Asian ethnicities – that when we are collectively attacked, then Chinese, as the best established Asian ethnicity, had a duty to work together with other groups to best respond, and turn the simplistic ideas of the mainstream into an opportunity to extend our own understanding, knowledge, and connections with other communities.  
I also noted that my family did not come to New Zealand straight out of Guangdong province.  Rather, it had passed through much of Southeast Asia to get to New Zealand as a part of its diaspora journey, and those countries are part of our heritage and identity also.  For example, I am not even of ‘pure’ Chinese blood.  So in a sense, I do have a broader ‘Asian’ identity, and am not just Chinese.

