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Kia ora tatou, Ni Hao, good morning everyone. I am Mervin Singham and I am delighted to have the opportunity to join you today and to say a few words at this second Banana's conference. Last year's conference was a great success and it is fantastic to see how the New Zealand Chinese Association (NZCA) is gaining momentum with its agenda and associated activities. The NZCA sets a shining example for many minority communities about civic participation and I would like to strongly commend you for this. Your active self-empowered role in leading debate on topics pertinent to the Chinese community paves the way for other communities to mobilise themselves to do the same.

When I was reflecting on the topic of identity, my mind returned to my homeland Malaysia. As you know, Malaysia is a very multicultural country and has been so for several centuries. I come from a family with many inter-ethnic marriages. I remember the journey that my family had with the issue of identity. I had an Aunt who married a Chinese man. They had two honey coloured boys. My cousin’s were therefore part Indian and part Chinese – we called them Chindians. They were brought up in two distinct cultures and very different ways of life. In those days, people didn’t always know how to relate to people from mixed ethnic backgrounds. At an early stage of their life, my cousins had to choose which side they felt more aligned to. Eventually, they decided they were more Chinese than they were Indian. This altered the entire course of their lives! The choices they made, where they lived, who they married and how they lived their lives was deeply affected by their choice to identify with being Chinese. To me, this demonstrates how our identity has everything to do with how we live our lives.

I think this conference demonstrates how very attuned the NZCA is to current issues being considered in New Zealand. The subject matter of the conference, Multiple Identities, is certainly a current matter being considered by a range of government agencies that have an interest in the issue of New Zealand’s national identity. Identity is a really difficult topic because it involves so many different aspects of human life. Our ethnicity, history, values, beliefs, language, religion and culture all contribute to our identity. Then there are the very personal aspects – our political affiliation, personal experiences and upbringing also contribute to our sense of who we are. This is why many people identify with multiple or fluid identities. Identity is an elusive concept that changes and morphs. In the words of Roger Peren, Adviser to the Centre for Citizenship Education:

“Human societies tend to be untidy. They are always evolving. You can never find a community that is static for any length of time – with no new arrivals, no significant change to the economy (and so to their way of life), their internal political structure or contacts with other communities. We cannot really manage our identity.” 

Identity, therefore, is a concept that really requires a short essay of definitions and explanations whenever it is used. Who wants to tackle such an amorphous issue! Yet, our identity is one of the key issues that is emerging in multicultural societies around the world. So why is this so? 

Our world is changing rapidly and this has been the catalyst for turning this into a compelling contemporary issue. Unprecedented immigration levels in many countries have certainly contributed to the sense of urgency around the search for identity.  It is no longer possible to point to a common set of characteristics such as national origin or ethnicity that defines who we are.

Some of you may recall the controversy around the Mapplethorpe exhibition some years ago. Mapplethorpe was an artist who took controversial photos, including sexually explicit images to convey his message. His exhibition in one of America’s big cities drew significant controversy and the case eventually went to court. The plaintiffs in the case argued that the exhibition “breached community standards”. However, the defendants argued that the concept of community standards was no longer relevant because in a pluralistic society like America, there is no such thing. Community standards that were created by traditional institutions like the church, school and civil society were now so diverse in themselves, that there were no community ideals that everyone would prescribe to. Whether one regarded something as breaching community standards would entirely depend on what lenses you are wearing on the issue. It is much harder therefore for communities to be bound together the way they were in the past by commonly accepted community standards or a uniform sense of identity.

Multicultural societies present particular challenges in this regard. The more diverse we are, the harder it is, some argue, to find common values that bind us. This is why the search for a national identity has become so topical. New Zealand is one of the highest receiving countries on the OECD list, in terms of ratio of migrants to the home population. We are therefore more diverse or more multicultural than many other countries with similar immigration policies. In a society that is increasingly comprised of many peoples with different values, beliefs, religions and worldviews, it is imperative that we find the glue that binds us all together. In Britain, this issue is being seriously considered, propelled further no doubt, by the recent London bombings. The Commission for the Future of Multi-ethnic Britain has recently referred to Britain as a growing “community of communities”. In other words, the Commission reinforced the fact that British society is comprised of distinct multicultural communities bound together by their “Britishness”

National identity is a part of the glue that binds us together. Without it, we risk developing into a group of socially disconnected individuals and communities with no community cohesion. It is this cohesion that is vital to developing a strong and sustainable nation. I think our sense of our own personal identity and the development of a national identity is integrally linked. We cannot develop a national identity without the individuals and communities that comprise New Zealand having a sense of who we are and where we belong.

As many of you will no doubt be aware, the Government recently announced that one of it's key priorities for the next ten years is the development of New Zealand’s national identity. This theme sits alongside two other priorities - economic transformation and families. The national identity theme is recognised as being the most challenging of the three by Senior Officials. The Government has identified several strands to the National Identity theme - who we are, what we do, where we live and how we are perceived in the world. Finding consensus on the meaning of these strands is far more complex than meets the eye. 

The Government has an important role to play in creating an environment that fosters the development of national identity. I would like to emphasise that the best efforts at building a national identity is doomed to failure if individuals in society – particularly from minority communities – do not have a sense of self – a sense of who they are and where they fit in the scheme of things. One only need look at recent events in Paris, the United Kingdom and Germany to see the results of minority youth feeling a lack belonging and marginalisation to see the severe impacts that arise when one’s sense of identity is threatened. So although the Government can set the tone for this discussion, it is communities, schools, parents and individuals who must lead the way in defining who we are as New Zealanders. 

We are maturing as a country and I think we are getting the point where we are ripe for this much needed discourse. For many years now, we have watched New Zealand gradually become multicultural. We responded as changes were required but there has been no strategic approach in dealing with the attendant changes. The essential task now is to move away from the multicultural drift to a purposeful process of change. We can influence but not control the development of our national identity. However, even if we cannot control our identity, we can certainly make an effort to build it in the direction we would like it to go. The rich discussions that will take place today will be an immense contribution to this effort. I am delighted to see the NZCA playing a lead role in discussing the identity of the Chinese community in New Zealand. I hope other minority communities throughout New Zealand will replicate this effort.

Standing in this room right now, one thing is clear about our New Zealand identity – we are multicultural. Our emerging multicultural identity is something we should celebrate. In the new world that is developing now, it may indeed be the biggest single national advantage that we possess on the global arena. We can make our national identity pay dividends for every New Zealander if we play our cards right! Judging from the planned activities for today, I think we are heading in the right direction.
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