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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.
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