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It would be difficult to talk about the Going Bananas Conferences unless some of the history of the Chinese community was explained.  The Chinese community was made up of many many facets, but in its broadest sense it was divided into two main segments, those people whose ancestors arrived into New Zealand pre 1900s until the 1980s and those who arrived since then and who took advantage of the relaxing of immigration laws that formerly preferred English language speakers and visibly European-like migrants.  Within a few years, the Chinese community changed from an invisible and silent community
 who felt proud of their ‘model minority’ status within the New Zealand setting, to many thousands of new Chinese
 who spoke their language fluently
, and went about their business like the mainstream middle class. Racism that the early settlers had worked so hard to avoid suddenly returned targeting new and early settler Chinese alike. Many of the early Chinese now with many generations born in New Zealand, distanced themselves from the new migrants as a way of dealing with their own discomfort.

Objective of paper

This paper is focussed on the descendents of the early settler Chinese and their journey into leadership in bringing their own community together and in the process developing links to new migrants, International students, and increasingly to the mainstream
 sector, through the Going Bananas conference process. At the time of writing there have been two events, the first in 2005 was a two-day conference, followed by the second in 2006
, a one-day seminar strategically organised to keep the interest going, to offer the third of the series in 2007. 

History in brief

The scope of this paper does not include an explanation of the laws and restrictions passed against the Chinese in New Zealand
, but suffice to say that in the 1800s laws singled out the Chinese as objects for ‘yellow peril’ fear clearly but not fairly. As descendents of Poll Taxpayers, cautionary tales were told openly or covertly to avoid trouble, but rather ensure good grades in school as a passport for social mobility and that any trouble was seen as the responsibility of the victims rather than the perpetrators. With such strong social messages, it does not take much imagination to see how a smart group of kids managed to end up as professionally trained, intelligent, and excellent examples of New Zealanders even being referred to as being more New Zealand than the New Zealanders themselves. Mainstream New Zealanders got to really like those fruit shop girls who were efficient, polite and smart. 

When a minority group is defined by an unfriendly other, they naturally form into organizations as a psychological hidey-hole.  Different groups defined by region, dialects and other interests, formed for the Chinese.  One of the largest was the New Zealand Chinese Association, (NZCA) with branches all over New Zealand.  In the early days when many Chinese were market gardeners, it was a time when the urban and rural Chinese met, initially mainly men as leaders.  NZCA have been noted for their sports tournament held in different locations over New Zealand and always during the Easter break. That weekend was more than a sports competition. Older members pass the weekend away gossiping, and enjoying each other company, eating fantastic Chinese food, talking tales from the past, and predicting the future leaders of the community. Between times, and in local communities, funds were raised so the tournament could take place. Once China became open to tourism, trips for youth to the ancestral villages took place. Issues of identity, language and cultural maintenance, was essential for an inward bound and focussed community. 

Community development 1

In terms of community development models of working, all communities begin with themselves, and the first task is to solidify that community.  This still happens throughout New Zealand, and certainly not confined to ethnic minority communities.  The next step is to bring other like-minded communities together, and the NZCA Auckland Branch Christmas BBQ ensures other Chinese communities mix together to begin some kind of relationship building.  These are good examples of utilising network opportunities to community gain.  The Conference became another vehicle to bring the Chinese Diasporas together, from intra-community (different Chinese groups under one Chinese umbrella) to the development of inter-community connection (different ethnic groups together, including mainstream New Zealanders). 

Nevertheless conservatism within the community had developed over the years with their own inclusion and exclusion rules. While some happily joined a Chinese community organisation, others particularly those of newer generations did not feel comfortable with such dynamics, having identified less with the community regardless of their sense of Chineseness.  It became obvious and identified by the community itself that the next generation was less interested in being involved with community activities.

Significance of Poll Tax apology

In the 1990s, New Zealand politics took another route.  The government of the time took upon its shoulders to apologise to the early settler Chinese for the laws that were passed against them, and offered to the community $5m made into a Heritage fund.  On the evening of the apology, a large group of descendants met in the beautiful Grand Hall in parliament buildings to hear the apology from Rt Hon Helen Clark Prime Minister of New Zealand.  It was one of those moments in the lives of those Chinese, to hear the Prime Minister openly speak about what had always been passed on generation to generation in hushed tones, a community ghost that kept the community silent, the ultimate secret.  It was received in hushed tones, and high emotion.  A moment when the sense of the past was suddenly acknowledged, the very topic that within the community was not talked about, had gotten out.  The dragon had been sprung. 

While many of the community members started with a clear reluctance to talk about the past, after the apology, there were panellists talking about the Poll Tax laws, exhibitions about the history, art shows expressing the what this meant to individuals, newspaper articles, radio programmes, and some television coverage. Many New Zealanders upon hearing about this history felt a sense of shame that the Chinese had been so wrongly treated in the past.  After all, that the ‘nice fruit shop girls’ from the local greengrocer had to put up with this, seemed incongruent. 

Community outward movement

Around this decade, a general sense of becoming more outward was slowly developed.  The first community conference was in Dunedin, home of the Chinese historian Dr James Ng and in keeping with the community feeling was organised like a kind of family affair.  Papers were presented mainly on the theme of the history of the Chinese in New Zealand; ways to explore ones own history, and some linkages to Australian examples.  This was followed by a conference in Wellington, updating Poll Tax information, and once again encouraging the Chinese to family history research.  NZCA –Auckland Branch, toyed with the idea of organising something, since the greatest number of Chinese lived in Auckland. 

Going Bananas beginnings

For many years under the chairmanship of Kai Luey, NZCA – Auckland had searched for ways to expand it focus. Enter the Going Bananas Conference committee.  In those early days, about 10 people got around a table to discuss the possibilities.  Some wanted ‘something different’ but not defined more than that.  Others wanted something not academic, but more community contributions.  Others thought we could have some history of the Chinese, but extend the topics out, what to, was not clear.  Everyone put on their thinking caps and came back with some ideas.  The following analysis of the process is with the luxury of hindsight.  It is not so clear when in process, and little did any one of us think that we were breaking ground into forming new models of working for any community initiative.

Going Bananas process

Some major points had to be overcome before an agenda could be discussed. Firstly, using the term ‘bananas’ made many people uncomfortable.  It had always been the term the unfriendly fire would call the Chinese in determining their lack of Chineseness, yellow on the outside and supposedly white in the inside.  Good bananas would be those who assimilated well and then this term could be used against them for moving in that direction.  It was the ultimate no-win situation. But there was also another point of view.  If anyone were to make the concept of ‘banana’ into something positive, then it would have to be the Chinese themselves.  Taking ownership of a derogatory term and making it positive is one form of empowerment.  While the committee were not all relaxed about the use of this term, the discomfort was seldom discussed at committee meetings. The initial enthusiasm for the name set up the website, www.goingbananas.org.nz. Interestingly too the first Going Bananas conference title was changed to utilise the then popular culture concept and ended up being called ‘Crouching Tiger, Hidden Banana Conference’ with somewhat risqué symbolism that mainly went unnoticed.  Despite this, the conference ended up being referred to as ‘the Banana Conference’ for ease of tongue.  Three years later, the use of the term ‘bananas’ was embraced as the conference title for No 2 Going Bananas – Multiple Identities, and No 3, Bananas NZ Going Global.  The concept of Bananas has truly been a way of branding the events, regardless of the interpretation.  Participants of the conferences have eaten many boxes of bananas (given as sponsorship) as well.  Toying with using the same model, the South Asian communities are presently considering a ‘curry’ conference.

Arriving at the conference agenda was a different matter.  Some things were thought of as not being appropriate for Auckland.  Cries of ‘not too academic’ ‘lets have some fun’ ‘lets do something new’ was enough to give the organising committee a headache.  But over the following 15 months, monthly meeting were held, and a solid few turned up meeting after meeting.  What drove us?

Decision 1 – panel discussions

Commitment comes over time, but the first initial decision of the standard format was agreed upon – a panel discussion with time for questions around a theme. This would allow the community to bring many people on board. The talented, particularly the creative arts gathered to talk about their work (an easy topic) or achievements in business (easy to be proud) multiple identity (a topic that had a certain caution in that the community tended to view purity of blood being the most desired), racism (whoops, that’s a difficult topic) Treaty of Waitangi (very whoops) history of Chinese (a safe topic), contribution to local and central government (time for some leaders to present). Each session had a co-ordinator, and the panel was a process of finding appropriate people, then having them discussed at the committee meeting, and asked for their participation.  Generally, there were many people who really wanted to be invited, and over time, had to be negotiated around.  This is not an easy task, as relatives and friends requests were often not fulfilled.  Some people were at the very least annoyed and disappointed they were not invited to speak, along with others who were, and possibly still are, genuinely hurt at the lack of recognition. For these people the personalising of their situation has been made more difficult with the success of each conference. But the organising committee must have wide shoulders to weather such storms. Being on the committee is not for the faint hearted. To the strong mindedness of the committee, credit must be given to the criteria set – Does the person have anything to say?  Is it different from other people on the panel?  What presentation skills does the person have?  Has anyone heard them present?  In the end, the mix of different perspectives and different presentation styles was the aim. 

If the community was to present itself as new and dynamic, and at the same time bring Chinese who have not become members to such an event, then the widest sense of diversity needed to be offered.  Towards this end, other issues had to be left.  For example language maintenance is certainly an issue within the community but has not been developed through the conference format as such.  This topic would make a great specialised day seminar in the future, but the timing of the topic, within the overall theme of the conference ensures an important and sophisticated dance to be made.  Some of these decisions are hard to make, and initial flexibility of planning must leave time for such discussion.  In the end, the possible line up of panellists often assisted in making the decision.  Using the widest possible networks, and knowing many people outside the community has been essential in bringing a broader perspective to an essentially closed community.  Having people on the committee who are able to bridge the community with new groups has proved to be an asset, as are people who are younger and students who made such excellent contributions. Researching, phoning, talking to new people is an important skill for this type of project planning. It is not a role for the timid. Sometimes the theme topic was driven by a particular presenter, or a style of presentation ie multimedia.  

Community development 2

Celebration of the differences, both topic and style within an event opens the community into a wider vista of themselves. This is very important in terms of community development models of working.  A community builds upon itself in a positive way when the project is successful especially where the end result goes far beyond the expectations of the committee itself, when the community feedback includes a movement - psychological and informative towards different ways of reflection upon itself, where the ownership and control of the process is based at community level, and where the mainstream develop a healthy appetite of curiosity into what was a closed community.   

Decision 2 keynote speakers

The second agenda decision was that each day needed a keynote speaker, as a way of keeping the conference interesting and conversation at a higher level.  This was thought to be important, and was a way of developing an environment different and beyond the insularity typical of other community gatherings.  It was a way of bringing new people unknown to the community on board and felt uncomfortable at the ‘family style’ of conversation between members. Consideration must also be given to others who might be interested but not members of the community including new migrants, international students, and even the odd representative of other ethnic groups. On the first conference there was a keynote speaker each day, on the second conference, one in the morning and one in the afternoon, and on the third for most sessions. Why?  Because keynote speakers are fantastic in setting the scene, giving a broad view, talking about the bigger picture that people not studying or specialising in the area simply do not know about. It forms a way of getting informed quickly and when followed by a community panel discussion, participants are able to see the theory applied right before their eyes. Somehow it is the connection people make at the conference that the writer feels is one of the reasons why the conferences have had such popular appeal. 

This does not deny that over the two years, the expectation is for increased professionalism, although the writer is not persuaded by this expectation.  I maintain that it is the breadth of styles, the freshness of the speakers and the differences that are presented that allows for everyone to gain some insights into the Chinese community and the diversity within. These conferences hold an interest that the unexpected will be revealed.  It is a conference where many different ‘voices’ and tenor of voice, are heard, where some academic information is shared, some insights gathered, some laughter shared, and some heart-felt emotions touched upon right out in the open.  Going bananas has become ‘you have to be there’ experience. 

Opening vistas

Perhaps the more difficult things to explain in words about the process of the conferences were the way the sessions have also many other layers.  Sessions have increasingly been organised to appeal to different sectors of the Chinese, new migrant and early settlers, youth, historical, and to mainstream interests. For example the third conference “Bananas NZ Going Global” is an attempt to increase the vista of community beyond their immediate selves, and local living, to bridge the gaps between their inherent cultural knowledge and connecting that with the economic development of New Zealand.  For the forward thinking community members, the time is ripe for connection between local and global.  The third conference is working towards that greater end.

Diversity within New Zealand and Auckland

Perhaps it is fortuitous that the conferences are being held at a time when China itself holds such a strong focus for the New Zealand government, and this drives some openness about the links between China and New Zealand.  Air New Zealand, the national carrier for example is marketing their new Auckland to Shanghai route. On another level, the Chinese represent at least 6% of the national population of New Zealand (2001 census) and in Auckland are well over 12% of the city’s population.  This cannot be ignored by businesses from banks to shopping malls, and the diversity within Auckland has ‘popped’ up regardless of mainstream denial or blindness.  Ten years ago, many people secretly hoped that all the diversity would disappear, and the ‘good old days’ of British colonial norms would be returned.  Ten years later, it is generally agreed that Auckland is not only getting more diverse, that it is more likely to be expanding rather than retracting, and that there is a common responsibility with central and local government along with Auckland as a whole, to ‘get with’ newer communities.  Diversity is here to stay folks, and playing ostrich is not going to work any more. 

Young Aucklanders who have been at school in this new environment are also less nervous about ethnicity.  Bro’ Town takes no prisoners and gives every ethnicity a hard time. It is also one of the reasons why it has such broad appeal. In the creative arts, shows from the Tao Drummers from Japan, play in front of packed houses.  Indian theatre such as the talented Krishnan’s Dairy makes other groups wonder when will their story be on stage. Thousands of people flock to be enchanted by the Chinese New Year Lantern festival or experience the intoxicating smells, music and dances of Diwali, ethnic radio can be heard even if it only on the way to changing stations, and the myriad of pages of Chinese language newspapers are seen escaping from the paper recycle ideal.  Auckland itself is moving towards greater acceptance of itself in terms of the population realities of the city.  And towards this initial contact with diversity, New Zealand certainly does this well.  However the next stage of what underlies the obvious was now developing a healthy curiosity.

Community development 3 – into the Mainstream 

To this movement the Going Bananas conference made a significant contribution.  Public relations were exceptional.  In the beginning many of the committee did not see the need to let the conference take another important step towards more positive engagement with mainstream and the Chinese community.  If it was not for the hard work and strategic vision of the publicist Alistair Kwun, this whole area of building the conference to gather an interested movement, would never happened.  Instead as the publicist, each of the themes could be ‘packaged’ in a way as to assist mainstream media to accept a way of expressing diversity.  It is one thing to know your organization needs greater diversity; it is another to be able to express that in your specialised media form.  Diversity for many is not an enactment of every day life for most people.  The notion of ‘birds of the feather’ still applies when we choose our friends.  So many people have little in common with the mainstream sector or conversely of their Chinese counterparts. The idea of networking amongst the different always holds some form of hesitation, especially if there is an expectation that mistakes are a misdemeanour rather than a learning experience.   Yet intellectually, organisations know that the viewer or readership is made up of the population ratios. 

Now phoning up a television station is not likely to get your news on the evening news broadcast unless it is sensational. A Going Bananas conference could hardly be called sensational – interesting, exciting for the participants maybe, but not national news material.  It lacked the zing and polarisation of a political debate, it did not have anything that reinforced old negative stereotyping, yet it did have topics that tweaked the curiosity of the media.  Multiple Identities was one of these.  Increasingly over the post modernist era, the idea that we each hold many identities at one time, be that ethnic because of blood ties, or identity because of social climate, they also range from educational, professional, experiential, values or interest driven.  The notion of multiple identities allows all people to be released from the straight-jacketed identity of one pigeonhole as the only entry to be had, to a different reality.  Rather than a prescribed sense of self, multiple identities allows for a fluid motion between sectors and interests.  It gives wings to what was rigid and constrained.  It affects everyone, new migrants whose New Zealand impacts upon his or her home experience, those that have married out, it is a way of celebrating the diversity within, whatever that may be. It also assist those disappointed parents whose children married out of their ethnic group and get them some understanding of the global world of fluid relationships, landings and international boundaries.  While love may not have boundaries, parents so often have. 

Funding

The publicist also had another role that of developing sponsor relationships.  Many committee members for Conference no 1, asked friends to be sponsors and this amounted to several thousand dollars. A grant from the Heritage trust was also given to the committee, and people traded time and materials towards this community initiative.  Given that the conference fee was just over $100 for the first 2-day conference, the committee ended up reaping its costs and showed a fiscal reward.  This was squirreled away for Conference 2 a one-day conference where once again the costs were recovered.  With these two nest eggs the committee had built a confidence in expanding, but this is not just because of its fiscal success.  What was more important was the confidence that the relationships that have been made will allow the conference to include major sponsorships, giving scope for a large venue from just over 200 people regulated through fire control, to 600 seats in an auditorium. Conference no 3 is a big event. That’s why it’s going global.

Going Global means an expansion of the mind, to organise and offer to the participants different options and interests, all connecting the NZ reality to that experienced close by.  

Filling in the gaps of the cultural landscape.

I had pointed out earlier that writing literature in New Zealand has never been a strong point. Certainly, Chinese New Zealand writers such as Dr James Ng and Dr. Manying Ip have worked extraordinarily hard to produce a steady stream of academic work.  However Lynda Chanwai-Earle is notable in producing some of the most memorable works for theatre around the theme of the past and the present.  Chinese literature has always been sparse on the ground with some lovely historical short stories inspiring others to keep the ball rolling here and there, but hardly a movement.  When compared to artists, water colourists, oil paint artists, glass artists and even the odd installation artist, some early settler descendents and new migrant artists have found all forms of expression. As time passes it seems that new migrants are less constrained in expression without those words of caution as to never making waves and being noticed.

The author senses that in an important event such as a Going Bananas Conference is a time for such ‘gaps’ in the cultural landscape of Chinese New Zealand to be addressed.  Participants need to know more than some interesting information to be presented.  They need to be inspired to make a contribution themselves.  They need seeds to have been sown in their minds.  They need to realise that unless they take their part in the responsibility of a collective history, the whole community could possibly miss out.  If the question asked is “What will inspire the Chinese New Zealand audience to contribute to the body of knowledge about the Chinese in New Zealand” and is answered, then we as a committee have truly done our task.  In the Going Bananas No 2 conference, the inspiration to look at the participation of Chinese in the visual arts took on another step.  Many people took inspiration from that topic.  Chinese involved in the movie industry, making short documentaries will become an expression for the future. And who could not love the presentation from the Rice Girls, modelling the Spice girls, and using the internet to make videotape with a karaoke sing along to their wonderful witty ditty.  If these were my grandchildren I would hug them over and over again.  Good leadership is about inspiring people to a new vision, it is about turning on the green light and has the magic to keep it on green for GO.  This idea continues to NZ Going Global.

Going Global means that the horizon of the conference must reach far beyond what a small group of people sitting in an Auckland home relying on their experiences.  This time, a selective group of guest speakers have been invited, to inspire, to open minds and to create opportunity for those of us in New Zealand to be able to create new skills.  To this end Frank Chin, respected author and the acknowledged pioneer of modern Asian American literature, has agreed to participate. And with this interest NZCA has offered its first Short Story Competition with the hope that the genre and voice of the Chinese in New Zealand will be develop the pattern modelled so well with Maori and Pacific communities. What more this session will take on a different format, and children will be invited to attend to learn about the importance of myths in the Chinese identity. 

Other interests include the many dimensions of cyberspace, that form new ways of linking people together.  This is especially important when linking New Zealand to China  and Chinese all over the world.  It seems a logical development of showing how new technology can connect us to each other by ethnicity, without the long sea voyage, nor the discomfort of cattle class air travel.  Using these new forms of thinking allows the conference to be relevant to so many different interests.  Given that we hope to get between 500-600 participants, this is not only a sensible fiscal decision, but it shows how the committee are so less fearful of the unknown and prepared to work regardless of their own experiences.  This is a sure sign that the skill level of the committee has grown in a remarkable way, building confidence, moving with leadership ideals.  It is a far cry from the first meetings three years ago.
This paper so far has explained some of the processes required to organise a conference series.  However, there is an underlying foundation that must be acknowledged.  Going Bananas is a community event, and as such members of the committee have been able to organise a level of hospitality that simply produces community good will.  To walk into a committee member’s home for the last meeting before the event, and smell the newly baked banana and feijoa cake for the conference morning tea, adds a sense of aroha that cannot be missed. Banana cakes in their multiple flavours reinforced the themes in an informal way.  That a group of members on Friday morning made the dim sims, hundreds of them, for the evening opening ceremony also acknowledged the importance of making an occasion flavoured by the communities values. The appeal to the venue organisers to be able to bring in culturally appropriate food ensured that the lunches felt more like the hospitality of the home rather than a conference venue.  And the reason why all of this worked so well, was that the cohesion of the committee from the experiences of years of collective working together, of making Chinese pork buns for Chinese Lantern Festival fund raising, or meeting together as a Chinese Women’s Group to learn to make moon cakes.  The conference organisation was another opportunity to reinforce the skill base and generosity of the members. 
Summary

Processes are so much easier to look at after the event.  In the experiences outlined above, the Going Bananas Committee has worked through a process of maturity.  While there is no definite plans to continue this event, it would not be surprising that there will be other events, other moments of inspiration offer to the Chinese Community in New Zealand.

It has been a pleasure to work with you all. It has been a joy to take those risks and lower the fear of failure.  It has been a joy to watch each person contact their own networks and work hard towards the one goal.  To make the Conference another ‘have to be there experience’ an event not to be missed.

14th April 2007
� 


� 1985 census data shows 19,506 Chinese in NZ population


� 2001 census date shows 105,492 Chinese in NZ population


� Many people spoke to the author and complained that there was suddenly Chinese writing visible, as professional signage, outside shops and restaurant.  The general feeling was that sense of visibility made many early settler Chinese and mainstream New Zealanders uncomfortable.


� Mainstream is the term used in this paper to mean those people who hold the most power within the whole society.  They are defined by the position and power they hold rather than by ethnicity although they are mainly held by Pakeha New Zealanders. 


� Look up � HYPERLINK "http://www.goingbananas.org.nz" ��www.goingbananas.org.nz� for paper presented.


� Nigel Murphy’s book





