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Going global
Cool bananas. Or in French, des bananes fraîches. Or in German, die kühl Bananen.
   I am not going to talk about how my business started because you can go to my websites and find out: most are linked from my personal site, jackyan.com. But I want to start looking at the future, without talking about the film industry which Li Tao will cover. And you can find some more of my views on this at my blog: just Google my name in quotes and the word banana and it’s the first one that pops up (as of earlier this afternoon). Alistair has kindly put up a printout on the notice board outside.
   Richard Yan earlier told us about his first phrase in New Zealand. I was taught one phrase for school: ‘Please may I go to the toilet?’
   How does one go global? Li Tao will talk about the evolution of cinema. And we are now ready to take things to the next level.
   When the honourable member from Mt Roskill was here on Friday, he talked about a free-trade deal with Red China. I don’t know about you, but every time I hear about this agreement, I think of our being used as cheap production units. I am from Hong Kong. For years, that was how we were seen. And as a culture, I am not sure if that helps us in the immediate term.
   Going global is not about outsourcing, for example, which is one consequence of this agreement. It has already been happening and it has put us at odds with many in mainstream New Zealand.
   There is little to be gained in any endeavour if you do not live on the edge. When you think about the things that are pioneering, when did they become cool? When did Amazon.com become trendy? When did Chinese cinema become trendy?
   These things all got there at the point when they were on the edge of being an outsider venture and the mainstream. If you are totally an outsider, no one will know. If you are totally in the mainstream, no one will notice. Where we want to be is where everyone will care.
   And that is where we are about to head to.
   We are still outsiders, but we are about to become part of the nations in which there are diasporas.
   How I got global was simple. And I think what Richard said earlier struck a chord: knowing an additional language and its implications.
   As Chinese, even without the language, we have a sense of who we are. One of my team members at Lucire is a New Zealand-born Chinese. Whether she knows it or not, she edits Lucire with a Chinese management style.
   I do not believe I am a banana. I am multicoloured in the middle, and no fruit exists to match. Unless it’s going off. I am an immigrant. I like differentiation because it is my way to rebel. And rebelling is my way of staying on the edge. Rebelling, or to put it more politely, differentiation, is the key to business success because it is the one fundamental rule in branding. But it is a considered rebellion: it is one that tries to find a harmonious balance with other cultures while emphasizing my individuality in the industries in which I work. You could hear that in Lee Kin Mun’s I Am a Singaporean podcast. That is the reality.
   In Consulting, where I have written a few books and serve on a think-tank in Sweden, I have stressed my social responsibility, rebelling against the Enrons of this world yet finding harmony with the planet. In Fonts, I have tried to shake up the traditional hegemony of European and American firms and rebelled there, but incorporating New Zealand and Chinese sensibilities and that remains the largest font foundry in the southern hemisphere. With my magazines such as Lucire and, next, Pavement, our second consumer print trade mark, we are rebelling domestically here by saying we are not owned by Australians or the Irish; but globally, we are creating magazine brands that truly try to tap in to what people want covered. There is only so much of the establishment that readers want to see. They want to see merit ahead of marketing budgets. Lucire is about global fashion but with a humanistic voice.
   When I am here, I say I am Chinese or I am an immigrant. When I am abroad, I say I am a New Zealander or, on occasion, British when it comes to nationality. I like surprising people, shaking them up, never conforming. In Europe, being a Kiwi is a good thing because they do not know much about us. So you can say what you like, get in first and form the most positive opinions that can suit yourself.
   As members of a diaspora, we have the choice of cultures from which to pick. We take the best parts of each one. Fundamentally, I am not going to pick one that is different from my soul. The way I do business is inherently Confucian. I may conduct my work in English and French and a bit of Swedish. I am a communicator. I am an amalgam but I have my core. Success is bringing out that core, making it special, making it rest somewhere between the edge and the mainstream.
   I have a business that is pretty international. We have offices worldwide at Jack Yan & Associates. My publications are in numerous countries and we are about to launch in another six. I did all this not by consciously being Chinese, but just knowing that whatever I did, a Chinese soul would come through, but one that has accommodated the best of others’ values as well.
   I say on my blog, on this topic, that the next wave is seeing things that are Chinese, and next year’s Olympics are going to be the first sign. I don’t mean traditional symbols or seeing more lion dances. I do mean seeing products from Chinese companies like IBM or MG that will begin to have Chinese cues in their design. You already see a different Buick Lucerne sold in China that looks totally different from the one sold in the US or a four-door Citroën C4. This will follow the path that the moviemakers like Li Tao have trail-blazed for our culture.
   You go to Kansei Airport or Incheon Airport or even the one back in my home town, and these are Chinese in style. The culture is still intact. Modernization is not the same as western modernization.
   What the future holds is not so much a monoculture that is so homogeneous that we don’t know what is what. Individual cultures will still be celebrated. But I want to stop at saying the word multiculture as well. Multiculture suggests to me that there are discrete cultures living side by side. That is not the reality, either.
   I want to use the word uniculture. Like a universe. It is one where there is a mix of everything, where people can choose what suits themselves. Technology has broken the barriers of forming tribes. Those who feel isolated do not any more: even with me, I have joined three Facebook groups that are connected to who I am: one on Hong Kong, one on being Cantonese, and one political party. Even in my last relationship with someone not of my race, I never felt any “less Chinese”. If I were to have children, they would speak my language and whatever their mother’s is. You know, I even like the Scottish accent, so maybe I should just pinch that and talk in it.
   Unicultures are what this world is heading toward, where individual cultures are all integrated. We should not fear losing ours: ours become differentiated in this. Just as with the Khan dynasty, others will see our appeal.
   Individual cultures will not die: they will become remixed. Each one will be championed in the home to the benefit of the next generation. And I believe the 2008 Olympics to be a very positive step for us, because it shows the plus side of being Chinese and just how big a part we play in the uniculture. Let’s show the world now.
