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I 
 

Abstract   

 
Research with British Chinese young people has tended to focus on experiences of 

racism, the influence of catering, and more recently educational attainment. Focusing 

on young Chinese people growing up in Newcastle upon Tyne, North East England, this 

thesis brings these areas of scholarship into conversation in order to explore the youth 

transitions, cultural identities and everyday experiences of British Chinese youth. A key 

argument of this thesis is that integrating understandings of youth transitions with the 

everyday experiences of Chinese youth provides a critical contribution to the field.  It 

not only expands the transitions debate that has centred primarily on white working 

class youth, but specifically enables a more holistic portrait of British Chinese youth to 

emerge. This study draws upon qualitative interviews with twenty four British born 

Chinese young people. The project is aimed at those aged 16-25 years. Four key 

influences on transition are explored: family and home; language and identity; 

education and aspirations; and leisure lifestyles. Home relations reveal many 

participants are expected to assist their families in catering work and therefore face a 

range of responsibilities whilst growing up, from supporting family businesses to caring 

for younger siblings.  An analysis of language demonstrates many participants are 

actually ambivalent and lack confidence when it comes to Chinese linguistic 

competency. Nevertheless participants played significant roles as mediators, assisting 

their parents through English.  In the education arena high levels of attainment at 

school and university reflect strong personal motivations to succeed, a desire to meet 

parental demands and an awareness of the sacrifices their parents had made to 

provide them with such opportunities. In their leisure time, British Chinese young 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōǊƻŀŘƭȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ Ψ!ǎƛŀƴΩ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ 

including television, the internet and music.  However, these experiences are found to 

be shaped by gender, ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ-course positioning and broader educational 

commitments.  Overall, by exploring the role of family, language, education and leisure, 

this thesis offers a rich series of insights into the cultural identities and youth 

formations of British Chinese young people in Newcastle upon Tyne.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

 
This section puts forth the arguments in this thesis. The aims are laid out, study 

ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭƛǎŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǎƛƭŜƴǘ ƳƛƴƻǊƛǘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

migration to the UK described. The place of young British Chinese in this is also 

detailed. 

1.1 Introduction ς young British Chinese, transitions and identity. 

 

It seems recently that the issue of China has been evermore present in UK public 

discussion. Arguably fuelled by the economic changes in China I have watched 

attentively, as no doubt have others, as an increasing amount of documentaries and 

ōƻƻƪǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǊƛǎƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǎǘŜǊƴ 5ǊŀƎƻƴΩΦ /ƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ 

references to awakening, dragons, power, and politics, give the impression that 

Chinese relations with Britain are being somehow re-invented, or even re-invigorated.  

 

There are individuals for whom the relationship between Britain and China is not a 

topic of new media or political interest. Many, but not all, of these individuals have 

been living in the UK for many years, if not decades. Some were born here, others are 

more recent migrants, but what they share in common is Chinese ethnicity and Britain 

as a home. It is at odds that we might be more likely to know recent events in China, 

than the conditions and life experiences of Chinese people living in Britain. 

 

This thesis looks at the experiences of young British Chinese people, those on the cusp 

of adulthood, and going through particular transitions in their lives. Enquiry focuses on 

the key influences on individuals from an ethnic minority group which has been under 

researched. Recently a generation of British Born and young British Chinese have 

become more prominent, perhaps being present on television or in films (for example 

Gok Wan). But despite new generations growing up in the UK there has continued to 

be misunderstanding and a lack of depth in wider conceptions; perhaps for example a 

fixation on grade averages, rather than a look at the factors which might cause these 

results (notably Francis and Archer, 2005a, Francis et al., 2008 do explore this). By 

understanding young British Chinese there is the opportunity to contribute more fully 
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to youth research, experiences of ethnicity in the UK, as well as question the larger 

category of Chineseness.  

 

That the experiences of young British Chinese continue to be unrecognised in wider 

British society stands in opposition to work which has been done; exploring the impact 

of migration and different cultural and identity values on young British Chinese people 

(Archer and Francis, 2007, 2009, Francis and Archer, 2005a, 2005b, Francis et al., 2008, 

Parker, 1995, 1998, 2000, Song, 1995, Song and Parker, 1995).  

 

Vitally the thesis sets young British Chinese experiences in context, as well as 

addresses their place in wider discussions on Chinese identity. The lack of research on 

integrated British Chinese experiences is highlighted and addressed by citing and 

contributing to the work of youth transitions researchers, who have demonstrated the 

ways in which young people might be influenced in the choices they make at various 

points in life, how these might come to be shaped and what the consequences might 

be (Furlong and Cartmel, 1997, Hollands, 1990, Hollands and Chatterton, 2003, 

MacDonald and Marsh, 2004, MacDonald and Shildrick, 2007). In parallel, research 

which offers a rich source of discussion about ethnicity, the way it changes and is 

shaped, and the role of youth experience can be enhanced by study of the British 

Chinese. Therefore Stuart Hall and Ien Ang (Hall, 1990, 1992, Ang, 1993, 1998, 2001) in 

particular will be central to this thesis, as both authors have attempted to demonstrate 

that ethnicity (in !ƴƎΩǎ ŎŀǎŜ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊύ ƛǎ ŦƭŜȄƛōƭŜΣ ƘȅōǊƛŘ ŀƴŘ 

subject to alteration. 

1.2 Thesis questions 

 
This thesis questions the way in which young British Chinese1 see themselves today. 

Taking 16-нр ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀǎ ŀ ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜ ŦƻǊ ΨȅƻǳǘƘΩΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

experiences, particularly around growing up, their lives now and the future. There are 

three main aims: 

                                                 
1 I have taken young British Chinese to include both British Born Chinese and those whom have grown 

up here but were born elsewhere. British Chinese is defined specifically due to the difficulty likely in 
recruiting large numbers of British born Chinese, as well as birth place not necessarily being a factor for 
the experiences this project is interested in. 
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Firstly whilst there has been interest in the young British Chinese, the age group 16-25 

has not been looked at in terms of a broader youth transitions approach. Other groups 

of young people in Britain have been the subject of transitions research, in which their 

routes through life are explored; particularly working class young men (Furlong and 

Cartmel, 1997, McDowell, 2000, 2002, Willis, 1977). Increasingly too other young 

people of minority ethnic backgrounds have featured in the work of youth researchers 

(Alexander, 2000, Hopkins, 2006b, Nayak, 2006, 2008). This research therefore seeks 

to add to understanding about a significant set of youth experiences which might be 

explored even more widely. Perhaps young British Chinese have similar transitions to 

other groups of young people, perhaps not. We already know that these young British 

Chinese do well in examinations at school and that many of their parents are 

employed in catering or are professionals, how might this also influence their 

transitions, particularly in light of the varied factors which might have caused parents 

to migrate to the UK?  

 

Secondly there has been a tendency for the work featuring Chinese people to be 

focused on a narrow set of issues, namely around racism and social justice, catering 

and education. That existing research has been important is not in question, indeed 

these investigations have shed light on young Chinese as experiencing racism and 

other challenges which are overlooked in their conception as high achievers. Being the 

descendants of migrants might mean a new set of issues is emerging, and this is 

worthy of exploration if British society as a whole is to dispel previous stereotypes and 

misunderstandings.  

 

Thirdly what might a better understanding of British Chinese experiences add to wider 

conceptions about ethnic Chinese outside of China? The thesis will relate its findings to 

global discussion of the nature of Chineseness, contextualising the experiences had by 

the young Chinese with those living elsewhere. Perhaps there is a case to be made for 

hybrid or localised experiences of Chinese ethnicity, which are only limited to the UK, 

or maybe the relationship with Hong Kong continues to feature strongly for young 

British Chinese. What too might the changing political situation in China, with the 

opening and reform policies since the 1980 and 90s, mean for young British Chinese - 

could this for example offer a new area of Chinese identity which young British Chinese 
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might look to? Or perhaps there is a more pan-Asian set of identifications focused 

around the developed and developing economies of Japan, South Korea and Taiwan. 

1.3 Contextualising the study 

 
This section addresses the research background and initial questions about researching 

British Chinese experiences. There are three main issues. Firstly, reasons for the 

obscurity of the British Chinese in wider discussion and research, referring to their 

status as a silent minority. Second the background of Chinese migration to the UK. 

Third the young British Chinese as a group and reasons for further enquiry. 

1.3 - 1 British Chinese ς silent minority status 

 

A major belief about the British CƘƛƴŜǎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀ ΨǎƛƭŜƴǘΩ ƳƛƴƻǊƛǘȅΤ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜȅ 

largely keep to themselves, rarely featuring in public debates or discussion. 

Contributing to this belief is that, compared to other ethnic minorities in the UK, the 

Chinese are less numerous and more dispersed. Despite the idea of Chinese people 

being a silent minority, this is not to say that the Chinese have always been seen as 

fully integrated in the UK; as Parker notes there have been a consistent set of 

stereotypes, and occasional media panics ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨȅŜƭƭƻǿ ǇŜǊƛƭΩ2 ƻǊ ΨǘǊƛŀŘǎΩ3 (Parker, 

1995, 1998). 

 

During the 1990s a more concerted effort was made to understand the British Chinese 

experience. Partly this may have been driven by the 1991 census, which indicated a 

more sizable population within the UK than previously noted: 

 
It was not until the 1991 census that a direct question on ethnicity was included. 
Information on ethnicity in previous surveys depended on a question which 
asked for the country of origin of the Head of Household. Thus, ethnic Chinese 
born in Britain would be recorded as British. Conversely, respondents of British 
origin born in China would be included as Chinese (Verma et al., 1999: 9). 

 

Along with the growing interest in total population, academics researching the Chinese 

minority were realising that: 

                                                 
2 The yellow peril is a stereotype based on the size of China and its believed potential to take over or 

conquer the world. 
3
 Triads are the popular given name for the Chinese mafia. 
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ΧŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ƛƴ .Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘΣ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ 
about them is scarce, scattered and often contradictory (Li, 1994: 37). 

 

Pang and Lau perhaps went the furthest in this statement below, simultaneously 

expressing worry about research in general on the Chinese, problems of access and co-

operation, and the nature of qualitative studies:  

 
As it is, few studies have been conducted on this ethnic group and there still 
exists a state of relative ignorance and perhaps misconceptions surrounding the 
Chinese community in Britain. Until the 1990s there was the frustrating situation 
where even the most fundamental data about this group did not exist, posing 
innumerable methodological difficulties for (would-be) researchers - a situation 
exacerbated by the lack of co-operation on the part of the Chinese with such 
studies. The result is not only a paucity of knowledge on this group, but also that 
the types of researchers which have emerged have ultimately tended to be small-
scale, qualitative studies, conducted by ethnic Chinese researchers, in specific 
locales (Pang and Lau, 1998: 863). 

 
Lƴ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ .Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǎƛƭŜƴǘΩ ƳƛƴƻǊƛǘȅΣ ƛǘ ōŜŎŀƳŜ 

clear this silence was related to problems of lack of awareness and data about Chinese 

people in the UK. Lack of research at a general and specific level as well as issues of 

getting participants to come forward have contributed. Although the situation might 

be assessed as having been bleak, the acknowledgment of a need for better research 

ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǎǘŜǇǇƛƴƎ ǎǘƻƴŜΦ Lƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ/ƻntrary to 

ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ƛƴ .Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŀ ƘƻƳƻƎŜƴƻǳǎ ƎǊƻǳǇΩ (Li, 1994: 37) 

meant that academic discussion was able to start from a position which challenged 

problematic stereotypical conceptions, which were often based on racial features and 

not actual lived experiences.  

 

Despite the worry, during the 1990s, over the lack of data information on the British 

Chinese, research would reveal more details over time. Principally, the issue of 

population composition began to open up debate on the backgrounds of Chinese 

residents: 

 
Although not all of the Chinese people now living in Britain can trace their 
descent from ancestors who lived in Hong Kong, it would be true to say that most 
of them could (Verma et al., 1999: 8). 
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It was also acknowledged that there were several Chinese waves of migration to the 

UK, firstly seafarers linked to the ports in Liverpool and London, secondly Hong Kong 

economic migrants following changes in Hong Kong and thirdly more recent migrants, 

coming for education and professional work (Li, 1994). Within these three waves there 

have been varieties of ethnic and linguistic division, such as origins in Hong Kong, 

mainland China, Vietnam, Malaysia, and also the varied use of Hakka, Cantonese, 

Mandarin and other Chinese dialects (Li, 1994). In terms of location Chinese people are 

shown to be present across the whole of the UK, though numbers tend to be larger 

around the Manchester/Liverpool area and London (Verma et al., 1999: 11). Chau and 

Yu (2001: 114-115) note that the Chinese in Britain remain quite dispersed, this is due 

to their employment based in Chinese food selling, and the advantage dispersion can 

offer in reducing competition.  

1.3 - 2 Chinese migration to the UK 

 
Starting to question the status of British Chinese as silent therefore revealed a 

population with a variety of migratory backgrounds, experiences and identifications. 

Awareness of these differences within the Chinese population serves to demonstrate 

the dynamic and vibrant possibilities for understanding British Chinese people, not as a 

single homogenous community, but as a population worthy of greater nuanced 

understanding and research. Of pressing concern in the coming overall discussion will 

be what influence these sometimes chequered migrant histories have had on young 

British Chinese, and to what extent the British Chinese population is set to change.  

 

Each country has its own definitions of national identity, and whilst they might be 

discussed continuously, migrants in particular raise the issue of how far a national 

identity can itself be defined and bounded. For Chinese migrants the size of China, 

paradoxically with its internal diversity, yet outward perception of homogeneity, has 

made Chinese identity an interesting topic for consideration in the twentieth and 

twenty-first centuries. Questioning Chinese identity has become more pressing due to 

combination of settled communities outside of China, as well as migrations in the 

modern period. Under various dynasties in China migration was frowned upon and 

ǘƘƻǎŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƻ ǊŜǘǳǊƴΣ ƻƴŎŜ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎΣ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŦŀŎŜŘ ΨǎŜǾŜǊŜ ǇǳƴƛǎƘƳŜƴǘΩ (Wang, 2003: 

57). But despite limitations on migration, China was a major trading nation. The 
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isolation of China in terms of outward migration was finally challenged in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century'sΦ CƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ ΨŦƛǊǎǘΩ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

late nineteenth century, during which threats to continued Chinese closure resulted in 

wars, political humiliation and colonialism, migration out of China became increasingly 

possible. I use the term increasingly possible because, as Wang Gungwu (2003) and 

others have shown, the majority of Chinese nationals remained within the borders of 

China, if not within the borders of their own village or province (Pan, 1999: chapter 2, 

Skeldon, 2003).  

 

¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜ ŀǿŀƪŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǿŜǎǘŜǊƴ 

modernisation meant that many new migrants came from specific parts of China, 

bringing with them specific languages, social practices and cultural backgrounds (Li, 

1994, Pan, 1994, Parker in Pan, 1999, Wang, 2000). There was then a certain group of 

people which made up migrants out of China, in the case of the UK the early Chinese 

ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ΨǎŜŀƳŜƴ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ Ƴŀƛƴƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ Ŏƻŀǎǘŀƭ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ 

/ƘƛƴŀΧŎƭǳǎǘŜǊŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƻŎƪƭŀƴŘ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ [ƛƳŜƘƻǳǎŜ ό9ŀǎǘ [ƻƴŘƻƴύ ŀƴŘ [ƛǾŜǊǇƻƻƭΩ 

(Parker in Pan, 1999: 304). Many of these first migrants were working in the British 

navy and later were functioning as support for artillery or weapons batteries in World 

War One. Often working under inhumane conditions, Chinese seamen did not always 

enjoy parity with British nationals and their pay was notably lower (Parker in Pan, 1999: 

304).  

 

Following the aftermath of World War One the fissures caused in Chinese society by 

encounter with the west, not only from the intrusions by Britain and European powers, 

but under new threats such as Russia and a modernising Japan, took a heavy toll. 

Besides colonial assets seized by Britain and France across Asia, Japan used its newly 

industrialising and modernised army to influence Manchuria (renamed Manchukuo). 

The result of colonialism in China was civil war. Early nationalists removed the Qing 

dynasty in the initial 1900s, this lead to warlordism developing into further conflict 

between Communist and a consolidated Nationalist political force in the 1940s. During, 

and constitutive, of all of these changes in China World War One and then World War 

Two took place.  
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With the communists having won the civil war by 1950, Japanese and colonial forces 

were either removed, ejected through defeat in World War Two, or in the British case 

restricted to Hong Kong (Parker, 1995, Pan, 1999, Skeldon, 2003). A period of 

migration closure was again experienced on the Chinese mainland. Chinese migration 

was stemmed due to focus on rebuilding and modernisation, as well as communist 

ideology, which at that time lead to self-sufficiency drives. Despite the new 

government in China, elements of colonialism such as the British at Hong Kong 

ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘΦ tƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƭŜŦǘ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ΨƳŀƛƴƭŀƴŘΩ /Ƙƛƴŀ (Tu, 

1994). Today we see these ethnic populations continue in Thailand, Malaysia, 

Indonesia, Singapore, the United States and increasingly Australia (Pan, 1994, Wang, 

2000). Many ethnic Chinese had not necessarily chosen to remain in the new nations 

which were formed around them during this time, and were in some sense now 

trapped outside of mainland China.  

 

Before this time, when new borders were hardening, many Chinese outside of China 

believed themselves sojourners; migrant workers with the eventual goal of returning 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ƻŦ ōƛǊǘƘΦ {ƻƧƻǳǊƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƭƻƴƎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ΨƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ 

extended periods of stay, has been practiced by venturesome and entrepreneurial 

indƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀŘƛƴƎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǿƛŘŜ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎΩ (Wang, 

2003: 55). I will return later to discuss how the changing conception of Chinese 

migrants from sojourners to settlers caused difficulty in them being accepted in host 

countries, and how this relates to Britain (see Chapter 2 regarding migration in the 

United States in particular). 

 

As Wang and Skeldon (Skeldon, 2003, Wang, 1985, 1993, 2000) have illustrated the 

experience of sojourning only makes up one part of the migration experience of 

Chinese people. The connection between the UK and Hong Kong meant Hong Kong 

acted as a gateway for emigration away from the region; with many taking up the 

opportunity to either settle in the UK, following a period of seafaring with the navy, or 

enter the country before increasingly tightening immigration laws became too 

stringent. We can identify several waves or phases of mass migration, as Li (1994: 37-

38, 43-45) notes: original descendants and members of the community pre World War 

One, later migrants post World War Two whom came through Hong Kong, students 
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and professionals coming after the 1960s-70s. A useful aid in understanding the 

migration history of Chinese people in the UK is provided by the British Museum who 

have produced a timeline indicating changes in Chinese settlement in the UK. The 

timeline illustrates the changes and waves of in-migration to the UK and I have drawn 

from this and illustrated below: 

 

 

 

By 2001 the census recorded 247,4034 residents of Chinese ethnicity in the UK. In 

comparison to other ethnic groups in the UK - ΨhǘƘŜǊΩ р҈Σ ΨaƛȄŜŘΩ мр҈Σ Ψ.ƭŀŎƪ ƻǊ .ƭŀŎƪ 

.ǊƛǘƛǎƘΩ нр҈Σ Ψ!ǎƛŀƴ ƻǊ !ǎƛŀƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘΩ рл҈ - ǘƘŜ Ψ/ƘƛƴŜǎŜΩΣ ǿƛǘƘ р҈Σ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ 

smallest of these groupings (Office for National Statistics, 2005). To put this in 

perspective there was a total of over 54 million residents of White ethnicity (92.1%) in 
                                                 
4 I am aware that several different assessments of the total Chinese population appear in this section; 

however I believe this is due to different estimates, and also changes in estimate, between official 
government document publications. 

Figure 1 - /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦Y ǘƛƳŜƭƛƴŜ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ Ψ/ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ŘƛŀǎǇƻǊŀ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩ ǘƛƳŜƭƛƴŜ 
(British Museum, 2008) 

Seventeenth century to mid twentieth  century  

 

tŜǊƛƻŘ ǇǊŜ ƭŀǊƎŜ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ΨǎƻƧƻǳǊƴƛƴƎΩ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ǎŜŀƳŜƴ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ in Liverpool and 

London mainly. Issues around citizenship and legal residence. Post World War Two there 

are attempts to forcibly repatriate many Chinese seamen.  

 

Gradual growth of the Chinese population post 1950s 

 

1951 The Census recorded 12,523 Chinese people living in England and Wales 

 

1961 The Census recorded a Chinese population of 38,730 in England and Wales 

- Migration is swelled by land reforms and economic difficulties in Hong Kong 

- Increasing migration controls upon the former and existing colonies 

 

1971 The Census recorded a Chinese population of 96,030 In England and Wales 

 

1981 The Census recorded a Chinese population of 154,363 in England and Wales 

- Issues around Hong Kong passport holders, eventually allowances are made for a 

number of ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ΨрлΣлллΩΦ 
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2001, with over 4.5 million in total of minority Ethnic peoples (7.9%) (Office for 

National Statistics, 2005).   

 

With data beginning to be released from the 2011 census it is also possible to give a 

more recent account of ethnicity in the UK. However the data in the table below omits 

Scotland, significantly as well 'Chinese' has been moved into the 'Asian' category, 

which means that a direct comparison with data from 2001 needs to be done with care. 

In comparison to the 2001 totals there are now approximately 393,000 people of 

Chinese ethnicity in the UK.  

Ethnic groups 2001 and 2011, England and Wales 
United Kingdom 

  
Percentages 

    2001 2011 

White 

Irish 1.2 0.9 

Gypsy or Irish 
traveller

2
 0 0.1 

Other White 2.6 4.4 

Mixed/multiple ethnic 
groups 

White and Black 
Caribbean 0.5 0.8 

White and Asian 0.4 0.6 

White and Black 
African 0.2 0.3 

Other Mixed 0.3 0.5 

Asian/Asian British 

Indian 2.0 2.5 

Pakistani 1.4 2.0 

Bangladeshi 0.5 0.8 

Chinese
1
 0.4 0.7 

Other Asian
1
 0.5 1.5 

Black/ African/ 
Caribbean /Black  
British 

African 0.9 1.8 

Carribean 1.1 1.1 

Other Black 0.2 0.5 

Other ethnic group 

Arab
2
 0 0.4 

Any other ethnic 
group

1
 0.4 0.6 

1. Comparability issues exist between these ethnic groups for the 2001 and 2011 Census 

2. No comparable data exists for these ethnic groups in 2001 Census 

Source: Census 2001 and 2011, Office for National Statistics 

 
Figure 2 - Ethnicity in the UK from 2001-2011 census (Office for National Statistics, 2012) 

 

Because of the relatively small size of the Chinese population in Britain, historically 

little attention has been paid to the internal differences within the group. Yet, as a 

result of the three main phases of migration discussed already, there are a set of 

varied experiences amongst the Chinese population. According to Pan (Pan, 1999:27, 

Skeldon, 2003: 57) the origins of many Chinese migrants are the South of China, areas 

such as Guangdong and Fujian. Although we can point to a specific region for much 
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migration, the Chinese as a group are still more diverse in terms of geographic origins 

and background. As example the table below illustrates the diversity of settled Chinese 

populations in the UK: 

 

 
 
In 2001 the main countries of birth were Hong Kong (29%), England (25%) and China 

(19%), Malaysia (8%), Vietnam (4%) and Singapore (3%) (Office for National Statistics, 

2006b: 35). Looking at figure 3, a study of Chinese people in the UK needs to be clear 

about the diversity within the Chinese population.  

 

Along with these diverse countries of origin come a diverse set of linguistic 

backgrounds. The encyclopaedic approach taken by Pan (1999) indicates several major 

and minor language groups spoken by Chinese migrants, most of which came from 

{ƻǳǘƘ /ƘƛƴŀΥ ΨǘƘŜ ƭƛƴƎǳƛǎǘƛŎ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘ /Ƙƛƴŀ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƳŀǊƪŜŘΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƘŀǊŘ ŦƻǊ 

a southerner to make himself understood by another southerner living in the next 

ǘƻǿƴΣ ƭŜǘ ŀƭƻƴŜ ōȅ ŀ ƴƻǊǘƘŜǊƴŜǊ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ aŀƴŘŀǊƛƴΩ (Pan, 1999: 22). Although an in-

depth discussion is not possible in this section, language can be seen as a 

Figure 3 - ¦Y /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎΩ ōƛǊǘƘ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ (taken from Office for National Statistics, 2006b: 36) 
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differentiating factor within the early Chinese migrant populations, with some 

speaking mutually unintelligible dialects specific to certain regions or villages. With 

ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¦YΣ [ƛΩǎ (1994) linguistic study notes a tripartite division between the 

majority of migrants, which speak mainly Cantonese (Yue or Guangdong Hua) but also 

Hakka (Kejia) and Mandarin (Hanyu, Putonghua) (Li, 1994: 41). Additionally it is 

important to note that written text, before the introduction of ΨǎƛƳǇƭƛŦƛŜŘΩ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ 

in the 1950s, was commonly shared across China. Despite the issue that many were 

illiterate, a common written text allowed for communication across linguistic 

boundaries in some sense. How language might influence this project is that the 

parents of many young British Chinese arrived before the educational changes which 

have taken place within both Hong Kong and mainland China; the communist 

government focusing in particular on the spread of literacy and speech, hence the 

translatioƴ ƻŦ tǳǘƻƴƎƘǳŀΣ ƻƴŜ ƴŀƳŜ ŦƻǊ aŀƴŘŀǊƛƴΣ ŀǎ ΨŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǎǇŜŜŎƘΩΦ /ŀƴǘƻƴŜǎŜ 

Chinese is then a specific factor in understanding what Chineseness is for many British 

Chinese.  

 

The Chinese population has a distinct dispersion pattern, most being concentrated in 

London, the South East and North West as the data in Parker (1995) illustrates: 

 

Region Persons 
Percentage of total 
Chinese population 

Greater London 56,800 36.1 

South East 27,100 27.1 

North West 16,400 10.4 

Scotland 9,500 6.1 

West Midlands 8,600 5.5 

Yorkshire/Humberside 8,100 5.2 

East Midlands 6,400 4.1 

South West 6,100 3.9 

North 5,200 3.3 

Wales 4,700 3 

East Anglia 4,000 2.5 

 

 
 

Figure 4 - Population distribution of Chinese people in Britain in 1991 (reproduced from Parker, 
1995: 76, original based on data from Owen, 1993) 
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Although the census of 1991 data is problematic, as Parker notes the census was not 

sent in Chinese, leading to a suspected under-recording, altering the estimated 

156,900 in 1991 to a possible 162,400 (Pan, 1999: 306), these figures still give a 

generally accurate picture of how Chinese people were distributed nationally, then and 

now. Adamson et al (Adamson et al., 2005b: 3) supports the trends in ParkerΩs work 

though the total figures offered are based on lower population estimates which omit 

Scotland (England given a total of 141,661) (Adamson et al., 2005b). Although the 

Chinese population is greatest around the London and Manchester metropolitan areas, 

there is generally felt to be a spread out distribution; with the Chinese living all across 

the nation and also being dispersed within the regions they are most highly 

concentrated in (Chau and Yu, 2001, Parker, 1995: 75, Parker in Pan, 1999: 306). 

Despite the geographic spread, the location of Chinatowns in cities such as London, 

Liverpool, Manchester, Newcastle upon Tyne, Birmingham and notable presences in 

Nottingham and Bristol, gives a natural focus for some members of the Chinese 

population, as well as possibly attracting community interest groups to be located here.  

 

With the release of the 2011 census data a more up to date description of Chinese 

population distribution can be given. Whilst the totals are markedly higher than those 

in figure 4, it is notable that the general distribution with London, the South East and 

North West being most representative, remains (Office for National Statistics, 2012). 

 

Area   Asian/Asian British: Chinese 

    Total 
 

Percentage 

ENGLAND AND WALES 393,141   0.7 

ENGLAND   379,503 
 

0.7 
WALES   13,638 

 
0.4 

      
 

  

NORTH EAST   14,284 
 

0.6 
NORTH WEST    48,049 

 

0.7 
YORKSHIRE AND THE HUMBER 28,435 

 

0.5 
WEST MIDLANDS   31,274 

 

0.6 
EAST   33,503 

 

0.6 
LONDON   124,250 

 

1.5 
SOUTH EAST   53,061 

 

0.6 
SOUTH WEST   22,243   0.4 

 
Figure 5 - Current estimates for the ethnic Chinese population from the 2011 census; taken from table 
KS201EW (Office for National Statistics, 2013). 
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As of the 2001 census 243,258 Chinese people were recorded as living in the UK (Office 

for National Statistics, 2006b); this figure 393,000 in the 2011 census. Distinctly there 

are a large number of both British born Chinese (often referred to and self referring as 

BBCs, see www.britishchineseonline.com) and Hong Kong born Chinese, which form 

the younger generations. However, part of the huge growth in the Chinese population 

between 1991 and 2001, which at this point itself stands as ten years old and is 

therefore in need of revision, is due to an increase in the migration of Chinese 

nationals (most likely students) to the UK. As a National statistics feature on ethnicity 

and religion notes: 

 
The proportion born in the UK (29 per cent) was the smallest of all non-White 
populations and has changed very little in the decade between 1991 and 2001. 
While the overall Chinese population increased from 157,000 to 243,000 
between 1991 and 2001, the proportion born in the UK remained almost the 
same ς 28 per cent in 1991 and 29 per cent in 2001. Over the same period, the 
proportion born in Hong Kong declined from 34 per cent to 29 per cent, along 
with smaller declines in the proportions born in Malaysia, Singapore and Vietnam. 
Conversely, the proportion born in China and Taiwan increased from 13 per cent 
in 1991 to 21 per cent in 2001 (Office for National Statistics, 2009: 35-36).  

 
This project will focus on the descendents of Chinese migrants, the so called British 

Born and British Chinese, raised here from childhood (which I refer to together as 

young British Chinese). The young British Chinese are most likely the children of those 

arriving in the 1960s to 1980s. A prominent feature of the Chinese migrants arriving 

during this period is their concentration in the catering sector. Concentration in 

catering has also contributed to the dispersion of Chinese families across the UK as a 

strategy to reduce competition in specialisation (Parker in Pan, 1999, Skeldon, 2003: 

58). A combination of factors contributed to Chinese immigrants to the UK often going 

into catering work. Although a proportion did arrive as professionals, and were 

therefore able to work (many Malaysian Chinese came to be nurses) most migrants 

were from the working classes. Driven by economic hardships in Hong Kong and the 

political changes in China, most migrants came with few formal qualifications and a 

lack of good English. Despite the possible difficulty of finding work, Chinese migrants to 

the UK were able to take advantage of both a rising disposable income level and a 

corresponding interest in new food types; this would lead to the opening of Chinese 

take-aways and restaurants. Parker notes that as time went on the: 
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Requirement of having a job secured in advance furthered the concentration of 
Chinese settlers in catering, with restaurant owners filling openings in their 
businesses by recruiting newcomers through family and village connections 
(Parker in Pan, 1999: 305). 

 
This trend meant that the settled Chinese population in the UK has tended to be self-

supporting and based around family units. Chinese people are therefore dispersed in 

location but less dispersed in terms of occupation, as the figures for top five job 

positions indicate: 

 

 
 

 
 

Here 2001 figures for England and Wales suggest a strong (23.12%) occupation 

preference for cooks amongst Chinese men and we might also factor in the 8.30% of 

restaurant owners and 3.09% waiters, in total meaning 34.51% work within the 

ŎŀǘŜǊƛƴƎ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΦ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀƴ ƳŜƴΩǎ ƛŦ ǿŜ ŀŘŘŜŘ 

the totals for cooks, restaurant managers and waitresses we find 16.99% work within 

catering. The continued reliance on the catering sector points to the relevancy of this 

experience for large numbers of British Chinese, in support of this the National 

SǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ƻƴ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǳƴŘ Ψ¢ƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŦŜǿŜǎǘ 

changes between 1991 and 2001 were the Chinese and Indian, for whom there were 

ƴƻ ƴŜǿ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǾŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴΩ (Office for National Statistics et al., 2005: 

508).   

 

However there has been some change in relation to the catering trade, if we look at 

1991 census aggregates for cooks, restaurant managers and waiting staff we find 46.02 

for Chinese men and 24.07 for Chinese women (-11.51 fall for men, -7.08 fall for 

Figure 6 - Chinese people's occupations (figures from Office for National Statistics et al., 2005: 510) 

Chinese men 2001:  
 
Cooks (23.12), Restaurant managers (8.30), Software professionals 
(3.74), Sales assistants (3.36), Waiters (3.09) = 41.61 per cent/49,249 
 
Chinese women 2001:  
 
Sales assistant (9.17), Cooks (7.43), Nurses (5.97), Restaurants 
managers (5.11), Waitresses (4.45) = 32.12 per cent/46,760  
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women). This change can be explained by the reduced numbers of Chinese now 

entering the UK to work in the catering sector, with a shift towards students and 

professionals. The evidence of qualitative research also suggests later generations are 

tending to work outside catering and diversifying in their choice of work (Archer and 

Francis, 2006, Francis and Archer, 2005a, Parker, 1995, 1998).  

 

Whilst the statistical and historical background of the Chinese population is briefly 

given this far, it is also noteworthy to mention the experience and existence of illegal  

Chinese migrants in the UK. In particular the incident of Morecambe Bay 2004, when 

twenty-three (Chinese) cockle pickers drowned highlighting the risks illegal workers 

were taking and their treatment. Investigative journalist Hsiao-Hung Pai has written in 

detail about not only those involved in cockle picking, but a wide range of other trades, 

behind the scenes at restaurants and take-aways, picking vegetables, massage parlours, 

in the sex trade and factories (Hsiao-Hung, 2008). The 2006 film 'Ghosts' also 

dramatises the life of Chinese migrant workers in Britain. Pieke et al (Pieke, 2004) take 

a more academic look at the topic of Chinese migration and the hardships involved, 

with a focus on Fujianese migrants. Through fieldwork conducted in the UK, Italy, 

Hungary and Fujian a complex picture emerges of the specifics of Chinese migration 

amongst a particular group from a particular geographic region of China. All three of 

these works mentioned underscore the complexities of Chinese migration in the 

modern era, and even the existence of a hierarchy of Chinese settlement with illegal 

migrants decidedly at the bottom. 

1.3 - 3 The young British Chinese 

 
Having looked at the conditions of settlement in the UK it can perhaps be seen why 

.ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ōŜŜƴ ƻǾŜǊƭƻƻƪŜŘΣ ŎƭŀǎǎŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǎƛƭŜƴǘΩΣ ƻǊ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ 

other ethnicities marked as troublesome. Indeed the dispersed nature of the Chinese 

population has meant they are rarely felt to be a threat to local populations, as they 

are not visible in large numbers. Employment within the catering trade means many 

Chinese families are self employed, thereby posing little threat to other employment 

sectors, and being insulated from discrimination within those; it should be noted 

though that one reason for concentration within catering was the difficulty of entering 

the employment sector in the first place.  
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As time has gone on employment concentration figures illustrate that catering is 

becoming less important for the Chinese population (Office for National Statistics et al., 

2005). One reason for the change in employment choice is that being educated within 

the British system, and speaking English, successive generations of British Chinese may 

face fewer barriers to mainstream employment. Lynn Pan (Pan, 1994) argued in the 

early 1990s that the younger members of the Chinese population were not doing well: 

 
[T]he dispersed nature of Chinese settlement results in Children being placed in 
schools with little or no experience of dealing with ethnic minorities. Yet others 
say that it is because the children are confused, alienated and unhappy, or they 
have to help out in the family catering business, or because they are so 
withdrawn that their difficulties are overlooked by their teachers (Pan, 1994: 
279). 
 

hƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘ ²ŀƴƎ DǳƴƎǿǳΩǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘŜΥ 

 
The serious test will come when another generation grows up. Stable politics and 
a sound economy in Britain will guarantee a high degree of tolerance toward the 
Chinese, which should increase the opportunities to assimilate (Wang, 1999: 105). 

 
Lƴ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƻŦ ²ŀƴƎΩǎ (1999: 105) optimistic forecast, Parker, who wrote extensively 

about young British Chinese issues, stated: 

 
Educationally, the emerging generations seem to be doing well. In 1995 
approximately three-quarters of Chinese students applying for entry into higher 
education institutions in Britain were successful, a greater proportion than any 
other ethnic group (Parker in Pan, 1999: 307). 

 
Government statistics also reflected positively on British Chinese pupils, in 2004 

Ψ/ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ǇǳǇƛƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ the most likely to achieve five or more GCSE grades A*-C in 

9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣ ǿƛǘƘ тф ǇŜǊ ŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ƎƛǊƭǎ ŀƴŘ тл ǇŜǊ ŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ōƻȅǎ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅΩ 

(Office for National Statistics, 2006a). This trend towards high attainment for Chinese 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ƛƴ нллр ƛƴ ŀ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎ ΨŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΩ (Office for National Statistics et al., 2005: 8). Most recent statistics support 

the trends of the past in terms of Chinese pupil attainment: 

 

Chinese pupils are the highest attaining ethnic group. The attainment gap 
between Chinese pupils and the national level is 20.4 percentage points, 
unchanged from 2009/10. Whilst the proportion of Chinese pupils achieving 5 or 
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more A*-C grades at GCSE or equivalent including English and mathematics 
GCSEs has increased between 2006/07 and 2010/11, the rate of improvement is, 
slower than that seen nationally (Department of Education, 2012: 4).  

 

However the question as to what the future of the British Chinese community will be 

remains. Historically there have been issues around fitting in and being accepted as 

British for ethnically Chinese people, issues which go beyond grade averages found in 

national statistics. Although many Chinese migrants came to the UK to seek 

employment, the majority are not from wealthy backgrounds and have had to work in 

catering to maintain themselves and raise their families (Archer and Francis, 2006, 

Francis and Archer, 2005a, Li, 1994: 47). Indeed with the long working hours required 

to make a living from many takeaways, socialising was not always possible for many 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΦ ²ŀƴƎ DǳƴƎǿǳ ƭŀƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ¢ƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƻ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ǇƻƻǊ ƛǎ 

rarely reported on. And the fact that, until recently, wealth in itself was not a Chinese 

cultural value is ŀƭǎƻ ƴƻǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘΩ (Wang, 2000: 100). Stereotypes such as the 

Ψ/ƘƛƴŀƳŀƴΩΣ ŀ ǾŀƎǳŜ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊǇŜǘǳŀƭ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŜǎǘΣ ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƭǳŎǘǳŀǘƛƴƎ 

political situation in China, have made settlement and citizenship complicated 

questions, especially for those from ex-ŎƻƭƻƴƛŜǎΣ ΨLǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘŀƪŜ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎ ƻŦ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ǘƻ 

dispel the picture of every Chinese as someone always loyal to China and never fully 

attached to his or ƘŜǊ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ƘƻƳŜΩ (Wang, 2000: 80). Because many of the 1960 - 

80s generations came without good English ability, this has also contributed to the 

difficulty of being seen as full British nationals; Indeed Lynn Pan commented, 

ǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ ǘƻƴƎǳŜ ƛƴ ŎƘŜŜƪ L ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘΣ ǘƘŀǘ ΨIƻƴƎ YƻƴƎ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ōƭƻŎƪ ǿƘŜǊŜ 

9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ƛǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘΩ (Pan, 1994: 279).  

 

Whereas, for example, we have the overarching work of Wang Gungwu (1994, 2000, 

2003) to point us in a general direction about Chinese adaptability outside of China, 

nationally based academics such as Parker (1995), Song (1995), Archer and Francis 

(2005a, 2005b, 2009) present the most in-depth studies for the UK. Parker (1995) has 

found racism has been prevalent in some catering establishments, often when young 

British Chinese work at the service counter. Younger generations may therefore be 

affected by the negative attitudes individuals hold towards their parents, despite many 

not directly sharing their migratory backgrounds and having spent much of their lives 

in the UK. What is evident though is the amount of hard work which many Chinese 
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migrants have put into settling in Britain (Archer and Francis, 2006). In what ways the 

.ǊƛǘƛǎƘ .ƻǊƴ ŀƴŘ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ 

understand their position for the future is of great interest, though it has only begun to 

be explored. Continuing to try to understand the experiences of young British Chinese 

people is crucial, if we are not to continue in ignorance about a significant set of 

experiences within the UK. Acknowledging the existing generations of young British 

Chinese is also important in the context of future migrations of Chinese peoples to the 

UK, for example students from mainland China, whom may have a different set of 

needs. 

1.4 Conclusion and thesis structure 

 
Evidence presented here shows that the British Chinese have a distinct make-up. 

Whilst many, from the majority Hong Kong migrants, have tended to work in catering, 

it would be incorrect to assume all British Chinese as sharing these experiences. Indeed 

the picture of the British Chinese population is one set increasingly to change for 

younger generations, it is here where the future of Chinese experiences in Britain lies. 

This investigation moves to apply the notion of youth transition to understand, and 

reveal, the ways in which the unique variety of backgrounds present have come to 

ǎƘŀǇŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǎŜŀǊŎƘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ 

shape their own futures as well.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

 
The thesis is structured as follows: 

 

In the Literature review (chapter two) the background of the Chinese in Britain will be 

looked at in greater detail from a research perspective. This serves to assess the place 

of this thesis within existing literature in the UK. The chapter then turns to 

transnational, and theoretical, areas of research which inform this thesis, and have the 

potential to expand and link understanding of Chinese experiences in and outside of 

Britain.  

 

The methodology (chapter three) then gives a breakdown of the planning, conducting 

and analysis of the projects fieldwork stages. Included are reflections on the process as 

a whole, and an assessment of the participants as a group.  
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Family is the topic of the first of four empirical chapters (chapter four). The chapter 

serves to illustrate the impact of processes of migration and settlement for British 

/ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΦ ¸ƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŘǊŀǿƴ ƻƴ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ 

parents and in particular the chapter looks at the influence of catering work, which has 

been shown to be influential in British Chinese families in previous research.  

 

Language and identity forms the focus of the next chapter (chapter five). In this section 

language and its influence on young British Chinese is analysed. The chapter opens 

with a look at interactions in and around Hong Kong, a significant site for a majority of 

British Chinese people. Interactions in Hong Kong were marked by feelings of both joy 

and ambivalence, these experiences therefore allow the concept of British Chinese 

identity to be opened up. Moving on, the chapter looks at why language comes to be 

important to many young people, or at least represents a significant part of their 

biographies which should be explored. The Chinese school is a central part of 

experiences of learning and possibly rejection of Chinese language. The Chinese school 

also forms an important and rare example of a place in which Chineseness might be 

encountered in the UK, yet as accounts demonstrate it is often a certain version of 

Chineseness. Finally the chapter breaks down some of the functions language plays, 

such as the facilitation of communication between parents and young people, and 

wider British society.  

 

Education and transition (chapter six) are two topics which are central to the study of 

youth. In this chapter we find that these themes remain distinctly important to 

participants in this thesis as well. Significantly the chapter contextualises youth 

research and youth research on transition. British Chinese transitions have rarely been 

explored, if at all, and the chapter thereby makes an important contribution to 

ongoing debates in both youth research and studies related to (Chinese) ethnicity. As 

participants were mostly drawn from sixth forms and university, the chapter focuses 

mainly on the routes young people take through school to university and their hopes 

for the future. Underlying what seem to be a set of quite linear transitions, are the 

ŀǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ƘŜƭŘΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜƳŀƴŀǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊŜƴǘŀƭ ΨǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜΩ, as 

well as awareness of the problematic employment niche in catering, many young 

people had experienced and wished to avoid.    
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Leisure is the final empirical chapter (chapter seven). In this chapter discussion is 

broadened out to look at notions of free time and young peoplesΩ use of space. An 

effect of the linear transitions young British Chinese were making is that little free time 

and leisure time was open to many of the participants whilst they were still in school. 

Other constraints such as the attitude of parents, money and time away from school 

contributed here. The educational transition from school to university marked a key 

shift in notions of identity for many, with more time to explore leisure. For some 

participants their leisure activities exǘŜƴŘŜŘ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ƛƴ Ψ!ǎƛŀƴΩ ƳŜŘƛŀΣ 

principally initiated by the TVB channel(s). This might lead to an interest in Anime or 

ŘǊŀƳŀǎΦ !ƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƭŜǎǎ ΨŜǘƘƴƛŎŀƭƭȅΩ ƛƴŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƭŜƛǎǳǊŜ ǇǳǊǎǳƛǘǎΣ 

such as going to the gym, shopping and individual hobbies. Although these leisure 

experiences may not contribute so strongly to theoretical notions of Chineseness, they 

illustrate the processes of change between previous generations and the current ones, 

they also mark important periods in which hybrid forms of identity might emerge. 

Leisure has tended to be overlooked in the existing literature on British Chinese, and 

the chapter seeks to humanise participants as well as contribute to a better 

understanding of the significance of leisure to this group.  

 

Finally the thesis concludes with a chapter discussing the findings (chapter eight). Key 

aims are addressed as are the contributions of the thesis to research.  
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Chapter 2 Literature review  

 

As most of the settled British Chinese migrated to the UK during the 1960s to 1980s a 

logical review of the literature should seek to understand the possible influence of this 

heritage on young British Chinese. At the same time there is a need to encompass 

flexible notions of identity and ethnic identity, principally because Chinese migrants 

entered the UK to progress economically and provide a better future for their children. 

The literature review therefore functions to marry these two notions of past and 

present, being and becoming, framing the discussions to come and preparing the 

ground for participants' own accounts. How the literature might be brought together 

with youth transitions literature is made clear at the outset. 

 

Following an initial appraisal of youth transitions literature I then divide my review of 

the literature into three parts. First a more thorough review of the existing research on 

British Chinese people is presented. My reading of the existing research suggests that 

key work has been done on the impact of racism and social justice issues on the British 

Chinese population, following this there has also been a nascent set of work around 

the importance of catering family backgrounds and education for future generations. 

Nevertheless, existing research on, and with, the young British Chinese is in need of a 

more comprehensive look at how multiple life experiences and transitions are 

important, this will become evident through the review presented. Following, the 

second part of the review focuses on how transnational experiences of Chinese 

families might highlight the particularities of the British Chinese situation. In particular 

a look at American Chinese and those of more recent transnational family formations 

serves to indicate the somewhat unique experience Chinese in Britain have had, the 

work reviewed also shows how identifications with China and Chineseness work in 

practice and are shaped through the everyday. Finally the review builds on the notion 

of Chineseness as a theoretical concept, looking across wider debates of social 

construction, diaspora, and hybridity.  

 

Ultimately the suggestion is that British Chinese do not draw on a singular point of 

reference, or exist in a capsule, in which an ideal sense of self exists, is accessed and 

transmitted. The movement of humans across geographical spaces has necessarily 
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meant that life experiences come to be informed by time spent in these places, 

regardless of the degree of isolation which may be felt by some; particularly earlier 

migrants. The degree to which these migrant experiences come to shape future 

generations of young British Chinese shall become evident through the subsequent 

chapters, and this discussion is enriched through an appreciation of how other Chinese 

migrants have fared globally. Indeed by acknowledging that there are a range of 

Chinese migrations, experiences, and emergent identities, we can arguably better 

know the importance of researching what being Chinese means in various contexts; 

this avoids searching for elusive authentic/inauthentic cases. 

2.1 - Transitions and coupling young Chinese experiences 

 

This study contributes to the extension of the transitions and youth literature by 

following the arguments of Furlong and MacDonald, both have argued that transitions 

and youth cultural studies may benefit from greater understanding and integration 

(Furlong et al, 2006, Furlong et al, 2011, MacDonald, 2011). As will be demonstrated, 

the study of youth in Britain would also benefit from appreciating the specific 

experiences of young British Chinese, who have until now rarely featured in research, 

and not been a part of discussions on transition. 

 

Youth transitions literature covers a range of approaches, in the UK study has tended 

to focus on the challenges and changes taking place in young peoples' lives. Shifts have 

occurred over time, with an emphasis in early research on school to work transitions 

being primary (Willis, 1977). Whilst this approach often analysed the inner workings of 

institutions and behaviours thought to influence a successful 'transition' being made 

from school to work, we have to ask the question to what extent was this mode of 

enquiry interested in interrogating and breaking from societal expectations, and 

assumptions, about the nature of both education and work. In principle the seemingly 

unshakable tether between the states' duty to provide education at least at school 

level, and the then hope that this will translate to more productive citizens post-school. 

Furlong and Cartmel (Furlong and Cartmel, 1997) have put that the educational 

bargain is an unequal one, attention needing to be paid to the inequalities inherent in 

the education system. Education is often complicated by the attitudes of teachers to 
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certain pupils, a structuring of learning which may not be flexible to encompass all 

forms of learning, and a curriculum which content is not necessarily of obvious value to 

those from varying social backgrounds. These notable challenges inherent in education 

may end up causing difficulties in the classroom, outside of it, and ultimately in the 

workplace. 

 

Much like other aspects of social enquiry which straddle the post-modern turn, youth 

transitions research has similarly dealt with the profusion of areas in which enquiry 

might go. Initially, as mentioned, the simplistic move from school to work, alongside 

child to adult, were the main areas of research. However, with the challenge to 

increasingly incorporate studies of gendered experience, there has been a need to 

expand and specify the ways in which this is important. In some respects the study 

tended towards young men, because as the economic times were also shifting in the 

1980s so called 'jobs for life' were increasingly scarce. This prompted a reassessment 

of the established notions of transition as linked to progress through school and to 

work. In the North East of England particular attention to the effects of a depressed 

labour market on youth transitions have been paid by researchers in Tyneside - 

examples include MacDonald et al's work, as well as that within Newcastle such as 

Hollands and Nayak (Hollands, 2002, 2003, MacDonald and Marsh, 2004, MacDonald 

et al, 2005, MacDonald and Shildrick, 2007, Nayak, 2006).  

 

The work of authors such as Hollands (Hollands, 1990) and Furlong and Cartmel 

(Furlong and Cartmel, 1997) has illustrated that the role of work in youth transition 

was becoming less secure, if anything transitions were increasingly fragmented or 

elongated. A variety of descriptors have been used to illustrate these shifting sands; 

'stickers' and 'switchers' for example. Some social commentators in sociology such as 

Giddens (Giddens, 1984) and Beck (Beck, 2000, 2008) argued that society in the west 

as a whole is in transition, and fragmentation has been occurring for some time. 

Perhaps this leads to 'choice biographies' in which the most secure way of illustrating 

the transitions young people are making is through an understanding at an individual 

level. Naturally though this focus on the individual sometimes omits the importance of 

time honoured categories for social analysis and explanation such as gender, class, and 

in terms of the transitions debate more recently, the role of ethnicity and culture.  
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Alongside the work on youth transitions has been a set of long running work on the 

cultural experiences of young people. Sometimes seen as sub-cultural but also looking 

at ethnic and minority groups experiences of youth, musical, gendered subcultures and 

even more generally at aspects of youth culture such as the bedroom and internet. 

Incorporation of these approaches, in response to both MacDonald and Furlong's calls 

for a more integrated and less separated approach, is valuable (Furlong et al, 2006, 

2011, MacDonald et al, 2005, MacDonald and Shildrick, 2007). In terms of this study 

the drawing on of both a transitions approach as well as an understanding of the 

cultural backgrounds and approaches young people come from will be valuable, in not 

only addressing the problem of transitions being associated with a linear or bounded 

look at young peoples' lives, perhaps too reliant or focused on the areas of education 

and work, but also allow for exploration of hitherto under-referenced and under-

incorporated aspects of lives and influences on them.  An approach which is flexible to 

the modern conditions and expectations of young people in Britain is required, as is 

one which can accept the nuances between desires to follow a path and linear route, 

but at the same time express the realities sometimes captured in the phrase 'critical 

moment' or 'choice biography' (Furlong et al, 2006, Thompson, 2002 ).  

 

In the coming literature review I seek to first demonstrate a number of existing works 

which may be drawn upon to understand British Chinese experiences. This research 

demonstrates the complexities, and variety of positions and influences, which can be 

taken into account within the later empirical study, and its interpretations of young 

peoples' interview accounts. Having demonstrated this existing set of literature I will 

build on this in the empirical chapters; the diagram below (figure 7) shows how the 

core concepts in youth transition on the left, and then the overlapping intricacies of 

young peoples' lives in the centre, which together can be said to comprise 'youth 

transitions' research, and its connected areas of youth study, can be taken forward 

through the concepts on the far right. 
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Figure 7 - Diagram of transitions key concepts, youth studies insights and thesis contribution 

2.2 British Chinese/Chinese in Britain - assessing the research environment  

 
In the introduction (chapter one) I briefly summarised research on British Chinese 

people iƴ ǘƘŜ ¦YΤ ƴƻǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǎƛƭŜƴǘ 

ƳƛƴƻǊƛǘȅΩΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ƘŜƭŘ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ 

homogenous. Indeed a popular way to begin papers and academic discussions of the 

Chinese population in Britain, is with the lament that the group is misunderstood and 

neglected. The conclusion of research has often been to demonstrate that a 

combination of population dispersion, population size (being relatively small), and 

difficulty fitting into British society, have produced a lack of understanding in wider 

society. Yet even within the small group of researchers looking at British Chinese there 

is still debate as to what the term British Chinese actually refers to, and to the 

meanings this has. Pang and Lau for example surmised that: 

 

The Chinese in Britain are a fairly homogenous group, and until the last decade or 
so, the majority of them came from Hong Kong. Thus, due to their origins, the 
culture of the British Chinese can be traced back to the values and ethos of the 
Hong Kong  Chinese, which has its own idiosyncrasies (Pang and Lau, 1998: 864). 

 

Whilst with the benefit of greater research in the intervening period, Chan et al 

interpreted the dominance of Hong Kong Chinese migrants within British Chinese 

research differently:  

 
Since there is little study distinguishing the needs of different Chinese groups, the 
study of the UK Chinese community has become the study of UK Hong Kong 
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Chinese people. The social and psychological behaviour of Hong Kong Chinese 
people has been generalised and applied to other UK Chinese groups (Chan et al., 
2004: 4). 

 

Therefore, when choosing to base a research project on any part of the British Chinese 

population, it is important that we state which portion of this group we are looking at. 

If for example it is determined that homogeneity is the result of similarity and shared 

backgrounds, then the introduction, this review, and ultimately the views of 

participants, demonstrates that the British Chinese are not homogenous.  

 

The question of homogeneity is like the quotes above suggest one of the depth of 

existing research, and interpretation of findings. In this first section of the review I look 

at British Chinese research, showing that research so far has focused on racism and 

social justice concerns, also expanding to look at the impact of catering and education 

on families and young people. Following this review it should become clearer the need 

to question the continued relevance of existing findings, in particular, as little research 

has been conducted nationally, whether these findings also apply to British Chinese in 

the North East. Central to the arguments found within this study will be that there is 

much more to young British Chinese transitions than the currently covered research 

topics; which often focus strongly on reactions to racism in various forms.  

2.2 - 1 Racism and social justice 

 
During the 1990s ethnicity and its meaning were increasingly debated the UK. The 

Stephen Lawrence case for example, in which a young black man was killed by white 

men and police mishandling of the case was said to have contributed to the difficulties 

in catching the criminals involved, exemplified growing national worry over the ability 

of both government and society to treat all individuals equally and fairly (Chan et al., 

2004). For Chinese people in Britain the 1990s would mark a watershed period, in 

which not only were they recognised more openly in statistics, as seen in the 

introduction, but also in more detailed research. Arguably the fact that Chinese people 

have represented a minority, with the associated myths of beinƎ ΨŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾƛǎǘΣ 

ŎƻƴŦƻǊƳƛǎǘΣ ŜƴǘǊŜǇǊŜƴŜǳǊƛŀƭΣ ŘŜŦŜǊŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ǘƻ /ƻƴŦǳŎƛŀƴ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΩ (Archer et 

al., 2009: 90), has meant that most research on the Chinese in Britain has, and still is, 

concerned with the effects of racism and social justice. From the 1990s onwards two 
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areas of discussion, firstly reports commissioned by academics and Chinese community 

groups and secondly academic papers, provided both rebuttals and increasing nuance 

about important issues facing the Chinese population. These discussions illustrated 

racism and social justice issues. Racism was often related to the Chinese populationsΩ 

visible difference to the communities in which they lived, for example the takeaway 

running family which was located in outlying urban areas. Racism might also be found 

at an institutional level, for example within the police, education sector or within 

decision making. Social justice issues mostly related to those members of the Chinese 

population which were, for a variety of reasons, not making use of the possible range 

of services available to them (Adamson et al., 2009, Chan et al., 2004).  

 

Whilst mention of racism is common in the media, its actual effects can be quite varied 

and specific to those groups targeted. A recent report looking at racism against those 

of Chinese ethnicity by Adamson et al found that:  

 
The UK Chinese people are subject to substantial levels of racist abuse, assault 
and hostility. The types of racist abuse suffered by UK Chinese people range from 
racist name-calling to damage to property and businesses, arson, physical attacks 
sometimes involving hospitalisation and murder (Adamson et al., 2009: 10). 

 
Commissioned by Min Quan (Adamson et al., 2009), a rights group which represents 

Chinese people in the UK, with a focus on Manchester and London, the report wanted 

to demonstrate the difficulties racism posed for Chinese people in the UK. Experiences 

of racism are complex. For example Adamson et al put that:  

 
[R]ecent figures from the British Crime Survey 2005-06 show that people from 
mixed and Asian ethnic backgrounds (31 per cent and 26 per cent respectively) 
had a higher risk of becoming a victim of crime (any British Crime Survey crime) 
than people from white (23 per cent), Black (22 per cent) or Chinese and Other 
(21 per cent) ethnic backgrounds and that there were no statistically significant 
changes in the risk of victimisation for any of the ethnic groups since 2004-05 
(Adamson et al., 2009: 24). 
 

These figures suggest, of the ethnic groups studied, the Chinese are not the most likely 

to be victimised. However ambiguity arises because racism is somewhat subjective in 

its definition within police reporting. It also happens that crime statistics do not always 

represent Chinese people separately from other groups, especially at the national level 

(Adamson et al., 2009: 25). As Adamson et al (Adamson et al., 2009) found though the 
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experience of racism amongst Chinese people in the UK is significant, and may not be 

accurately represented by figures which compare them with other ethnic groups nor 

national averages. As the table below illustrates a quite specific set of reasons for 

racism emerged from both surveys and qualitative research in this study: 

 

 

 

The effect of racism on the Chinese population has been compounded by various social 

justice issues, many of which are a direct result of what researchers have described as 

ΨǳƴƳŜǘ ƴŜŜŘǎΩ (Chan et al., 2004). Reproduction below of Chan et ŀƭΩǎ (2004: 9) 

findings table demonstrates the needs of members of the survey they conducted. It 

should be noted though, and is done so by the researchers, that the survey was mostly 

filled in by those in larger urban areas, the return rate was also only 14.6% (316/2500). 

Problems of incorrect address and a low response rate may have skewed the 

responses somewhat, though the researchers did make a useful attempt at accounting 

for the distribution of Chinese people under the populŀǘƛƻƴ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ΨōƛƎΩ 

όмпфκмоллύΣ ΨƳŜŘƛǳƳΩ όтсκсллύΣ ΨǎƳŀƭƭΩ όфмκсллύΦ !ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

Ǉƻǎǘŀƭ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƳƛ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ΩƳŀǊǊƛŜŘΣ 

economically active, and well-ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜŘΩ (Chan et al., 2004: 10). As we know from the 

statistical evidence as well as other studies (Parker, 1995, Francis and Archer, 2005a: 

91) the majority of the settled adult population are Hong Kong immigrants with low 

qualifications, which may indicate that the findings under-represent this group. 

 

Figure 8 - Reasons for racism against Chinese people in the UK (Adamson et al., 2009: 31-32) 

- Minority ethnic people as soft targets 
- Intolerance of difference and change 
- Decreased fear of authority - young people in particular 
- Jealousy 
- Visibility 
- Documented examples of Chinese illegal migrant workers - scapegoating 
- Media bias and lack of positive coverage of the impact of migration in UK 
- Racism - in which one race is believed superior to another 
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LƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎƭȅ /Ƙŀƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΩǎ (2004) participants did not place racism at the top of their 

problems. However the problem of using quantitative methods with a sample group, 

which is both hard to reach and may face variable language abilities, is that results 

might hide the complex interconnections which underlie the data. These findings are 

balanced out by qualitative research, which vitally makes a link between abstract 

ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎΩ and what members of the Chinese population 

might do in the face of these issues. For Chan et al (2004) respondents tended to rely 

on a variety of sources, for example children, often with better English skills, could be 

asked for help in the first instance. Immediate family if nearby might also be asked 

(Chan et al., 2004). Coupled with the belief that the Chinese population is self 

sufficient, Chan et al (2004) point out that those community organisations which do 

Figure 9 - /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ƛƴ /Ƙŀƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ (2004: 16) 
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exist beyond the family (such as aƛƴ vǳŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ²ŀƛ ¸ƛƴ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

Association) are nevertheless hampered by: 

 
[L]ack of resources, especially finance, has meant that many Chinese 
organizations could mainly provide leisure and social activities with limited 
capacities in addressing racism, family problems and the psychological health of 
Chinese people. In short, UK Chinese organizations are relatively weak rather 
than silent organizations (Chan et al., 2004: 528-9). 

 
YŜȅ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ōƻǘƘ !ŘŀƳǎƻƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΩǎ (2009) ŀƴŘ /Ƙŀƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΩǎ (2004) reports was the finding 

that communication difficulties were paramount for adult and older members of the 

population. These communication difficulties may result from lower English 

attainment in those migrants from the 1960/60s migration era, before Hong Kong 

education reforms. With problems in telling services what they want, some Chinese 

people might choose to take matters into their own hands or not notify anyone 

(Adamson et al., 2009: 81, Chan et al., 2004: 19). The police, if they were felt not to 

deal effectively with a problem, might be seen as a soft touch, or perhaps racist or 

ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƻǊȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΦ LƴŘŜŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ !ŘŀƳǎƻƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΩǎ (2009) 

report is that of a man killed by attackers and the subsequent battle to get police to 

take the matter more seriously.  

 

The basis for the reports discussed was in uncovering the effects and extent of racism 

and the connected way in which social justice might be explored. But a problem of 

finding accurate data exists for those studying the Chinese population. As The Chinese 

Community Centre (London) found, ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ !ŘŀƳǎƻƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ 

(Adamson et al., 2009), the British Crime Survey, is difficult to apply to Chinese people: 

 
[T]he number of Chinese people included in the BCS sample is too small to enable 
any separate analysis to take place. In the 2000 BCS, the number of Chinese 
respondents was 54 from a total sample of 23,285, or just over 0.2% (The 
Chinese Community Centre, 2005: 8). 

 
The importance of conducting new surveys and interviews with British Chinese is 

therefore highlighted. It is possible to agree broadly with The Chinese Community 

Centre report (The Chinese Community Centre, 2005: 8-10), which notes the following 

issues and challenges for Chinese people in Britain: crime, public representation, public 

services, family pressures, older people and health as the main issues facing the 
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Chinese in the UK. The way in which these issues translate in ordinary Chinese peoples' 

lives can be quite varied, lending support to the need for continued research with and 

amongst the Chinese population. For example Chau and Yu (2009) found that older 

members of the Chinese population may hold quite different interpretations of how to 

manage their health, relating to differences in philosophies (Chau and Yu, 2009: 780). 

Additionally older members of the Chinese population may not have the English 

language skills to communicate their needs to GPs (Chau and Yu, 2009: 778). Younger 

members of the Chinese population may have the required language skills to 

communicate with GPs, yet struggle to get the time off work (Chau and Yu, 2009: 119). 

In general a lack of understanding from authorities may stem from lack of 

representation politically, although there is an ethnically Chinese Lord in England, The 

Chinese Community Centre noted: 

 
Of the 2,033 local authority councillors in London, 2 are Chinese. None of 
.ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ срф atǎ ŀǊŜ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ (The Chinese Community Centre, 2005: 9). 

 
The impact of this is perhaps evident in decisions made by authorities, which might 

affect Chinese people, yet do not always take into account their views. For example 

Chan (2006, 2007) has written about the way in which planning decisions might favour 

certain notions of cultural authenticity in the built environment, mainly to promote the 

local economy: 

 
[T]he Chinese Quarter was deemed to signify a multicultural character because it 
contained the reference of a multicultural presence (Chan, 2007: 74).   

 
Desigƴǎ ŦƻǊ /Ƙƛƴŀǘƻǿƴǎ ƻǊ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ΨǎǇŀŎŜΩ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƻ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 

authenticity, such as Chinese arches or green tiles, than the needs of the population; 

such as language services for older people. 

 

Despite the existence of racism and social justice issues in the Chinese population in 

the UK, statistics also indicate they are one of the most economically and educationally 

successful (Pang and Lau, 1998). Explanation for the success of Chinese people in the 

economic and educational spheres has been put down to community cohesion, culture, 

tradition and work ethic and the strength of family. Whilst Chan et al (2007a, 2007b) 

do argue that traditional beliefs, such as the philosophies of Confucius and his famous 
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five relationships which stressed, albeit patriarchal, strong social bonds as well as a 

reverence for learning, many researchers reject that there is a simple explanation, or a 

ΨƳŀƎƛŎΩ ǊŜŀǎƻƴΣ ǿƘȅ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭΦ 

For example Chau and Yu (2001) found that social cohesion was often more apparent 

than real, due to the dispersion patterns required for takeaways to be profitable, and 

the competition between business rivals in Chinatowns. Pang and Lau (1998) do 

however trace the success of Chinese people globally to Hong Kong and a desire to find 

work:  

 
Why do the Chinese have a propensity to turn to business activities? Such a 
tendency is certainly not a cultural orientation, but one borne of necessity. 
Usually Chinese migrants are a numerical as well as an ethnic minority in the host 
society, and consequently are in more disadvantaged positions. Normally they 
have little or no political power and therefore less access to resources, added to 
which they are frequently neither competent in the local linguistic skills nor in 
possession of qualifications recognized locally (Pang and Lau, 1998: 868).  

 
!ǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻǳǘ ŀōƻǾŜΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ΨǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΩ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǊŜŀŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ǿŀȅǎΣ ǘƘŜ 

difficulties in entering British society beyond the catering industry have meant 

segregation for many first generation Chinese (Pang and Lau, 1998: 870). Though we 

might argue that the experiences of Chinese migrants have shown them to be adaptive 

and open to working hard to remain in Britain, this often comes at a cost for them and 

their families, which has been demonstrated in discussions of variable racism and 

social justice issues. 

2.2 - 2 Catering and education, British Chinese families and young people  

 
Investigation by academics has revealed the complex relationship between racism and 

social justice issues, and the everyday lives of British Chinese people. In particular, the 

way in which the family functions has received attention, as a focus for understanding 

the issues of isolation and threat featured in reports such as those already discussed. 

An emergent strand of inquiry has featured young British Chinese, looking at how their 

identities and role in British society is shaped.  

 

It is difficult to dissociate the experience of family for many British Chinese from the 

catering and takeaway sector. As early as 1995 researchers such as David Parker began 

to delve more deeply into the role of catering or takeaways, these businesses being 
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intertwined so closely for many between home, family and work. Other research such 

as that by Verma et al (1999) and Song (1995) equally stressed the way in which the 

home, family and work environment were combined for many British Chinese - Ψƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

case of Chinese families running take-aways, not only wives, but also children, tend to 

ōŜ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀƭ ŀǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƭŀōƻǳǊΩ (Song, 1995: 287)Φ tŀǊƪŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŀƪŜŀǿŀȅ 

(1995, 1998, 2000) ŘǊŀǿǎ ƻƴ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳƛŀƴ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƘŀōƛǘǳǎΩΣ ŀ ǘŜǊƳ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ 

in which socio-cultural factors come together to produce a unique environment, within 

which British Chinese people, and young people live. Miri Song (1995) pointed to the 

difficulties young British Chinese faced when located in between their family roles and 

those they observed in other young people: 

 
!ǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŀǎ άƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ƻǳǘέ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǊ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŀŎǳǘŜƭȅ 
ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ŘƛǾŜǊƎƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ ƛŘŜŀƭ ƻŦ άŦŀƳƛƭȅΦέ άIŜƭǇƛƴƎ ƻǳǘέ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ 
the fact that their parents were not the sole economic providers engaged in 
waged work, as in the ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ ƴƻǊƳΦ άIŜƭǇƛƴƎ ƻǳǘέ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǳǇ ƛƴ ŀƴ 
environment in which family and work lives were so enmeshed often resulted in 
ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀ άƴƻǊƳŀƭέ ƭƛŦŜΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ άǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅέ ŀƴŘ ƭŜƛǎǳǊŜ ƻŎŎǳǇƛŜŘ ŀ 
distinct sphere (Song, 1995: 294). 
 

Verma et al were moved emotionally by the family situations of their participants 

stating: 

 
These five case histories leave us with one word to describe the children in these 
families: heroic. They work loyally and with industry in their family catering 
businesses for long hours, still managing to do normal school work as well as 
learning spoken and sometimes written Chinese. They accept their parents with 
tolerant concern...They suffer the external slights of racism... (Verma et al., 1999: 
166). 

 
Reliance on the takeaway and catering sector for work exposes the Chinese population 

to a risk of racism due to their visibility. Parker dissected the encounters across the 

takeaway counter, which in the case of young women could become tinged with sexual 

abuse, as well as racism (Parker, 1995, Parker, 1998). The problems young people and 

their families faced from sometimes violent, often abusive customers, were the result 

of visibility, isolation, police tardiness and lack of power, as well as the need to keep 

shops open until late; increasing the likelihood of drunken men entering or gangs of 

young people causing trouble (Chan et al., 2004, Parker, 1995). Negative encounters in 
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the takeaway might mean that experiences of racism usually faced by Chinese adults 

also come to affect their children (Adamson et al., 2009, Chan et al., 2004). 

 

Potentially therefore takeaways exemplify both family and work for Chinese people. 

While there are negative experiences of racism, takeaways offer regular work and 

stability in employment. The act of running a takeaway also necessitates contact 

between the public and owner, which challenges in part the notion of Chinese people 

in Britain as totally isolated or silent, though does perhaps raise other issues as to what 

degree they are part of society: 

 
aƻǎǘ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ŎŀǘŜǊƛƴƎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǊŜƭȅ ƻƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎΧIŜƴŎŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǿǊƻƴƎ ǘƻ 
ǎŀȅ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴȅ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘΧLǘ ƛǎ Ŝǉǳŀƭƭȅ ƛƴŎƻǊǊŜŎǘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ 
are an invisible community [...]  
 
The real question is why the Chinese people still fail to secure full membership of 
the community despite their active participation in the economy (Chau and Yu, 
2001: 116). 

 
Aware of the social problems Chau and Yu (Chau and Yu, 2001) highlight many young 

British Chinese have been encouraged to educate themselves ΨƻǳǘΩ ƻŦ ŎŀǘŜǊƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪΣ 

perhaps with a focus on university or professional employment instead.  

 

Education marks a significant difference between young British Chinese and their 

parentsΩ experience of life in Britain. A significant reason for concentration in catering 

was that many Chinese migrants lacked qualifications for entry into the employment 

sector.  As we have seen so far although the catering trade may not affect all families 

of British Chinese ethnicity, experiences in the takeaway and catering industry were 

often challenging, involving a mix of long working hours, reduced social life and 

possible racism. It would be accurate to say that for those with catering in the family 

there is often an emphasis on escape, using education to achieve this (Song, 1995: 

295). It is also possible that growing up with the takeaway may play a part in British 

Chinese pupils consistently topping recent exam league tables (Office for National 

Statistics, 2006a).  

 

Beyond the takeaway Archer and Francis (2005a) have found that Chinese parents 

from the professions also promote education, and promote education as a matter of 
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course for the future όǎŜŜ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΣ нлмл ŦƻǊ ŀ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ΨŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΩύ. In 

Archer and FraƴŎƛǎΩ (2005a) study parents suggested that education was part of their 

culture and that it was natural to pursue it. Verma et al (1999) also found that cultural 

arguments were informative on the emphasis on education: 

 
[E]ducation in the Chinese family is associated with high emphasis on collectivism, 
which defines the academic success of the child as an important source of pride 
for the entire family (Verma et al., 1999: 127). 

 
However although young British Chinese might be told education is the route to future 

success, similar problems of understanding within the systems they encounter may 

continue beyond the takeaway. For example Verma et al (1999) suggest that teachers 

do not always understand the needs of Chinese pupils and the variety of backgrounds 

they come from: 

 
άL Řƻƴϥǘ ƪƴƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƳΣ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ŎǳǘŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ ¸ƻǳ ǿƻǳƭŘƴϥǘ ƪƴƻǿ 
ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƻƳέ (Quote from participant in Simpson, 1987 referenced in 
Verma et al., 1999: 125).  

 
Although the above comment from a teacher may seem throwaway, other research 

corroborates the notion that the image of British Chinese pupils as quiet, deferent and 

hard working may mean differences are not addressed. Archer and Francis (2007) have 

conducted quite extensive work on the topic of British Chinese pupils finding that 

racism exists amongst teachers and peers, as do expectations regarding their identities 

(Francis and Archer, 2005a, Francis and Archer, 2005b). Despite the issue of racism and 

a lack of understanding, young British Chinese pupils were shown to do well in school 

for a variety of reasons, one of which was a construction of education as essential: 

 
[This] discourse was constructed in specifically racialized cultural terms, and was 
ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ Ψ/ƘƛƴŜǎŜƴŜǎǎΩ ς or more specifically, the British 
Chinese diasporic experience. Educational achievement, and highly valuing 
ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŘƻΩ (Archer and Francis, 2006: 
40).  

 
Drawing on Bourdieu (Archer and Francis, 2006) suggest that a cultural habitus (Parker, 

2000)Σ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ΨǊƛƎƘǘ ƳƛȄΩ ƻŦ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ 

boundaries exist, has contributed to young British Chinese success. Nevertheless the 

impact on pupils is not universally positive:  
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BritishςChinese children themselves pay a high price for their success in terms of 
the hard work undertaken and their resulting positioning by other pupils (Francis 
and Archer, 2005a: 106). 

 
With the increasing interest in the second generations of British Chinese there has 

been a questioning of the role this portion of the population might play. Certainly the 

position of second generation and those beyond will be quite different to their parents; 

who arrived in Britain as migrants regardless of differences in education and language 

ability. For young British Chinese the question for researchers has been to understand 

their identities now. Conducting his research on the topic of young British Chinese 

identities David Parker suggested that: 

 
Young Chinese people in Britain have a far greater range of identifications and 
ambivalent positions than a simple binary opposition of closed against open 
identities can encompass (Parker, 1995: 232). 

 
Referring here to a need to take into account six spaces in particular which might 

shape young British Chinese identity:  

 
1 school and street life and the responses to racism or acceptance. 
2 moments of encounter across the counter in catering employment. 
3 experiences in the education system and labour market. 
4 personal and familial investments in Hong Kong culture. 
5 engagement with regional identities. 
6 political action via an embryonic British Chinese sensibility, often attained 
through anti-racist and feminist perspectives  
(Parker, 1995: 243). 
 

Though these spaces have been investigated to some extent, although not by a wide 

number of researchers directly working with the British Chinese (Archer and Francis, 

2006, 2007, Francis and Archer, 2005a, 2005b, Parker, 1995, 1998, Verma et al., 1999, 

Yeh, 2000) a solid British Born Chinese identity has still yet to emerge. The identities 

which have been uncovered in research tend to be based on those from Hong Kong 

backgrounds (Parker, 1998)Σ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪŜŘ ǳǇ ƛƴ ±ŜǊƳŀ Ŝǘ ŀƭΩǎ (1999) work in 

between Britain and Hong Kong.  
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Yeh (2000) argues that while a singular identity may be felt to be elusive, it may also be 

undesired. Interviewing and assessing the motivations of British Chinese artists, in this 

instance Anthony Key, Yeh suggests: 

 
In comparison to Asian Americans, black Britons or British Asians, the Chinese in 
Britain are a relatively young community and have yet to consolidate a distinct 
`British-Chinese' identity. The notion of hybridity is either immediately rejected 
or, in the case of Anthony Key, consumed and egested, and the notion of a 
`British-Chinese' syncretic culture remains inapplicable (Yeh, 2000: 83). 
 

The emergence of the internet has allowed websites such as DimSum.co.uk (now 

defunct) and britishchineseonline.com (Parker and Song, 2006a, 2006b, 2007); these 

sites do give some focus for those with shared British Chinese experiences and 

backgrounds. My own searches also indicate an increasing role for social networking 

using facebook, and other social media promoting for example Ψ!ǎƛŀƴ ƴƛƎƘǘǎΩ ƻǳǘ 

clubbing or Asian speed dating. It remains as yet though for the leap to be made from 

young British Chinese people, who from their understandings of Chineseness also 

engage with the public sphere, perhaps through art (Yeh, 2000), websites (Parker and 

Song, 2007) or theatre (see www.yellowearth.org or www.trueheart.org.uk), to a large 

and specific British Chinese alignment. Because of the dynamic nature of the British 

Chinese population, with its internal linguistic, age and migratory backgrounds, it may 

be that the notion of a singular British Chinese grouping does not appeal because it is 

irrelevant. 

2.2 - 3 Evaluating British Chinese research, the place of young British Chinese 

 
This project focuses on the young British Chinese, so why take what might seem like a 

detour through racism and social justice issues, takeaways and education?  

 

Firstly it has been important to demonstrate that though a growing amount of work 

has been done, there is a lot of potential for more. Although highlighting racism and 

social justice is of importance, these experiences have been shown to 

disproportionately affect those from Hong Kong backgrounds and working within the 

catering trade. Statistics introduced at the outset of the project show how catering 

represents about 34.51% of occupations for men and 16.99% for women (see 

introduction for clarification), it is clear that a lot of other British Chinese experiences 



 

39 

 

are going underreported and may be under discussed (Office for National Statistics et 

al., 2005: 508).  

 

Secondly I have wanted to show the background from which many young British 

Chinese come. Though there is a tendency to focus on descendents of Hong Kong 

Chinese migrants, this is of significant influence and there have been difficulties in 

accessing those from other backgrounds. Witnessing first-hand the hard work of their 

parents, as well as sharing in the racism and economic limitations their parents faced, 

many want something different for their futures; the work of Parker (1995, 1998, 

2000), Song (1995), Archer and Francis (2006) has thereby demonstrated that many 

young British Chinese are driven by aspirations of better education.  

 

Third we get a glimpse of the possible future of young British Chinese. A principal 

question in the past has been whether a specifically British Chinese youth culture 

would emerge (Parker, 1995, 1998, 2000, Yeh, 2000). It seems to me that this question, 

whist interesting in itself, misses the key experiences and transitions young British 

Chinese are making now and have been making for some time. Though young British 

Chinese have increasingly found ways to communicate as a group, for example 

through the websites Parker and Song have explored (Parker and Song, 2006b, 2006a, 

2007), this does not yet translate into a wider movement based solely on the British 

Chinese settled population.  

 

In the next sections of the literature review I go on to look at how flexible a concept 

Chineseness is, suggesting that we should remain open to the possibilities young 

British Chinese see for themselves in future.  

2.3 Exploring China, Chineseness and transnational implications 

 
As suggested in the chapter introduction, understanding the British Chinese requires, 

to some extent, appreciating experiences across different geographical spaces. The 

assessment of the British Chinese population so far has shown them to be of varied 

background, Hong Kong, Malaysia, China and elsewhere. Yet, as the previous section 

has shown, much of the research on the British Chinese population concerns the 

descendents of migrants from one geographical place, Hong Kong. Currently there is a 
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lack of broader understanding of how Chinese people in Britain may draw on a broader 

set of migratory histories and backgrounds. 

 

Within the population there are divisions and differences in experience, many older 

members have expressed isolation from mainstream British society, also working 

adults might be segregated socially due to their long hours in catering. We have 

started to understand the perspectives of the now significant British born and young 

British Chinese, who now strive to educate themselves and escape the economic niche 

many of their parents worked within. As this thesis is focused on the experiences of 

young British Chinese in particular, it seems prudent that we take into account the 

possibility of new formations of Chineseness, which when growing up in Britain, but 

not being a migrant, may draw on the global image of China itself in understanding and 

creating a Chinese identity. A discussion of the changing image of China is therefore 

the first concern in this section. After, I look at some examples of how transnational 

Chinese families have been influenced during short term-migrations. This serves to 

demonstrate the significance of particularly British Chinese experiences of migration, 

which have tended to be more settled, having a stabilising effect on subsequent 

generations. Finally I look at America as a site for comparison with the British Chinese, 

where a settled community has also lived and had to come to terms with responses to 

Chinese people as an ethnic minority. At the same time the American experience has 

been quite different to that of British Chinese, not least due to a longer period of 

settlement, as well as the more open discussions and battles over citizenship, these 

often public debates have largely been absent in the UK and as a result influenced and 

constricted understanding.   

2.3 - 1 Changing face of China 

 

Scholars of the Chinese diaspora have attempted a geopolitical reassessment of what 

it means to be Chinese and how this has been affected through migration and political 

change. Tu Wei-aƛƴƎΩǎ (1994) ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ΨƎǊŜŀǘŜǊΩ /ƘƛƴŀΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŎƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊƛǇƘŜǊȅ 

model, based on China at the centre and then various outlaying territories arranged 

outward, is one way of conceptualising the relationship between peoples of Chinese 

origin or descent, and the political unit called China (Tu, 1994). Critics have argued 

though that placing China at the centre of this relationship excludes other expressions 
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of Chineseness, even marks them as less authentic or real; Chinese outside China only 

being abroad either trapped by political inconvenience or through economic necessity. 

Wang Gungwu (1993, 2000, 2003) has attempted to show that though there are 

Chinese outside of China, the debate is a complex and shifting one. At some points in 

time migrants see themselves as mainly huaqiao or overseas Chinese, with the 

expectation to return, and in the modern era huaren - ŀǎ ΨƻŦΩ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ŘŜǎŎŜƴǘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻ 

link to China the country (Wang, 2003). Different definitions of what Chineseness or 

Chinese ΨƛǎΩ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǎŜǘǘƭŜŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴǎ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ /ƘƛƴŀΣ 

Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore, Thailand, Malaysia, Australia, Vietnam, Indonesia, 

America, the list goes on, but the experiences in each of these territorial units has 

shaped those there in a variety of ways (Wang, 1993, 2000, 2003).  

 

We are not then necessarily in the position Tu (1994) suggests of a core and a 

periphery, even if the debate about cultural authenticity might sometimes lead us to 

support this argument. In fact, as Shih (2007) persuasively argues, the nature of China 

itself is changing so much that we are quickly called to question not only Chineseness, 

but also China itself and its global face. Shih (1995, 1996, 2007, 2008) argues that it is 

transnational experiences of Chineseness where we will find nuance and blurred 

definitions, this sits within the modern ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŀƴŘ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ΨōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎΩ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎ ŦƛȄŜŘΦ Lƴ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƭƳ Ψ/ǊƻǳŎƘƛƴƎ 

¢ƛƎŜǊ IƛŘŘŜƴ 5ǊŀƎƻƴΩ {ƘƛƘ (2007: 3) deconstructs the multiple Chinese accents, 

identifications and presentation found on screen. An unaware audience might miss the 

fact that the major actors all speak differently, originate from different 

countries/regions such as Malaysia, Hong Kong, China and yet we are expected to 

ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀƭƭ ŀ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǇƛŜŎŜ ǎŜǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ ƻŦ /ƘƛƴŀΦ {ƘƛƘΩǎ (2007) 

ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǎƘƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ŀŎŎŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ Ψ/ƘƛƴŜǎŜΩ ƛǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊ ŀǎ /Ƙǳ 

(2008) notes, these differences may be set aside in the name of producing a single 

image of China for sale. The actress Zhang Ziyi, who also stars in Crouching Tiger, has 

become one symbol of a saleable China, as Chu observes: 

 
Zhang Ziyi marks a paradigm shift in Chinese culture in the sense that she 
embodies what one can call a Chinese dream: a message to the world that China 
ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ  Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ŦŀŎǘƻǊȅΤ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 
software capable of seducing the West (Chu, 2008: 204). 
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¢ƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ Ψ/ǊƻǳŎƘƛƴƎ ¢ƛƎŜǊΩ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ŀ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ŦƻǊǘǳƴŜ ŦƻǊ /Ƙƛƴŀ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΣ 

ōŜƛƴƎ ǿǊŀǇǇŜŘ ǳǇ ƛƴ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ƻǳǘƎƻƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ Ǝƭƻōŀƭƭȅ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜΦ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ 

image is not only related to the possibility of its changing cultural capital, but also of a 

rejection of past experiences of colonisation and racism: 

 
Racism against the Chinese was endorsed by a series of unequal treaties and 
ŀǊōƛǘǊŀǊȅ ƭŀǿǎ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ¢ǊŜŀǘȅ ƻŦ bŀƴƧƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ǎƛƎƴŜŘ ƛƴ мупнΧŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ƛǘ ŀ άǎƛƴέ 
ǘƻ ōŜ ŦǊƛŜƴŘƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ άǳǘǘŜǊƭȅ ǊƛŘƛŎǳƭƻǳǎέ ǘƻ marry one (Shih, 1996: 
940). 
 

Though Shih maintains that this new face of China nevertheless remains problematic: 

 
ά/Ƙƛƴŀέ ƴƻǿ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŜȄƻǘƛŎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ǿƘƻǎŜ ǎƛƎƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǎȅƳōƻƭǎ Ŏŀƴ 
be manipulated at will in order to sell the show and the products of the sponsors. 
China needs to be made popular so that it can be sold (Shih, 1995: 170). 
 

In SƘƛƘΩǎ (1995) example a synthetic Chineseness is produced for global consumption, 

images of a cultural China are played upon and audiences may knowingly or 

ǳƴƪƴƻǿƛƴƎƭȅ ŀŎŎŜǇǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊ ŀ ŘŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǎŀƭŜŀōƭŜΩ 

Chineseness reveals the carried transnational experiences, detected for example in the 

varieties of accent which speak back to different economic, political and social realities 

for the Chinese cast, traces of perhaps empire, modernity and capitalism, as well as 

communism and historical and cultural China.  

 

In Parker (1995, 1998, 2000) ŀƴŘ ±ŜǊƳŀΩǎ (1999) research Hong Kong was seen as a 

ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜƴŜǎǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǎŜƴǎŜΣ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ōƻǘƘ IƻƴƎ YƻƴƎΩǎ 

previous geopolitical status as separate from China, as well as its different route 

towards modernity. For many separation was also to do with the isolation of China in 

terms of information, reinforced through limited access to material from the region; 

mostly only Cantonese language video tapes and CDs were available. Little academic 

comment has been made about the contemporary crossovers between China, Hong 

Kong, and notions and understandings of Chinese identity in Britain. Importantly the 

relationship between British Chinese and China is an increasingly complex one, 

something research should be taking account of. As example while Hong Kong has 

stars such as Bruce Lee and Jackie Chan, which have already become world famous 

(Louie, 2002), some of these same stars, such as Jackie Chan, once synonymous with 
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Hong Kong film, now crossover into the Mandarin Chinese language film market; 

particularly as Hong Kong has returned to Chinese sovereignty. A shift in geopolitical 

status might have more effects over time than simply changing which film stars feature 

in which films. Arguably it will be this change in the face of China and Hong Kong which 

may shape young British Chinese understandings of Chineseness in future, as the 

mainland seeks to modernise its image to appeal to a wider audience.  

2.3 - 2 Transnational Chinese families 

 

Image aside, an effect of the changes in China has been change in Chinese parents 

looking to educate their young people abroad. Here we can draw parallels with those 

same Hong Kong migrants which are the parents oŦ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ōƻǊƴ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ 

British Chinese. Education is viewed as a priority for these families, perhaps one reason 

why Bourdieuian (Francis and Archer, 2005a, Waters, 2005: 362) arguments (social, 

economic, cultural capital) have become quite influential in their application to explain 

this tendency.  

 

Several family forms have been identified as a result of these migrations, the sacrificial 

mother, the parachute kid, and astronaut family. Sacrificial mothers (Huang and Yeoh, 

2005: 391) are so called because they travel with their children to other countries in 

order to support them through education abroad. In many cases these mothers give up 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ǇƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƎƻƻŘΣ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜȅ ΨǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜΩ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

career life for their children. The practice of accompanying children to study is noted 

by Huang and Yeoh (2005) to have become particularly popular in Singapore, where 

China Chinese families imagine that the combination of Chinese, and English will make 

adjustment easier. Nevertheless through interviews Huang and Yeoh found: 

 
[T]he women struggled with confronting an education system they did not 
understand, having to take on manually-demanding jobs, downgrading their 
standards of living, being cheated by recruitment agents of their hard-earned 
money  and enduring social discrimination by Singaporeans (Huang and Yeoh, 
2005: 392). 
 

The potential for difficulty in making the transition abroad was therefore high for both 

parent and child. In other examples the lack of a Chinese or cultural Chinese similarity 

ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŜƴǘ ŀƭƻƴŜΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎΦ {ƻ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨǇŀǊŀŎƘǳǘŜ 
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ƪƛŘǎΩ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴŀȅ ƭƛǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎΣ ƎǳŀǊŘƛŀƴǎ ƻǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘǎ ǿƘƛƭǎǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ 

considered minors. The situation of being a parachute kid left some in an interesting 

position, without feeling the need to assimilate to U.S. culture, they could feel less 

insecure than their American born co-ethnics. In the face of similar rejection of their 

culture and identity as Chinese: 

 
They explained that it is difficult to be friends with Americans because they are 
only interested in befriending those who have something to offer them, such as 
ƘŜƭǇ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƻƳŜǿƻǊƪΧwŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭƛȊƛƴƎ ǊŜƧŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ƛƴŦŜǊƛƻǊƛǘȅΣ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ 
Chinese youth reverse the situation and actively reject American culture and 
their U.S. - born peers (Chiang-Hom, 2004: 155). 

 
Interestingly the parachute kids were clearer in some sense in their relationship 

between identity as migrants and the reason for being abroad - education - when 

compared to American born Chinese. Their rejection of the need to assimilate to the 

U.S., indeed their strong identification with another country, could mark them as 

confident in themselves. Parachuted experiences are in contrast to the experience of 

settled ethnic Chinese, such as the British Born Chinese, which Parker (1995, 1998) 

found were reserved about their identities keeping them within the home and family. 

This contrast highlights the negotiated nature of Chineseness and migrant experiences. 

In the case of the parachute kids many come from wealthy middle class families, they 

have the finances and the knowledge of the education system to be confident about 

their place as educational migrants. For the British Chinese their position may be 

challenged in the education system, as Archer and Francis (2005a, 2005b, 2006) have 

shown, young British Chinese pupils must often navigate complex stereotypes and 

expectations of their peers and teachers.  

 

Finally astronaut families are those that relocate in part abroad or fully in order to 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜȅ Řƻ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

home country once the child is old enough, or education is completed (Waters, 2005: 

365). In a similar way to the sacrificial mothers, families may face the challenge of 

fitting into a new environment, possibly, but not always, taking different lines of work 

or lower pay. 
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These typologies refer to family relationships which admittedly are merely a guide for 

the experience of many young Chinese. Through efforts to educate their young people 

families can be put under stress and this often involves a re-imagination or 

reconfiguration of what it means to be a family. Scandals for example involving 

married businessmen and lovers abroad (see Shih, 1998) and the temptations for some 

study mothers to turn to prostitution whilst trying to find work when abroad (Huang 

and Yeoh, 2005), mean that distance, social, and economic challenges may threaten to 

tare families apart. Although the existence of these transnational family forms may 

seem to be for the privileged only, as many would be unable to afford either the drop 

in salary of one parent, or the education fees, the situation is helped by a higher 

prevalence of one child families in China. Additionally, as Huang and Yeoh (2005) found, 

it is possible handlers will offer cheaper rents for a fee, though there are dangers of 

fraud involved. Most importantly the social upheaval of moving abroad is not always 

what parents imagined, including loss of status, restrictions on work possibilities, loss 

of family and social support. 

2.3 - 3 American Chinese  

 
American Chinese share some similarities with British Chinese, which are useful for 

comparing experiences. Firstly the American (USA) Chinese have a settled history, also 

beginning around the World War period, in which China was modernising and provided 

cheap (but also indentured) labour for railway expansion. Similar to the UK, Chinese 

schools have been set up over time in the USA, though notably in larger numbers, with 

a view to promoting Chinese language and cultural elements (Zhou and Li, 2003).  

 

Parrenas and Siu's edited collection Asian Diasporas (Parrenas and Siu, 2007) illustrates 

the complexities of the Chinese experience in the Americas. Many early Chinese 

migrants were associated with labour and indenture: 

 

The British were the first to experiment with the exporting of Chinese, then East 

Indian, labourers under contract to their overseas colonies. As early as 1806, at 

precisely the time when the British ended the slave trade, 200 Chinese were sent 

to Trinidad. Although this experiment was a failure... (Hu-Dehart in Parrenas and 

Siu, 2007: 32). 
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A complex system of contracts was employed to keep Chinese labourers in the areas 

they were transported to, which was not just limited to the United States, but across 

North and South American nations : 

 

From 1847 to 1874, as many as 250,000 Chinese coolies under eight-year 

contracts were sent to Peru and Cuba, with 80 percent or more destined for the 

plantations. In Peru, several thousand coolies also helped build the Andean 

railroad and worked in the offshore guano mines south of Lima. In the 1870s 

escaped coolies and free Chinese were among the pioneers who penetrated the 

Peruvian Amazon building settlements, introducing trade activities, cultivating 

rice, beans, sugar, and other crops, manufacturing on a small scale, and 

brokering communication between the native Amazonian peoples... (Hu-Dehart 

in Parrenas and Siu, 2007: 31). 

 

Whilst by the end of the 19th century many of these initial Chinese migrants had either 

become nationals of the countries they were working in, or over time left and not been 

replaced by more Chinese as other sources of cheap labour were found, this gives a 

different background to Chinese experience in the Americas. In particular the 

experience of having to combat and adjust to systems of unequal treatment, the fine 

line between bondage and necessity to work, and possibilities for remaining abroad. 

This is the migration history of many in the United States. 

 

Whereas those within Britain have kept a degree of autonomy, either as professionals 

or working in the catering sector, Heyung-Chun (in Lee and Zhou, 2004) notes that for 

much of the recent past Chinese Americans were forced to reside in or around 

Chinatowns (Heyung-Chun in Lee and Zhou, 2004: 114). Whereas the British Chinese 

have been regarded as a silent minority, the battle politically between communist 

China and the United states made them only too visible and Chinese people were 

constructed as a problem for authorities and public (Heyung-Chun in Lee and Zhou, 

2004: 120)Φ LƴŘŜŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ Ψŀƴȅ ƭƛƴƪǎ ǘƻ ŀƴŎŜǎǘǊŀƭ /Ƙƛƴŀ ŀǎ 

treacherous, and anything Chinese, as un-!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴΩ (Heyung-Chun in Lee and Zhou, 

2004: 125). Young American Chinese have therefore been in a quite different position 

to their young British counterparts. Proving themselves American became important 
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as a trust exercise, whereas in Britain there has often been little public discussion of 

the topic at all. Eventually the situation for American Chinese would change somewhat 

as: 

 
[B]y the 1970s, the U.S. model of the melting pot had changed shape. The civil 
rights battle was largely won, and the slogans of equal opportunity and 
antidiscrimination had gained acceptance (Wang, 2003: 95).  
 

Chinese in Britain largely remained ignored during this time and it was only during the 

1990s that researchers began to get to grips with what it meant to be Chinese in 

Britain.  

 

Contributing to a difference in interest in the Chinese population, between the U.S. 

and the UK, was that most Chinese migrated to the UK later, during the 1960s and 

1970s. Greater Chinese settlement in Britain has a different history to that in the U.S. 

with the emergence of a second and third generation at a different time. Such an 

understanding of the specific experience of people Palumbo-Liu frames as 

'Asian/Americans' therefore may allow a deeper exploration of British Chinese 

specificities as well:  

 

The discourse of "being Chinese" is one produced at a particular historical 

juncture, which reads "Chinese" within a condition of late capitalism and 

constructs a specific transnational subjectivity in dialectic relation to an ethnic 

subjectivity  produced as the diasporic subject "takes root" in the particular 

regimes of its new geographical location. This process has deep implications for 

Asian/American (Palumbo-Liu, 1999: 356). 

 

Zhou et al (Zhou 1997, Zhou and Xiong 2005, Zhou et al 2008) have suggested that a 

form of transitional theory named 'segmented assimilation' might best describe the 

way in which migrants fit into the USA. Zhou's work focuses on the differences 

between first, second and third generation migrants, additionally it looks broadly 

across different ethnic groups, suggesting that the process of assimilation varies due to 

a range of factors.  
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The segmented assimilation theory recognizes the fact that immigrants are today 

being absorbed by different segments of American society, ranging from affluent 

middle-class suburbs to impoverished innercity ghettos, but that becoming 

American may not always be an advantage for themselves nor for their children. 

When immigrants enter middle-class communities directly, or after a short 

transition, it may be advantageous for them to acculturate and assimilate. When 

they enter the bottom of the ethnic hierarchy of drastic social inequality, the 

forces of assimilation come mainly from the underprivileged segments of this 

structure, and this is likely to result in distinct disadvantages, viewed as 

maladjustment by both mainstream society and the ethnic community (Zhou, 

1997: 999). 

 

Developing the concept of segmented assimilation, Zhou and Xiong (2005), further add 

that even within an ethnic group there is not necessarily a singular route to success or 

failure. Zhou and Xiong (Zhou and Xiong, 2005) present a complex picture of how 

differences exist between Asian Americans, which can be shown to come from several 

different groups, each with their own economic and social capitals as well as migration 

backgrounds; Asian Americans here include Japanese, Chinese, Vietnamese, Laotian, 

Hmong, Filipino, Cambodian. 

 

Insights from segmented assimilation may chime usefully with the transitions approach 

taken by UK scholars. Seeing as young Chinese have not featured in the transitions 

literature, segmented assimilation might be more attuned to the experiences of these 

second generations. Care would need to be taken however seeing as what Asian 

American and British Asian mean are different; with Chinese only recently recognised 

in the 2011 census as 'Asian' and culturally felt to be separate from the Indian, 

Pakistani and Bangladeshi's which have usually been termed 'Asian' in the UK.  

2.3 - 4 Evaluating, China, Chineseness and transnational experiences 

 
In this section I have looked at how an understanding of changes in China, 

transnational Chinese families, and American Chinese, might add to our conceptions of 

Chinese in Britain, and young people in Britain. Research on the Chinese in Britain has 

tended to stress the connection with Hong Kong, it has not explored those from other 
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Chinese backgrounds, nor has it explored the way in which China itself may influence 

understandings of Chineseness in Britain. The changing face of China may be important 

because, whilst Hong Kong has been an important source of Chineseness for many 

young British Chinese, the media environment is now increasingly mixed. In particular 

China is now much more willing to engage with global media productions, Shih (2007) 

for example deconstructs the film and celebrity culture which is growing. Research on 

the influence of Hong Kong culture on young people has demonstrated that music and 

pop culture are the main areas of interest, and it would be interesting to see if this 

emerges for young British Chinese today (Parker, 1998).   

 

The examples of transnational Chinese families highlight the unique features of the 

British Chinese situation and allow us to contextualise their experiences. The high 

priority on education, as a feature of both British Chinese families and transnational 

Chinese families, demonstrates how education continues to be viewed as valuable and 

a method of social mobility. Rather than demonstrating the dominance of rich middle 

class Chinese over the places they choose for education, types of transnational Chinese 

family also demonstrate how definitions of Chineseness might be incommensurable, 

even in neighbouring states such as China and Singapore. Transnational family 

situations also highlight the nature of British Chinese young people as settled, having 

to negotiate their place in Britain as a result of their parentsΩ experiences and the 

attitudes of those around them towards others.  

 

Finally a brief look at the experience of American Chinese further demonstrates the 

particularities of British Chineseness. In the United States Chinese people have 

undergone two major periods of identity questioning, both in the public sphere, first 

during the cold war and secondly through the civil rights movement. American Chinese 

have been forced, in some circumstances, to question their position as Americans by 

both the state and society. In Britain this open public debate has been absent, though 

the prejudices of some members of society have nevertheless been recorded and 

noted by Chinese people, as shown in the research referenced in the last section. 

Assimilation can also be shown to be segmented, in that members of the same migrant 

population 'Asian' have different patterns of adaptation to life in the USA. This may 

have interesting connections to transitions study of migrants in the UK. 
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2.4 Roots and routes, theoretical considerations of Chineseness 

 
Up to this point discussion of the literature has mostly been informed by empirical 

work, the conclusions come from quantitative and qualitative accounts of Chinese 

people themselves. Importantly a number of scholars have also discussed Chineseness, 

and more broadly the notion of people in diaspora, from a theoretical perspective. It is 

worth exploring these debates as they have opened up discussion of the terms 

Ψ/ƘƛƴŜǎŜΩ ŀƴŘ Ψ/ƘƛƴŜǎŜƴŜǎǎΩ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƳŀŘŜ ǎƻƳŜ Ǿƛǘŀƭ Ŏontributions to continued 

study in this field. Discussion of the debates is broken down into three sections, 

constructed Chineseness, diasporic Chineseness and hybrid Chineseness. Although 

many of these discussions overlap, and it is somewhat artificial to separate the topics 

in this manner, I think it serves usefully as a way of explaining what has been said, 

clarifying what these main ideas contribute to further investigations on/with the 

British Chinese because they open up the possibility of what can be included in a study 

in which ethnicity is a highlighted factor. 

2.4 - 1 Constructed Chineseness 

 
/ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΧƛǎ ŀ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƻŦ ΨōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎΩ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƻŦ ΨōŜƛƴƎΩΦ Lǘ ōŜƭƻƴƎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
future as much as to the past. It is not something which already exists, 
transcending place, time, history and culture. Cultural identities come from 
somewhere, have histories. But, like everything which is historical, they undergo 
constant transformation. Far from being eternally fixed in some essentialised 
past, they are subjŜŎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳƻǳǎ ΨǇƭŀȅΩ ƻŦ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǿŜǊΦ CŀǊ 
ŦǊƻƳ ōŜƛƴƎ ƎǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ƳŜǊŜ ΨǊŜŎƻǾŜǊȅΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǿŀƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ 
found, and which, when found, will secure our sense of ourselves into eternity, 
identities are the names we give to the different ways we are positioned by, and 
position ourselves within, the narratives of the past (Hall, 1990: 225). 

 
In the passage above the influential cultural studies theorist Stuart Hall argues that 

cultural identity is a process and not a given fact. The notion of identity as process, 

with a focus on being and becoming, how the everyday and lived experience slowly but 

surely changes cultural identity, has been vitally important to the continued study of 

ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΦ CƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ΨōŜƛƴƎΩ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘy prioritises what 

it means to have a certain cultural and ethnic identity. Looking at being leads to 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ΨōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎΩΣ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǿŜ ƭƻƻƪ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

everyday and ordinary practices of living, we find examples which refute the idea of 

homogenous cultural identities. Looking at Britishness for example Hall suggests: 
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The co-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ƘƻƳƻƎŜƴŜƛǘȅ ƻŦ Ψ.ǊƛǘƛǎƘƴŜǎǎΩ ŀǎ ŀ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ 
considerably exaggerated. It was always contested by the Scots, Welsh and Irish; 
challenged by rival local and regional allegiances; and cross-cut by class, gender 
and generation (Hall, 2000: 217). 

 
The perception of Britain as not having fixed cultural boundaries fits neatly within the 

ǊŜŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΤ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ .Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ ǿŀǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŀ ΨƳǳƭǘƛ-cultuǊŀƭΩ 

society.  

 

Ien Ang (2001) Ƙŀǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ IŀƭƭΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻƴ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ƛǘ 

to Chinese people and Chineseness. Ang takes a somewhat autobiographical approach, 

in a number of papers in which she has quesǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ ΨōŜƛƴƎΩ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƳŜŀƴΥ 

 
Throughout my life, I have been implicitly or explicitly categorised, willy-nilly, as 
ŀƴ άƻǾŜǊǎŜŀǎ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜέ (huaqiao)Φ L ƭƻƻƪ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜΦ ²Ƙȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ L ǎǇŜŀƪ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜΚ L 
have had to explain this embarrassment countless times, so I might just as well 
Řƻ ƛǘ ƘŜǊŜ ǘƻƻΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ L ƳƛƎƘǘ Ǌǳƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǎƪΣ ƛƴ ōŜƛƴƎ άŀǳǘƻōƛƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭέΣ ƻŦ 
coming over as self-indulgent or narcissistic, of resorting to personal experience 
as a privileged source of authority, uncontrollable and therefore unamendable to 
others (Ang, 1993: 3).  

 
Ang (2001, 2003) criticises the way in which the body can be seen as a site of historical 

inscription, where a notion of a fixed identity (Chineseness) is assumed by others, and 

questioned as impertinent when the owner of the body tries to resist. Ang (1998) takes 

ƻƴ IŀƭƭΩs (1992) notions of being and becoming because it flips the encounter at the 

bodily level; we should be looking at how the individual negotiates their identity 

without prejudgement.  

 

Is Chineseness relevant then as a term? It seems that if we take Hall (1992) ŀƴŘ !ƴƎΩǎ 

(1998) suggestion that identity is fluid and changing, we nevertheless remain faced 

with the challenge from those whom try to fix it. In the British Chinese context these 

processes of fixing Chineseness have been shown to take place economically - limits for 

migrants in the takeaway, with a focus on their ethnicity through food, socially - in 

isolation of older members of the Chinese population through racism and social justice 

issues and educationally - for young people in the classroom based around 

assumptions of their intelligence, yet a lack of understanding home situations which 

might cause this. The category of Chineseness is not something which inherently exists 
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within an individual, it is constructed within social relations and it is also applied to 

others depending on how processes of construction function. Who or what is the 

source of thiǎ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ Ψ/ƘƛƴŜǎŜΩ ǘƘƻǳƎƘΣ Ƙƻǿ ŘƻŜǎ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ 

individuals? Ang (2001, 2003) ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ƭŜƴƎǘƘǎ ǘƻ ŘŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ Ψ/ƘƛƴŀΩ 

as a place, preferring to point to the experience of those outside of this country and 

express support for these hybrid experiences: 

 
[T]he point is not to dispute the fact that Chineseness exists (which, in any case, 
would be a futile assertion in a world where more than a billion people would, to 
all intents and purposes, identify themselves as Chinese in one way or another, 
either voluntarily or by force), but to investigate how this category operates in 
practice, in different historical, geographical, political, and cultural contexts (Ang, 
1998: 227). 
 

Distinctly, the misinterpretation of all ethnic Chinese people as related to China 

nationals is a problem of place association, geography determining who you are seen 

to be. This deterministic link results in ethnicity being graded as a category, judged 

according to its authenticity, which creates a problem for those of Chinese ethnicity 

ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ /ƘƛƴŀΦ !ǎ /Ƙƻǿ ǎŀȅǎ Ψ¢ƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ŜǘƘƴƛŎŀƭƭy Chinese but for who, 

for historical reasons, have become linguistically distant or dispossessed are, without 

ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴΣ ŘŜŜƳŜŘ ƛƴŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ƭŀŎƪƛƴƎΩ (Chow, 1998: 12). It has been argued then 

that China, Zhongguo (Ҭ ), or the middle country, literally sits at the centre of 

Chineseness, emanating its influence out to those at the geographical periphery (see 

Dirlik, 2008, Tu, 1994). Chow (1998: 24) ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜƎƛƴ ΨŜǊŀǎǳǊŜΩ ƻŦ 

Chineseness. In erasing Chineseness we would break down the category as it is 

understood, often linked to the idea of a central country which passes on an authentic 

ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ΨōŜƛƴƎΩ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜΦ 9ǊŀǎƛƴƎ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜƴŜǎǎ Ƴƛght require re-thinking our priorities; do 

we look to China and notions of authenticity, trying to complicate these, or to 

individuals and their understandings and lived experiences. For Ang (1998, 2003) there 

is no authenticity, we are all partial in our associations and we politically choose when 

to invoke these. Chow (1997, 1998) ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ Ψ/ƘƛƴŜǎŜΩ ŀǎ ŀ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ōŜƛƴƎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜŘΤ 

locating geogrŀǇƘƛŎŀƭƭȅ Ψ/ƘƛƴŜǎŜΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ /Ƙƛƴŀ ŀƴŘ ŀǊƎǳƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŀǘǘŀŎƪ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ 

position. The debate about Chineseness was perhaps best captured by Allen Chun in 

Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǇŜǊ ΨCǳŎƪ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜƴŜǎǎΩΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ŀǊƎǳŜǎΥ  
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[T]he very nature of identity as a selective process in the mind of individual 
subject-actors grounded in local contexts of power and meaning makes the 
Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ά/ƘƛƴŜǎŜέ identifying with a common discourse a hopelessly 
impossible task (Chun, 1996: 130). 
 

So far the arguments support research which is about a variety of Chinese experiences, 

full of flows and mixing, impurity and above all ambivalence and partiality - hybridity 

(Ang, 2003), we are asked to erase the authentic and remake our understanding (Chow, 

1997). Discussions about Chineseness have tended to take place amongst pacific 

academics, despite the influence of Hall (1990), a British academic, little has been said 

theoretically regarding Chineseness in the UK. Ang (2001) does reference ParkerΩs 

work stating that:  

 
Lƴ tŀǊƪŜǊΩǎ ǘŜǊƳƛƴƻƭƻƎȅΣ Ψ/ƘƛƴŜǎŜΩ ŀǊŜ ŘŜŎidedly separated out from the two key 
ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǊŀŎƛŀƭƛȊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛȊŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣ ΨōƭŀŎƪǎΩ ŀƴŘ 
Ψ!ǎƛŀƴǎΩΧLƴ ǘƘŜ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 
misdirected (Ang, 2001: 171). 
 

However such a joining up between the research in the UK and global discussion is 

relatively rare. This is a shame because the difference in how Chineseness might be 

experienced between the UK and Australia is an instrumental example of how what 

Ang (1998, 2001), calls hybrid experiences of Chineseness might operate; 

geographically different places have geographically different melting pots, which result 

in variations of Chineseness. In Australia the category of Chineseness is differently 

ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜŘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ Ψ!ǎƛŀƴΩ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǘƛŜŘ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ 

ōŀǎŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǊŀŎƛǎƳ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ¦Y ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ Ψ!ǎƛŀƴΩ Ƙŀǎ ǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ 

associated with migrants of Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshi origin; those of a 

Chinese ethnicity have tended to be separated, as in the census added to groups of 

ΨƻǘƘŜǊΩ Ŝǘhnic minorities which are less numerous.  

 

Chun (1996) points out that one difficulty for combating the notion of a single Chinese 

cultural identity is that the country of China itself has often been at pains to cover up 

its own internal diversity. Communist ideology for example has previously attempted 

to unite all citizens under one grouping; more recently the recognition of fifty-six 

ethnic groups in China might be said to be more to do with the burgeoning tourist 

industry, than acceptance of ethnic and autonomous differences. That most of the 
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population of China is said to be from the Han ethnic group also does not give us much 

detail about underlying linguistic and cultural differences, which until recently were 

often limited, not only provincially, but at a village level. Internally tradition has it that 

China has an unbroken history, thought to be 5,000 years long, this is the essence of 

Chinese identity as timeless and unchanging (Pan, 1994).  

 

Some of this dialogue on authentic Chinese identity has perhaps informed messages 

about the homogeneity of the British Chinese. However Chinese migrants arriving in 

the UK have empirically been shown to make choices about which Chineseness to 

subscribe to, most commonly in terms of language choice for children (Francis et al., 

2008, Francis et al., 2009). As we have seen Parker (1995, 1998) argued that Hong 

Kong Chineseness was highly influential on the British Chinese experience; this 

background is also evident in the takeaway restaurant food itself being cooked, much 

in the same way it is in small food shops in Hong Kong, though the taste and colours 

are, as visitors will agree, often rather different. What is understood to be Chinese 

food involves interaction between customer, who might base their ideas on what is 

deemed authentic, and producers, whom may have quite different knowledge and 

attachments. Thereby even the chefs themselves may eat different dishes when with 

their families, to those they serve customers.  

 

As a result of the theoretical deconstruction of Chineseness, both China and 

Chineseness are viewed as part of a globalised world in which there are many 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ΨōŜƛƴƎΩ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜΦ ²Ƙŀǘ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ƛǎ ΨōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎΩΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ǘǳŀǊǘ Iŀƭƭ (1990) 

sense, involves the combination of historical notions as well as localised 

ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ Ψ.ŜƛƴƎΩ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ŀ Ǉrocess related to the 

historical conditions of migration as well as reception by host nations. What Chinese 

populations outside of China come to define as Chinese, and how they are themselves 

defined, is a result of erasures performed in the everyday; choices related to language 

for children, what job is taken, whether to settle down or not. 

2.4 - 2 Diasporic Chineseness  

 
Diaspora refers to groups living outside or away from their native homelands. In the 

traditional sense Diaspora often refers to the Jews, whom were expelled during Roman 
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occupation, but it is also applied to dispersed groups. In this section I will look at how 

diaspora has been applied to Chinese people, and question the utility of the term for 

this research. 

 

The notion of diaspora inherently suggests the hope of return to a homeland, a belief 

which may be carried for several generations, despite integration into host societies. 

Sometimes diaspora might be relatively recent, such as those caused by conflict or war, 

at other times the experience of being in diaspora might become a part of ethnic and 

cultural identity, if acceptance or integration into newly settled places does not occur. 

Perhaps obviously many of the experiences of being in diaspora are negative, involving 

despair, hopelessness, and a tension for individuals who have become migrants and 

perhaps feel out of place (Brah, 1999). In the case of Chinese diaspora the term has 

tended not to be accompanied by a negative connotation, rather it expresses the way 

ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŜǘƘƴƛŎ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǊŜǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ΨōŜƛƴƎΩ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ 

within host nations. One way in which the notion of being in diaspora has been 

continued for Chinese populations is through family: 

 
Family is an important space for the (re)production of memories. Childbirth often 
serves as a special impulse for families in the diaspora to revitalize the past, 
restructure memories and often (re)invent traditions (Leung in Kuah-Pearce and 
Davidson, 2008: 175). 

 
bƻǿ ǿŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǘƻ ƳŀǊƪ ǘƘŜ ΨŜƴŘΩ ƻŦ ŘƛŀǎǇƻǊŀΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛƴvolves the 

setting down of roots, it is a settled activity often involving ties to the country or local 

area, work must be found. Of course starting a family might also involve mixing 

between those considered in diaspora and native others; the paradox here then is how 

can family, in which new people are created without the experiences of diaspora, end 

up recreating diaspora and upholding this as part of identity? The idea of re-invention 

(Leung in Kuah-Pearce and Davidson, 2008) is a strong theme in those Chinese groups 

which are cited as being in diaspora. As example Ngan describes how food practices 

might play a part in the maintenance of a diasporic identity:   

 
Eating rice daily with chopsticks, using Chinese cooking ingredients such as soy 
sauce, ginger and rice wine, or giving red pocket money on Chinese New Year, 
were regarded as influential ways of eƴƎŜƴŘŜǊƛƴƎ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ΨōŜƛƴƎ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜΩΣ ŀǎ 
they are seen as signifiers of Chinese culture (Ngan, 2008b: 131).  
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bƎŀƴΩǎ (2008b) findings are drawn from Australian fieldwork and similarities might be 

drawn with British Chinese experiences, where food has been instrumental in not only 

ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ tŀǊƪŜǊΩǎ (1995) 

ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ΨǘŀƪŜŀǿŀȅ ƭƛǾŜǎΩΣ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǊŀŎƛǎƳ aside, also means that future 

generations have been exposed to separate food cultures and practices which might 

serve to build a sense of separateness or being in diaspora.  

 

As I mentioned earlier though, what Chineseness means is bound to change and be 

varied when we look at diasporic Chinese groups. We have already seen how the work 

of Wang, Pan and Tu (Pan, 1999, Tu, 1994, Wang, 1985, 1993) for example charts the 

settlement of ethnic Chinese outside of China, though their comments on the 

significance of these settlements vary. Useful in understanding the complexities of 

diasporic experience are the comments made by Paul Gilroy (1991: 126, 2000: 129), 

ǿƘƻƳ ŘǊŀǿǎ ƻǳǊ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ [ŜǊƻƛ WƻƴŜǎΩ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǎŀƳŜΦ DƛƭǊƻȅ (1991: 

133) uses black music as both example and analogy to illustrate how hybrid forms 

come to exist, in the hip hop genre for example  remixing and rehashing existing work 

into a new piece assures that new music retains a trace of something we may have 

heard before. Eventually, through experiences of being in diaspora, people are taken 

ΨώŦϐŀǊ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǊƪ ŘǳŀƭƛǎƳ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŜŀƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΩ (Gilroy, 2000: 126). Here 

the idea of a trace of meaning existing through time, but also being altered, is a useful 

device for describing how those with a diasporic background come to be different and 

distinct through successive generations (see also Parrenas and Siu, 2007, for relevant 

discussions in the Americas).  

 

Though diaspora is a fact for many groups, the theorisation of diaspora as an overall 

concept has been criticised: 

 
Lack of attention to issues of gender, class and generation, and to other inter-
group and intra-group divisions, is one important shortcoming. Secondly, a 
critique of ethnic bonds is absent within diaspora discourse, and there does not 
exist any account of the ways in which diaspora may indeed have a tendency to 
ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴƛǎǘ ƴƻǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ΨƻǊƛƎƛƴΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǘǊǳŜ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎΩ (Anthias, 1998: 
577). 
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Anthias (2001) ƴƻǘŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ǿƻǊŘǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨŜǘƘƴƛŎΩΣ ΨŘƛŀǎǇƻǊƛŎΩΣ 

ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩ ŀǊŜ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōƻǳƴŘŜŘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜȄƛǎǘ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΦ ¢ƘƻǳƎƘ !ƴǘƘƛŀǎΩ 

(2001, 2002) writings at times can become bogged down in technical discussion of how 

diaspora and culture function, her focus on the social bonds which create a diasporic 

experience is applicable to groups such as the British Chinese. These relations have 

been shown to be important in the response to racism for example, or social justice 

issues (see earlier), as well as being important in surviving in the employment market 

in the UK. In the British Chinese case the need to pay more attention to internal social 

ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨƳƻǘƘŜǊΩΣ ΨȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩ ƻǊ ΨŎƭŀǎǎΩ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ 

much work to do beyond closed categories of definition, exploration of these issues 

may allow a more complete notion of ethnicity in Britain.  

 

Diaspora is an imperfect term because it tries to capture too much. In the British 

ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ŀ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨōƭŀŎƪΩΣ Ψ!ǎƛŀƴΩ ŀƴŘ ΨaǳǎƭƛƳΩ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊƎǳŀōƭȅ 

means we need to recognise a multiplicity of experiences, all complex (Brah, 1993: 26). 

Brah continues by suggesting that we cannot theorise diaspora as a single monolithic 

term because: 

 
[S]everal diasporas intersect - African, Jewish, Irish, South Asian, and so on - it 
becomes necessary to examine how these groups are similarly or differently 
constructed vis-à-vis one another (Brah, 1996: 189). 

 
The question about diaspora boils down to when diaspora ceases. If we make use of 

the term as Anthias (1998) discusses we need to be clear that its use can obscure our 

view of experiences beyond simple membership of a diasporic group. Hall and Brah 

(Brah, 1996, Hall, 1990) have both noted that identity and diaspora are difficult to pin 

down and are in process, yet we also have the notion of a trace or changing same 

(Gilroy, 1991), which remains within a group and can be used by others to identify 

them as in or out of diaspora. In the Chinese sense this changing same might be 

related to language usage, or practices which have been brought over with migrants 

but are slowly eroded or reinterpreted over time by/through successive generations. 

As Palumbo-Liu notes, it is the act of diaspora which often can bring the notion of 

identity into focus for the migrant, these 'new' and unfamiliar spaces when crossed 
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into are also filled with existing identities which must be navigated alongside those 

brought over: 

 

Diaspora always takes place after a border crossing...reconstitution of the 

subject is labelled "foreign" in its new location. As the point of origin slips into 

the distance, the regimes of the new location impose their own political 

identities (Palumbo-Liu, 1999: 346). 

 

hōǎŜǊǾŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ƛƴ .Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ ŀǊŜ ΨƛƴΩ ŘƛŀǎǇƻǊŀ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ 

continue to bear ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƴǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǇƭŀŎŜΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨǊƻǳǘŜǎΩ ŀǊŜ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜΦ 

Below the surface though we might question the extent to which a second generation 

ŜǘƘƴƛŎ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊǎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨƛƴΩ ŘƛŀǎǇƻǊŀΣ ƻǊ ƳŜǊŜƭȅ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜǎ 

this as a part of their family background, not having the necessary experiences related 

to the act of migration itself.  

2.4 - 3 Hybrid Chineseness 

 
So far I have introduced the concepts of construction and diaspora, relating these to 

Chinese experiences of ethnicity. A central question has been what Chineseness is, 

how it comes to be noticed and then continues to be a feature of ethnic and cultural 

identity. Hall and Ang (Ang, 2001, Hall, 1990) argue that identity is in process, ever 

changing, due to this, identity is never static. There is a constant to and fro between 

those living an identity and those who are not, identity is therefore about negotiation 

and what constitutes Chineseness is thereby a construction of society.  

 

The notion of diaspora, by which a group is said to become displaced and separated 

ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ ΨǎƘƻǳƭŘΩ ōŜΣ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀǇǇƭƛŜd to the Chinese because despite their 

settlement outside of China being ongoing, they are often felt to have separate 

identities to others within their settled homelands. Diaspora is tied up with migration 

and movement; it is about different place associations being in close proximity.  

 

As solution to the difficulties of definition, Chineseness has been discussed by Ang, 

Chow and Chun (Ang, 1993, 2003, Chow, 1997, 1998, Chun, 1996) as being 

heterogeneous, mixed and multiple. In particular Ang (1993, 1998, 2001) has argued 
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ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨƘȅōǊƛŘΩ ƛǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ Ŧor future investigations of Chineseness.  The 

argument for hybridity to replace a fixed identity, such as Chinese, is that it better 

represents the experiences of those it is applied to. When we speak of the Chinese in 

.ǊƛǘŀƛƴΣ !ƴƎΩǎ (1993, 1998, 2001) arguments for hybrid Chinese identities seem to 

make more sense than the overly broad topic Chineseness; there is a need to ask what 

ChƛƴŜǎŜƴŜǎǎΚΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜƴŜǎǎΚΣ ΨǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜƴŜǎǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǿƘŜƴ ƛǎ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜƴŜǎǎΩ 

in a critical fashion. Through identification of these hybrid experiences we might 

challenge definitions of those with a Chinese ethnicity. Ang hopes that we can avoid 

the priǎƻƴ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀǎƪŜŘ ΨǿƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳ ŦǊƻƳΚΩ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ 

possible between race and territory.   

 

The call for us to appreciate hybrid identities is a question of power. It is within very 

ordinary and everyday experience such as the classroom (Francis and Archer, 2005b) 

and the takeaway (Parker, 1995, 1998) in which understandings of identity come to be 

fixed, and attempts to keep them fixed continue. These everyday interactions feed 

upwards as well as trickle down through the attitude of local and national government, 

public bodies and the media (Adamson et al., 2009, Chan et al., 2004). Although Ang, 

/Ƙƻǿ ŀƴŘ /ƘǳƴΩǎ (Ang, 1993, 2003, Chow, 1997, 1998, Chun, 1996) reflections on 

Chineseness may suggest that through uncovering such negotiations of ethnicity we 

Ŏŀƴ ƘƻǇŜ ǘƻ ōǊŜŀƪ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜƴŜǎǎ ŀǇŀǊǘΣ .ƘŀōƘŀΩǎ (Huddart, 2006: 15) 

view of hybridity as necessarily tied up with ambivalence and resistance puts 

researchers in a difficult position, are we always too late to the event?  

 

Bhabha argues for an appreciation of a space in between what we claim to know and 

what occurs on the ground. In exploring mimicry (1984) and hybridity (1985) Bhabha 

tries to show that the authority of colonial powers in India was only partial. A space for 

resistance was created through mimicking colonial powers practices, for example 

accepting the bible in colonial India, but only valuing the contents for the paper used 

to make them (Bhabha, 1984: 133)Φ [ŀǘŜǊ .ƘŀōƘŀ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ 

cultural hybridity gives rise to something different, something new and unrecognisable, 

ŀ ƴŜǿ ŀǊŜŀ ƻŦ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΩ (Bhabha, 1994: 211). Whilst 

the idea of liminal, that is in between, ethnic identities opens up the potential for a 

dispersed notion of the power to create identities, the difficulty is that everything we 
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look at becomes simply a mess, intangible, just blobs of experience only existing for 

short periods of time, yet with impacts which extend throughout society. This leaves us 

in the position of choosing between solid state identities, linked to geographically 

defined spaces with a set of known characteristics, and more fluid and shifting 

understandings ǊŀƴƎƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŀƴŘ ŀǊƎǳŀōƭȅ ΨƴŜǿΩ (Hall, 1990, Hall, 

1992), all the way to rejection of categories completely in favour of perhaps individual 

accounts or perhaps, in some ways forms, the rejection of ethnic identity completely, 

as impossible for those caught in the modern world of diasporic flows. An excellent 

and little discussed aspect of diasporic hybrid identity is the commentary on Korean 

adoption made by Hubinette (in Parrenas and Siu, 2007). Hubinette brings to light the 

difficulty in self identity faced by Korean adoptees removed from South Korea during 

the post Korean war era and still ongoing, though numbers have reduced due to 

recognition of the difficulties: 

 

This ethnic instability leads to severe psychic violence and physical alienation and 

makes the inhabitance of this hybrid in-between space painful and not easy to 

live in. I argue that this finding may help to explain the high preponderance of 

suicide rates, mental illnesses, and social problems among international 

adoptees... (Hubinette in Parranas and Siu, 2007: 179). 

 

After conducting qualitative research with adoptees Hubinette is not optimistic about 

hybrid identity in this case: 

 

Unfortunately, I do not think so even if I still firmly adhere to a social 

constructivist and performative understanding of ethnic identities...to have a 

white self-identification as a nonwhite person coming from a non-Western 

country cannot be seen as unproblematic. (Hubinette in Parranas and Siu, 2007: 

185). 

 

So it can be said that whilst finding acceptance and adapting in a new country is a 

challenge which can often have positive repercussions, for example leaving behind 

poverty and future generations advancing their social position, there are potential 

issues with being completely celebratory about identities with a migrant past. 
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Amanda Wise (2006, 2010, 2011) has also contributed usefully to the debate on 

Chineseness, diaspora and community. In her work on multiculturalism and 

community Wise has explored the way in which recent Chinese in-migration in a small 

town in Australia has had a large impact for residents. Specifically local shops, the 

signage being Chinese and the function often seeming to serve the local Chinese 

population, has sometimes alienated long time 'Anglo-Celtic' residents. However 

deeper ethnographic exploration has also highlighted various instances related to a 

hopefulness (Wise, 2006) for positive relations and understanding as well as the felt 

marginalisation of previously confident White residents (Wise, 2010, 2011). Key to the 

tension between local White residents and Chinese residents was the local orientation 

of elderly Anglo-Celtic participants, who relied on the local shops and could feel 

excluded from various events (women's day) and restaurants when the dominant 

language was felt to be Chinese, and cultural understandings of the use of space 

(washing smelly fish-water down drains at the front of shops rather than the back) 

occurred.  

2.4 - п 9ǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ Ψ/ƘƛƴŜǎŜƴŜǎǎΩ 

 
In this section I have looked at the debates around Chineseness and how they have 

been informed by notions of construction and identity formation, diaspora and 

hybridity. While the perspectives discussed challenge the idea of Chineseness as a 

single and unchanging identity, which is an attempt to reject essentialism, they in turn 

raise some new issues.  

 

/ƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ΨōŜƛƴƎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎΩ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ 

revolution is built into ethnic and cultural identities. These changes need not always be 

grand, for example a wholesale rejection of the past in the way that communist China 

attempted, but might encompass the everyday, for example Ngan (2008b) gave the 

ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ Ψ/ƘƛƴŜǎŜΩ ŎƻƻƪƛƴƎ ƛƴƎǊŜŘƛŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ǊŜŘ ŜƴǾŜƭƻǇŜǎ ƻŦ 

money at New Year time. Arguably individuals (and therefore societies) know that 

identity is a construction, it is no revelation in itself that this occurs. Identity 

construction occurs as practices and customs are passed down - through sharing these 

experiences it is hoped that certain attitudes and beliefs are transmitted. So whilst 
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being is a result of becoming, becoming can also mean trying to stay the same (Gilroy, 

1991).  

 

Paradoxically therefore both those which share a cultural identity, which attempts to 

regulate and place boundaries on whom is in and whom is outside this, and those who 

are decidedly outside of any given identity, are in a process of negotiating what their 

own and each others identities are (Brah, 1996). Diaspora is a good example of how an 

experience, being a migrant, might come to be part of identity definition (Anthias, 

1998). Diaspora can be a short term example of displacement, with a definite 

possibility of return for some members of a group. On the other hand diaspora, and 

this is true in the Chinese diaspora case, has sometimes become something for both 

ethnic Chinese, and the societies they live within, to use to justify various exclusions 

and inclusions. As we have seen in the previous section Chinese migrants to the U.S. 

have been accepted as labourers then challenged because they did not leave and were 

accused of having communist sympathies. More recently through the civil rights 

movement Chinese people fought to stay in the U.S. and through a change in their 

practices and understandings of what Chinese identity, would find some acceptance as 

Americans.  

 

In Britain the majority of research suggests Chinese migrants have traditionally arrived 

with the intention of staying, but overall we continue to be limited in our 

understandings of British Chinese identities; due to the focus on migrants which 

arrived in the 1960s and 1970s. We might draw effectively on notions of hybridity and 

ambivalence (Bhabha, 1984, Bhabha, 1985), which open up discussion of how ethnic 

and cultural identity are often porous to both internal and external constructions of 

identity - perhaps hybrid perspectives even challenge us to discard such distinctions 

altogether. For example how should we account for the way in which many Chinese 

families in Britain rely on a complex fusion of ideas of Chinese authenticity - a fixed 

notion of identity - while at the same time requiring the support of their children, who 

are often more attuned to living in Britain? The answer to this question lies both in 

ǊŜŀŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ !ƴƎΩǎ Ŏŀƭƭ (1993, 1998) for a greater exploration of varied experiences of 

Chinese identity, but also maintaining sensitivity to the identities that have been 

created.   
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2.5 Conclusions 

 
This review has covered three main areas related to the study, research on British 

Chinese, transnational Chinese experiences, and the theoretical discussions around 

Chineseness. The thesis itself will demonstrate that youth transitions study can be 

expanded through the addition of these three areas of study, which form the backdrop 

to the unpacking of young British Chinese accounts in the coming empirical chapters. 

 

I have demonstrated that whilst research on British Chinese rightly calls us to challenge 

racism, and the potential for this to affect young people in takeaways and schools, 

there is space for much more to be done beyond these arguments. Whilst isolation and 

problems of fitting into wider British society have and remain concerns for older 

members of the Chinese population, young British Chinese may not be affected by 

such concerns. In particular I would note that as a fact of geographical re-location 

families have set themselves the challenge to adapt and change, prioritising education 

as a means to escape not only racism but also employment niches. By looking at 

Chinese experiences from a transnational perspective, both in the changing face of 

China, new mobile family formations as well as settled variations in America, it should 

also be clearer that the British Chinese situation is unique in many respects. We can 

therefore reject a notion of ethnicity which is only related to what Chinese experiences 

have been seen to be, and move to embrace more fluid and flexible notions. 

Subsequently I reviewed the work of theorists who have discussed the potential for 

ethnicity as a more hybrid and mobile sensibility, ethnicity whilst remaining important, 

is not inherent to individuals. For a study on young British Chinese such a starting point 

is vital, as it hopefully allows a more open space for understanding and accepting the 

views of participants, and in addition cautions us against forming static views of British 

Chinese people.   

The nature of transition is therefore reformed, taking into account migrant 

experiences, as well as moving beyond the focus of much previous transitions research; 

the transition from education to work, enriching both youth transitions study and that 

of the British Chinese. 
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Chapter 3 Methodology  

 
This chapter begins by exploring Newcastle upon Tyne and its Chinese population. 

Following I justify my approach in using qualitative (interviews) methods as a way of 

collecting the accounts of young British Chinese people. My ethical concerns are then 

relayed. A breakdown of the process of interviews being used in the field, as well as 

the analysis process should give readers an understanding of how the participant 

sample was gathered and their interviews translated into text. My own reflections on 

the methodological approach, as well as my positionality, are found at the end of the 

chapter and serve to illustrate the specificities of this piece of qualitative research 

from others; as well as link it to prominent reflections by Parker and Song who 

conducted research with young British Chinese and act as a rare and important 

reference here. 

3.1 The study site: Newcastle itself as a site of Chinese population 

 
This project is based in Newcastle upon Tyne. Newcastle upon Tyne is located within a 

wider region of the North East of England called Tyne & Wear. Newcastle is also a part 

of Tyneside, a name given to those areas which border the Tyne river; North Tyneside, 

South Tyneside, Newcastle and Gateshead. Although famous for its shipbuilding 

ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ bŜǿŎŀǎǘƭŜΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ǘƘŜǎŜ Řŀȅǎ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΣ 

particularly in terms of its nightlife, the Metro shopping centre, the SAGE concert hall, 

BALTIC modern art gallery and tourism industry. Higher education provision is also a 

feature of the city, there being two universities; Newcastle and Northumbria. The 

2001-Based census topƛŎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ¢ȅƴŜ ϧ ²ŜŀǊ ƛǎ ŀ ǇǊŜŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘƭȅ ΨǿƘƛǘŜΩ 

ŜǘƘƴƛŎ ŎƻǳƴǘȅΦ bŜǿŎŀǎǘƭŜΩǎ ŜǘƘƴƛŎ ƳƛȄ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ŘƛǎǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴŀǘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ 

of minority ethnic peoples living in Tyne & Wear; as Newcastle itself with 6.9% is 

markedly higher than the average for the county as a whole (3.2%) (Office for National 

Statistics, 2004: 46)Φ ¢ƻ ƎƛǾŜ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ оΣномκнрфΣрос Ψ/ƘƛƴŜǎŜ 

ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ bŜǿŎŀǎǘƭŜ ƛƴ нллмΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŀŘŜ ǳǇ мΦн҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ (TWRI, 

2004a)Σ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ сΣнрсκмΣлтрΣфоу Ψ/ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ¢ȅƴŜ ϧ ²ŜŀǊΣ 

which made up just 0.6% of the population in 2001 (TWRI, 2004b). 
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The 2011 census data  for the Tyne and Wear region (Office for National Statistics, 

2012) indicates the following population totals (as noted previously the 'Chinese' 

category is now a part of 'Asian': 

 

  
Asian/Asian British: Chinese 

  
Total 

 
Percentage 

Tyne and Wear (Met County) 9,731   0.9 
  Gateshead 1,054 

 
0.5 

  Newcastle upon Tyne 6,037 
 

2.2 

  North Tyneside 869 
 

0.4 

  South Tyneside 235 
 

0.2 

  Sunderland 1,536   0.6 
  

Figure 10 - Chinese Ethnicity in Tyne and Wear from the 2011 census (taken from 'Ethnicity by Local 
Authority' tables Office for National Statistics, 2012, Office for National Statistics Website, 2013). 

 

According to the census release analysis for the North East, Chinese ethnicity is the 

fifth most populous in the region, making up 0.6% of the population. This is similar to 

the 2001 findings (taken from 'Ethnicity by Local Authority' tables Office for National 

Statistics, 2012, Office for National Statistics Website, 2013). 

 

There is also experimental population data from 2009 (Office for National Statistics 

Website, 2013) which can be used to give an estimate of the local age structure of the 

Chinese population: 

 

 

Figure 11 - Age and Sex estimates for Chinese ethnicity in Tyne and Wear (from 'Estimated Ethnic 

Population by Age and Sex 2011' tables at Office for National Statistics Website, 2013). 

 

 

Chinese or Other Ethnic Group: Chinese thousands all male female

Tyne and Wear (Met County) 5.6 2.9 2.7

Gateshead 0.8 0.4 0.4

Newcastle upon Tyne 2.5 1.3 1.2

North Tyneside 1.1 0.6 0.5

South Tyneside 0.3 0.2 0.2

Sunderland 0.8 0.4 0.4
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Figure 12 - Age and Sex estimates for Chinese ethnicity in Tyne and Wear (from 'Estimated Ethnic 

Population by Age and Sex 2011' tables at Office for National Statistics Website, 2013). 

 

This data suggests a concentration around the 16-64/59 age group, which indicates the 

population is fairly youthful, and a result of the recent migration and settlement 

history. 

 

Newcastle has a Chinatown which mainly includes restaurants and food supermarkets, 

but also the North East Chinese association. Yet when compared to Liverpool and 

London, Chinese settlement in Tyneside (and Newcastle in general) is relatively recent. 

I refer to the same British Museum timeline presented earlier to illustrate the changes. 

 

 
 

 
 

Chinese or Other Ethnic 

Group: Chinese thousands all male female

0-15 16-64/59* 65/60+** 0-15 16-64 65+ 0-15 16-64 65+

Tyne and Wear (Met County) 0.6 4.6 0.4 0.4 2.4 0.2 0.3 2.2 0.2

Gateshead 0.1 0.7 0.0 0.1 0.4 0.0 0.0 0.3 0.0

Newcastle upon Tyne 0.3 2.1 0.2 0.1 1.1 0.1 0.1 1.0 0.1

North Tyneside 0.2 0.9 0.1 0.1 0.5 0.0 0.1 0.4 0.0

South Tyneside 0.0 0.3 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0

Sunderland 0.1 0.6 0.1 0.0 0.3 0.0 0.1 0.3 0.0

Figure 13 - Chinese settlement in the UK (Tyne & Wear, Tyneside, Newcastle) timeline based on 
Ψ/ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ŘƛŀǎǇƻǊŀ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩ ǘimeline (British Museum, 2008) 

1949 - First Chinese restaurant opens in Newcastle upon Tyne 
 
1960s - the Chinese community in Tyne and Wear begins to grow 
 
1970s - During the 1970s about 300 take-away outlets were established across 
the Tyneside region. Two community organizations - The North-East Chinese 
Association and the Wah Sun Chinese Association - were established 
 
1988 - Chinese businesses in Stowell Street - bŜǿŎŀǎǘƭŜΩǎ /Ƙƛƴŀǘƻǿƴ - were 
allowed to display signs in Chinese as well as English. BBC Radio Newcastle 
introduced a 15 minute Sunday afternoon Chinese language slot aimed at the 
Chinese community. 
 
1989 - 12 Chinese restaurants, 300 take-aways, 4 Chinese supermarkets and one 
Chinese food-processing factory were operating in the Tyneside region. Alongside 
the settled Chinese community there were 1000 Chinese students attending the 
ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘion. 
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Although the timeline only gives a very general idea of Chinese settlement, it perhaps 

disproportionately focuses on the growth of the catering trade, the changes are 

indicative of upward growth.  

 

²Ƙȅ ǘƘŜƴ ōŀǎŜ ŀ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƛƴ bŜǿŎŀǎǘƭŜ ǳǇƻƴ ¢ȅƴŜΚ [ƛ ²ŜƛΩǎ (1994: 62) study of the 

languages used by Chinese residents in Tyne & Wear argues his work may offer a 

better picture of dispersed Chinese populations; contrasting with those in higher areas 

of residency such as London and Manchester. Li notes that a significant Chinese 

ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ŜƳŜǊƎŜ ƛƴ ¢ȅƴŜ ϧ ²ŜŀǊ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ мфслǎΣ ŀǎ Ψ¢ƘŜ мфслǎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ 

of change for the Tyneside Chinese. Laundries were gradually replaced by eating 

establishments - first small fast-ŦƻƻŘ ǎƘƻǇǎΣ ǘƘŜƴ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǊŜǎǘŀǳǊŀƴǘǎΩ (Li, 1994: 63). Li 

also points out that the Tyneside Chinese have a similar migration history from Hong 

Kong and the South provinces of China, making them typical of the major migrations 

arriving in the 1960s.  

 

 
 

 
 

Being published in 1994, despite standing as an important and rare example of 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΣ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ [ƛΩǎ (1994) 

study is somewhat out of date now. The Chinatown area of Newcastle has grown and 

expanded as time has passed and an influx of international students, increasingly from 

China, gives the impression that Chinese people are quite prominent in the city (see 

ŦƛƎǳǊŜ у ŀƴŘ фύΦ [ƛΩǎ (1994) work remains relevant in terms of its comment on the 

British Chinese, whom are descended from previous migrations, though in terms of the 

more recent growth in Chinese migrants this is more attributable to both Newcastle 

and Northumbria University. 

Figure 14 - Newcastle Chinatown today - Stowell Street during Chinese New Year, image by the author 
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.ŜǎƛŘŜǎ [ƛΩǎ (1994) book there is little work which directly, and in depth, focuses on the 

Tyneside Chinese. Of note though are other studies of ethnic groups in the area such 

as Nayak (2006) and Alexander (2008). This study will contribute towards the 

understanding of British Chinese, though it is important to be clear the differences in 

experience between those whom have lived and grown up in the Tyneside region, 

which as Li (1994) suggested may be more representative of dispersed experiences, 

and those from other areas of the UK which might be in Newcastle to study. Therefore 

this study might take into account a breadth of experiences, despite the size relative to 

other Chinese populations. 

3.2 Taking a qualitative approach ς interviewing as method 

 
Though Ang and HallΩǎ (Ang, 1993, 1998, 2001, Hall, 1992, 1993) theoretical arguments 

on hybrid and flexible ethnic identity are influential in this project, I also agree with 

/ŜƎƭƻǿǎƪƛΩǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ through face-to-face engagement with individuals we might 

extend our understanding in important ways: 

 
The power of lived experience lies in our inner being. Yet, the world of theory is 
abstract. Theories are about ideas, not personal stories. They homogenize the 
experiences of many into concepts. The stories are gone (Ceglowski, 2002: 16). 

 
This quote therefore sets the tone for discussion in this section about the approach 

taken to data collection in this thesis.  

 

Figure 15 - Newcastle Chinatown today - Stowell Street during Chinese New Year, image by the author 
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Qualitative approaches, and the resultant methods of data collection, are a staple of 

the social sciences. Davies and Dwyer (2007a, 2007b) demonstrate that qualitative 

approaches may vary, not only between disciplines, but also within them, as well as 

being subject to changes at a more nuanced level. Discussion and application of 

methodological approaches is therefore not simply a case of reading a generalised text 

book on the subject and applying this to your study. Davies and Dwyer (2007a, 2007b) 

cover a whole range of current qualitative approaches in Human Geography, 

highlighting for example an increase in pictographic and visual forms of data collection, 

so-called visual methods. Examples, which I have also made use of in previous research 

include photographic interpretation/elicitation and thought-diagramming techniques 

(Crang, 2002, 2003, 2005). 

 

In this study therefore the potential to make use of a wide range of qualitative 

methods existed. So why was the, perhaps seemingly standard, method of 

interviewing chosen, indeed why take a qualitative approach at all? Firstly the aims of 

the project require an engagement with young people in an in-depth manner. To 

ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ŜƎƭƻǿǎƪƛ ǉǳƻǘŜ ŀōƻǾŜΣ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǇƻǿŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ 

the reasons for seeking out these accounts is that they often contradict or enrich 

understanding, particularly when little research has been done, or seems likely to be 

done. The rationale for social research often being to continue to explore and 

comprehend the nuances of the social world, not only are there a range of qualitative 

methods, but also interviews themselves. Flick (2009) for example presents several, 

such as the focused interview, semi-standardised, problem-centred, expert, and 

ethnographic. Whilst the range of interview types can reflect a desire to tailor ways of 

ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƴƎΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘ {ƛƭǾŜǊƳŀƴ ǊŜƳƛƴŘǎ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴƭȅ ΨbŀƠǾŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜǊǎ 

believe that the supposed limits of quantitative research are overcome by an open-

ŜƴŘŜŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿ ǎŎƘŜŘǳƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ ŎŀǘŎƘ ΨŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΩ (2001: 287). 

Indeed the search for an authentic experience would be explicitly against the 

ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΦ !ǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎ ƻǊ ΨǇŜǊŦŜŎǘΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ 

through interviewing. Principally interviewing seeks to contribute information, 

ultimately following analysis, which cannot be gathered by other more structured 

ƳŜŀƴǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ΨǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎΩ ǉǳŀƴǘƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ {ƛƭǾŜǊƳŀƴ (2001) refers to. 

Quite rightly it is important to note the often quite in-authentic nature of a structured 
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encounter between researcher and participant, the topic of conversation which may 

already be predetermined through pages of interview questions (Flick, 2009).  

 

Berg (2007) argues that whilst interview encounters might be structured to varied 

degrees, this does not mean that they are inherently an easy route. Berg (2007) 

ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ΨŘǊŀƳŀǘǳǊƎƛŎŀƭΩ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

remaining aware of both the reasons for each encounter, as well as the potential 

ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜǎΦ .ŜǊƎΩǎ (2007: 103) suggestion is that interviewing 

requires an understanding of relating to other humans, part of this might mean 

remaining sensitive to how the format of an interview is designed, and its actual 

application at interview. For example Berg (2007) notes the possible necessity of 

ΨǘƘǊƻǿ ŀǿŀȅΩ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ǘƻ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƘŜƭǇ Ǉǳǘ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ŀǘ 

ease, and the wording of questions which may be either too complex or contain 

provocative or emotive language. Whilst over-thinking an interview can produce 

stunted and bland responses, care during an interview is important because rapport is 

not a pre-given, and interviewee and interviewer may not have met before, or meet 

again. Trust and acceptance can therefore be key, and require some form of 

management to build (Berg, 2007: 125).      

 

In this study I took a mixed approach, both creating a structured interview schedule, 

but also taking on board past experience of the need to remain flexible. For example 

there was a need to ask each participant about a similar set of issues, this to gauge not 

only the research questions, but also test responses between the sample and check for 

validity and consistency in themes. This study was also designed with the knowledge 

that previous studies have managed to engage with members of both the young and 

adult British Chinese population across the UK. However the largest numbers are 

usually found closest to London or the North West. In terms of previous research 

methods, other researchers investigating the British Chinese and young British Chinese 

population have made use of a mix of both qualitative methods (Chau and Yu, 2009, Li, 

1994, Lie, 2010, Parker, 1995, Pang and Lau, 1998, Song, 1995, Verma et al., 1999) as 

well as quantitative (Adamson et al., 2009, Chan et al., 2004). Access issues have been 

a prominent challenge for researchers looking at British Chinese people. Attempts to 

research the Chinese community have been made notoriously difficult because there 
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ƛǎƴΩǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǎǎΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǳǊōŀƴ ŀǊŜŀǎΦ {ǳŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 

pressure of work for older and adult members, the possible lack of connection for 

younger members and the dispersion and internal differences, along linguistic as well 

as class lines. According to the 2001 census Chinese in Newcastle upon Tyne, whilst 

significant for the Chinese population in the North East, still only number 

1,846/259,429 (Newcastle City Council, 2011) (This total 6,037 in the 2011 census). As 

these population figures also include students, older members of the population, and 

those too young to fit the age bracket of this study (16-25), it was expected that 

ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǎƛǘŜΩǎ ǎƛȊŜ Řoes not however 

preclude the possibility of meeting a range of individuals with different backgrounds, 

for example there is a prominent university as well as an established Chinatown, with a 

supporting settled population. 

 

The information we have as a result tends to focus either on those working in the 

catering trade or more recently children. I use the word children here because, aside 

perhaps from Parker and Song's (Parker, 1995, 1998, 2000, Song, 1995) work, most of 

the young British Chinese featured in research (Francis and Archer, 2005a, Li, 1994, Lie, 

2010, Verma et al., 1999) are children under sixteen. This leaves several gaps in 

experience - where for one are the professional Chinese? The Malaysian Chinese, 

which made up a significant number in the 1970s and more recently professionals 

from China (PRC) do not get a detailed look. Additionally while elderly Chinese people 

are mentioned in the reports by Adamson et al (Adamson et al., 2009) and Chan et al 

(Chan et al., 2004), there is little documentation of their experiences beyond this. In 

terms of young British Chinese people, we are not focused on their whole experience 

of growing up in the UK, there is some understanding of home and family life (Francis 

and Archer, 2005a, Li, 1994, Parker, 1995, Pang and Lau, 1998, Song, 1995, Yu, 2007, 

Verma et al., 1999), but there are possibilities for looking at experiences beyond school, 

while at university and certainly from those which have entered the world of work. 

Perhaps as a result of their illegal status migrant workers, such as those who perished 

in the Morecambe Bay tragedy or Dover 58, are another group which often goes 

unmentioned and under researched (Cohen, 2004, Song, 2004).  
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In terms of quantitative data on the British Chinese there is quite often a suspicion that 

ƛǘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǘŀƭ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мффм ŎŜƴǎǳǎ ǿƘŜƴ Ψ/ƘƛƴŜǎŜΩ ǿŀǎ 

ǎǳōǎǳƳŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ΨƻǘƘŜǊΩΣ ƻǊ ƛǎ ƴƻǿ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŘŀǘŜΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ нллм ŎŜnsus. 

Within both censuses there may be linguistic difficulties for members of the Chinese 

population when filling in the form. When researchers have attempted their own 

quantitative studies, they have faced the combined problems of low response rate 

(Chan et al., 2007b), or a distribution of returns which mostly represents the most 

educated Chinese population (Chan et al., 2007b).  

 

The use of a qualitative approach in this research is justified on the basis that it can 

provide access to participants' thoughts and experiences, these fit with the aims of the 

study which seek to contribute to understanding of young British Chinese lived 

experiences. Using interviews has also been shown to have the potential to be both a 

flexible as well as considered method, though it is also important to acknowledge the 

structured nature of the relationship created. Due to the experiences of previous 

researchers working with the British Chinese, and the size of the potential population 

in Newcastle upon Tyne, it may also be that a methodology which is flexible towards 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ŦǊŜŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻŘŜǎ ƻŦ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŦǊǳƛǘŦǳƭ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ 

research.  

3.3 Ethics in research  

 
In this research my intention is that through a reflexively informed approach, and 

making use of interview methods, the study will contribute to the ongoing debates and 

understanding of both British and young British Chinese people. I have framed my 

approach by drawing on the discussions around reflexivity in research. For example 

GoffmanΩǎ (Goffman, 1968) observations about human social interaction encourage 

researchers to think of themselves as a part of the research field, not simply as 

impartial observers or information gatherers:  

 
Every person lives in a world of social encounters, involving him either in face-to-
face or mediated contact with other participants. In each of these contacts, he 
tends to act out what is sometimes called a line - that is, a pattern of verbal and 
nonverbal acts by which he expresses his view of the situation and through this 
his evaluation of the participants, especially himself  (Goffman, 1968: 309).   
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A reflexive approach and one in which the researcher is seen as a part of the research 

itself is often seen to be: 

 
[I]n contrast to the god-trick of claiming to see the whole world while remaining 
distanced from it, subjugated and critical knowledges work from their 
situatedness to produce partial perspectives on the world (Rose, 1997: 308). 

 
A distanced position is commonly associated with positivist approaches, which may 

strive to produce objective and impartial sets of data. Conversely some qualitative 

researchers have argued against a neutral stance in research: 

 
ΧώǿƘƛŎƘϐ ǊŜƧŜŎǘǎ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ƴŜǳǘǊŀƭƛǘȅΣ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ǘǊǳǘƘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǇŀǎǎƛƻƴŀǘŜ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅ 
and works toward social justice, relational truths, and passionate enquiry 
(Tillmann-Healy, 2003: 733). 

 
Reflexivity in research enables researchers to respond to the experiences of 

participants, as well as try to balance the way in which the research environment, 

researchers and participants shape findings.  

 

Though it has been argued that reflexivity is anathema to positivist ideas of objectivity 

and replication, by implication it is perhaps not scientific, rigorous and thereby 

comparable, such research studies nonetheless do strive to follow a set of guidelines, 

which are meant to ensure some form of, if not reproducibility, then structure and 

order for an investigation. This study therefore attempts to balance both a considered 

approach, but also remain flexible. As readers can note from the appendices a set of 

assumptions about research were made, care was taken to address concerns: 

 

a) To consider the participants understanding of the research, b) To assess the 

participants expectations and experiences of power relations which may affect the 

interview, c) Consider the young person's age and position, d) Consider how taking 

part in the interview may affect the interviewee afterwards, will their taking part be 

known to others, will they be contacted again, are you to ask them for further help? 

 

In some ways these issues were addressed through the use of information sheets and 

face to face meetings before interviews would take place. These exchanges let 

participants have a chance to meet the researcher as well as ask questions and decide 
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if they felt comfortable to continue in the research. On the other hand issues of age, 

positionality and the impact of being a participant were less straightforward to deal 

with; these issues are addressed within the next section.  

 

In conducting field research there is the potential to both uncover the inadequacy of 

ΨǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻǘƻŎƻƭǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƻōǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎΣ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ǘǊǳǎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΩ 

(Ceglowski, 2002: 12), as well as to open up researchers, and the project itself, to 

unanticipated ideas and events. As Hopkins (2007, 2008) notes, for example, the issues 

around working with unaccompanied asylum-seeking children and those requiring an 

interpreter, presented a number of issues around participant voice, vulnerability and 

access. Encounters in the field might not be predictable or referenced in the literature. 

In the past it has been tempting to try to reduce the possibility of the unanticipated, by 

acting in a certain manner within the field: 

 
[T]he researcher should attempt to disrupt the lives of her subjects as little as 
ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΧǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ŀ ƴŜǳǘǊŀƭ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƻ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎ ǎƻ 
ŀǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ΨǘŀƛƴǘΩ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ƻōǘŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ (Kobayashi, 2001: 55). 

 
However as Kobayashi goes on to suggest, while we might succeed in satisfying our 

own beliefs about what the purpose of our research is, the meaning of research is 

within the hands of participants as well:  

 
While we Ƴŀȅ ŦŜŜƭ ŀƴ ŜǘƘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊƭȅ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊ ΨǘǊǳǘƘΩΣ ǘƘŀǘ 
truth is highly variable, looks different depending upon individual perspectives 
and is always subject to ideological manipulation (Kobayashi, 2001: 66). 

 
I have therefore sought to balance both the arguments for continued qualitative, 

conversational, methods and the need for consideration before we enter the field.  

3.4 Conducting the research ς access and interviewing in practice  

3.4 - 1 Access  

 
In this section I will discuss how the fieldwork was conducted, both access and 

interview issues. A table is presented after the access and interview sections for 

reference, this information is drawn from a set of personal information questionnaires 

given out at the start of interviews. The table of personal information provides a useful 

overview of participantsΩ backgrounds.  
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Field research was conducted between September 2009 and July 2010. The table 

below gives a full breakdown of the dates, locations of interviews and the way in which 

participants were recruited (figure 10). Although the table might indicate research 

progressed in a very smooth way, interactions which allowed me to find participants 

were going on constantly. This section details the pertinent issues, looking at access 

and the processes involved in interviewing participants, in particular. 

 

 
 

 
 

While the literature review provides a background and rationale for studying young 

British Chinese experiences, upon justifying the project the issue of defining a target 

potential participant population arose. The selection criteria for participants relied on 

participants being 16-25, British and of Chinese ethnicity. The 16-25 age range is not 

ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ŀǊōƛǘǊŀǊȅΣ ōǳǘ ŀƴ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ŦƻǊ ΨȅƻǳǘƘΩ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŀǇŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ 

studies take their sample of participants from somewhere in this age range. Yet, a 

review of the youth research literature suggests that, though there is agreement on 

the need to study youth as a distinct period in the life-course, and that experiences 

from childhood to the 16-25 period may contribute to our understanding of youth, 

Figure 16 - Research interview timeline 
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definition of youth, young person, and child may become conflated (Aitken, 2001, 

Matthews and Limb, 1999, Matthews et al., 1999, Matthews, 2005). An example of the 

ongoing definitional debate within youth studies is for example the discussion of the 

ǳǎŜŦǳƭƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ΨŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴŎŜΩ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ƛƴ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ (Arnett, 2001, 2006, 2007, 

Bynner, 2001, 2005).  

 

The selection of participants also needed to be informed by the debate on Chineseness 

in Britain. While this could have been a project on BBC - British Born Chinese, I knew 

this would severely limit the potential to find participants; considering Newcastle itself 

may not have a large number of potential interviewees and that I had no experience 

here of working with the Chinese population. Therefore the ǘŜǊƳ Ψ.ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜΩ ǿŀǎ 

used in interview adverts and also by myself (see appendix). When looking for 

participants I made use of the guideline ten years in Britain to start with, though over 

time I realised that this was too strict a criteria. As the project went on I opted for a 

flexible approach, in which I asked if participants had grown up here or spent most of 

their time growing up here. It was therefore evident fairly early that rigid notions of 

Chineseness, British Chineseness and nationality were being questioned through the 

search for participants. Comments by Ang and Hall (Ang, 2001, Hall, 1990, 1992) 

therefore came to be relevant quite early.  

 

The research interview timeline indicates that most participants were drawn from 

university or local schools (figure 10). A smaller number of participants came from 

snowballing participants through contacts in these sites. This distribution of 

participants, with both its potential and limits, should be borne in mind; and will be 

commented on in the evaluation and empirical discussion chapters which follow the 

methodology.  

 
Through initial contacts and snowballing I was able to make use of societies on campus 

to meet a group of participants in the first months of fieldwork. I started the project 

with two British Chinese young people that I had known for a while. These first 

contacts had been met through membership of a society at university during my time 
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as a masters student5. These first participants gave me some information about what 

avenues to explore in looking for more participants. The ongoing experiences in the 

field reinforced the notion that methods such as quantitative surveys or even focus 

groups might be out of the question in this project; this was due to the low numbers of 

participants and a reliance on close friendship ties. Although participant numbers were 

not large, I was able to tap into existing friendship networks participants had. The 

project was also facilitated by the timing of fieldwork with a new academic year - new 

societies such as an Asian students society, and two which focused on Asian media 

such as dramas from Taiwan, Korea and Japan and separately Japanese Anime were 

starting up at this time. Through spending some time at these societies and asking 

participants to discuss the project with those they knew, I was able not only to 

interview participants, but also experience a little of their leisure time whilst at 

university.    

 
After about two months fieldwork, it became clear that I was unlikely to meet many 

more participants through snowballing at the university. Using the Newcastle Council 

website I obtained a list of local schools and began to call, email and visit them. I made 

approaches in the late and early months of 2009/10. During this time heavy snowfall 

made some schools inaccessible and others reluctant to promise anything. I therefore 

had to maintain contact with the schools over some weeks and remain persistent. 

Aside from the issue of convincing schools to take part, which eliminated a small 

number, there were also issues of getting schools to respond to my phone calls or 

emails. Overall, the major concern emerging from my approaches to local schools was 

difficulty finding schools which had any young British Chinese at all. I was only able to 

access sixth forms, due to the selection of 16-25 year olds for my participant group. 

Perhaps therefore, when I did find students, most schools had a very small number of 

eligible participants from one to maybe four (see the experience of Archer and Francis, 

2006).  

 

                                                 
5 My masters dissertation looked at notions of home and I came into contact with international Chinese 

students as part of the project, as well as British Chinese. The issues around negotiating ethnicity and 
identity in the UK, which I explored in the masters dissertation, formed some of the basis for inquiry in 
this PhD. 
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A low potential pool of participants meant that being able to talk to those I could had 

to be managed in both a careful and considered way. Although I noted the concerns in 

the ethics discussion earlier, it was convincing the young people to take part which 

became the most major issue at this stage of the project. I made a point to visit every 

school and meet potential participants face to face as well as their teachers. By 

telephoning heads of sixth form or their representatives directly I was able to explain 

the project, this demonstrated that I was serious about conducting the research and 

was open to any questions or comments. I felt that the small number of potential 

participants required me to show myself before any research was conducted, at this 

point I was able to give participants an information sheet and asked them to contact 

me if they were interested. Although I often did not receive long to talk to students, 

either when meeting them initially or at interview, this being due to their timetable 

commitments, face to face contact before interview was an important part of the 

whole process, as I was able to address any questions and concerns. 

 

Out of eleven schools contacted four allowed me on site to talk to participants and 

interview them. I would note that, whilst when able to visit I was able to interview 

some participants, there were often one or two students whom did not agree. I did 

return to one school for a further interview after a participant asked a classmate, but I 

was otherwise not able to convince all the students I met at sixth forms to take part 

(though this number was not large in itself due to already low numbers).  

 
There were also a number of other attempts to find participants which were not 

successful. For example meeting a local Chinese youth organisation did not yield 

participants directly, but I was able to gain another contact that put me in touch with a 

Chinese school. Through the school I was able to interview two pupils, and I once again 

approached the pupils in person before their lesson. I also made flyers to send to a list 

of Chinese takeaways in the local area and hand out at Chinese New Year in town. 

bŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨōƭƛƴŘΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ response. Attendance at a meeting 

group for Chinese Christians, as well as visiting a Chinese church, did not yield any 

participants, despite a meeting with young people at the church. I was however able to 

interview two of the church community indirectly, through snowballing at the 
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university. I did also meet with a council worker whom had experience in the 

Newcastle area; however they were unable to put me in touch with young people. 

3.4 - 2 Interviews  

 
In this section I draw mainly on my own experiences in the field. From a purely 

practical point of view, the issues of obtaining participants, having to snowball at 

university and spend time contacting schools and following this up, enabled interviews 

as a workable solution to the problem of accessing information from a hard to reach 

group. In this section I begin discussion about the use of interviews with a look at the 

encounter between researcher and participants, following after I discuss how I 

addressed these issues through field conduct. 

 

From experience of reading methods texts, classroom discussion and reading 

numerous research studies, it might appear that researchers are imbued with the 

ability to find participants and then easily conduct interviews which address all of their 

research questions. Certainly through fieldwork I met with a range of individuals, with 

diverse backgrounds, personalities and ages - this speaks to the possibilities of the 

interview as method - but the collection of interview data in this project also involved 

negotiating access and time with young people whom were participants; this was done 

ōȅ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƛƳŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳΦ bŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƴƎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

interviews was a time intensive process (Archer and Francis, 2006) which, whilst we 

are often told of the concerns about inequality between researcher and participants, 

was not easy and did not always seem enabled by my role as a researcher, nor both a 

practical and theoretical understanding of research practice and interviewing methods.  

 

In terms of interviewing and interacting with young people, much discussion has 

already been had around the ethics and potential inequities in the 

researcher/participant relationship.  Authors such as Matthews, Philo, Valentine and 

Pain (Matthews and Limb, 1999, Matthews et al., 1999, Pain, 2008, Philo, 2003, 

Valentine, 2000) for example have all argued that children and young people have a 

set of different competencies and awareness, when compared to adults. Indeed 

researchers often encounter young people from a very different position, for example 

in terms of social capability, having access to power in terms of finding them and 
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contacting them, they can also appeal to their status as grown-ups who may or may 

not be seen as figures of authority or respect, or to be obeyed depending on the young 

persons' background (Hopkins, 2007, 2008). A major issue is the zone of contention 

ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǎ ΨƭŜǎǎ-ǘƘŀƴΩ ŀŘǳƭǘǎΣ or perhaps as 

ΨōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŀŘǳƭǘǎΩΤ ȅƻǳǘƘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳŎƘ ǾƛŜǿǎ Ƴŀȅ Ŧŀƛƭ ǘƻ ǾŀƭǳŜ 

young peoples' opinions and experiences. Because this project has been informed by 

the ideas of Hall (1992), whom applied the notion of being and becoming to identity, 

concerns about the status and value of young people in research were very important.  

 

While typically the explanation of the project and the signing of a consent form are 

seen to indicate comprehension of the research, I feel these measures are not always 

enough precaution on their own, if we want to address concerns about how 

researchers might inadvertently influence the outcome of their interviews or other 

qualitative data. For example when Nairn et al (2005) ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨŦŀƛƭŜŘΩ 

interviews with Maori youth they realised that the format of their interviews 

replicated the classroom and power structures which often disabled these young 

people from voicing their opinions. The interview might therefore not always be seen 

as a perfect encounter in which participants want to talk openly (Nairn et al., 2005). 

Equally, Sin (2003) found the interview might be used deliberately by a participant to 

display something to the interviewer, it might not be marked as a neutral and sealed 

off period, others might even be present and enter or leave the space (Sin, 2003). 

Interviews might also require participants to be convinced of the value of taking part, 

even once they have been agreed to in principle, as Hopkins (2008) found when 

interviewing child asylum seekers; where linguistic as well as legal competency were 

issues for the research.  

 

I wanted to engage young people as individuals, whom had a valuable contribution to 

the study, as well as the potential to shape how some of the arguments might be 

framed in future. I noted though that understanding and the conditions in which I 

might meet the young people could be variable. One of the first concerns in fieldwork, 

and in the implications of fieldwork, is that participants are not harmed or distressed. I 

ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƴƻǘŜŘ YƻōŀȅŀǎƘƛΩǎ (1999, 2001) concerns about positivist research, which 

might address the issue of harm through discouraging contact between researchers 



 

81 

 

and researched, an example of distancing as an ethical tool. In this research, sensitivity 

was employed as a method for giving participants a chance to voice their concerns 

before, during and after interviews. As an example of sensitivity, whilst an information 

sheet explaining the project was provided to participants (see appendix) and a consent 

form was also signed, indicating that participants might leave at any time, may 

withdraw their interview data or contact me with concerns after (see appendix), a 

flexible approach was required during different periods of fieldwork.   

 

For university students I made use of the library as a quiet space in which to conduct 

the interview. The library acted as an accessible space which I hoped would allow 

interviews to be conducted in private. As example of sensitivity and flexibility, there 

was a particular issue around the sixth form participantsΩ free time and how long they 

were willing to give for the interviews. Because I had approached them at school I felt 

it was best to keep the research at this location, I felt that it may have been perceived 

as unethical to come to the school and then try to engage students off site. For the 

smaller number of interviews carried out with those outside school and university I 

made use of coffee shops in town. Coffee shops, although not as quiet as a school or 

university, were nevertheless accessible for participants.  

  

Whilst flexibility and sensitivity was employed, this needed to be balanced with 

practicality as well. By knowingly entering into a conversation, which might ask young 

people to recall events they would rather not share with a stranger, or rather not have 

explored in research at all, there was a responsibility to judge by situation when to 

stop an interview, when not to ask questions, or when someone might start to answer 

a question, but there was a feeling that they did not want to divulge certain 

information (Song and Parker, 1995). Another part of the responsibility in interviews 

was knowing that I might interact with participants again; particularly at university 

where I frequently saw participants or remained in contact with some of them post 

research. As much of the success in finding participants came from snowballing, I felt 

that sensitivity in interviewing might be reported to other potential participants and 

therefore constancy in attitude was important. In doing my best to balance arguments 

about power and ethical conduct I conducted most of the interviews in a quiet room. 

While a quiet room is ideal for removing distractions, it was not always possible to 
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achieve this. In one school I was not permitted to be alone with the participant and so I 

had to conduct the interview for a period whilst a staff member was nearby, later I was 

able to move to another room because a class wanted to occupy that room which did 

enable some more privacy. In another interview the school did not inform me 

completely about the participants English ability, despite them having been in the UK 

for some time; this made for a shorter interview than usual, as I was not able to get 

detailed and longer answers to my questions. I also had one interview in which I 

decided to stop after the individual became upset. In this instance it was recalling a 

certain feeling and memory which caused distress, though the participant said it would 

be ok to go on, I made the decision to stop as this seemed the most appropriate. 

 

Because this project involved a hard to access group, it was also important to remain 

aware of participantsΩ feelings and thoughts about the project after interview. Whilst 

some interviews might not be perfect by textbook standards, I wanted to avoid merely 

treating participants as reserves of data, and not addressing them as people whom 

exist outside the interview and whom we may come into contact with again, regardless 

if they are involved or not involved in research.  
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