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The exhibition held at the Society explores a selection of the Society’s Chinese maps, photographs and books from the personal perspectives of Chinese communities in London.  Groups involved include the Camden Chinese Community Centre, the Chinese National Healthy Living Centre, the Kings Cross Neighbourhood Centre and the Soho Family Centre. Ninety adults, young people and children from differing backgrounds and experiences attended workshops and discussed historic materials that cover a 100 year period from the 1840s.

Community participants’ responses are wide-ranging and varied, reflecting many perspectives and differing degrees of identification with or ties to ‘China’ and ‘Chineseness’.  Some participants were born in China, others were not, and many have never even visited. They have come from a wide range of places, from Henan, Guangzhou and Sichuan in China to different villages and cities in Hong Kong, Vietnam and Malaysia. They have also come at different times since the 1950s and settled into a range of occupations, from interior design, community work, catering, plumbing and electrical work to dentistry, printing and tailoring.

For some, looking at the archive has been a journey of discovery, whilst for others, the images inspire a sense of pride, ownership and a deep affection for a place once called ‘home’; prompting memories and questions about change.












“We seem to be talking about China and the past. Can we not share our experience about this country and let local people know about the way we adjust to living in the UK? Things may have changed now, we’re not sure if customs are still the same over there.”





Member of Kings Cross Neighbourhood Centre Chinese Group, 2007





“Only the rich and privileged class could afford to travel so far and wide in the 19th century. It’s amazing that [Isabella Bird Bishop] had travelled all over China alone. Such courage is almost unheard of...”





Member of Kings Cross Neighbourhood Centre, 2007











“There is always pressure on women in whatever culture.”





Member of Kings Cross Neighbourhood Centre, 2007











“Women were supposed to follow three kinds of obedience; she had to obey their father before marriage, her husband after marriage, and she had to obey her son when she grew old. A wife was supposed to obey to her parents-in-law too.”





Member from the Chinese National Healthy Living Centre, 2007








“Isabella was so lucky, she went to China, she could write about what she saw back home, and many people paid attention to this. But Chinese women, if we go out into the world, get an education, and go back to China and we want to show what we have learnt, it may be that people in China won’t accept it. When you are not accepted you have a reaction. You want to rebel.”





Member from the Chinese National Healthy Living Centre, 2007





“(In the past) marriage was arranged by parents. A match-maker did the matching and liaison. Girls did not have a say in these matters; if she was lucky, she could take a peek to see who it was. And after she’d married


into a household, it would be the beginning of endless hardship. Unlike brides today, a young wife had no right to speak or argue, she was more like a slave or servant.”





Member of Kings Cross Neighbourhood Centre, 2007








“We are more realistic now.  It makes no difference where we die.  I don’t mind being cremated either.  It doesn’t matter where we die as long as our children are here.  They can light a candle for us in church and that is OK.





Member from the Chinese National Healthy Living Centre, 2007








“Nowadays, women can exercise better control over marriage. Like flying a kite, she can allow her man some freedom if he treats her fairly. But if he misbehaves, like having a fling, she can tighten the control. Managing the


kite definitely requires good technique to combat the wind and she needs to know how to control the relationship to her advantage. Well, if men behave properly, you’ll be fair to them too. After all, they are the breadwinners of


the family.”





Member of Kings Cross Neighbourhood Centre, 2007








“Chinese people did not respect women and did not send girls to school.  In the old days they even thought it was a virtue for girls to have no talents.  That was not right.” 





Member from the Chinese National Healthy Living Centre 2007








“I think it’s very sad. Men in those days judged beauty by the feet. Like today men look at a woman’s shape to define beauty. Actually it says something about male power. Male supremacy in terms of beauty.”





Member from the Soho Family Centre, 2007








“Girls had their feet bound in early age. It was extremely painful and they always cried. The way they walked was considered beautiful but they could not move freely and were confined to their homes. Hakka women did not have bound feet because they had to work. Hakka were migrants. The custom was banished, together with other customs such as hair braids, when Sun Yat-sen established the Republic of China.”





Member from the Chinese National Healthy Living Centre 2007








“Tan people were fishermen and lived on boats; there were communities in Hong Kong, too. Some of them were rich and kept their fortunes in gold. They did everything on board including eating, sleeping, having weddings, even giving birth to babies. They had peculiar customs. For example, the bride and groom would be on different boats because it was considered unlucky for the boats to bump into each other before the wedding. Dishes of the wedding feast would pass from the groom’s boat to the bride’s boat, so everyone in between would share the food and be involved in the celebration.”





Member from the Chinese National Healthy Living Centre 2007








“Nowadays, women who have good education can pursue careers that give them financial independence and they do not need to seek security from men”.





Member from of Kings Cross Neighbourhood Centre, 2007








“Having a good education is a promise to a successful life.  We also wish the next generation to be better off than we are.”





Member from Kings Cross Neighbourhood Centre, 2007













