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Abstract 

 

This Master`s thesis is the result of research into the presence of traditional native culture of 

the Chinese-born immigrants in New York City. The 400-year-old city has been built by 

immigration and to this day keeps on receiving new immigrants from all over the world. 

Consequently, different languages, customs and forms of art can be found as parts of local 

communities throughout the city. Therefore, one might wonder why people really bring 

something of their old culture, their native to their new home in a foreign land. Is it out of 

need, pride or even spite, that led to all the cultural variations which are still preserved in New 

York today? According to some scholarship, it is the need for comfort and support in a 

foreign land, that may trigger this social phenomenon. The aim of this research was to 

document what Chinese-born immigrant New Yorkers have to say about it and to answer the 

following questions: 

 

In what forms is the native culture of Chinese immigrants present in New York City today? 

How is it being preserved and promoted? What motivates the Chinese immigrant community 

to keep preserving and promoting certain elements of their traditional culture in this city? Is 

the need for solace the main stimulus for embracing and advocating their native culture 

abroad or are there other reasons as well?  

 

By employing qualitative research techniques (interviewing, observation and analysis of 

textual/visual data), this Master`s thesis will take us on a journey over the Atlantic, to the old 

New York Chinatown and somewhat further. We will visit, among others, a century old The 

New York Chinese School and The New York Chinese Opera Society and find that the local 

Chinese-born community preserves its native, traditional culture for several reasons: some 

want to promote Chinese philosophical ethics and keep it for the future generations, while 

others, motivated by personal love and enthusiasm, cherish it with their community and use it 

to promote intercultural communication. Additionally, we will learn that Chinese native 

culture can provide comfort to some of the Chinese-born newcomers in the city, far away 

from the “motherland”. And yes, be ready for some occasional dives into the history of New 

York and Chinese immigration to America. 
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1.Introduction 

         

        People from mainland China, Taiwan and Hong Kong have immigrated to the United States 

since the mid-1800s. Whether it be in search for work, safety or better living conditions, 

various push and pull factors from these Chinese-speaking territories and America, have 

played a role at different times in history, creating several waves of Chinese immigration to 

the States (Campi 2004; Strom 2017; Zong and Batalova 2017).  

 

At present, the Chinese-born1 community resides mostly within several Chinatowns of New 

York, which, as American historian Tyler Anbinder states, has existed as the “city of 

immigrants for nearly four centuries” (Anbinder 2016, front cover). And, like many other 

immigrant groups, some of them continue to preserve and promote their native culture in their 

“second homeland”. But why do they do so? 

 

The importance of native cultures in the first stages of peoples` immigration to a new country 

has already been discussed by some scholars. For instance, Hani M. Henry et al. suggest that 

elements of native cultures might be used “[…] as resources that may help […immigrant 

communities…] adjust to their new countries and solve many problems they may face” 

(Henry et al. 2005, 109). Namely, past experiences, they claim further, may serve as a 

“solace” to immigrant groups in a new and unknown environment (ibid, 112). After all, as 

Charles Hirschman writes, “[t]he lives of most immigrants are a dialectic between the 

memories of the world left behind and the day-to-day struggles of learning the ropes of a new 

society” (Hirschman 2013, 26). 

 

Some questions thus emerge: In what forms is the native culture of Chinese immigrants 

present in New York City today? How is it being preserved and promoted? What motivates 

the Chinese-born immigrant community to preserve and promote certain elements of their 

traditional culture in this city? Is the need for solace and comfort the main stimulus to 

embrace and advocate their native culture abroad or are there other reasons as well?  

 

 
1 As presented later in the text, by “Chinese-born”, this thesis indicates being born either in today`s China, 

Taiwan or Hong Kong.  
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This Master`s thesis will aim to answer these questions, by presenting two case studies of 

preserved traditional culture among Chinese-born immigrants in New York. As the text will 

later explain, the term “traditional culture” in this paper, refers to parts of heritage which 

date back to the period of ancient China2 (in this Master`s thesis also referred to as 

“traditional China”3). Traditional Chinese festivals, calligraphy, poetry, opera and philosophy 

are but a few examples of this legacy. 

 

1.1 The Growth of Chinese-Born Immigrant Population in New York City  

 

The beginnings of migration waves are often modest, as the dynamics of Chinese-born 

immigration to the United States demonstrates. What started as a community of merely 1,000 

Chinese-born immigrants in 1880 grew to nearly 7,000 Chinese-born immigrants by 1930, 

increasing to more than 21,000 by 1960 (Anbinder 2016, 522). According to the Department 

of City Planning (NYC Planning, 2013, 12), the Chinese-born immigrant population increased 

by 34 percent between 2000 and 2011 and counted 350,200 people in 2011. More recent 

statistics show that in 2015 there were 388,783 Chinese-born immigrants in New York City 

(NYC Planning 2017).  

 

Furthermore, the 2018 United States Census Bureau estimated that there were 412,954 

foreign-born New Yorkers of Chinese descent, 98.3% of whom were native to Asia (United 

States Census Bureau, 2020). Thanks to its steady growth, the Chinese-born population in 

New York is now larger than in any other city outside of Asia (NYC Planning, 2020). As we 

read further, this Master`s thesis defines Chinese-born immigrant population in the same way 

as the above-mentioned sources: an immigrant group with a place of birth being either 

mainland China, Taiwan or Hong Kong.  

 

 

 

 

 
2 As Natalie M. Rosinsky suggests (2012, 9), ancient China can be defined as imperial China, a period in 

Chinese history which ceased in 1911, when the Republic of China was established. 
3 This also to avoid confusion as other sources define “ancient China” as period from 2000 to 221 BC (i.e. Wang 

2018). 
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1.2 Structure of the Thesis 

 

What will follow further in chapter 2 are some of the theories in the fields of immigration and 

psychology. They will provide the framework for this thesis and some underlying hypotheses 

on what could motivate immigrants to preserve their native culture far away from native 

surroundings.  

 

Subsequently, chapter 3 will introduce the concept of traditional China, as it is understood by 

this thesis. Furthermore, the same chapter will discuss and define culture, as well as present 

the way research into traditional Chinese culture in New York City was conducted for this 

thesis.  

 

Chapter 4 will be devoted to the location of this research: New York City, “the city of 

immigrants”. Among other things, it will describe how New York has become the final 

destination of many immigrants (Chinese-born included). Specifically, the second part of this 

chapter will be devoted to several Chinatowns in the city; these are essential locations to visit 

when studying traditional culture of Chinese-born New Yorkers.  

 

Afterwards, chapter 5 will provide an overview of some of the previous publications about 

preserved traditional Chinese culture in New York and, more generally, the United States. 

Some of these earlier depictions (i.e. Lu 2001; Du 2009) inspired or led the way in search of 

resources that would tell more about where or in what way Chinese native culture has been 

preserved in New York. 

 

Following this introduction to the topic and background information, the focus of this thesis 

will shift to the ways in which this research has been prepared, conducted and eventually 

summarised. After a presentation of the chosen research methodology in chapter 6, chapter 7 

describes how the data collection process took place.  

 

Then chapter 8 will focus on the two case studies, which will provide answers to the research 

questions. Finally, the discussion and conclusion of the thesis will be presented in chapter 9.  
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2. Theoretical Reflections 

 

This chapter presents an overview of research by immigration theorists on the important role of 

native culture in the lives of immigrants. Several scholars have touched upon this topic when 

discussing psychological changes which immigrants in the world go through as they inevitably 

lose the direct connection to the landscapes and social environments they were used to and 

continue their lives in new and unfamiliar cultural surroundings.  

 

2.1 Native Culture Abroad: a Safe Haven for Immigrants?  

 

Scholars Hani M. Henry et al. (2009) and Charles Hirschman (2013) argue that native culture, 

which is naturally associated to the life left behind, is a safe haven, which many immigrants 

turn to for solace while working through the changes, challenges and gradually fine-tuning to 

the new environment. Hirschman (2013, 1) furthermore points out that the immigrant 

communities “[…] generally find comfort in familiar religious traditions and rituals, seek out 

newspapers and literature from the homeland and celebrate holidays and special occasions with 

traditional music, dance, cuisine and leisure-time pursuits.” 

 

Furthermore, some immigration theorists (Grinberg and Grinberg 1989; Lijtmaer 2001; Henry 

et al. 2005) also claim that relocation to a foreign country may trigger dramatic and even 

traumatising changes for the migrating individuals. According to Ruth M. Lijtmaer (2001), 

feeling of profound loss, sorrow, and inadequacy are only but one part of this complex, open-

ended process, which makes immigrants seek for comfort in the realms that feel safe and 

familiar to them. Words such as “homeland”, “nostalgia”, “identity crisis” are often used when 

referring to the process of adjustment, which immigrants go through after relocation. On the 

word of Hirshman (2013), most immigrants “juggle between” the past memories from 

homeland and the challenges they nowadays face in the foreign country.  

 

Hani M. Henry et al. (2009) assert that elements of lost native culture are incorporated into the 

new lives of immigrants, who go through a mourning process after losing connection with their 

motherland and having to rebuild their lives far away from known landscapes and social 
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relations. As an example, they mentioned a Chinese interviewee who turned to Chinese opera 

and folk songs and joined a Chinese-immigrant network which aimed at helping Chinese 

students adjust to their new lives in the United States (ibid., 269). Henry et al. argue further that 

continuing bonds with their native culture can be ultimately used as resources for integrating 

voices of both the native and host cultures into the psyche of the immigrants. These voices may 

be addressed by cultural artefacts, native art, language and proverbs, songs, food, and cultural 

and religious practices (ibid., 263). 

 

Grinberg and Grinberg (1989, 98) suggest that in the final stage of assimilation into a new 

environment, when mourning for one’s native culture “has been worked through as far as 

possible”, a remodelled sense of immigrant identity occurs and the individual’s native culture 

can finally be integrated into the new, adopted one. In this way, as Salman Akhtar suggests, a 

“hybrid identity” emerges and “new channels of self-expression become available” (Akhtar 

1995, 1051-1052). 

 

2.2 Chinese Native Culture in the States: a Study of “Psychological Refuelling” 

 

Yu-wen Ying, a scholar of social welfare at the University of Berkley, specifically researched 

how Chinese Americans embraced their native culture while experiencing migration transition 

(Ying 2001). According to her, Chinese Americans, the largest Asian American ethnic group, 

identify with and idealise their native culture “[…] in order to obtain the necessary 

psychological refuelling to meet both their developmental and migration-related challenge of 

individuation […]” (ibid., 417). She found that particularly Chinese minors who were not 

attended by their parents in the immigration process when pursuing secondary education in the 

United States, attached to their native culture as a resource in the absence of their primary 

caretakers. Parents, Ying furthermore elaborates, are carriers of the native culture, so the 

accompanied immigrant children has less need to additionally immerse in their native culture 

than the unaccompanied minors (ibid., 416).  

 

Strong attachment to and fluency in the mother tongue was more present in the case of 

unaccompanied minor immigrants than their compatriots who immigrated in the company of 
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their caretakers. According to Ying, “[t]rue mastery of the Chinese language is dependent on 

familiarity with classical Chinese [language] […]” which was used in Confucian, Buddhist and 

Taoist texts (ibid, 427). 

 

Accordingly, the theoretical framework for this thesis builds on scholarship in the fields of 

immigration and psychology. This will help to analyse whether and how native culture helps 

Chinese immigrants endure the unpleasant psychological dynamics or, as Lijtmaer (2001, 427) 

puts it, “periods of disorganization, pain and frustration”, which might have resulted from their 

relocation to New York.  

 

The following section will introduce how this Master’s thesis defines the terms  traditional 

China and traditional Chinese culture.  
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3. Traditional China and its Culture 

 

How to define “traditional China”? Considering the fact that the civilization originating from 

the territory known as China has a history of thousands of years, the term traditional China is 

very broad. In this Master’s thesis, it will refer to a period of the imperial, pre-republic China 

(221 BC – AD 1912). What started as an empire, united under the First Sovereign Qin Emperor 

or Qin Shi Huangdi (r. 221–207 BC) (Cotterell 2005), became a territory that has, in the span 

of more than 1500 years, seen the rise and fall of a dozen dynasties. This turbulent history often 

modified its shape, folk groups and culture. 

 

3.1 The Concept of “Culture”  

 

The term culture in this thesis reflects the definition by Edward Tylor: a “complex whole which 

includes knowledge, belief, art, law, morals, custom, and any other capabilities and habits 

acquired by man as a member of society” (Tylor in Prinz 2016). Among other things, the culture 

originating from the area of modern-day China encompasses: philosophical thoughts of 

Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism; poetic masterpieces from the Tang and Song dynasties 

(AD 618–1279); thousands of years of Chinese writing which developed into the art of 

calligraphy; traditional Chinese paintings and sculptures; tea and silk culture; traditional 

festivals and customs from numerous folk groups; Cantonese opera4 (Yueju 粵劇) and Peking 

opera (Jingju京劇) dating respectively from the Ming (AD 1368–1644) and Qing (AD 1644–

1912) dynasties; a 1500-year-old tradition of paper cutting (Zhang 1989), the 2000-year-old art 

of Chinese shadow performance (China Institute 2020a), and many more. 

 

3.2 How to Study “Traditional Chinese Culture” in New York 

 

As shown above, the term traditional Chinese culture is so wide-ranging that only a small part 

of it can be presented in one academic work. Since this Master’s thesis focuses on traditional 

Chinese culture within New York’s Chinese community, it will use two local case studies to 

show the ways traditional Chinese culture has been preserved by Chinese immigrant societies: 

 
4 Originated in Guangzhou (foreign name: Canton), the capital of Guangdong province in the southern China 
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a century old Chinese school in Manhattan and the New York Chinese Opera Society. The 

reasons for choosing these two particular sites were practical: the New York Chinese School is 

a unique place that for more than 100 years preserved and promoted various elements of 

traditional Chinese culture; while the New York Chinese Opera Society has been one of the 

most active and most popular cultural organisations among Chinese New Yorkers. The next 

chapter will present what they all have in common: their new “home”. 
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4. New York: Final Destination for Numerous Chinese Immigrants  

 

This chapter introduces the focus location of this research, New York City. Furthermore, it 

provides some information about the history and development of this “city of immigrants”, 

which makes it even more relevant to the topic of this thesis. Here, this thesis will examine how 

this once rural island grew into the multicultural metropolis we know today. The chapter will 

also focus on the city’s Chinatowns, where most of the research material for this thesis was 

conducted. 

 

4.1. New York, the City of Immigrants 

 

“My imagination is incapable of conceiving any thing of the kind more beautiful than 

the harbour of New York. […] We seemed to enter the harbour of New York upon waves 

of liquid gold, as we darted past the green isles which rise from its bosom, like guardian 

sentinels of the fair city, the setting sun stretching his horizontal beams farther and 

farther each moment as if to point out to us some new glory in the landscape” (English 

author Frances Milton Trollope, as quoted in Ascher and Mellins 2018, 15). 

 

Previously known as New Amsterdam, named by the Dutch colonists, New York is the “only 

world city built primarily by immigration […]”, as Tyler Anbinder describes it in the preface 

of his book “City of Dreams” (Anbinder 2016, front cover). It has been a home to more than 

3.21 million immigrants and at least 388,000 Chinese-born immigrants (NYC Planning, 2017), 

if not more (United States Census Bureau, 2020). To celebrate all the “adopted” New Yorkers 

who found their new home in its folds, New York has since 2004 celebrated Immigrant Heritage 

Week. The event takes place annually around April 17th to mark the “busiest day” at Ellis Island 

immigration station, when, in 1907, a record number of 11,747 new arrivals were registered in 

a single day (New York Public Library, 2020). 

 

What once was barely a countrified Manhattan island, rich in oak, chestnut and pine forests, 

and intersected by hills and fertile land, later developed into an urbanised giant, with “[…]  

almost nothing organic about it” (Ascher and Mellins 2018, 15). At the turn of the 19th century, 
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New York had 60,000 residents and it was becoming an “increasingly cosmopolitan place” 

(ibid., 43). In 1989, New York saw a unification of five boroughs (The Bronx, Brooklyn, 

Manhattan, Queens, and Staten Island) and Manhattan became the “[…] epicenter of [the] 

region’s economy” (ibid., 11). According to American economist Ed Glaeser, Manhattan’s 

street grid has helped “[…] facilitate the magnificent energy of the flowing human city […]” 

and today it “[…] makes manageable the messy humanity of millions […]” (Glaesar in Ascher 

and Mellins 2018, 43). 

 

4.2 Chinatowns of NYC 

 

What is a Chinatown? Earlier publications define it as an “ethnically segregated neighbourhood” 

(Santos et al. 2008) or ethnic enclave (Zhou and Logan 1989), or simply “an area of a city 

outside China where many Chinese people live and where there are a lot of Chinese restaurants 

and shops” (Cambridge Dictionary 2020). Illustrator William Low provides his definition 

through a poem-like depiction: 

 

Chinatown. City within a city. Home to street cobblers and herbalists, tai chi masters 

and kung fu students, outdoor fish markets and lots and lots of restaurants. And best of 

all, when the Chinese New Year begins there's a New Year's Day parade, complete 

with a lion dance. (Low 1997, front cover). 

 

Ien Ang, scholar from Western Sidney University, provided an interesting analysis of the 

changing roles of Chinatowns in the world and how these roles were influenced by the 

economic development of mainland China. In an article “Chinatowns and the Rise of China” 

Ang states that “Chinatowns are generally known as Chinese enclaves outside China, where 

Chinese emigrants have clustered and created a home away from home’” (Ang 2019, 5-6). 

Furthermore, Ang argues that many of the Chinatowns, which were once safe havens for 

marginalized Chinese immigrants abroad, turned into urban, commercialized areas, often used 

to attract tourists and business investments from mainland China. Some Chinatowns, like the 

one in Vancouver in Canada, resist this trend, as the local, mostly Cantonese-speaking 
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activists, rise to “protect Chinatown” and guard its traditional atmosphere against the “rise of 

China”, which is perceived as a threat (ibid., 18). 

 

New York’s first Chinatown was established already around 1880 in lower Manhattan after 

Chinese immigrants (mostly male) flew over from the western part of the United States, where 

they were victims of racial discrimination, violence and intimidation, which resulted in The 

Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882. This law banned Chinese immigration to the United States – to 

the pleasure of local laborers – and lasted until 1943 (History 2019). 

 

The majority of Chinese immigrants took over the laundry business in the area, abandoned by 

Irish-American women, others engaged in cigar making, while those well-off immigrants from 

Guangdong province started the export-import trade between the two countries. Cantonese 

immigrants, who arrived from the province`s capital Guangzhou (Canton), formed the biggest 

sub-group among Chinese-born immigrants in New York until the turn of the 21st century. After 

that, immigrants from Fujian, province in the southeastern part of China, outnumbered their 

southern compatriots (Anbinder 2016, 524). During the course of 19th and 20th centuries, New 

York’s Chinese-born immigrant population experienced a steady rise from only 1,000 in 1880 

(ibid., 522) to almost 400,000 in 2015 (NYC Planning, 2017, 1).  

 

Chinatowns in New York can be found in the boroughs of Queens, Manhattan, and 

southwestern Brooklyn, and account for the majority of New York’s Chinese population. 

Between 2010 and 2015, 40% of the Chinese immigrant community were registered in Queens 

(neighbourhoods of Bayside, Elmhurst and Flushing), 39% in Brooklyn (Bensonhurst, 

Sheepshead Bay, and Sunset Park) and 17% in downtown Manhattan (Asian American 

Federation 2019).  

 

New York today still reflects the earlier stages of its own development as “the city of 

immigrants”; its vast territory keeps on welcoming new residents from countries near and far 

away, its streets and blocks echo a mix of world languages, and the historic charm of many of 

its ethnic neighbourhoods – Manhattan Chinatown being only one of them – testify to the 
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message that many New Yorkers proudly support the message that “[t]here is place for 

everyone” (Bagshaw 2015).  
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5. Previous Depictions of Traditional Chinese Culture in New York and 

America 

 

This chapter will analyse some of the published works on the topic of traditional Chinese 

culture in New York City and/or the United States. As previously mentioned, the term 

traditional Chinese culture in this Master’s thesis refers to traditions which date back to the 

imperial phase of Chinese history (221 BC – AD 1912). Numerous publications on early 

immigration of Chinese to the United States only sporadically mention some of the preserved 

elements of traditional Chinese culture among the Chinese New Yorkers; the very beginnings 

of its presence in the city have not been thoroughly researched. Nonetheless, the published 

literature, particularly the one focused on the New York environment (Chan and Chang 

1976a; Chan and Chang 1976b; Zheng 1990; Tchen 2001; Du 2009; Li 2016; Wang 2018) 

provided information about where to look for contacts and venues which were relevant for 

work on this thesis. 

 

5.1 Traditional Chinese Culture in New York  

 

For instance, medical scholars Chun-Wai Chan and Jade K. Chang (1976a; 1976b) published 

an article on the role of traditional Chinese medicine in Manhattan Chinatown since its 

beginnings in the 1900s. One of their main findings is that, even though Downtown 

Chinatowners rather opt for Western professional care, traditional Chinese herbs and 

medications have still been used as much as Western drugs.  

 

Su de San Zheng (1990), professor of music at Wesleyan University, conducted an interesting 

research on traditional Chinese music in New York. According to Zheng, different migration 

experiences during the 20th century shaped the artistic expressions of different Chinese opera 

and music groups in the city. Through evidence found in a photograph printed by the 

newspaper Courier, she briefly introduces the first exhibited music group in New York in 

1850 as well as the traditional instruments – tiqin (提琴) and pipa (琵琶)– which they used 

(Zheng 1990, 49).  
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Almost two decades later, Du Xianbing 杜宪兵 (Du 2009), lecturer at Qufu University in 

Shandong province, published an article about the changing identities of the Chinese 

community in New York’s Chinatown, which still preserves and celebrates traditional 

Chinese customs and festivals every year. 

 

In his book about the old New York that saw the rise of the Chinese community back in the 

mid-1800s, historian and co-founder of the Museum of Chinese in America John Kuo Wei 

Tchen (Tchen 2001) presents traditional Chinese porcelain that already in 18th century was a 

sign of prestige among the American founding generation. 

 

However, even almost one century later, Chinese export porcelain and souvenirs (e.g. glass 

paintings and folding fans) were still the only examples of Chinese art which were known to 

the general American population claims art curator and executive director of Initiatives in 

Asia at The Art Institute of Chicago, Tao Wang (2018). Only after the Opium Wars of 1839 

and 1860 were trade and communication between the two nations established, art knowledge 

exchanged, and nice examples of ancient ritual bronzes from China finally found their way to 

the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York (ibid., 199 and 202). 

 

Among recent non-academic pieces, an article by China Daily’s journalist Li Xiaohong (Li 

2016), describes the “aging” spirit of Manhattan Chinatown as it is slowly being replaced by 

newer Chinatowns in Queens and becoming instead a tourist attraction and cultural symbol of 

overseas Chinese. 

 

5.2 Traditional Chinese Culture in the United States  

 

When it comes to other locations in the United States, Lu Xing (2010), professor of 

communication at Chicago`s DePaul University, wrote about the correlation between 

communication practices at the Chinese school in this city and formation of a bicultural identity 

of newly arrived Chinese immigrants. Her informants, parents of the students, named 

preserving Chinese tradition within the family as one of the main reasons to send their children 

to the school. 
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Additionally, Xu Yingguo 徐颖果 (2009), scholar in the field of foreign languages and culture 

and professor at the Tianjin University of Technology, published an article on the history and 

development of theatrical plays by Chinese authors in America, and the way they were 

influenced by traditional Chinese culture and literature. Xu found, among other things, that 

staging of Chinese traditional plays in the U.S. stated already in mid-1800s. and that early 

American Chinese playwrights appropriated Chinese traditional opera, and that the plays that 

they wrote “were infiltrated with Chinese cultural values”5 (Xu 2009, 51-52). 

 

According to the above-mentioned literature, some elements of traditional Chinese culture in 

both New York and the United States in general still resist withering in the face of time thanks 

to the efforts of Chinese immigrant communities. Meanwhile, as it will be shown further in the 

text, some of them have been preserving traditional Chinese culture for a century and still 

continue to do so. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
5 浸润着中国文化的价值观 



16 
 

6. Choice of Methodology  

 

The main focus of this chapter will be the process of choosing the right working methodology 

for researching traditional Chinese culture in New York. In order to learn about the ways 

peoples’ traditions are practised and maintained on foreign soil, the natural way to proceed is 

to visit, observe and communicate with these communities. That is why I chose to primarily 

focus on a qualitative research methodology. Contrasted with quantitative research, which relies 

on objective measurements and statistical procedures for data analysis, qualitative research 

represents a way of study which is concerned “as much about social practices as about [peoples’] 

experience” (Silverman 2016, 3).  

 

6.1 Qualitative Research Methods 

 

This Master’s thesis utilised three research methods: observation, interviewing, and textual and 

visual data analysis. In qualitative research, “the observational method has often been the 

chosen method to understand another culture” (Silverman 2006, 19). Ethnographers Giampietro 

Gobo and Lukas Marciniak emphasise the importance of reliable and consistent observation of 

the “routines and practices of social actors” when trying to understand their behaviour and 

interactions (Silverman 2016, 6). Thus, observing the ways in which traditional Chinese culture 

is practised in New York leads to a better understanding of the Chinese immigrant community 

and their reasons for maintaining and promoting their native culture. 

 

In-person and remote interviewing are key data collection methods of this research project. 

Interviews, according to Silverman (2016, 6), reflect reality as it is “represented in words”. All 

interviews are active by nature and resist any attempts of standardisation or neutralisation (ibid.). 

Additionally, Miller and Glassner propose that “narratives emerging from interviews are 

situated in social worlds, they come out of worlds that exist outside of the interview itself” 

(2016, 57). They further suggest that interviews “[…] captur[e] the elements of these worlds”; 

this is one of the main intentions behind the interviews conducted with different individuals and 

groups for this Master’s thesis. For instance, asking about why two or three generations in one 

family take up traditional Chinese dance. Or about how and why the old Chinese school in 
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Manhattan annually celebrates Confucius’ birthday. All the interviews for this thesis were 

conducted in a mix of Mandarin Chinese and English language. There is a practical reason 

behind this: having lived in the United States for years, all the interviewees — most of whom 

are Chinese-born — have been using English in their everyday speech, so the interviews 

initiated in Mandarin Chinese would, often spontaneously, end up bilingual. 

 

According to Katarina Jacobsson, the study of documents is much more than a text analysis and 

encourages researchers to find “action in a pile of paper” (Jacobsson 2016, 156). Documents, 

according to her, are not merely passive sources disconnected from social action. One needs to 

do “fieldwork rather than deskwork” in order to learn about the history and the use of documents, 

and the different roles they may have in social science research (ibid., 157.). In order to better 

understand the historical aspects of this topic, that is, the very beginnings of the traditional 

Chinese culture in New York, it is necessary to analyse both primary and secondary textual and 

visual data. This includes both physical sources, which were found in the relevant institutions 

or provided by the interviewees themselves, and online sources, such as archived data and 

relevant websites.  

 

6.2 Research Ethics 

 

Anne Ryen stresses the importance of research ethics and its questions of codes and consent, 

confidentiality, and trust (Ryen 2016, 32). During the fieldwork, all interviewees were provided 

with an Information Letter and Consent Form for the project, as required by the Norwegian 

Centre for Research Data (NSD). These documents informed the participants about the details 

of this Master’s thesis and provided contact information of the people and institutions involved 

in it. Furthermore, all the participants were informed that the project would strictly follow the 

EU’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and that all personal and sensitive data 

would be anonymised. Following the NSD’s instructions, all collected data from the interviews 

have been recorded manually in the form of notes, and there is no sensitive data that “can be 

linked to directly identifiable personal data, nor via code or reference number referring to a 

separate list of names (scrambling key)” (NSD Data Protection Services n.d.). As such, this 

project was not subject to notification to the NSD. Before the initial fieldwork conducted in 

https://nsd.no/personvernombud/en/help/vocabulary.html?id=11
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October 2019 and first months of 2020, oral consent was obtained from all the participants and 

interviewees to proceed with the research, and they were all informed that they can withdraw 

their consent at any time without giving a reason. 

The following section will describe locations in New York where traditional Chinese culture is 

still being preserved by the Chinese locals. It will also go into more detail on the ways in which 

the research data had been gathered. 
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7. Collecting Data: Searching for Traditional Chinese Culture in New York  

 

As previously mentioned, the main focus of this chapter is the data collection process. 

Fieldwork for the thesis started in October 2019 by consulting one of the earliest-dated 

sources for one of the case studies – the New York Chinese School which is run by the 

Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association in downtown Manhattan. The school and the 

association have been active since 1909 and 1883, respectively. In the meantime, I also paid a 

visit to some other institutions and organisations that are relevant to the research topic and 

decided to present the New York Chinese Opera Society as the second case study since 

Chinese opera is one of the most common elements of traditional Chinese culture in the city. 

These two case studies will be presented in the next chapter. 

 

7.1 In Quest of the Earliest Sources… 

 

In addition to a literature review, the initial stages of data collection included an Internet 

search in order to locate relevant sites for the fieldwork in New York. This preliminary online 

search showed very limited information about the people who were among the first to 

introduce Chinese culture to New York. The only detected location in the city which has been 

active since the late 19th century was The Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association 

(CCBA or Zhonghua gongsuo 中华公所 in Chinese), which was established in 1883 

originally under the name of The Chinese Charitable and Benevolent Association of the City 

of New York. The association states that it is their “[…] mission […] was to serve and protect 

the interests of the Chinese people in the New York metropolitan area” (The Chinese 

Consolidated Benevolent Association). One of its educational facilities, the New York 

Chinese School, was founded in 1909; its mission is “[…] to teach Chinese language, both 

written and spoken, and promote Chinese culture and heritage” (New York Chinese School 

2019a).  

 

These two early established institutions have both been engaged in promoting some aspects of 

traditional Chinese culture, so I paid them a visit in October 2019. Both the CCBA and the 

New York Chinese School are located at 62 Mott street (on the second and third floor 
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respectively), and, in the entrance hall, a four-minute-video presents both institutions. 

According to the video, the CCBA not only serves the interests of Chinese people in New 

York, but “also plays a role in spreading Chinese culture in the United States”6 (Chinese 

Consolidated Benevolent Association n.d.). I visited and conducted interviews at CCBA on 

October 24, 2019. I was introduced to the very beginnings of the CCBA, which was originally 

established to protect the interests of the Chinese community following the introduction of the 

Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882. To this day, the organisation has been providing community 

services to Chinatowners, such as language support, assistance in filling out housing forms, 

applying for social security and citizenship, etc.  

 

Following this introduction to the CCBA, I asked open-ended questions related to the 

preservation of Chinese culture and heritage, which was named as one of the main functions 

of the CCBA. I furthermore asked questions about the initiators of the New York Chinese 

School project, its reception abroad and possible challenges in contact with its social 

environment. There were some challenges here, as the interviewee did not answer the 

questions directly, but rather started something which in the end turned out to be a monologue 

with a mix of relevant information and chaotic historic background. 

 

However, the interview was fruitful, especially after the interviewee presented a New York 

Chinese School Yearbook from 2019. The yearbook, published on the occasion of the 

school’s 110th birthday, contains several old documents showing, among other things, that the 

New York Chinese School was opened on September 15, 1909. The school held its first 

Confucius Ceremony on October 11, 1909, which has been celebrated annually to this day. 

Findings that resulted from the visit to the New York Chinese School will be presented in 

chapter 8 as one of the case studies of this Master’s thesis. 

 

7.2 Preserving Chinese History, Culture and Art: MOCA, NYCCC & NYCOS 

 

The data collection process also included a visit to the Museum of Chinese in America 

(MOCA) in Manhattan’s Chinatown. Established in 1980, MOCA has a collection of more 

 
6 同時也扮演將中華文化在美國拓展的角色 
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than 65,000 items and recordings of more than 2,000 oral histories on Chinese experience in 

the United States. Their website states a dedication “to reclaiming, preserving and presenting 

the history and culture of Chinese people in the United States” (Museum of Chinese in 

America 2019). The museum has hosted temporary exhibitions on, among other themes, 

Chinese medicine in America and elements of traditional Chinese architecture in Manhattan’s 

Chinatown. In addition, the museum has also promoted Chinese festival traditions, for 

example, by organising celebrations of the 2019 Lunar New Year. 

 

During a visit to the museum archives (Collections & Research Center) at 70 Mulberry Street, 

I was provided with information and primary data from the 1920s and onwards. In addition to 

the documentation about Chinese architect Poy Gum Lee, who implemented traditional 

architectural elements from the old China into Chinatown constructions during the mid-1900s, 

I was introduced to the collection of Cantonese opera costumes, musical instruments, and 

documents that belong to the Chinese Musical Theatrical Organization (CMTA). The CMTA 

had staged Cantonese opera plays in New York since the 1930s but were forced to close their 

physical location in Pell Street in 2018 due to increased rental expenses and diminishing 

membership. An impressive collection of textual documents and photographs, which were 

collected over years by Chinese photojournalist Emile Bocian, enriched the visit, as these 

sources reflected the way Chinese art, festivals and culture in general were celebrated or 

promoted in New York in the second half of the 19th century. 

 

Another visit was paid to MOCA’s main building at 215 Centre Street, which resulted in a 

few findings of traditional Chinese culture in the city as well as in the United States in 

general. The museum’s permanent exhibition includes a traditional costume used in the lion 

dance during the Lunar New Year celebration. This celebration is said to “find a new life in 

America” and “knit isolated people and fragmented communities together” (Museum of 

Chinese in America 2019). Also, among the exhibited artefacts are: a photo from ca. 1907 

which shows a Chinese New Year Parade in Boise, Idaho; 18th century blue Chinese 

porcelain, courtesy of the New York Historical Society; while one corner is reserved for a 

home-made Cantonese opera costume dating back to the 1780s. 
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In January 2020, just a few months after fieldwork at MOCA’s two addresses, a fire broke out 

at 70 Mulberry Street and threatened to destroy more than 85,000 items of archived material. 

After a unified fire recovery effort from museum staff and MOCA’s supporters, most of the 

archive survived the catastrophe (Chang 2020). 

 

Another relevant institution, the New York Chinese Cultural Center (NYCCC), has been 

promoting Chinese art and culture in New York and the United States since 1974. During an 

interview in October 2019, representative of the NYCCC answered questions about the ways 

traditional Chinese culture has been promoted by the centre over the past 45 years. The centre 

is, according to the interviewee, mostly involved in Chinese art, dance in particular. Authentic 

folk costumes are imported directly from China and the centre offers classes and 

performances in traditional Chinese dance, folk dance and lion dance, to name a few. The age 

of students varies between four and “fifty plus”, and often up to three generations in a family 

attend the classes. Preserving Chinese culture within a family was named as one of the main 

motivations for sending children to the centre. Other activities include calligraphy and 

painting, music classes, art workshops etc.  

 

The October fieldwork also included a visit to the New York Chinese Opera Society 

(NYCOS) and attendance at their 13th Annual Winter Exchange Festival at Pace University in 

Lower Manhattan. The calligraphy artwork was exhibited at the venue, some of it being made 

by members of the society’s board. This year’s Winter Exchange Festival presented “Peking 

Opera: Yuzhoufeng the Sword”. Except for one small and very restless child, only adults sat 

in the audience of more than 500 people, only around ten of whom were non-Chinese. After 

the performance, which lasted three hours and included a 20-minute break, I was contacted by 

some local Chinese New Yorkers who suggested visiting other opera societies that perform 

both Peking, Kunqu (昆曲)7 and Cantonese opera throughout the city. This eventually resulted 

in my selection of NYCOS as another case study for the thesis. 

 

 

 

 
7 Opera genre that developed in the 16th century and originated in Suzhou in south-eastern China (Encyclopedia 
Britannica 2012). 
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7.3 New York Celebrated Lunar New Year…Before the Pandemic Hit 

 

During late January and early February of 2020, several New York museums and streets of 

Chinatowns were decorated in the Chinese auspicious red colour and hosted numerous events 

that included parades, Chinese music, dance and theatre, art and calligraphy to celebrate the 

Lunar New Year of the Rat. MOCA organised a “Lunar New Year Museum Makeover” and 

invited families with children to make handmade decorations “to liven up the museum” 

(Museum of Chinese in America 2020b). China Institute, non-profit, bicultural organisation 

on lower Manhattan, celebrated the Year of the Rat with lion dance, dumplings and lantern 

making, paper cutting, and a special New Year puppet show (China Institute 2020b). The 

NYCCC performed their New Year dances at different locations throughout the city between 

January 19 and February 8 2020, some of the venues including the Metropolitan Museum of 

Art, Oculus at World Trade Center, Columbus Circle, and Manhattan Chinatown street 

parade. 

 

On the other hand, on Madison Avenue of Manhattan, 

local Chinese and American enthusiasts celebrated in 

a slightly unusual “modern way”. Lines of luxurious 

shops opened their doors, serving free champagne and 

sweets aimed at well-off Chinese tourists and other 

interested visitors. They only needed to stamp their 

(free) tickets in order to participate in a “red envelope 

– lottery” to win store discounts and, if lucky, 

hundreds of American dollars. Some of the venues 

hosted Chinese calligraphy performances where 

buyers could get a piece of calligraphy art painted on 

the products they had just purchased. The trees on the 

avenue were decorated with red ribbons where 

visitors could write down their New Year wishes. 

 

Chinese New Year on Madison Avenue. Photo by 
the author. 
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Supplementary fieldwork, which was planned for spring 2020, was greatly influenced by the 

coronavirus (Covid-19) pandemic. Most of the city was “set on pause” in the second half of 

March 2020 (New York State 2020), as the reported number of Covid-19 patients and deaths 

rose in the city and the whole United States. This led to cancellation of additional visits to 

Chinatowns and some cultural institutions, the abovementioned China Institute being one of 

them. The Institute was founded in 1926 by, among others, Chinese writer, philosopher, and 

reformer Hu Shi (1891-1962). This complex organisation encompasses cultural and political 

programs and exhibitions and owns The School of China Studies (China Institute 2020c). 

Here, visitors and students can encounter preserved elements of traditional Chinese culture, 

such as courses in classical Chinese poetry (Paulsen 2019d). In these classes New Yorkers try 

to compose English versions of Tang, Song and Yuan poetry by using the professor’s literal 

translations of Chinese characters that constructed the original Chinese verses (ibid). That 

being said, it is not a requirement to know any form of Chinese language to sign up for the 

course.  

 

During the pandemic, MOCA joined many other cultural institutions in New York City and 

hosted its events online for its audience. The museum shared online collections of 35,000 

digitised images from MOCA’s archives free of charge. Traditional Chinese culture also 

featured in one of MOCA’s online sessions where they introduced the Chinese Qingming 

festival (Tomb-Sweeping Day) to interested children and youth as well as their families. 

Spectators were invited to join and make cloud clay by mixing corn starch with hair 

conditioner, and then shape the clay into fruit, food, and objects that would be “virtually 

offered” to ancestors (Museum of Chinese in America 2020a).  

 

During the month of May and marking of Asian American and Pacific Islander Heritage 

Month, the NYCCC launched a series of online classes in Chinese dance technique and Dai 

folk dance for children, and classical Chinese dance for adults. The New York Chinese Opera 

Society (NYCOS) joined the team and hosted free online sessions every Saturday for anyone 

who might be interested in traditional Chinese opera and calligraphy. Several shorter 

interviews with the NYCOS Youth Troupe also took place online and the data were collected 

manually. 
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After the data and materials were gathered, it was necessary to select among the visited 

organisations and choose two case studies for this thesis. As mentioned earlier in the text, the 

choice fell upon the New York Chinese School and the New York Chinese Opera Society. 

They will be presented in more detail in the following chapter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



26 
 

8. Presentation of the Case Studies  

 

As introduced earlier in the text, this chapter will present two case studies of preserving and 

promoting traditional Chinese culture in New York City. More specifically, it will show how 

the New York Chinese School and the New York Chinese Opera Society maintain and promote 

traditional Chinese culture in New York, and what motivates their members to persevere in 

these endeavours.   

 

8.1 The New York Chinese School  

 

The 110-year-old The New York Chinese School (Niuyue Huayi Xuexiao 紐約華僑學校), 

whose “[…] mission is to teach the Chinese language […] and promote Chinese culture and 

heritage […]” (New York Chinese School 2019b) is situated in Lower Manhattan’s 

Chinatown at 62 Mott Street. The main reason why this school was chosen as one of the study 

cases for the thesis, is its distinctiveness. Namely, there is no other educational institution in 

North America that has, for more than a century, preserved Chinese cultural heritage.  

 

Among written sources that provide information about school, one can refer to the website 

www.nychineseschool.org which introduces both the school`s history and current activities, as 

well as photographs and videos of the previous events. On some of the videos one can see the 

school’s board of directors bearing sacrificial fruit to the big picture of Confucius, while the 

students in traditional costumes hit the drums rhythmically and perform an ancient dance. 

  

Moreover, the school was mentioned in an article by Du Xianbing  杜宪兵, lecturer at Qufu 

University in Shandong province. The New York Chinese School in Chinatown, Du writes, 

“[…] is one of the biggest organizations for Chinese children and adolescents in Chinatowns 

across the United States.  The difference between the Chinese school today and the one in the 

past is that it no longer has teaching Chinese as its only goal. Instead, it pays more attention to 

the overall development of Chinese children [...]”8 (Du 2009, 244). Attending Chinese 

 
8 是美国各地唐人街中最大的华人儿童青少年机构之一。现在的中文学校不同于过去的是，不再以教学

中文为唯一目标，而是更加重视华人子女的全面发展 

http://www.nychineseschool.org/
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schools, Du adds, “[…] strengthened Chinese identity of Chinese immigrants` children”9 

(ibid.). 

 

According to a 1970 scanned document published in the “New York Chinese School 2019 

Yearbook”, the school was opened in 1909, because the Chinese community enthusiasts 

wanted to “[…] carry forward Chinese culture [...]”10, while the foreign (Manchurian) Qing 

dynasty ruled on the territory of then Chinese empire (New York Chinese School 2019c, 6).  

 

Traditional Chinese culture has been promoted and preserved in this institution since its very 

beginnings. Namely, as found in the Yearbook, the school held its first “[…] grand Confucius 

Ceremony on August 28th, 1909 (October 11th of the Gregorian calendar)”11 (ibid., 8), just a 

month after its official opening on September 15th (ibid., 7). The Confucius Ceremony, also 

known as Sacrifice to Confucius, was first observed during the Han Dynasty (206 BC – AD 

220) (Lee et al. 2015, 331).  

 

In addition to the annual Confucius` Ceremony, the school’s schedule includes annual Lunar 

New Year parade, traditional folk dance (chuantong minzu wu 傳統民族舞) White Crane 

Kung Fu (baihe quan 白鶴拳), Chinese calligraphy (shufa 書法), Tang and Song poetry 

reading, etc. Apart from that, students can also sharpen their skills in Mandarin and Cantonese 

language.  

 

The fieldwork included visits and contact with the school on several occasions since October 

2019, with the intention to meet its staff and hear more about the ways the school preserves 

and promotes traditional Chinese culture. Furthermore, there was an intention to find out what 

motivates the school staff to preserve and promote traditional Chinese culture and how they 

looked upon its significance for Chinese immigrants in the city. 

 

 
9 加强了华人移民子女的华裔认同感 
10 發揚中華文化 
11 於一九〇九年八月二十八日（公曆十月十一日）舉行隆重祭孔儀式 
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The interior of the Chinese Community Center at 62 

Mott Street, where the school is situated, is decorated 

in traditional Chinese style. Not only are there red 

lanterns hanging from the ceiling and various 

notifications and promotions written in traditional 

Chinese calligraphy hanging from the wall, but the 

building staircase is also made in resemblance to 

gates of imperial China and painted in red, a colour 

which traditionally symbolises good luck in Chinese 

culture.  

 

 

The landing between the first and second 

floors welcomes visitors with a big picture 

of Confucius (551–479 BC), the famous 

Chinese philosopher who emphasised the 

role of learning in the process of self-

cultivation (Gardner 2014).  

 

 

 

 

Upon entering the school’s main door on the third 

floor, one can find the oldest exhibited 

photograph, taken in 1931 or, as stated, “the 20th 

year of the Chinese Republic”12. The photograph 

shows more than 100 students of varying ages 

with their teachers in front of the school building.  

 

 

 
12 中華民國二十年 

Traditional staircase and picture of Confucius welcoming the 
visitors. Photo by the author. 

Entrance to the Chinese Community Center. Photo 
by the author. 

Old photographs testifying to the school`s history. 
Photo by the author. 
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Originally an educational institution with merely 20 students in 1909, the school currently 

receives more than 700 young students over the weekends and around 50 students, aged four 

to ten, for the afternoon classes Monday through Friday. The weekday afternoon program 

includes tuition and homework support, Chinese class, arts and crafts, and sports. One of the 

staff members proudly confirmed that it is not only New Yorkers who attend their weekend 

activities. 

 

They come from outside the city too, not only from the five boroughs [of New York]. 

Parents send their children to the Chinese school to keep Chinese ethics and values 

preserved within the family and community, but those are not their only reasons for 

doing so. Many of them want their children to learn Mandarin and Cantonese language 

and about the culture, so that they can do better business with China in the future. 

There are many that don’t speak Chinese, or don’t know it well enough, so by sending 

children to our school, many parents invest in their future.13 

 

Many traditional festivals of ancient China, such as the Lantern Festival, which rounds up the 

New Year celebration, the Dragon Boat festival in spring, and the Mid-Autumn Festival are 

taught within the classrooms, where students are introduced to the stories behind the festivals, 

their symbolism and customs. 

 

According to another staff the school was established by a local Chinese community, some of 

whose members also belonged and managed a local Chinese Christian church.14 The church 

was a place where newly arrived Chinese immigrant labourers (mostly originating from 

Taishan 臺山 in the southern Guangdong province) could get together with other compatriots, 

and learn the English language as well as about the ways of the unknown American culture 

while their children were taken care of in the community’s day care facility. 

 

The interviewee also emphasised the school’s commitment to teach both the Cantonese and 

Mandarin languages, as well as to promote the traditional Chinese writing system (fantizi 繁

 
13 Personal Interview I. October 25th, 2019. 
14 Personal Interview II. October 25th, 2019. 
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體字) and traditional Chinese educational practice in teaching new generations of American 

Chinese. Similarly, one member of the school’s board of directors pointed out the goal to 

“preserve history for future generations”, and to provide them with a better understanding of 

the traditional Chinese virtues and values.15  

 

These virtues and values, the interviewee 

further explained, originate in Confucianism, 

whose maxims can be found in several rooms 

of the school building. For instance, in a 

spacious gym on the fifth floor – the room 

reserved for the annual Confucius ceremony 

– is a massive poster of Confucius which 

covers the whole height of the wall. The 

inscription on the poster quotes Confucius 

saying: “Learning without thinking is 

useless. Thinking without learning is dangerous.”1617  

 

The second interviewee remarked that the school program is a combination of “culture, 

activities and contests” (wenhua, huodong he bisai文化, 活動和比賽).18 While walking 

through the hallway of the school, the person pointed at numerous awards won by the 

school’s students in competitions with other Chinese schools in New York: “These awards 

belong to the students who performed best in Chinese speech contests, poetry recitals and 

word recognition.19 The students are trained in reciting poetry from, for example, the Tang 

and Song dynasties”. 

 

This visit to the school and several interviews conducted with the school managers and 

employees revealed that the New York Chinese School has promoted Confucian values and 

traditional Chinese culture (ceremonies, festivals, calligraphy, poetry) for decades and 

 
15 Personal Interview. October 24th, 2019. 
16 学而不思则罔，思而不学则殆。 

          17 Asia Society. «Confucius Says». https://asiasociety.org/education/confucius-says. 
18 Personal Interview II. October 25th, 2019. 
19 recognition of Chinese characters 

Confucian wisdom in the school`s gym. Photo by the author 

https://asiasociety.org/education/confucius-says
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continues to do so to this day. The findings showed that, in the course of time, the school’s 

community has had several motives to preserve traditional Chinese culture. 

 

The New York Chinese School was originally established by local Chinese enthusiasts who 

wanted to promote their native culture during the reign of the foreign Qing dynasty in the 

former Chinese empire. Some of them also managed a Chinese Christian church which served 

as a “safe haven” for their compatriots. Here, newly arrived southern labourers could meet 

other Chinese immigrants, learn English, and receive an introduction to the American host 

society.  

 

According to the school’s staff, one of the main motives for promoting traditional Chinese 

culture in their institution today is the wish for their students to learn about and understand 

traditional Chinese ethics and values. Their intent is thus to preserve these values within the 

Chinese immigrant community for generations to come. In addition, the parental generation 

send their offspring to school in order to master Mandarin and Cantonese Chinese language 

and learn more about their native culture. In this way, they believe, their children might have 

successful business dealings with China in the future. 

 

8.2 The New York Chinese Opera Society  

 

The New York Chinese Opera Society (NYCOS or Niuyue Liyuan she  紐約梨園社) is a 

rather young society. It was established in 2006 with a mission to “[…] introduce and 

promote traditional Chinese opera, increasing its popularity in the U.S” (New York Chinese 

Opera Society 2020). For NYCOS, traditional Chinese opera “[…] integrates factors such as 

literature, music, dance and fine arts, and is not only a vivid cultural memory shared by 

numerous Chinese, but also an intangible cultural heritage, which belongs to all mankind”20) 

(Meiguo Zhongguo Zongshanghui 2019). 

 

NYCOS is one of several Chinese opera societies in New York. According to Su de San 

Zheng (1990), professor of music at Wesleyan University, Chinese opera societies have been 

 
20 集文学，音乐，舞蹈，美术等因素于一体，不仅是广大华人共有的生动文化记忆，也是属于全人类的

非物质文化遗产 
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active in New York’s Chinatowns, particularly the one in Flushing in Queens borough. These 

communities specialise generally in one particular genre of Chinese opera (Peking opera, 

Cantonese opera, Fuzhou opera (Minju 閩劇), etc) (Zheng 1990, 56).  

 

NYCOS is a non-profit organisation with performances on Sundays. Its main program 

includes Peking opera and, occasionally, Kunqu opera, which was in 2001 proclaimed as one 

of the nineteen masterworks of Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity by UNESCO 

(Zhongguo Qiaowang 2016). In addition to performing and promoting traditional opera, 

NYCOS also provides classes of Chinese opera and Chinese calligraphy as a side activity. 

NYCOS members also offer translations of Chinese operas as well as creating new repertoires 

(New York Chinese Opera Society 2020).   

 

According to a representative from Dr. Shuang Xin Tsao Private Foundation, an organisation 

which promotes, encourages and provides financial support and awards to opera activities 

worldwide, NYCOS was established the same year as Tong Xiao Ling Chinese Opera 

Ensemble. Both of these organisations have played a role of counterparts to western 

symphony, opera and ballet.  

 

Frequency of performances per year have increased from a few in the 1990's to double 

digits recently, as I am happy to report. Venues are Columbia University, Pace 

University, Hunter College, many school auditoria, libraries, town halls and citizen 

centre.21 

    

In 2012, a group of Chinese international students in New York formed The Youth Troupe of 

Chinese Opera, an affiliate of NYCOS. According to their website, their goal is to create a 

community and increase an interest for Peking opera among young immigrant New Yorkers 

by promoting Chinese Opera art among local academic circles, but also contribute to cultural 

diversity in New York “through studying professional opera performance, live performing on 

the stage, and hosting workshops” (New York Chinese Opera Society 2020).  

 

 
21 Personal Interview I. March 28th, 2020. 
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As mentioned earlier in the text, the group’s enthusiasm also showed during the 2020 

coronavirus pandemic when NYCOS hosted free online sessions every Saturday on various 

topics related to both traditional Chinese opera and calligraphy. During the opera sessions, an 

experienced lecturer would meticulously and patiently introduce chosen parts of old drama 

texts and give instruction on special listening and singing techniques. Calligraphy classes 

involved, among other things, revision of students’ writing, as well as detailed and quite 

advanced guidance on calligraphy stroke-writing technique.  

 

An initial interview with members of 

NYCOS was conducted during their 13th 

Annual Winter Exchange Festival at Pace 

University in Lower Manhattan in October 

2019. Several members gave an 

introduction of NYCOS, its beginnings and 

activities, and I was invited to attend the 

festival and see the performance of 

“Peking opera: Yuzhoufeng The Sword”.  

 

Several shorter interviews followed since, where several, mostly younger, NYCOS associates 

from the Youth Troupe expressed their motivations to preserve and promote traditional 

Chinese opera in New York. In addition, one member shared personal interest in attending 

Chinese calligraphy classes, a side activity of NYCOS.  

 

These days the Youth Troupe counts 30 to 40 members and many of them have found a sense 

of belonging in this community (Zhongguo Xinwen Wang 2013). The main reasons for 

preserving and promoting forms of traditional Chinese opera at NYCOS, as several 

interviewees agreed, are their love for this particular art form and the fact that most of the 

people can easily understand the messages which are conveyed by the operas.  

 

This is a very good art from for intercultural communication. You can really get the 

essence of the story and understand the music and dance, just by sitting two hours in 

NYCOS Opera Performance. Photo by the author 
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the theatre. Through it, one can easily get the sense of traditional Chinese culture. 

There are different characters in plays, people with emotions. People in general can 

understand that. We share the same thing.22 

 

According to the same interviewee, Peking opera was created for people to “have fun” and 

that is why it is easily comprehensible. “Today we have Game of Thrones or Chinese TV 

series. People didn’t have that in the past. So, if you make it and you do not make it fun and 

easy to understand, you are doing something wrong.” 

 

According to one of the interviewees, it is sharing similar interests that drove them all 

together. Furthermore, the promotion of traditional Chinese culture by NYCOS does not 

necessarily entail reaching out to the Chinese community exclusively. 

 

I was drawn to Jingju and Kunqu at a very early age and I sought out clubs in my 

hometown and naturally did the same thing when I came to the United States. It does 

help me to sort of connect with people, but not necessarily to connect with people 

from the so-called motherland, but more with people who share similar interests. It 

doesn’t matter if they are Chinese or not. There are a lot of American people that also 

like traditional Chinese culture.23  

 

The young NYCOS members said that they have spread their enthusiasm for Chinese opera 

and attracted an audience with varied backgrounds and interests to come and see their 

performances. 

 

Sometimes, after they come to us, they develop an interest for Chinese opera. Or, they 

may have developed a certain interest in Peking opera before and continued to be more 

drawn to it to identify, be closer to their native culture, maybe (ibid.). 

 

 
22 Personal Interview II. March 28th, 2020. 
23 Personal Interview III. March 28th, 2020. 
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Another interviewee agreed to the theories that native culture might help immigrants to feel 

comfort when far away from their homeland. 

 

NYCOS and societies and organizations like this are definitely helpful, but it is more 

than a help. I don’t think people come to NYCOS just to find help. They come here to 

find interest and people with the same interest. It does add more comfort to me when I 

am far away from my home country and I meet many people from the same country, 

and we like the same thing. It is adding a better feeling to me, but it is more than 

that.24 

 

Another member of NYCOS additionally developed interest in Chinese calligraphy after 

arriving in New York. NYCOS classes “feel like a luxury, especially when you are not in 

China”.25 

 

For me, in a way, I am relearning part of my culture. I don't agree with everything in 

traditional Chinese culture, but I can pick and choose the parts that agree with my 

worldview and use them to build my identity. I turn to traditional Chinese culture for 

the novelty. In everyday life, I often unintentionally expose my friends from other 

cultures to traditional Chinese culture, and some of them have become more 

knowledgeable about it (ibid.).  

 

For the interviewee from the beginning of this chapter, Dr. Shuang Xin Tsao Private 

Foundation helps preserve Peking opera as “museum pieces” that, although threatened with 

replacement by the contemporary new-wave of music and arts, are still “appreciated forever” 

by the educated “museum-goers”.  

 

The New York Chinese Opera Society thus continues to preserve and promote traditional 

Chinese opera forms both for personal reasons of its members who share the same hobby and 

love for this art form, but also because the opera forms are easily related to by people from 

 
24 Personal Interview IV. March 28th, 2020. 
 
25 Personal Interview. March 27th, 2020 
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different cultures. At the same time, their community may at times provide a sense of comfort 

to some of their members when sharing the joy of traditional native culture with other 

members within that community while far away from their native country. 

 

Chinese calligraphy classes, an additional activity offered by NYCOS, enhanced interest in 

traditional Chinese culture of one of the interviewees, which in turn resulted in sparking an 

interest in Chinese cultural heritage for the person’s non-Chinese friends. 
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9. Discussion and Conclusion: What did the Findings Reveal? 

 

Since the mid-19th century and often organised in groups, Chinese-born immigrants have 

arrived in New York from both mainland China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong. However, it was 

Guangdong province in south China where the first big group of Chinese-born New Yorkers 

came from. Back in the 1880s in downtown Manhattan, they established the first of several 

New York Chinatowns. Here, both New Yorkers and visitors can still encounter native 

Chinese cultural heritage, be it in forms of museum exhibits, traditional medicine, art forms, 

traditional festivals, etc.  

 

Thus, when searching in New York for preserved elements of traditional Chinese culture, 

which dates back from the era of the Chinese empire (221 BC – AD 1912), Manhattan 

Chinatown is surely worth a visit. Fieldwork conducted for this Master’s thesis relies largely 

on sources found in this area of New York City.  

 

Earlier publications stated, and fieldwork from several sites in New York City confirmed, that 

the Chinese-born immigrant community has preserved their traditional native culture in 

various forms throughout the city. So, why have they, up until today, kept preserving and 

promoting it, so far away from their motherland?  

 

As mentioned in chapter 2, Henry et al. (2005; 2009) argue that native culture may provide 

solace for new immigrants in the times of transition from native to foreign surroundings, 

while Charles Hirschman (2013) claims that immigrants in general seek comfort in familiar 

customs, cultural artefacts, and values from their home country.  

 

What we have learned from the cases studies in chapter 8 is that the motivations of Chinese-

born immigrants turned out to only partially resonate with the claims of the abovementioned 

immigration theorists. Namely, seeking for solace and comfort abroad has only been one, and 

more often than not a secondary, motivator for some Chinese-born immigrants to turn to and 

preserve their native traditional culture in New York. For others, the reasons to keep their 

native traditions lie elsewhere. 
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Let us have a look at some examples. As said by a member of the New York Chinese 

School’s board of directors, the school was established to “[…] preserve history for future 

generations”, and to provide them with a better understanding of the traditional Chinese 

virtues and values.26. As further elaborated by the interviewee, these virtues and values 

originate in the traditional Chinese thought of Confucianism.  

 

Similarly, a member of the school’s staff stated that the parental generation “[…] send their 

children to the Chinese school to keep Chinese ethics and values preserved within the family 

and community, but those are not their only reasons for doing so […]”27. 

 

Parents, the person explained, are additionally motivated to make their offspring utilise 

knowledge of Chinese culture and language forms for business dealings with China in the 

future.  

 

There are many that don’t speak Chinese, or don’t know it well enough, so by sending 

children to our school, many parents invest in their future.28 

 

And, as mentioned earlier, solace and comfort were not given as reasons to keep and promote 

native culture by the school staff. The interviewees, however, did confirm that their earliest 

students had found solace in the community around the school at the turn of the 19th century. 

According to another staff member, the school was established by a local Chinese member of 

a church where newly arrived Chinese-born immigrants could learn English and receive an 

introduction to the American culture while spending time with their compatriots.29 

 

On the other hand, one of the young members of the New York Chinese Opera Society 

(NYCOS) conferred that their own and similar organisations are “definitely helpful” to 

Chinese-born immigrants in New York, but “but it is more than a help”.   

 
26 Personal Interview. October 24th, 2019. 
27 Personal Interview I. October 25th, 2019. 

28 ibid. 
29 Personal Interview II. October 25th, 2019. 
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They come here to find interest and people with the same interest. It does add more 

comfort to me when I am far away from my home country and I meet many people 

from the same country, and we like the same thing. It is adding a better feeling to me, 

but it is more than that.30 

 

Additionally, another member said that traditional Chinese opera helped to connect with 

people with a similar interest, even people who do not necessarily belong to the Chinese 

community. 

 

I was drawn to Jingju and Kunqu at a very early age and I sought out clubs in my 

hometown and naturally did the same thing when I came to the United States. It does 

help me to sort of connect with people, but not necessarily to connect with people 

from the so-called motherland, but more with people who share similar interests. It 

doesn’t matter if they are Chinese or not. There are a lot of American people that also 

like traditional Chinese culture.31  

 

The findings show that gathering around a common hobby has certainly helped some of the 

members of NYCOS when feeling lonely abroad, but “big love for this particular art form” 

and “having fun together” were claimed to be stronger motivations for these young 

immigrants to keep the voice of their native culture being heard in New York. 

 

Moreover, all of the interviewed members of NYCOS agreed that they keep preserving and 

performing traditional Chinese opera because this art form is not only cherished by all of 

them, but also because it is easy to present to the laymen in New York.  

 

This is a very good art from for intercultural communication. You can really get the 

essence of the story and understand the music and dance, just by sitting two hours in 

 
30 Personal Interview IV. March 28th, 2020. 
 
31 Personal Interview III. March 28th, 2020. 
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the theatre. Through it, one can easily get the sense of traditional Chinese culture. 

There are different characters in plays, people with emotions. People in general can 

understand that. We share the same thing.32 

 

For another member of NYCOS, a student of Chinese calligraphy, NYCOS classes “feel like 

a luxury, especially when you are not in China.”33 The interviewee sees an opportunity in 

utilising preferred elements of traditional Chinese culture when developing personal character 

and interacting with new social environments. 

 

For me, in a way, I am relearning part of my culture. I don't agree with everything in 

traditional Chinese culture, but I can pick and choose the parts that agree with my 

worldview and use them to build my identity. I turn to traditional Chinese culture for 

the novelty. In everyday life, I often unintentionally expose my friends from other 

cultures to traditional Chinese culture, and some of them have become more 

knowledgeable about it. (ibid.)  

 

Thus, if today one searches for traditional Chinese culture in New York, “the city of 

immigrants”, he or she will not be disappointed. It is still there, preserved by the local 

Chinese-born aficionados, motivated either by the wish to preserve Chinese philosophical 

ethics and care for the future generations, or by love, enthusiasm and commitment to present 

their traditional culture and contribute to intercultural communication. And yes, some of the 

Chinese-born New Yorkers have also experienced some comfort in the embrace of their 

traditional native culture. 

 

Be it Chinese calligraphy, traditional poetry and paintings, traditional Chinese operas, dances, 

festivals or in other forms, traditional Chinese culture continues its century-long journey in 

New York City and waits to be discovered and/or appreciated. One only needs to know where 

to look for it. 

 

 

 
32 Personal Interview II. March 28th, 2020. 
33 Personal Interview. March 27th, 2020 
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