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Grace Gassin (ed.), Between Dreams: Resistance and Representation in Asian Aotearoa, Te Papa 
Press, Wellington, 2026. 288 pp. $50. ISBN 9781991165589.  
 
Reviewed by Phoebe H. Li, Auckland. 
 

The earliest Asian arrivals in New Zealand were Indian sailors who deserted the British 
East India Company’s ships and stayed on, living with their Māori wives. The first named 
Asian immigrant to this country was Wong Appo Hocton, a Chinese ship steward who 
landed in Nelson in 1842. He was among the 5,000 or so Chinese counted in the 1881 
New Zealand Census, most of  whom came to Otago to seek gold. They were technically 
not the only Asian immigrants: by the 1890s, Lebanese hawkers and peddlers had become 
a frequent street sight for the residents of  Dunedin. Unlike usage in some other countries 
today, however, the term ‘Asian’ in Aotearoa New Zealand mostly refers to people with 
origins in East, South and South-east Asia, not the Middle East. 
 
The Asian population in New Zealand had always been small, with the poll tax and other 
restrictive measures in force. A dramatic change followed the passage of  the 1987 
Immigration Act, which, as the New Zealand Official Yearbook 1988–89 states, was 
momentous for its non-discriminatory intent: ‘Immigrants are now selected on the basis 
of  personal merit rather than national or ethnic origin. This is a significant departure from 
the bias in favour of  the British and West Europeans which had shaped New Zealand 
migrant flows for almost a century.’ Since 1987, there have been large influxes of  non-
European immigrants to the country, especially from Asia, resulting in a backlash 
described in New Zealand media of  the 1990s as the ‘Inv-Asian’. From 1997 the Asia 
New Zealand Foundation has conducted an annual survey on Asia and Asian peoples. 
This reveals that public attitudes towards Asian immigration have consistently been more 
positive since 2017. In April 2026, the Helen Clark Foundation reported the result of  its 
survey on different ethnic groups’ experience of  social cohesion, finding that 41 per cent 
of  Asians feel connected to New Zealand, 29 per cent feel ambivalent and only 28 per 
cent feel disconnected. 
 
New Zealand censuses show that the Asian population increased from just under 100,000 
in 1991 to 861,573 in 2023 – Asians now comprise 17.3 per cent of  New Zealand’s 
population and 31.3 per cent of  Auckland’s population. Not surprisingly, Chinese and 
Indians are the largest two groups of  Asians in New Zealand. Also represented are 
Filipinos, Koreans, Vietnamese, Sri Lankans, Thais, Japanese and other Asian groups. The 
Koi Tū Centre for Informed Futures, an independent think tank, projects that by 2043, 
those identifying as Asian will make up 42 per cent of  Auckland’s population, and 31 per 
cent of  New Zealand’s.  
       
With Aotearoa New Zealand undergoing significant demographic changes, its political 
and cultural landscapes have also altered profoundly, inspiring the Museum of  New 
Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa to produce this volume. The editor Grace Gassin, a curator 
at Te Papa, explains that the project was stimulated by the Ardern Labour government’s 
decision to make New Zealand history a compulsory part of  the social science curriculum 
for all students in Years 1–10. While applauding a new emphasis on Māori history, she 
points out that the draft curriculum omitted Asian Aotearoa histories. Hence this volume 
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aims to ‘create something we felt didn’t yet exist – a kind of  experimental history 
workshop on paper or, perhaps, a radical memory sampler’ (pp. 6–8).  
        
With twelve contributing authors, including journalists, political commentators, 
filmmakers and researchers with Asian heritages, the book is organised in eight chapters 
that present Asian Aotearoa through an array of  themes. These touch upon New 
Zealand’s wide relationship with Asia through migration, contact with Indigenous peoples, 
wars and transnational politics. The richness of  narratives and reflections well 
encapsulates the dynamics and also the complexity of  the Asian communities in this 
country. This achievement is testimony to the position of  Te Papa in showcasing Aotearoa 
New Zealand to its people and international visitors. Despite this, Gassin admits Te Papa 
has a limited collection of  Asian objects, and notes its current acquisitions strategy 
developed in 2022 ‘is the first to explicitly name “Asian Aotearoa” as an area of  focus for 
development’ (p. 9). Perhaps her honesty has encouraged this reviewer to read the book 
more carefully.  
        
As hinted by the word ‘resistance’ in its subtitle, this book devotes much of  its space to 
advocates of  Samoan-Chinese anti-racism activists (Chapter 3), Asian labour unionists 
(Chapter 6), as well as Asian queer and disabled people (Chapter 7) who may be described 
by words such as ‘minoritised’, ‘disadvantaged’ and ‘marginalised’. It also gives extensive 
coverage of  war-traumatised Korea and Vietnam (Chapter 4), the Hindutva movement 
(Chapter 5), and the 2019–20 Anti-extradition Law Amendment Bill protests in Hong 
Kong streets (Chapter 8). The stories unveiling Māori engagements with the Indigenous 
peoples in Taiwan and Japan (Chapter 2) are warm and distinctive. 
 
The seven chapters noted above will probably appeal to social scientists with research 
interests in certain aspects of  contemporary New Zealand or the intellectual histories of  
other nations. And indeed, they contain valuable background information about the 
origins of  Asian Aotearoa. As Tze Ming Mok writes in the Introduction, ‘this book shows 
how organising, agitating, joining rebel alliances and going in deep cover to challenge the 
dominant order has also always been the story of  Asians in Aotearoa’ (p. 12).  
       
In this volume, Aotearoa New Zealand Asian histories are highlighted by images of  
selected objects in Te Papa’s collection and descriptions of  them. However, some images 
between and within chapters do not correspond to the texts before and after them. For 
instance, the illustrations of  William Ah Gee’s wood carving and a Tamil bell (pp. 30–31) 
are irrelevant to the content concerning the wrecked SS Ventnor (Chapter 1). Showing 
three T-shirts and the textile work ‘Willow with Batwing Cloud’ as Chinese responses to 
the COVID-19 pandemic seems neither a natural follow-up to discussion of  Hindutva 
ideologues nor an appropriate introduction to debates on Asian workers’ rights (pp. 126–
37). This way of  arranging the book’s content, viewing histories in isolation, might 
confuse readers. 
        
Professional historians, history students and teachers, and general readers may expect the 
book to present coherent and balanced narratives in chronological order, exploring how 
Asian people embarked from distant shores to Aotearoa and made the land home. In 
other words, a wider readership could be seeking answers to the salient question: ‘How 
has New Zealand’s evolving national identity been influenced by Asian immigration since 
the Treaty of  Waitangi in 1840?’  
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In this book the long histories of  settlement and development of  the Indian and Chinese 
communities in New Zealand are treated briefly. As a Chinese historian, I expect that 
many descendants of  early Chinese settlers, including some who intermarried with Māori, 
would appreciate more stories related to the Cheong Shing Tong and the wreck of  the SS 
Ventnor, and a fuller treatment of  the life of  New Zealand ̶ China Friendship Society 
advocate Nancy Kwok and her father William Kwok, a prominent figure in the early New 
Zealand Chinese Association (NZCA), which was founded in Wellington in 1937 and is 
still active nationwide. Current NZCA members include many successful professionals, 
business leaders and two of  former mayors of  Dunedin and Gisborne. All such people 
are absent from the narrative.  
       
It is also noticeable that the many Asian artists acclaimed in mainstream Aotearoa New 
Zealand’s fine arts, architecture and filmmaking are by and large invisible in the book. If  
relevant objects in Te Papa’s current collection are inadequate, the digital archive Satellites 
may have been worth exploring.  
       
The production quality of  the book is a disappointment to me. Te Papa Press is renowned 
for its award-winning books, printed on glossy paper, with curated and exquisitely 
presented images of  premier standard. This book seems to be out of  step, with poor 
quality reproductions of  amateur photographers’ works (see pages 116 and 163, for 
example) and a design reminiscent of  a community magazine. 
     
Still, there is much in this thoughtful volume to be appreciated. As its title indicates, 
Between Dreams is a sampler of  memories from our time, fragments of  Aotearoa’s tapestry, 
and as such will be useful for future historians.  
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