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ABSTRACT                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
 

As an immigrant, I live between two cultures. This research, Re-membering 

Identity, is an exploration of the concept of in-betweenness, as it occurs within my 

identity formation process as a New Zealand Chinese arts therapist. Belonging to one of 

New Zealand’s many ethnic minorities, my identity formation process as an immigrant 

arts therapist has been impacted by my own past and present, and my interaction with the 

past and present of others. This arts-based identity study showcases how I embraced the 

vast creative possibilities of using arts-based inquiry to create an in-between place where 

I explored the emotions and challenges arising from co-inhabitation of my root culture 

and adopted culture. 

This thesis employed the research methodology of critical autoethnography 

through arts-based inquiry. In this research, I creatively responded to my embodied 

experiences of intra-action while generating stories of encountering displacement 

personally and professionally. Theoretical concepts of liminal space and third space were 

central to the analysis of the stories generated. Through the creation of images and poetry, 

and through guqin-making and music-making/playing, this research then expands the 

discussion of the concept of in-betweenness through retheorising ancient Chinese 

philosophical perspectives on harmonic space. Through critical autoethnographic 

narratives and arts-making as inquiry, this study proposes that identity formation 

processes are always entangled with harmonic relationships between here and there, old 

and new, root culture and adopted culture through a continuous process of renewal. 

Significantly, through the concept of harmonic space I discovered an alternative 

ontological perspective through which to understand the dynamics of being in-between a 

person’s root culture and adopted culture.  

This research asked what fresh insights arts-based inquiry yields for the study of 

immigrant identity. Through a critical autoethnographic voice and arts-based methods, I 
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made manifest the importance of finding a balanced stability within in-betweenness for 

myself as an immigrant arts therapist working in my adopted country. Through the 

authentic and insightful discoveries from this identity research journey, I have placed a 

‘cairn stone’ (which travellers stack as way-markers) for other immigrant educators and 

help practitioners to creatively and bravely explore their own displacement in their 

personal and professional lives.  
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我的⼼中 

有⼀座远⼭ 

看不清它的颜⾊ 

记不得它的轮廓 

 在岁⽉的风⾬中  

它是那么朦胧 

却⼜那么伟岸沉重 

我的远⼭啊 

你是那么遥不可及 

我却从未能⾛远 

依旧能听见⼭上的风 

闻到⼭上的树和⾬滴 

在⿁魅的肆孽中 

你是那么憔悴 

却⼜那么倔强坚强 

在每个⼈的⼼中 

都有⼀座远⼭ 

 无法⾛近也无法⾛远  
 

In my heart 
There is a distant mountain 
I can't recognise its colour 
I can't remember its shape 

In the wind and rain of time 
It is so blurry 
Yet so heavy  

 
My distant mountain  
You are so far away 

But I can never leave you behind 
I can still hear the wind on the mountain 
Smell the trees and rain on the mountain 

Under the evil of ghosts' torture  
You look so haggard  

Yet still strong and resilient 
 

In everyone's heart 
There is a distant mountain 

Unable to be near  
Nor leave it far behind  

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2020 
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On that distant mountain, there are many lives who helped and inspired me to 

journey into the new and strange territory of my life’s current chapter. This thesis bears 

traces of their lives and their stories. These traces are also in my blood, heart and soul. 

This research is not only about my bravery but theirs too.  

My ancestors, who left their knowledge, wisdom and enlightenment in the soil 

where my life took seed. Through that soil on that distant mountain I, and the generations 

which follow me, will stay connected with my ancestors’ blood and souls forever.  

My grandmother, who hugged me for the last time on that distant mountain 

during the course of this research. Her singing during our last meal together will live in 

my heart forever. My grandmother was born in the last years of two millennia of imperial 

Chinese rule and witnessed the first China Republic (1912-1949) (Judge, 2013). My 

grandmother did not go to school to receive education, but she was intelligent and brave. 

When her mother wanted to bind her feet, my grandmother fought for her freedom. She 

cut off the bonding cloth and ran away so many times that her mother finally gave up 

trying. My grandmother often joked that she was able to leave her hometown in the 

countryside far behind because of her big feet. If she had not fought to protect her feet, I 

might not have become an immigrant far away from that distant mountain.  

My parents, who were against my desire to leave the distant mountain many 

years ago. However, they believed in me and supported me while I was establishing my 

life in New Zealand. They now share my home in New Zealand where they cook for me 

and look after my children when I need the time and space to focus on my work and 

research. They do not understand what I write as they do not know English, but they 

always proudly support me.    

My friend Xiaojun Jin and his family, who provided accommodation, food, 

transport and companionship during my research trip. From the distant mountain they sent 
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My teachers Qin Kong and Li Zhang, who brought their guqin-making and 

guqin-playing knowledge from the distant mountain. Because of their knowledge and 

skills, I have had the opportunity to embrace this ancient art and immerse in my 

ancestors’ emotions and wisdom in the making and performing of it.     

On this journey between the distant mountain and my adopted soil, many people 

in the new land have supported and inspired me.  

My supervisors Professor Peter O’Connor and Dr. Esther Mary Fitzpatrick, who 

have provided their knowledge, support and trust. Between us, there are not only 

supervisory relationships but also friendships. You let me see the warm and authentic 

hearts behind your professional titles and knowledge. You have both inspired me to trust 

the power of creativity and to believe in myself. You introduced me to CAE conferences 

and publications and opened my eyes to the world of critical autoethnographic academia.  

My colleagues and friends from my academic journey, my arts therapy practice 

and life: Dr. Deborah Green, Dr. Tanisha Jowsey, Cindy Liu. I am inspired in my arts 

therapy practice by my clients who I cannot name in publication.  

My children made me many cards and notes when I was tired and stressed with 

my research. They tried their best to keep their noise down and give me space to focus on 

my study. They are my blood ties to my adopted land.  
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always the first one to read my new ideas and give me encouragement. Thank you for 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  

Here and there: entering the in-between place 
 

In my newly created tea room in my West Auckland home, I sat down to begin 

this writing in a jumble of sadness and fear. That same day, 20th January 2020, I had 

received upsetting news from my hometown: my dearest grandmother had passed away at 

age 93, only two months after my research trip to China. Also on that day, the news about 

the deadly Covid-19 virus outbreak was officially announced by the Chinese authorities. 

Sitting in the little house I have lived in for more than ten years, I was far away from the 

chaotic situation unfolding in my homeland. However, I realised I was never truly far 

from my homeland. My chest was tight and my head was full of worries. The sadness 

from the news about my grandmother and the fear for my relatives and friends in China 

were in my heart – these feelings were real and impactful. I am an immigrant away from 

my homeland, and I am a professional therapist, a helper of those in need, working in my 

adopted land. However, in the little tea room surrounded by fairy bamboo plants and 

views of Titirangi trees, I felt helpless. My embodied feelings told me: I was not totally in 

New Zealand, but I was not in my homeland either. I am in-between these two lands.  

Inhabiting this in-betweenness, I often feel I am not standing on solid ground. As 

an immigrant arts therapist, I often appear calm and knowledgeable for my clients, 

however, this calmness and peacefulness is not always truthful. I am not confident when I 

have to call a client for the first time because I am worried about my accent. I am 

concerned that I cannot totally understand the cultures of my clients who are not from my 

cultural background. Also, I am affected by the stories of immigrant clients who have 

experienced similar displacement traumas as I have. An immigrant therapist can be 

described as someone who was born in one country and related to another host country 

for “a long enough period of time to go through a process of acculturation” (Kissil et al., 

2013). As an immigrant arts therapist who has lived in my adopted land for almost two 
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decades, while I have been trying to establish my professional identity in an adopted land, 

my vulnerability, confusion and frustration have impacted on my personal and 

professional identity formation process (Barreto, 2013).  

As an arts therapist and arts-based researcher, I trust in the power of arts. I believe 

arts-making can help me to understand where my vulnerability, confusion and frustration 

come from. I am curious about how my research can offer fresh insights into the process 

of becoming and being an immigrant arts therapist. With arts-making, I enter an in-

between place with determination and responsibility in my heart, prepared to offer my 

insightful and authentic voice about becoming and being an immigrant arts therapist, 

further, to generate new knowledge for understanding identities that experience an 

ongoing in-betweenness.   

Since New Zealand’s colonisation by European immigrants, it has been an in-

between land for its people. New Zealand, from a bicultural perspective, is comprised of 

two main cultures – tangata māori (ordinary or usual people) and others. The others were 

given such names as tangata ma (white people), tangata pora (strange people), tangata 

tupua (foreign or demonic people) and eventually became known as Pākehā in official 

documents (non-Māori or European) (Phillips, 2015). Poet Glenn Colquhoun 

acknowledges the in-betweenness of the traditional Māori cultural elements and colonial 

Pākehā elements in the poem The Art of Walking Upright, written from a Pākehā New 

Zealander’s point of view. In this work, Colquhoun (1999) describes both the Māori 

cultural elements and colonial Pākehā elements from his migrant experience through a 

profound metaphor as walking by “using both feet” and he posits that “one is for holding 

on” and “one is for letting go” (p. 32). Colquhoun (1999) also remarks on the in-

betweenness within himself in the poem Race Relations and states that “one half of me 

lost a war the other half won” (p.30).  From Colquhoun’s narrative, the identity formation 



  

 12 

process is generated, changed, and transformed in between the “holding on” and “letting 

go”, and in between the “lost” and “won”.  

This research is a journey of in-betweenness, between my root culture and my 

adopted culture. It is a journey of wayfaring and wayfinding between the “holding on” 

and “letting go” and between “lost” and “won”. I “use both feet” to navigate and explore 

my research questions in this journey, to document moments and make marks along my 

journey with the hope of discovering the unknown destination. In this journey, under the 

broad umbrella of arts-based research, I undertake heuristic study through a critical 

autoethnographic lens to explore the concept of in-betweenness as an immigrant arts 

therapist. In this journey, I negotiate my identity/ies through my displacement experience 

as an immigrant, explore my professional experience as an immigrant arts therapist and 

discover the in-betweenness in my identity formation process as an arts-based researcher. 

I have a few companions with me on this arts-based research journey of in-betweenness: a 

metaphorical in-between object – the Tree, a metaphorical in-between material – the 

Stone, and an explorable in-between site – Guqin making/playing. I also have a number 

of creative tools as arts-based inquiry methods with me on this research journey. I invite 

my readers to travel with me on my in-betweenness journey through engaging with my 

creative explorations and narratives.   

I travel in the in-betweenness of my identity formation process with different 

languages, such as visual, narrative, academic and poetic, including both English and 

Chinese. Through these languages, this critical autoethnographic research showcases an 

arts-based journey re-theorising the concept of in-betweenness and illustrates a creative 

exploration into the understanding of my identity formation process as an immigrant arts 

therapist. Throughout this thesis I interchange between these languages naturally, and 

engage with these languages both passively and actively in order to immerse in the 

emotive qualities of my stories and to embrace different possibilities yielded by the 
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different languages. I use academic language to discuss theories around the concept of in-

betweenness and related identity theories. I use narrative language to document my  

critical autoethnographic research journey. I use poetic language to capture the hidden 

memories and feelings of my experiences as an immigrant arts therapist. I use visual 

language to capture the intangible qualities of emotions and to transfer the invisible to 

visible. I use images not only to illustrate my arts-making process, but also as visual 

language to capture emotive qualities of my stories which are otherwise difficult to 

express through words alone. Therefore, these images I leave in my text are part of my 

visual narratives rather than simply illustrations. That is the reason I do not state figure 

numbers in my writing. 

I use my first language, Chinese, to undertake some of the poetic explorations as it 

sometimes allows me to more deeply express these concepts than I can in my second 

language, English. Chinese writing in this thesis is not mere decoration to indicate my 

bilingual ability. As a multilingual person, I experience more complex emotional 

responses, experience more powerful or more relaxed emotions in my first language, 

Chinese, or my second language, English, depending on my life experiences and 

displacement routes (Costa & Dewaele, 2014; Dewaele, 2010; Pavlenko, 2006). I use both 

Chinese and English to write in order to access different layers of my memories and 

feelings. I translate my Chinese poetic explorations into English to maintain the meanings 

and narratives. However, some emotive qualities from my first language are difficult to 

translate entirely. Fenollosa and Pound (2008) notice the special characteristics of 

Chinese poems in their work The Chinese Written Characters as a Medium for Poetry and 

they find, of the aesthetic language in Chinese poetry:  

It has two kinds of beauty of form, ie. two kinds of rhythm, symmetry, and 

harmony, one addressed to the eye, and one addressed to the ear; and these 
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two blend together into a complex rhythm, just as beautiful line and beautiful 

colour do in painting, or music and verse in a Wagner opera. (p. 138) 

Crevel and Klein (2019) argue that translating Chinese poetry is not about getting 

it “right or wrong”, but is a “structurally flux” and “productively unstable” process and a 

“weird third thing” (p. 16). In order to explore this “weird third thing” in translating 

Chinese poetry to English and keep the beautiful forms of my first language, I keep both 

to capture the complexity of moving between languages. In addition, I use visual images 

and guqin music playing to accompany my Chinese poetic exploration and English 

translation to help me fill the gaps between my two languages.   

There is another tension between my first language, Chinese, and my second 

language, English, and it arises from the use of tenses. In English, there are several ways 

to express tenses through verb conjugations depending on the timeframes. Chinese does 

not have any verb conjugations and the verb can be used for past, present and future (Su, 

2019). However, there are other ways to indicate timeframes in Chinese, for example, 

stating the date, using different particles to indicate past, continuing or future actions (Su, 

2019). Therefore, in Chinese language, it is important to read and understand the whole 

story as the timeframe background rather than through verb conjugations. I noticed that I 

experienced the tension around tenses throughout the whole process of writing up this 

thesis.  

At the end of my research exploration, I realised that my Chinese-language-mind 

has impacted my ways of expressing time. There are many timeframes in my thesis, such 

as the time before I came to New Zealand, the time before I became an arts therapist, and 

so on. Using the title of my thesis as an example, re-membering, it is difficult for me to 

separate timeframes to express the actions behind ‘remembered, remember, or 

remembering’. When I am doing arts-making, I remember the past, but the past is with 

my making in the present. In Chinese writing, I do not need to use verb conjugation to 
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indicate the tenses but use narratives to create the background of the story for the reader 

to understand the time from their own understandings of the language. In this thesis, 

although I pay great attention to using English verb conjugations in my English writing to 

indicate the tenses, there are some confusing tense uses throughout my narratives which 

express my struggles moving between the two languages and between times. However, 

these confusing tenses in the English narratives can be understood through reading the 

background of the stories.  

In this research, I study the concept of in-betweenness from several theoretical 

perspectives. I compare the in-betweenness concepts within Victor Turner’s view of 

liminality, Homi Bhabha’s view of the third space, and the Chinese philosophical view of 

harmony. The concept of in-betweenness in Chinese philosophy is complex and has deep 

cultural and historical roots. This research does not intend to comprehensively delve into 

the concept of in-betweenness from a Chinese philosophical perspective and its place 

within Chinese history and culture, rather it is an attempt to bring some elements of this 

complex and historical concept that are relevant, into this exploration. Therefore, the 

Chinese philosophical concept of harmony in this research is general and fundamental 

rather than profound and comprehensive. Similarly, guqin-making has a long history and 

it is a complex and skilful artform. In my arts-based journey, I document some general 

processes from the making of this artifact in order to immerse in my embodied experience 

of guqin-making for reflection on my own displacement experience and professional 

experience as an immigrant arts therapist. Many complex steps of guqin-making have 

been simplified in the narratives in order to emphasise the research objectives.   

Between my artwork, poetry, narrative and theories, I use Hsi 兮 as a ‘signpost’ 

to allow the reader to pause, to breathe and to reflect on thoughts about their own life 

experiences evoked by my stories. Hsi 兮 in traditional Chinese literature represents the 

rhythm particle similar to a dash. Yucai Duan (段玉裁 1735-1815) in his book Shuowen 
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Jiezi Zhu 说文解字注 (1808) describes Hsi 兮 as a ripple in the river of poetry which 

indicates to the readers to have a pause before continuing reading1; Hsi 兮 is used as an 

abrupt remark or an interruption similar to ‘ah!’. In this study, my emotions within my 

critical autoethnographic narrative drift like a river. I use Hsi 兮 to create flow and 

rhythm, and more importantly to create a space for readers to immerse in my story as well 

as their own emotions evoked by my narratives.  I invite my readers to travel with me, 

breathe with me and to dip into embodied memories with me as we flow and as we pause. 

 

 

Hsi 兮 

 
 

 

Beginning of a lost tree 
 

In the second section of this introduction chapter, I use a critical autoethnographic 

voice through a metaphorical object, a tree, to establish my research intentions and 

questions and also the purpose and significance of this research. Also in this section, I 

introduce the explorable site, guqin-making, to establish the background and reasoning 

for using this ancient Chinese artform in this identity study. I invite my readers to 

immerse themselves in my stories, and to pause with me (Hsi 兮) to feel, to think and to 

question.  

It is a ritual for me – washing my hands, putting my hair up, preparing a cup of hot 

green tea, then lighting a stick of sandalwood incense. Through this ritual, I transport 

 
1 Original text: 語所稽也。兮稽㬪韵。稽部⽈。畱⽌也。語於此少駐也。此與哉⾔之閒也相似。有假

猗爲兮者。如詩河⽔淸且漣猗是也。 
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myself into a different land where I can grieve the disconnection to my lost self. When the 

incense is lit, I sit down in front of a guqin 古琴 – an instrument I had never heard of 

before this PhD research journey. I believe in fate, so I believe it is a magical calling – 

that this ancient artform was the calling for me to re-search the forgotten or hidden self. 

My first guqin practice piece is Song of Autumn Wind 秋风词, a song developed from a 

poem by Li Bai (李白 701-762). The sound of the guqin is deep and gentle. I feel the 

vibrations from the strings in my body, and the resonance within my heart. I sing the song 

in Chinese in a slow and quiet voice. My fingers move between the seven strings with 

slightly stiff movements, but my voice is relaxed. I am singing in my mother-tongue.  

秋风清，秋⽉明 

落叶聚还散，寒鸦栖复惊 

相思相见知何⽇？ 

此时此夜难为情！ 

 

Autumn wind is fresh 

Autumn moon is bright 

Falling leaves gathered and scattered 

Trembling crows perched and startled 

I don’t know when we will meet and be intimate again 

Tonight at this moment 

I won’t be able to express my feelings  

Li Bai (701-762)  

 

The sound from the strings starts to resonate with my singing. I repeat and repeat 

the song, until my fingers can move correctly between the strings. When I can finally play 

and sing together more smoothly, I find my mind is following the words I am singing. I 

can transfer the sadness of the poet from hundreds of years ago to my own feelings – my 

own sorrow of homesickness and grief for the lost self – “I don’t know when we will 

meet and be intimate again”. The sound of the guqin puts me in an in-between place 
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between my homeland and my adopted land, a place where I can reflect on my 

immigration journey. 

Metaphorically, I see myself as a tree and my immigration journey as a process of 

transplanting a tree. I took seed in my homeland China and transplanted myself to New 

Zealand nearly 20 years ago when I was a young tree. In the early years of my migration 

journey, I tried my hardest to fit in. Living in a Western country, I became used to being 

more Westernised in order to blend into my adopted culture. I desired to arrive in this new 

land fully and to let this adopted land embrace the new me. However, I did not realise that 

I could not be the same as the other trees in my new country. During the transplantation I 

was hurt, and becoming unhealthy. For some time in the middle of my transplantation, I 

was totally lost. I felt an important part of me was hidden and buried. In the coldness of 

my grief at losing my homeland, root culture and identity, I as a tree once lost my roots, 

my leaves and my strength.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hsi 兮  
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Figure 1: Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Lost tree, Ink and watercolour on paper 
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As a lost tree, I follow my inner calling. I was inspired by Shaun McNiff’s book, 

Art as Medicine. McNiff (1992) provides insights into the power of arts, and he says: 

“Whenever illness is associated with loss of soul, the arts emerge spontaneously as 

remedies, soul medicine” (p.1). I read his entire book and then decided to step into the 

study of arts therapy. During my master’s research in arts therapy, I used arts-based 

research to answer my inner calling of searching for my lost identity. During the arts-

based research journey, I slowly reconnected with some of my forgotten roots. I started to 

use Chinese ink again in my art practice; I became more and more curious about Chinese 

traditional philosophy; I practiced Chinese calligraphy by copying some ancient Chinese 

literature. I found that looking for connections to my roots was a comfort to me (Wang, 

2017, Wang, 2020a, 2020b).  

My conscious mind became influenced by the curiosity and desire around 

connecting to my lost Chinese roots. One night, when I was listening to Chinese 

traditional music while I was preparing my arts therapy session for a group of immigrant 

clients, I was suddenly drawn to the strange but somehow familiar sound of a guqin 

instrument. The guqin is one of the most ancient musical instruments in China with a 

history of more than 3000 years (Kouwenhoven, 2015). Closing my eyes, I felt the music 

from the guqin was getting inside me through my heart rather than my ears. In the music 

of the guqin, I was imagining a guqin musician from the old time playing the guqin in the 

shade of a tree and creating soulful music by intertwining the sound of wind or water in 

his/her heart. Closing my eyes as the music of the guqin flowed, I was in a transitionary 

place where I was not lost in the foreign land. The guqin was speaking to me: “Come 

back home, my child…”. With excitement and some trepidation, I decided to include 

guqin-making as my arts-based inquiry for this PhD research about identity. 

 

Hsi 兮  
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Guqin-making requires very old and seasoned timber historically sourced in 

China. On the first day of my guqin-making journey, I meet another lost tree – a section 

of a beam reclaimed from a many-hundred-year-old house in China. I know almost 

nothing about this piece of wood. There is Chinese writing on the wood which was 

possibly someone’s name. It was a tradition to write the house owner’s name on the main 

beam when the house was built. After so many years, the writing, in ink, is still clear. The 

wood is covered in dust and insect marks. It is trying to tell me its history, but I cannot 

understand. It was part of a house built to provide warmth and safety to its owner, but 

now, arriving in this foreign land, New Zealand, it is just a piece of meaningless, old and 

dusty timber.  

When I meet this timber for the first time, it is like finding an old friend. I can 

have an in-depth and honest conversation with this lost tree about our identities - the 

meaning of my life and the meaning of this tree in this foreign land. The journey of 

immigration can be compared to the growth of trees. For example, Ross Gay links his 

social commentary on immigration to a fig tree in his poem To the Fig Tree on 9th and 

Christian (Gay, 2013). Immigrants, as with trees, are at first sown and cultivated in their 

homeland. Because of hopes of a better environment and future, immigrants transplant 

themselves into a foreign land. During this transplantation, an immigrant birthed of their 

culture of origin, like a tree, must first cut off some extra leaves (such as self-belief and 

pride) and cut off their fine roots (such as family, friends and customs) in order that they 

can be lifted out of the old soil. In the early stage of transplanting, the tree would 

experience a lot of pain: at the beginning, it would not adapt well to the new soil and 

water (such as language and culture); it may have suffered from the severing of the roots; 

the tree would drop a lot of leaves. For quite a while, the growth of the tree would be 

invisible, but the suffering would be obvious. This tree needs water, nutrition, sunshine, 

and patience to grow into this strange land. As a lost tree I have experienced the loss of 
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the leaves, experienced the acclimatisation through looking after myself, been inspired by 

spiritual support, and waited patiently to take root in this foreign land. I have re-grown by 

connecting to the new soil and embracing the new climate. As an immigrant and as an arts 

therapist, I use my new leaves to create shade and cover for the people who pass through 

my life.  

I meet other transplanted trees during my practice as an immigrant arts therapist. 

They have shared their stories about struggles and challenges in this new land. When 

working with my immigrant clients, I sometimes feel I am looking into a mirror. In their 

stories, I see my stories. Their tears and pain remind me of my immigration experiences. 

When they share their shame, confusion and anger from discrimination, I remember mine. 

My first experience of discrimination was when I had just arrived in New Zealand as a 

student. I remember I was waiting for a train in a train station in Wellington. An older 

Pākehā lady was sitting beside me. She looked nice and kind. I smiled at her. She looked 

at me with a strange smile on her face. She asked me: “Where are you from?” I thought it 

was just a kind question for starting a conversation. I answered: “I am from China, a 

beautiful city called Hangzhou”. Then, she continued, with her strange smile: “Go back 

where you came from!” I was shocked. I could not believe this hateful sentence was from 

a kind-looking lady. No one else was in the station. Feeling a little bit afraid, I stood up 

and kept my distance from her. Although I have experienced this kind of discrimination a 

number of times in New Zealand, the first incident affected me the most. Because of these 

kinds of negative moments, I have sometimes felt I could not respond to my clients’ 

questions because of unhelpful shared feelings. I have felt that I also have traumatic 

displacement experiences in myself which need to be processed and healed.   
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I also heard stories about other transplanted trees in New Zealand from news and 

social media. The most recent and most terrifying story happened on 15 March, 2019. 

When I heard 51 transplanted trees were violently shot down in Christchurch with legally 

owned weapons and culturally targeted hatred, I was shocked and saddened. I was like 

other transplanted trees, immigrants and refugees, questioning: Are we safe here? Are we 

accepted here? On 15 March, 2019, I was on the way to pick up the children from school, 

and I heard the news. My husband called me from work and told me there had been a 

shooting in Christchurch with multiple casualties. I did not know how to tell my children 

 

They are hiding everywhere 

Behind kind faces and warm voices 

Watching strangers with hatred  

 

They are hiding everywhere 

Peeping out from behind computers and the internet 

With legally owned weapons  

 

They are hiding everywhere 

Waiting for the moment  

To scare you  

To laugh at you 

To spit at you 

To hurt you 

And your family 

 

They are everywhere  

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019 

 

 
Figure 2: Photo of the timber,  

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Photograph  
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what had just happened. Then, I received messages from my relatives and friends in 

China. They had heard the news and were worried about my safety. My auntie in China 

told me to stay home for safety. I did not know how to respond. I wanted to live a normal 

life – enjoying sunshine, the outdoors and lovely food without fear. But I was now feeling 

afraid. Within a short time, Facebook, Twitter and WeChat were full of the sad news and 

horrifying images. I found myself following news, blogs and comments for answers, but 

also for hope. If there had been no darkest Friday, I possibly would still be wondering: 

where is my home? But when New Zealand’s peace was being trampled and abused, I 

deeply felt that it was my home which had been invaded. 

 

 

 

Hsi 兮 

 

 

Figure 3: Bloody trees, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Ink and watercolour on paper 
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I employ guqin-making as one of the creative methods of the research inquiry for 

this PhD study of identity. In the following methodology, I discuss my reasoning behind 

this creative inquiry in detail. In this introduction section, I hope to capture a moment 

from guqin-making to illustrate the intra-action I had with my guqin after the 

Christchurch shooting incident on 15 March, 2019.   

The following Sunday was my guqin-making workshop day. Making a guqin is a 

long and slow process. As my guqin has a leaf-style design, I needed to add a leaf stalk at 

the back of the guqin, and I needed to spend the whole afternoon just on this small detail. 

This step required wood-carving skills. Holding the sharp knife, looking at the blade, my 

mind was full of dying people. I knew I was still affected by the Friday incident. My 

guqin-making teacher came over and told me that I was holding the carving knife 

incorrectly. He asked me to hold the knife steadily using my strength. Strength! Yes, the 

leaf stalk gives the leaf strength. I needed to use my strength to give my guqin strength. I 

held my carving knife steadily and carved into the wood. The wood was hard to carve. 

My hands, arms and shoulders were soon sore. However, these aches did not stop my 

determination. I needed to 

find the strength in myself 

first, then transfer my 

strength into my guqin.  

Knives are not 

weapons. The hateful 

thoughts, the unacceptable 

and hidden racism in a 

person’s mind, the fear 

which divides us are the 

weapons. I have no fear of 

 
Figure 4: Guqin-making knives,  

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Photograph 
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knives, but I do fear the invisible weapons in people’s minds. If New Zealand can be 

healed from this deep wound by love and compassion, I can heal my traumas by the same 

methods. Only love and compassion can give us the strength we need. I have to gain the 

strength from my past wounds because as an immigrant arts therapist, I need to have the 

strength, the love and the compassion within myself to support, to encourage and to heal 

the immigrant community. The whole afternoon, with the slow and repetitive process of 

carving and sanding, my strong and perfect leaf stalk slowly appeared on my guqin. I 

touched it – it was smooth but strong – like me. The whole afternoon, I was fully 

immersed in the quiet and peaceful making process. This peaceful moment transported 

me to a poetic and pastoral paradise where there were no conflicts and struggles but only 

peace. I remember a famous quote from poet Su Shi (苏轼 1037-1101) from the Song 

Dynasty in China：“吾心安处是吾乡 the hometown is where the heart settles2”. As I 

carved my strength into my guqin, my heart settled down. Wherever I am, in my 

homeland or my adopted homeland, arts-making helps me to settle into a sense of home.  

 

 

Hsi 兮 

 

 

Critical autoethnography helps me to discover unsayable, invisible and intangible 

feelings and experiences in my body and in my past. Arts-based inquiry allows me to 

transform hidden social issues into sayable, visible and tangible data for this identity 

research. Arts-based research enables me to immerse in embodied experience in order to 

re-member lost identities and newly founded identities together piece by piece, to enable 

 
2 From《定风波·南海归赠王定国侍人寓娘》 
 



  

 27 

understanding of the identity formation process of an immigrant therapist. From my 

practice as an immigrant arts therapist, I sometimes experience uncomfortable and tense 

feelings while I work with my clients. These feelings and emotions can be disruptive and 

problematic, and they are often influenced by my intersubjectivity, empathy and 

countertransference. The therapists’ own countertransferential reactions can be useful data 

(Thomas & Schwarzbaum, 2006), but countertransference can also lead to unethical 

professional behaviour if the therapist is not aware of their personal reactions (Gorkin, 

1996; Perez-Foster, 1998). This identity study uses a critical autoethnographic lens to 

look into these hidden and uncomfortable feelings and investigate my displacement 

journey behind these feelings in order to help me understand how my identity and practice 

impact each other through social, historical, cultural and political elements. I attempt to 

understand how these social, historical, cultural and political elements impact on an 

immigrant therapist identity formation process. Through this study, I aim to find the way 

to re-root myself as a transplanted tree and to gain the knowledge and competence for 

helping other immigrants to re-root into this adopted land.  

Telling my story as a lost tree helps me to document a moment of my embodied 

experience of arts-making in order to reveal my embodied memories as an immigrant and 

an arts therapist. This lost tree story helps me, as an immigrant arts therapist, to link my 

struggles to other immigrant struggles, and to question myself for this identity study: 

What does it mean to be an immigrant therapist in this research?  

What fresh insights does critical autoethnographic research through arts-

based inquiry yield into immigrant therapist identity study?  

How can arts-based research create a space for conversation and 

communication for this identity study?  

As an immigrant arts therapist, I am curious about how my life experience as an 

immigrant and my professional experience as an arts therapist impact upon my identity 
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formation process. I am also interested in what I can learn about being an immigrant arts 

therapist through my cultural knowledge and my ancestors’ wisdom. I believe in the 

power of arts and I am ready to enter this arts-based space to learn, to gain and to grow as 

a lost tree. I am ready to re-root into my home through my immigrant therapist identity 

formation process during this research journey. I invite other lost trees, immigrants, 

immigrant educators and immigrant help professionals to step into this arts-based journey 

with me, bringing their courage, their questions and their own stories.   
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Depicture of an arts-based research journey  
 

This study explores the topic of the identity formation process of an immigrant 

therapist through multiple layers. In chapter one, I discuss the background of the research, 

the structure of the research journey, research questions and research aims for this identity 

study. In the last section of the story Lost tree, my journey starts with the conversation 

with my metaphorical objects – transplanted trees and my explorational site – guqin-

making. Through my critical autoethnographic narrative,  Lost tree attempts to depict an 

overall picture of what this research is, how this arts-based study explores the research 

topic, and why this research is valuable.  

Following this introduction chapter, the methodology chapter provides an 

overview of the key research processes utilised. I discuss these through four themes: Arts-

based inquiry in Critical Autoethnography, Arts-based inquiry as decolonising research, 

Arts-based inquiry and knowledge, Arts-based inquiry through embodiment and intra-

action. In chapter three, the literature review chapter, I compare the concepts of in-
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betweenness from three key theories for this study. I review Victor Turner’s concepts of 

liminal space and Homi Bhabha’s third space from literature and introduce the concept of 

in-betweenness derived from the traditional Chinese philosophical view of harmony.  

 Chapter four sets out two stories about my attempts to understand my identity 

formation process as an immigrant arts therapist through the in-betweenness concepts of 

liminality and third space. In Poet tree, I discuss my identity formation process as an 

immigrant arts therapist through the concept of being in liminality between my root 

culture and adopted culture. In De-Chinese and re-Chinese, I discuss my experience of 

de-Chinese and re-Chinese as my attempts at negotiating the tensions and conflicts 

between my multi-layered identity/ies. In this section, I show how existing in-

betweenness theories support my displacement experiences and my identity formation 

process as an immigrant arts therapist.  

Chapter five details A journey in-between. In the first year of my PhD study, I 

travelled back to China to visit my hometown for the first time in ten years. For this 

journey, I use arts-based methods to document my journey back to my home country and 

creatively explore my intra-action with the impact from this trip as an immigrant arts 

therapist. This section establishes the core concept of the harmonic relationships within 

the in-betweenness of my identity formation process and emphasises the research gap for 

this study, which I attempt to fill through the following arts-based research journey. In the 

following section, A stone in-between, I intra-act with my metaphorical material – stone, 

in order to connect my identity study with identity theories. Through this section, I 

attempt to use critical autoethnography through arts-based inquiry to explore further the 

concept of in-betweenness and connect the in-betweenness concept to identity 

development theories. The third section of this chapter deep-dives into An instrument in-

between. In the literature review, this section discusses the concept of in-betweenness 
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regarding the guqin through a discussion of the instrument’s history and the traditional 

Chinese philosophy surrounding it.  

Chapter six, Guqin-making and identity making, delves into the concept of in-

betweenness through an explorable site – guqin-making – along with the philosophical 

understanding of in-betweenness from the traditional Chinese concept of harmony. There 

are four sections in this chapter which unpack the different layers and relationships within 

the concept of harmony through reflections on the guqin-making process, and my 

embodied experiences which it evokes. Section one, Coming to the foreign land, details 

the contradicting elements between my homeland and adopted land and my struggles 

living in-between. In this section, through critical autoethnography I acknowledge that 

contradiction and differentiation together constitute the first layer of the harmonic 

relationship of the in-betweenness within my identity formation process. Section two, 

Making the shape, illustrates the shared embodied memory arising as a new relationship 

is forged between guqin-making and a sense of self. By intra-acting and bonding with my 

guqin, I realise that the different elements from the in-betweenness of my identity 

formation process become tensions and develop into conflicts. In section three, Gaining 

the voice, I explore these tensions and conflicts continually through intra-acting with 

guqin-making. In this phase of guqin-making, I tease out the tensions and conflicts from 

the in-betweenness of my identity formation process through arts, and find the third 

harmonic relationship of cooperation. In the last section of chapter six, Adding the new 

layer, I illustrate how the harmonisation process creates an in-between place within my 

identity formation process which allows me to recognise and appreciate favourable parts 

of both of my root culture and adopted culture.  

Chapter seven, Making identity through crisis, has four sections which continue 

the exploration of the in-betweenness concept in relation to my immigrant arts therapist 

identity. During the last phase of my arts-based research, I encounter the global crisis of 
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Covid-19. In this chapter, I explore how the concept of harmony and identity 

development theory help me deepen my understanding of the in-betweenness within the 

formation process of my immigrant therapist identity during this crisis time. Part one, 

Encountering crisis, reviews the concept of crisis and its relationship with identity 

development. In this section, I document my experience as an immigrant arts therapist 

entering the tensions of the Covid-19 crisis through critical autoethnographic narratives. 

Part two, Creating space, illustrates my desire and intention to embrace and share my root 

culture in order to nurture my immigrant arts therapist identity. By focusing on the sense 

of emotional belonging to my homeland and my pride in my root culture, I transform the 

intensified tensions and conflicts arising from being in the crisis into the cooperation 

relationship within harmonisation. Part three, Finding voices, showcases how the 

suppressed elements of the in-betweenness in my immigrant therapist identity arise at a 

critical turning point in my identity development which has been amplified by social 

impacts from the Covid-19 crisis. Part four, Focusing on body, focuses on the embodied 

experience through arts-based methods in order to showcase how my therapy practice 

helps me gain balance and harmony in this unexpected crisis. Through poetic exploration 

and arts-based inquiry, I realise the transformational growth and harmonic moments 

within my identity as an immigrant arts therapist.  

Chapter eight, Re-membering in harmony, discusses key research findings from 

this arts-based journey. In this chapter, I also link my research questions to this research 

journey, and attempt to answer three key research questions by reviewing my findings and 

discussion from previous chapters. The concluding chapter, Entering in-between again, 

reveals the new beginning of another cycle of my identity formation process as an 

immigrant arts therapist. In this section I suggest that the growth and transformation 

within harmonisation are not the end of my identity formation journey. This section 
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concludes that harmony as the harmonisation process is not a fixed point of in-

betweenness, but it is an ever-changing and ever-renewing process.   

This arts-based research journey is beneficial for me as well as other immigrant 

therapists, immigrant educators and immigrant help-professionals who are living and 

working in their adopted cultures. Through engaging in arts and my stories, I encourage 

my readers to open their hearts to face their shadows and struggles from displacement 

experiences, to realise their own tensions and conflicts between their root culture and host 

culture, and to understand these negative and positive impacts of their own in-

betweenness while engaging with my research. By immersing in my arts-based journey, I 

hope my readers will find the courage and desire to explore the challenges from their own 

displacement experience and professional experiences in order to enrich their own 

practice and research. My authentic and insightful arts-based journey is an invitation for 

others to engage with their own stories and creativity to understand their own identity. I 

invite you to immerse with me and to pause with me in order to unearth the hidden, to 

remember the forgotten and to realise what is important in our becoming identities.  
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CHAPTER 2: METHODOLOGY  

Re-membering Identity is a critical autoethnographic exploration of the concept of 

in-betweenness. The use of arts-making as inquiry is central to this thesis. Arts-making 

was employed throughout for the purpose of navigating research ideas, generating 

research data and analysing research findings. The term arts in this research does not refer 

to artistic products, “words” or “things”, but performativity of phenomenon in order to 

meet the ‘real’ moments of my becoming and being an immigrant arts therapist (Barad, 

2003, p. 801). To describe how and why I use autoethnographic research through arts-

based inquiry for this identity study, I utilise the creative method of fictionalisation. In 

this chapter, I create four themes to depict the imaginary conversations between me as an 

arts-based researcher and other theorists who inspire me with their foundational theories 

around arts-based research and critical autoethnographic research. For each theme, I have 

created an imaginary conversation with key theorists in order to amplify different 

perspectives on the research methodology of this arts-based research. In order to keep the 

conversations clear, I use objects, for example a guqin table and an easel, as characters 

within each theme to highlight connections to theories which are relevant to my research 

methodology.  

I use fictional conversation to overcome the fear of “knowledge as a process, a 

temporary state” (Eisner, 1997, p. 7). As a form of narrative inquiry, fictionalisation helps 

me to focus on the process of knowledge and to highlight “the unfinished nature of 

research” (Eliastam et al., 2019, p. 13). Fictional conversation in this methodology 

chapter is not a product of combining the key theories, but the emphasis of my academic 

journey as a discovery process (Eliastam et al., 2019, p. 15). The use of fictionalisation to 

have conversations with key theorists allows me to combine multiple encounters into a 

functional narrative in order to highlight the challenges and enlightening moments of 

these encounters, and to articulate the interplay between researched theories and myself 
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(Eliastam, 2016; Eliastam et al., 2019). Through creating imagined conversation, the 

complexity of the theories becomes multiple voices weaving together the key theorists’ 

views with my research journey and understandings. Inspired by my two academic friends 

and (present and past) supervisors’ PhD theses (Fitzpatrick, 2016; Green, 2016), I write 

this methodology chapter through fictional conversation so theories are more dynamic, to 

enable the complexity of the theories to be revealed and accessible, and to help my reader 

understand the connections between key theories. The key theories that inform my 

methodology are critical autoethnography, decolonisation, arts-making and intra-action.   

 

From self to other  
 

Critical autoethnography (CAE) helps me to focus on the social, historical, 

cultural and political contexts for the research questions through exploring my hidden 

stories, and the stories in my body and my past. My stories through critical 

autoethnography (CAE) indicate “theory is a story” and “theory tells a story in non-

ordinary language” (Holman Jones, 2016, p. 228). CAE as a research methodology 

enables me to research from ‘self’ to ‘others’ for my research questions through the 

“unruly, dangerous, vulnerable, rebellious and creative” journey (Ellis & Bochner, 2006, 

p. 433). In this research, I use my own life experience as an immigrant arts therapist to 

engage with the self culturally, politically and socially, and to confront “the tension 

between insider and outsider perspectives, between social practice and social constraint” 

(Reed-Danahay, 2009, p. 32). In this theme, I create an imaginary conversation with CAE 

theorists Stacy Holman Jones and Tony E. Adams to explain why I apply CAE in this 

identity research and how I apply CAE through arts-based inquiry.  

 

In my little tea room at my West Auckland home, surrounded by beautiful trees 

dancing in the breeze and native birds singing their plaintive songs, I try to make sense of 
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what research methodology is for my research. My little tea room is also my studio for 

my arts-making. I have my painting station and an easel at one end, my guqin table at the 

other end, and a long tea table in between. I am sitting in front of the long tea table which 

my husband and I made from recycled rimu timber and my mind starts wandering while a 

cup of green tea cools in my hands.  

I hear a voice, in my first language, Chinese.  

“Why are you confused?”  

“Who is talking?” I wonder. 

“Here, it is your guqin table,” the guqin table says. 

“Wow, you can talk?” I look at my guqin table in surprise.  

“Of course I can talk. You have been having conversations with me over the last 

few years throughout your PhD journey. Looks like you need me to talk to you again 

now”. The guqin table speaks in my first language which makes me more relaxed.  

The guqin table ignores my confused facial expression and continues: “You look 

like you need some help from me. As always, I am here with you. Let me ask you again, 

why are you confused?” 

“I am trying to make sense of my research methodology. I want to make a clear 

statement about it. However, I feel it is not easy to put it into a simple statement,” I 

answer.  

The guqin table says: “The knowledge should not just be a simple statement. How 

can we start? Eh… What is the title of your research?”  

“Re-membering identity.”  

“Remembering identity? Who remembers? Whose identity?” The guqin table 

continues questioning. 

I answer: “I re-member, not simply remember. I re-member my identity as a New 

Zealand Chinese immigrant arts therapist”.  
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The guqin table laughs: “Is this PhD research all about you?”  

“I use myself as a lens but this PhD research is not all about me,” I answer. I try to 

explain: “This lens is called critical autoethnography”.  

The guqin tables asks: “What is autoethnography?”  

I take out one piece of my writing and read: “Auto is (self); ethno is (culture) and 

graphy is (writing). Autoethnography is a method of cultural and social study from the 

self-perspective by looking into identity, feelings, memories and experiences within the 

self and looking outward through the self’s relationships, cultures, communities and 

societies” (Wyatt & Adams, 2014, p. 46).  I continue to explain: “I not only write stories 

through the lens of self by looking into my hidden stories, and the stories in my body and 

my past as an immigrant arts therapist, but also, by looking outward, I focus on the social, 

historical, cultural and political contexts for my research topic”.  

The guqin table laughs: “It sounds fun and easy. Just writing your own stories. 

Why not other immigrants’ and therapists’ stories?”  

 “They are… Eh… they are … ” I try to find some words in my brain to retort 

with.  

 “Let me help you,” a voice says from the doorway. “I am Tony Adams.”  

Adams moves into the tea room and sits beside the guqin table. “You know, many 

researchers took advantage of vulnerable others to represent the stories of these others. 

However, these stories often lacked the ethnographer’s own history as well as their 

decisions about how to record or present these stories (Adams et al., 2015, p. 11). As a 

researcher, I am confident telling my stories for myself, but less confident [about my right 

to speak on behalf of others] (Adams, et al., 2015, p. 12). I am concerned about the power 

and authority issues of ethnographic research (Adams et al., 2015, p. 13), especially for 

the topic of identity.”  

The guqin table says: “Is this the reason to turn the identity study to self?”  
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Adams continues: “The identity study of self from critical autoethnographic 

perspectives needs to have focuses. It is often informed by [feminist, critical race, queer, 

postcolonial, indigenous and crip sensibilities] with intentions of [identifying and 

remedying social harms and injustices] (Adams, 2017, p. 63).” 

The guqin table asks me: “So, what are your intentions for studying self?” 

I answer: “I want to know how arts-based research methods create an in-between 

space for this identity study. I hope to peer through the lens of self to understand this 

immigrant therapist identity study. I want to know what it means to be an immigrant arts 

therapist through this research. These are my intentions.”   

“But, how can you find these answers just from your own stories?” The guqin 

table is still confused.  

“No, my stories are not just stories”, I try to argue.  

The guqin table asks: “If they are not just stories, what else are your stories?”  

“They are… Eh… they are … ” I try to find more words.  

“I will help you with this question,” a new voice intones from inside the room. “I 

am Stacy Holman Jones”.  

Holman Jones comes to sit on the other side of the guqin table and adds her 

opinions: “In critical autoethnographic research, stories are not just stories but writing 

story for theorising. [Theory is a story] and [theory tells a story in non-ordinary language] 

(Holman Jones, 2016, p. 228). Story and theory together are [collaborators] in critical 

autoethnography (Holman Jones, 2016). It is a qualitative research method.”  

The guqin table repeats her words with a confused tone: “Story and theory are 

collaborators. How can they be collaborators?”  

Holman Jones explains patiently: “Critical autoethnography [works as a body of 

thought] (Holman Jones, 2016, p. 229). Theory and story are connected through 

collaborative engagement with [both a material and ethical praxis] (Holman Jones, 2016, 
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p. 229). Critical autoethnographers are curious about engaging the processes of becoming 

and [ways of embodying change] (Holman Jones, 2016, p. 229).”   

Holman Jones pauses and asks me: “What are the stories for you in your research 

journey? How does your story and theory work together collaboratively? How do you 

engage the process of becoming?” 

I answer, not very confidently: “Critical autoethnography for me is not only a self-

lens or a self-story but also a critical lens to make sense of how I have embodied change 

in cultural, political and historical contexts in this research topic.”  

Holman Jones offers some guidance: “Let’s talk about your own experience in 

your PhD research journey, rather than repeat other researchers’ opinions”.  

I take a deep breath: “As a Chinese New Zealander working as a professional arts 

therapist, I often encounter feelings of unease and tension, but there are also sometimes 

feelings and emotions of surprise, elation and enlightenment while working with my 

clients in the community or in a therapeutic space. Through CAE, these personal feelings 

and experiences can be documented as story, analysed as research data, and presented as 

critical and theoretical understandings for my research topics.”  

Holman Jones asks: “You mean you write stories about being an immigrant arts 

therapist. As a critical autoethnographer, you need to focus on how you [do theory and 

think story as living bodies of thought] (Holman Jones, 2016, p. 235). It has the power to 

[embody and materialize the change] you seek in your stories. So what is the change you 

are seeking? What are your research topics?”  

 “Right. I want to know what insights critical autoethnographic research through 

arts-based inquiry yields into immigrant therapist identity study, and how arts-based 

research creates an in-between place for me to understand the concept of in-betweenness 

for this identity study.” I continue: “Through CAE, I focus on a set of concerns: 

foregrounding personal experience as an immigrant therapist in research, seeking my 
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personal responses from observing and working with creativity, demonstrating a sense-

making process through arts-based methods and critically depicting insights into a 

cultural phenomenon.”  

“Do you write other people’s stories, such as your clients’ stories in your 

research?” Adams joins in. “You know, as I mentioned, I am concerned about power and 

authority issues around writing other people’s stories”.  

I answer: “Writing stories about a vulnerable self in autoethnography involves 

writing about others to present the self in a complicated and honest manner (Ellis, 2007, 

p. 14). However, in this critical autoethnographic research, ‘others’ are the mirror for my 

‘self’ to reflect on and observe my identity formation process. In this research, I study the 

‘others’ within my ‘self’ rather than study the ‘others’ as research subjects. Therefore, 

through interweaving the relational experiences with others, I reflect on, rethink and 

observe the self among the process, and [move from studying them to studying self] 

(Tillmann-Healy, 2003, p. 735).”  

“From self to others”, the guqin table rephrases.  

“Eh, right. From self to others,” I agree with the rephrasing. “CAE enables me to 

study self by looking into my identity, feelings, memories and experiences and looking 

outward through my relationships with others, cultures, communities and societies (Wyatt 

& Adams, 2014, p. 46)”.  

Adams adds: “CAE research recognises the self-others entanglements of [the 

experiences that have salience in our lives, whether these experiences thrill, surprise, 

intrigue, sadden, or enrage us] (Adams et al., 2015, p. 22). Critical autoethnographic 

writing allows [storing lives as research] (Adams et al., 2015, p. 5).”  

Adams then asks me: “Do you know your responsibilities as a critical 

autoethnography researcher?”  

“Be real?” I answer tentatively.  
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Adams laughs: “More than this. You [should be accountable and able to articulate] 

your [perspective of autoethnography] and to accomplish this research project (Adams, 

2017, p. 65). You should not just tell your own stories and assume others can understand 

the purpose of your work (Adams, 2017, p. 65). You need to show what critical 

autoethnographic research can accomplish that other research and practice cannot 

(Adams, 2017, p. 65).”  

I lower my head and, with a quiet voice, I say: “Sounds like a big task.”  

Adams continues: “I get it that you want to research through the lens of self. But 

how does arts-based inquiry link to critical autoethnography? Is CAE not creative enough 

by itself?”  

The guqin table agrees: “Right. Why do creative methods matter in CAE 

research?” Then the guqin table refers to the guqin on its top: “Why are this guqin and I 

also in your critical autoethnography research?” 

The guqin table’s confused tone makes me nervous. I pause and try to focus on 

something which will comfort me. The guqin on the guqin table hums in her soft, lovely 

voice. I love her voice. Her voice comforts me, like the comfort I get from my first 

language which my guqin table and I share. I pause, taking a deep breath of the smell of 

green tea. I listen to the guqin’s humming.  

 

 

Hsi 兮 

 

From old to new 
 

Decolonizing research scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith describes her research 

methodology as “the intersection of two powerful worlds” - indigenous people’s world 

and the research world (Smith, 2012, p. 19). She says: “I was born into one and educated 



  

 41 

into the other … I negotiate the intersection of these worlds every day (Smith, 2012, p. 

19).”  As an immigrant arts therapist and arts-based researcher, I also inhabit the 

intersection of two powerful worlds. I was born into my root culture and educated into 

and practiced in my adopted culture. I am drawn into this “complicated, challenging and 

interesting” intersection (Smith, 2012, p. 19). Through my research methodology, I aim to 

explore and understand my research questions at this intersection of my root culture and 

adopted culture. In theme two, I discuss the significance of including guqin-making as a 

research method to explore this intersected in-between space between my root culture and 

adopted culture. Through an imaginary conversation with Maori scholar Hinekura Smith 

about the use of traditional Maori weaving as her research methodology, I provide my 

reasoning for using guqin-making as inquiry in this identity study.  

 

The guqin on the guqin table continues humming with her soft, lovely voice. My 

little tea room fills with the smell of green tea from my cup, and the comforting sound of 

the conversations between those present.  

“Why are this guqin and I also in your critical autoethnography research?” The 

guqin table’s question repeats in my mind. I do not answer but ask the guqin table: “Do 

you remember the first time we met?”  

I cast my mind back to when I met my guqin table by chance on a Trade Me3 

search. I remember a dusty and unwanted old table really catching my eye. From the 

shape, design and dimensions, I recognised it was a table made specifically for guqin-

playing. I quickly hit the ‘buy now’ button, my fingers trembling with excitement. When I 

saw the table at the seller’s house, I was more certain it was indeed a guqin table. It was 

constructed from solid wood and had layers of red lacquer. There were some fine cracks 

on the surface, especially around the joints, showing the passage of time. Back at home, I 

 
3 Trade Me is a popular New Zealand website for locals to sell and buy second hand goods.  
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cleaned the table carefully with a great sense of joy but also with a touch of sadness. Who 

was its first owner? How did this table come to this foreign land? I imagine that an earlier 

Chinese settler, maybe from a hundred years ago, had to bring this old table from his/her 

homeland, China, to this foreign soil, because he/she could not leave all of their ‘old’ 

behind.  

 

“Of course, I remember! Do you know how excited I was when you picked me 

up?” the guqin table says, a hint of emotion in its voice. “I came to New Zealand with a 

Chinese settler many years ago. I remember how many nights he played his guqin to 

comfort his own homesickness. After I lost him, I was not myself anymore. I became a 

coffee table, a sitting bench, or merely an unloved shelf gathering dust. The first time you 

played a guqin on me, the ‘something old’ in me came out again.” 

“Yes, ‘something old’ is very important, for everyone”. Another voice joined our 

conversation. A Māori lady had appeared next to me, a beautiful woven cloak around her 

shoulders. “I am Hinekura Smith, by the way”.  

“Hin… Who are you again?” I ask with my eyes open wide.  

“No. No. [the first question asked in Māori language exchanges is not: WHO are 

you?] but [WHERE are you from] (Smith, 2019, p.5).”  Smith looks at me with a smile 

 
Figure 5: Antique Guqin-table, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2020, Photograph 
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and continues: “The answer is always related to [geographical landmarks, eponymous 

ancestors and tribal canoes that tell a story of relationship to the land and its people] 

(Smith, 2019, p.5). These landmarks and ancestors are ‘something old’ which will never 

leave us.” 

The guqin table repeats this statement: “Yes. Yes. ‘Something old’ will never 

leave us”. Then, the guqin table addresses me: “Do you know, we have ‘something old’ in 

common, in us, in our bodies, in our histories and in our culture? You have discovered 

this ‘something old’ in common between us in your research, haven’t you?”.  

Smith proudly shows me her woven cloak and says: “This is my ‘something old’, 

and my research method”. She notices my confused expression. She laughs and continues: 

“Many others have inspired me to use ‘something old’ in me as an indigenous researcher. 

For example, native American activist Don Trent Jacobs and indigenous researcher 

Bagele Chilisa (Chilisa, 2012, Jacob, 2008).  I use my personal revelation as an 

indigenous researcher to gain authentic insight and positive transformation for indigenous 

people (Smith, 2017, p. 5). As a Māori scholar, I work with the Māori knowledge of 

‘WHERE I am from’ in order to awaken ‘new’ theory from ‘old’ wisdom and knowledge 

(Smith, 2017, p. 12). It is important for me to use Māori traditional weaving to employ a 

decolonising and indigenous approach in research as a manifesto to [speak back to 

Western research practice that marginalises indigenous knowledge] (Smith, 2019, p. 13).” 

“But how do you do this? Weaving? Research methodology?” I ask with great 

curiosity.  

Smith points to the guqin on the guqin table: “Working with ‘something old’ in 

you, to [re-centre, re-claim and re-represent] the wisdom and knowledge from your root 

culture to form a valid and legitimate research methodology as an academic approach 

(Smith, 2019, p. 13).”  
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The guqin on the guqin table continues humming with her soft, lovely voice. The 

guqin table says: “I see. Like the woven cloak, your guqin is your research methodology, 

and an academic approach to generate ‘something new’ from ‘something old’. You need 

to use your own approach to pioneer this research methodology and to prove it is valid 

and legitimate. Your guqin-making as your research methodology is not an attempt to go 

[against knowledge or research, but for new ways of knowing and discovering] … and 

[new ways to think about research] with the knowledge from your ancestors (Smith, 2012, 

p. 28).”  

The guqin table adds a question: “Looking back at your research journey, how do 

you use ‘something old’ for ‘something new’?” 

Smith touches the texture on her woven cloak and waits for my response.  

I pause and reflect on my research journey: “In this research journey, from the 

‘something old’ in me, I have generated ‘something new’ in my identity as an immigrant 

arts therapist from the ‘old’ knowledge of guqin-making, ‘old’ embodiment hidden in 

guqin-music, ‘old’ wisdom from Chinese traditional philosophy, ‘old’ artistic practice 

forms, and ‘old’ language from my homeland. In order to have the opportunity to be fully 

immersed in the ‘something old’ in me, I studied ‘old’ music sheets to learn ‘old’ musical 

expressional skills from playing the guqin; I learned ‘old’ craft techniques of guqin-

making; I re-learned ‘old’ Chinese language to do poetic explorations to express ideas; I 

also organised a research trip back to my homeland as part of my arts-based research 

journey to unpick the ‘something old’ in my home soil in order to generate the ‘something 

new’.” 

Smith says in an excited voice: “These indeed sound very interesting. But it is 

important to re-claim and re-learn through a critical decolonising lens, for example, I re-

claimed the language of whatu in my research (Smith, 2017, p.100).”  
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“Yes. ‘Something old’ helps me to look through a critical decolonising lens for my 

research questions. Guqin-making is my valid and legitimate research method because the 

making process allows me to use ‘something old’ to theorise ‘something new’ critically 

and creatively, reframing the fragmented knowledge from my homeland and root culture 

for this identity study (Smith, 2019, p. 23).” 

“What’s critical about guqin-making?” Smith asks.  

“Eh … I want to know too. What’s critical about guqin-making?” the guqin table 

echoes.  

“Guqin-making as a traditional Chinese craft has a long history. Guqin-making 

plays a significant role in embodying the insights of the traditional Chinese philosophical 

values (Tan & Lu, 2018).” I quote one of my readings about guqin-making’s history. 

“Important knowledge has been imbedded in this ancient artform; for example, the 

survival of our traditional language and music, the forms of cultural knowledge and the 

traditional philosophical perspectives.” 

The guqin table agrees: “Our Chinese ancestors have stories to tell. But why are 

their stories valuable for this research?” 

“This research acknowledges the significance of my ancestors’ traditional 

philosophical perspectives on research and attempts to account for how, and why, such 

perspectives may have impacted on my identity formation process as an immigrant arts 

therapist (Smith, 2012, p. 33).” I answer.  

Smith nods her head: “So, guqin-making is like my weaving, it is also a form of 

traditional craft. Do you know that craft-making as inquiry has been employed as a 

research method and a way of embodied knowing? Craft-making allows researchers to 

[tap into hidden stories, stories that reside in our bodies and in our pasts, stories that shape 

our current understandings and positions] (Fitzpatrick & Reilly, 2019, p. iv). What kind of 

stories are you looking for through guqin-making?” 
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“Guqin-making as inquiry offers the opportunity for me to connect with the 

hidden stories within my experience and the stories from my past through my embodied 

connection with the artefact,” I answer.  

“Also, the hidden stories in our Chinese culture and history,” the guqin table adds 

with pride in its voice. The guqin on the guqin table is now continuously singing. The 

guqin table starts humming to accompany the guqin’s soft and lovely voice. I reach out, 

touch the guqin, and continue with my answer to Smith: “I spent almost two years during 

my PhD study making this guqin. Guqin-making requires me to work with the making 

materials through the process of building up layers. I see the layer-upon-layer 

construction of the guqin as the interconnected layers of thought enabling me to 

understand my identity formation process between the different layers of my experiences. 

Through guqin-making as inquiry, I create the opportunity to enter the in-between space 

between my homeland and my adopted land, between my root culture and my adopted 

culture, between the past and future, between the old and new.” 

“But, what’s critical about it?” the guqin table says again, still not happy with my 

answer. 

I pause, think over the guqin-making process, and continue: “In the process of 

guqin-making as inquiry, I have conversations with my guqin during the making; even 

sometimes in my imaginary conversations I become the guqin during the process; I 

imagine my embodied sensations as my guqin’s embodied sensations; I imagine my 

guqin’s voice as my voice. The boundaries between me and my guqin are blurred and 

interwoven. Guqin-making as inquiry for doing this arts-based research allows me to fully 

immerse in [being-in-the-world] and being in-between (Dion et al., 2011).”  

“Why is ‘being-in-the-world’ important for this research?” Smith asks.  

“Eh… I think…” I am lost for words suddenly.  
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“Let me help you on this”. The guqin table senses my struggle and reads me an 

article titled Embodied ethnicity: the ethnic affiliation grounded in the body. The guqin 

table summarises some elements from the article: “Dion, Sitz and Re ́my (2011) suggest 

three ways of ‘being-in-the-world’: embodied ethnicity (being-in-the-world), embodied 

ethnic imaginary (remembering being-in-the-world), and embodied ethnic interactions 

(being-in-the-world with others). They argue that [culture depends on the way people 

inhabit their bodies, the way they experience being-in-the-world through their bodies] 

(p.314).” 

“Right. The embodied experience is not simply bodily representation but an 

experience imbedded in my body with the process of guqin-making (Dion, et al., 2011, p. 

315). Through the process of guqin-making I am ‘being-in-the-world’ by immersing in 

my embodied knowing through my senses and emotions of ‘here and now’ in present 

moments in arts-making to make sense of my identity formation process for this study 

(Dion et al., 2011, p. 320). Arts-based methods also enable my ‘remembering being-in-

the-world’ through revisiting my displacement experiences in my body and to translate 

these moments from invisible and intangible memories and feelings to visible and 

tangible research materials. Arts-based methods deepen my bodily experience from the 

daily encounters with others in order to reflect on and understand ‘being-in-the-world 

with others’ as an immigrant arts therapist. Arts-based methods allow the realisation of 

sociology of body through ‘being-in-the-world’ with the ‘narrative body’ (Waskul & 

Vannini, 2006).  Here is what is critical about guqin-making.”   

The guqin table smiles and says: “Don’t forget taking a break and resting. Rest is 

an important part of ‘being-in-the-world’.”  

The guqin on the guqin table continues singing with her lovely, soft voice.  

 

“ Hsi 兮…” 
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From arts to knowledge 
 

The arts as a way of making sense has been developed and explored by artists, 

poets, writers, musicians and researchers. Arts provide a ‘bridge’ as “a developmental 

relationship between social structure and individual creativity” (Rapport, 1997, p. 31). 

Arts-making breaks the barrier between my root culture and adopted cultures, and 

provides an in-between space for my two cultures to meet, to interact, and to transform. 

Arts-making invites me to see my hybrid cultures within my identity formation process 

from different perspectives and with vigorous curiosity. Arts-based research challenges 

existing habits of seeing and being, and changes the way of knowing through traditional 

Western research methods, “thus undoing dominant and oppressive ways of knowing and 

instigating acts of resistance” (Capous-Desylass & Morgaine, 2018, p. xvi).  Arts-based 

research generates data and creates knowledge through the use of embodied experiences, 

senses and emotions through utilising the embodied self (Eisner, 2002). Embodied 

creative methods in my research engage me in deep inquiry and enable me to enter an in-

between space to facilitate new discovery. Using arts-based inquiry provokes readers to 

understand their own life experiences and “develop empathic capabilities” (Fitzpatrick, 

2016, p. 276). In theme three, I have an imaginary conversation about my arts-based 

research methods with two artists/arts-based researchers, Shaun McNiff and Maxine 

Greene. Through this conversation, I attempt to distingush the difference betweeen arts as 

therapy and arts as research. This imaginary conversation is then joined by Sandra 

Faulkner who talks about the use of poetry and narrative as inquiry in order to discuss the 

relationships betweeen different forms of arts as inquiry. 

 

The guqin on the guqin table hums with her lovely voice. I find myself enjoying 

the peaceful sound and lose my thoughts in my daydreams. Then, I hear another voice, 

this time from the other end of my tea room.  
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“You forgot all about me, didn’t you?”  

I turn my head to see the source of the voice and see my easel, looking at me with 

an aggrieved look. My easel is always sensitive. This easel has been with me for many 

years and has heard a lot of my struggles, frustrations, confusion, fear and anger. This 

might be why it is so sensitive.  

“You are always with me, how can I forget about you?” I move toward my easel. 

“You became part of me at the lowest point of my life.” 

My easel asks: “Why did you invite me into your life?”  

“You planted the seed of curiosity about vulnerability, empowerment, inspiration, 

possibility and passion in my mind. My journey with arts-based research stems from you. 

As an immigrant arts therapist, living as a minority in an adopted Western culture, I am 

drawn to the safe, unthreatening and limitless space within arts-making. I am an artist and 

an arts therapist. I have learnt so much from the times I have spent with you. You provide 

the space that allows me to [transcend ethnic identities and spatial boundaries] to enter 

this in-betweenness for this research (Capous-Desylass & Morgaine, 2018, p. vii). I 

experience the transformative enlightenment within artistic knowing. I gain insights from 

arts-making and transfer knowledge from the source of arts through arts-based inquiry. I 

gain my strength from making arts and then empower my clients to understand their 

experiences and to gain their strengths through arts.” My speech works and my easel feels 

better.  

“I am glad you remember all these powerful moments with me.” My easel says: 

“Research through arts is to give voice to people with less power in society, connect lived 

experience and research, and make meaning through arts (Capous-Desylass & Morgaine, 

2018, p. vx). I hope my companionship helps you with these goals”.  

“And me, I hope I helped you too.” A gentleman has appeared at the other side of 

my easel.  
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My easel whispers in my ear: “He is Shaun McNiff. The author of Art as Medicine 

and Art-based research”.  

“Dr. McNiff, your book Art as Medicine encouraged me to start my Masters in 

arts therapy. Your book Art-based research inspired me to undertake arts-based research 

for my Masters research in arts therapy, as well as this PhD research,” I say, in a 

respectful tone.  

 “It sounds like I am an important person,” McNiff laughs: “So, for this PhD 

research, is art medicine or research?”  

“Dr. McNiff, in this research I don’t use arts as medicine for therapeutic purposes, 

but as research. You encourage arts-based researchers, like me, to use their own 

willingness to work with questions and to design arts-based methods in response to 

particular research inquiries (McNiff, 2013). Thank you for inspiring me to become both 

an arts therapist and an arts-based researcher”.  

“No need to thank me. I was also inspired by many other arts therapy and arts-

based research pioneers. I stand on other giants’ shoulders to establish a respectful 

position for arts-based research in the academic world (McNiff, 2012). For example, C. 

G. Jung (1997) encourages me to immerse in creative imagination and its [uncertain path] 

for a [voyage of discovery] (pp. 33-34). He says [it all depends upon how we look at 

things] (Jung, 1997, p. 91). Creativity changes how we look at things,” McNiff says.  

“Indeed, creativity changes how we look at things”. A lady appears with a 

paintbrush in her hand.  

I look at my easel. It whispers in my ear: “She is Maxine Greene, a great artist and 

art educator”.  

Maxine Greene does not wait for my response but picks up a small painting I did: 

“What is this?”  
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Figure 6: Rock, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Watercolour and ink on paper 



  

 52 

 I look at the painting and remember something. I say: “It is a painting but it is not 

just a painting. Painting helps me to be a creative and embodied inquirer [across two 

intellectual and subjective spaces that I occupy] (Clark/Keefe, 2012, p. 111). Arts-based 

inquiry gives me a key to enter unlimited spaces…” 

Greene interrupts me and adds: “The key is for those willing to engage with 

realisations and to be awakened (Greene, 1980).”  

“But the key itself is not enough,” I respond.  

Greene asks: “What else then?”  

I continue: “Entering these unlimited spaces, I have to remove the ‘rocks’ of past 

traumas from my displacement experiences arising from my immigration journey in order 

to find the light behind frozen traumatic memories. Making images as inquiry helps me to 

discover these ‘rocks’ which would otherwise possibly remain hidden. It is sometimes 

difficult to describe feelings in words because emotions are usually ambiguous and 

intangible, but it is possible to transfer these feelings into colours, shapes and lines. 

Emotions in images can be transparent or solid, chaotic or controlled, large or small, and 

warm or cold. In these elements of images, the feelings and emotions around sudden 

moments or memories become visible and observable.” 

Greene smiles and says: “You need [a certain attitude], [if the sound and the light 

are to become available to consciousness] (Greene, 1980, p. 316). By observing and 

immersing in images, you [move into unexpected light, hear new and startling sounds] 

(Greene, 1980, p. 322). When you create images, your imagination can be explored, 

grounded, shaped and ordered into a more complete whole when it is more visible 

(Greene, 1987, pp. 16-17).”  

“Just like this one.” McNiff lifts up another small painting of mine. “I see 

something different in this one”.  
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Figure 7: Separation, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Watercolour and ink on paper 
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“You are right, Dr. McNiff. Making images as inquiry not only removes the 

‘rocks’ from my past, but also helps me separate my chaotic and disorganised emotions 

and feelings, in order to let the unexpected light and sound come into my consciousness. 

Through arts-based inquiry, I wait patiently for these spontaneous enlightening moments. 

Self-creation within arts allows the self to emerge by rearranging the self’s everyday 

social, cultural and natural encounters into reinvented languages through self-controlled 

and self-determined expressions (Rapport, 1997). Making images as inquiry provides 

opportunities for reflecting on, rearranging and researching my understanding and 

knowledge for my research questions. In this research, images are not just the projection 

of the mind, but it is the wayfaring, the [breaking a path through a terrain and leaving a 

trace] about my lived experience in the in-between place between my homeland and 

adopted land (Ingold, 2011b, p. 178).” 

“You must love imagery very much,” McNiff and Greene say at the same time, by 

chance.  

“No, sometimes, I fear imagery.” I take out one painting which is buried under 

many other paintings.  
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Figure 8: Burning self, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2017, Oil on board 
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“Wow …” McNiff and Greene both move toward the painting.  

Greene says: “Hmm … I see heat.”  

McNiff says: “Hmm … I see pain.”  

“I paint my uncomfortable emotions and feelings. I paint my body as burning in 

fire [like the heat that is found at the core of the earth] (Levine, 1995, p. 20). Making 

images as inquiry as a research method enables me to document my lived experience 

visually (McIntyre, 2003),” I say, while McNiff and Greene look closely at my painting 

Burning self.  

My easel adds: “I feel you too. I am with you when you remove the rocks, 

separate the chaos and visualise your emotions. But I often see you write and write for a 

long time after making images.” 

“Yes. I write my emotions and feelings evoked by my arts-making and sometimes 

write them through poetic language. I try to make sense of my emotions and feelings by 

poetic exploration. Poetry as inquiry is also important in this research to document my 

lived experience,” I explain.  

“Poetry as inquiry! You should ask me about poetry inquiry.” A lady sits down at 

my tea table.  

“You are … ?” My easel asks.  

“I am Sandra Faulkner. I write poetry too,” Faulkner says.  

McNiff and Greene join Faulkner, and sit on either side of her at my tea table. 

They pour some tea into cups and toast each other.  

Then, Faulkner asks me: “Are you a poet?”  

I sit down opposite them and answer: “I am not a poet, or I am not a normal poet.” 

I add some tea in my own cup and start reading my poetry to them. 
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“I am not a poet 

But I am writing poetry 

As research and inquiry  

I am taking my research seriously 

Creating, thinking, reviewing and analysing  

Through a reflective process paralleling research questions (Wakeman, 2015) 

 

Who says that I am not doing research? 

I choose topics from my thoughtful process 

I am integrating theoretical ideas  

I am theorising and making sense  

In the process of writing poetry (Wakeman, 2015) 

 

I am not a poet  

But I am writing poetry 

to make sense of something 

Which otherwise can be overlooked   

Through traditional research lenses (Eisner, 1998)  

 

Who says that only academic language can deliver knowledge? 

Poetic language creates new understanding for its audience  

Emotionally and intellectually (Furman et al., 2006)  

Poetic power highlights the slippery identity  

Socially and politically (Faulkner, 2017) 

 

I am not a poet 

But I need to write poetry 

To study complex phenomena of humans and society (McCulliss, 2013) 

To compress and collect relevant ideas  

from the sea of information (Prendergast, 2009) 

 

I am not a poet  

But I need to write poetry  

To synthesise research data with empathy and creativity (McCulliss, 2013) 

Through metaphor, symbols, imagery and rhythms  
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To create a bridge for the readers (Gallardo et al., 2009) 

To these invisibles, intangibles and unsayables  

 

So, I am writing poetry 

As an insider  

To study the complexity of identity  

To tell and illustrate how it is to feel 

In my own embodiment  

With memorable experiences and lived emotions.  

 

So, I am writing poetry 

As an arts-based researcher  

To conduct serious research 

To study, analyse and understand  

A complex topic of identity study  

With my strong voice through silent poetry” 

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019  

 

After I finish reading my poem, everyone in the little tea room claps and smiles to 

encourage me.  

Faulkner says: “Poetic inquiry evokes emotions, communicates cultures, generates 

data and compels the reader. Poetry as/in/for research is the method of inquiry, the 

representative data, the analysis or is the research itself (Faulkner, 2009, 2017).”  

Greene asks me: “Why are images not enough for you as the creative method of 

inquiry? So, in other words, why poetry?” 

 “Many of us write poems. I [write-out the poem and read it], and I [sense a much 

different possibility] (Richardson, 2018, p. 663).”  

Faulkner says: “It sounds familiar. Oh… I see. You use Professor Laurel 

Richardson’s voice, So, Why poetry, to answer.” 

“Yes, Professor Richardson also inspires me to use writing as a method of inquiry 

through my embodied sense of lived experience (Richardson, 2000). She shows me the 
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ways to see the world through the lens of creativity with my emotions, sensations, 

feelings and lived experiences as well as the analytical lens without being restricted by the 

traditional social study (Richardson, 2000, 2014). Writing stories and poetic explorations, 

as well as making images throughout this study are not the products of the research, but 

the vehicle to navigate and to collect information. A space to reflect on and to research 

the topic of identity formation, and a method for analysing and making sense of the 

research findings. Imagery, imagination, metaphor, rhythm, aesthetic beauty and authentic 

inner voice in poetry enable me to listen deeply, to stay simple and clear with my findings 

and to discover [a gift] from when [poetry and inquiry came together] (Neilsen, 2004, p. 

42).” 

“But, you still didn’t give me a clear answer. Why are images not enough?” 

Greene asks again.  

“And, why is guqin-making not enough?” The guqin table suddenly joins the 

conversation as well.  

“Well, I will try to answer, but I think you have to read my thesis to feel my 

stories, my poetry, my painting and my guqin-making. I suppose I include narratives and 

poetic exploration to fill the gaps. I aim to use my writing of stories and poetic 

explorations to analyse my findings generated from my embodied experiences and 

emotional responses to make the invisible and intangible elements of my identity 

formation process in-between my two cultures visible and tangible in narratives and 

poetic words.” 

I pause, and try to remember something. Then I add: “Also, more specifically for 

poetic words, there is enlargement. Poetry [unlocks a door to daydreaming] (Bachelard, 

1969, p. 14) … in [this direction of daydreams of immensity, the real product is 

consciousness of enlargement] (Bachelard, 1969, p. 184).”  
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I continue: “In poetic inquiry I can explore my daydreams about places – 

homeland, foreign land, and in-between land, and enlarge my emotions and feelings 

through intimacy with these different places in my imagination and in my desires. In 

exploration of place through poetry, my imagined or desired inhabitation in my homeland, 

foreign land or in-between land, can be [partial, malleable, and incomplete] (Leggo, 2009, 

p. 153). These enlargements fill gaps between guqin-making, image, music, and so on.”  

Faulkner rephrases my answer: “Poetry as inquiry evokes responsive 

embodiments to [collapse the false divide between body and mind] and [public and 

private] (Faulkner, 2018, p. 4).” 

“Yes. Yes,” I respond. “Poetry as inquiry collapses the divide, provides links, and 

fills the gaps. Metaphoric language in poetic inquiry provides me with a safe and non-

threatening space to explore, express and externalise the unpleasant memories associated 

with my identity formation process as an immigrant arts therapist through a third 

person/object’s voice.” 

Greene asks: “so, is it less scary than the painting Burning self ?”  

“I think it is less scary to explore unpleasant emotions through a third 

person/object’s voice. I externalise or transfer the uncomfortable feelings to a third person 

or object so I can observe them as an outsider.”  

I add some tea to everyone’s cup and pause as I hear my guqin’s humming again.  

The guqin on the guqin table continues humming with her soft, lovely voice. But 

this time, she is humming a Chinese poem:  

 

“ Come Home Hsi 归来兮…” 
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I am enjoying the guqin’s singing of the Chinese poem, and swaying my body 

with the gentle rhythm. McNiff looks through my piles of draft writing. He notices 

something: “I see you have used your first language, Chinese, to write poetry too. Why?” 

I continue swaying my body and say: “It is because of the comfort from my 

mother-tongue in my body, Dr. McNiff. As an immigrant arts therapist, I work with 

clients who share the same mother-tongue. They often say that they can express their 

emotions and access their hidden memories better in their first language. Similarly, I need 

to use my first language to process emotions and memories from my displacement 

experiences. I use Chinese and English to access different layers of my emotions and 

memories.” 

Faulkner asks: “How can you include your Chinese poetry into your thesis? I 

suppose not every reader of your thesis knows your first language? Do you translate them 

into English?” 

I answer: “Yes, and no. I do translate my Chinese poetry into English but I cannot 

translate the complex emotive layers of my Chinese poetry into English entirely. There 

are gaps between my first language and English.”  

McNiff asks: “So, how do you address this issue in your research?” 

“Images!” I answer with excitement. “I use images as the in-between visual 

language to fill the gaps between my first language and English. I use these languages - 

visual language, Chinese and English - spontaneously. Through engaging with visual 

language, Chinese and English passively and actively throughout my research journey, I 

immerse in different layers of the emotive qualities in my stories, and am able to embrace 

different understandings and possibilities.”  

I move myself closer to my guqin and continue: “At the end of my research 

journey, I attempt to use traditional Chinese language. I write a poem in traditional 
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Chinese rhythm and create a traditional-form guqin song. It is my attempt to use different 

art media, for example music, to fill the gaps also”.  

“Can we hear it?” McNiff, Greene and Faulkner ask at the same time.  

I sit down in front of my guqin, and sing in my first language as my guqin’s soft 

voice permeates the room.  

 

Hsi 兮… 

 

 

From doing to being 
 

This identity study attempts to re-member my identity formation process through a 

range of arts-based research methods. Arts-based inquiry is employed throughout the 

research exploration journey. Johnson (2013) links arts-making, identity and being-in-the-

world and he argues that identity is not a subjective thing locked up within a person, but 

“it is the identity of you-in-your-world” (p. 36). Johnson (2013) believes identity is not a 

fixed thing but a “self-in-process” which is formed by experiences and interactions (p. 

36). Arts-making provides the ideal site for exploring the “self-in-process” as it opens “a 

world of possible experiences – an encounter with ways of being in the world” although 

the work of art does not show the identity itself (Johnson, 2013, p. 35). As an immigrant 

arts therapist and arts-based researcher, I am interested in how arts-based inquiry creates 

the space for me to understand my identity/ies through encountering and being in the 

world through the arts-making process.  

In this in-between place between my homeland and adopted land, I am departing 

but I am also arriving. However, it seems to me that this in-between place does not 

contain any solid ground and the in-betweenness is not made of solid matter. Arts-based 
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research enables me to enter this not solid in-betweenness through intra-acting with the 

solid matter within the arts-making process. Karen Michelle Barad’s argument about 

matter and meaning in her work Meeting the Universe Halfway provides me an alternative 

perspective from which to look into the in-betweenness to gain the knowledge I seek for 

my study. In this theme, I have an imaginary conversation with Barad and attempt to link 

Barad’s concepts of intra-action and entanglement to my research design for this identity 

study. In this research, I do not intend to conduct research into the topic of new 

materialism or posthumanism. Rather, I use Barad’s concepts of intra-action and 

entanglement to explain my research design and provide the reasons for using arts-making 

to tease out my research questions in this identity study.  

 

The guqin on the guqin table continues humming with her soft, lovely voice. I 

start humming along with her voice, and sway my body with the gentle rhythm. A lady 

enters my little tea room with a book in her hand. She looks at me and says: “It seems you 

like my book.” She shows her book to me, a book titled Meeting the Universe Halfway.    

I realise that she is the book’s author, Karen Michelle Barad. I offer her a cup of 

green tea and welcome her: “Thank you for your great contribution. Your book provides 

some valuable perspectives for me to understand my interaction with my arts-making.”  

Barad says: “Are you interacting or intra-acting with your arts-making? In my 

book, I focus on intra-action.”  

My guqin table looks at me with confusion: “intra-action?”  

Barad explains: “My concept of intra-action is built upon the foundational 

knowledge of Heidegger’s work of being-in-the-world and Merleau-Ponty’s work on 

embodiment (Heidegger, 1962, 1911; Merleau-Ponty, 1962, 1964). Intra-action is an 

onto-epistemological outlook of knowing in being (Barad, 2007).”  
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I quote Barad’s words: “ ‘Meeting’ and ‘being’ are the ways of intra-action with 

the world (Barad, 2003, 2007, 2014). Intra-action is related to another of Barad’s 

concepts, entanglement, which creates a fundamental interconnection of things and people 

(Barad, 2007). In this research, I use arts-based inquiry to intra-act with the world by 

‘meeting’ and ‘being’ through the arts-making process.”  

The guqin table seems uncertain: “It is quite confusing.” 

I explain: “In this research, I generate and read the research data or research 

materials through entanglement and intra-action with my arts-making process. In this 

way, I let the insights and enlightenment emerge within my embodied experiences 

through the arts-making process (Ravisankar, 2019).”  

The guqin table asks: “Who or what do you intra-act or entangle with in your 

research?”  

I continue to quote Barad’s concept and say: “The dynamic force of intra-action 

determines that all ‘things’ both human and non-human are continually and constantly 

[changing, exchanging, and diffracting, blending, mutating, influencing, and working 

inseparably]” (Barad, 2007, p. 141; Hickey-Moody, 2020, pp. 724-725). 

The guqin table says: “It is even more confusing now. Human and non-human? 

Am I human or non-human?”  

I walk closer to the guqin table. I continue: “Humans in this research are, for 

example, myself, and other people in my stories. Non-humans are …” I pause and look 

around my tea room, then continue: “You, my guqin table, the guqin on you, my art 

materials, my paintings, the trees outside, the tea in your cup …” 

Almost at the same time, I hear Barad’s saying: “… [all real living is meeting and 

each meeting matters] (Barad, 2007, p. 353).” She picks up the little stone on my table, 

and asks: “where is this stone from? Is it a non-human in your research?”  
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“Right, it is also in my research journey. The stone is from my research trip back 

to my homeland. In this journey, ‘each meeting matters’, regardless of human or non-

human,” I answer and continue: “When I meet the human others, for example, my arts 

therapy clients, people from the society and community, people from my adopted land or 

my homeland, I intra-act with them through my arts-based inquiry. However, the notion 

of entanglement is these entities, human or non-human, do not have a pre-existing state, 

but rather emerge from the process of intra-action (Barad, 2007).” 

Barad adds: “… space, time, and matter do not exist prior to the intra-actions that 

reconstitute entanglements (Barad, 2007, p. 74).”   

I continue my explanation: “I generate research data through entanglement and 

intra-action with the people around me or the people in my past through the arts-making 

process. The concepts of intra-action and entanglement provide me with a different 

perspective to pay attention to the process of arts-making, the material of arts-making, 

and my embodied experiences/memories arising within/with the process and materials. 

Similarly, when I work with non-

human others, for example, my guqin, 

my images, my guqin table, the 

stones, as well as the environment and 

the world, I intra-act with non-human 

others through arts-making which 

allows me to pay attention to my 

embodiment in the process. I intra-act 

through the embodied experience and 

embodied memories evoked by these 

non-human others or human others 

throughout this arts-based research. I 

 
Figure 9: Stones from my homeland,  

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2020, photograph 
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generate research data from the entanglement and intra-action through the process of arts- 

making.” 

 “For example, with these stones”. I point at the little pieces of stone from my 

homeland. “Stone is the metaphorical material for me to explore the concept of identity. I 

stay within the process of dynamic intra-action of finding a stone during my research trip 

to China, and I continue the process of intra-acting with metaphorical stone in order to 

seek out the knowledge of identity. Stones provide the moments of meeting and being, 

and these moments are the continuous and consistent actions which allow me to engage 

with, entangle in, and re-configure the research process for my research questions.”  

Barad walks closer to the guqin table and touches the cracks on the surface.   

I add my reasoning: “Identity is not a solid thing, just like the concept of in-

betweenness. My identity formation process in this research is not ‘things-in-themselves’ 

but ‘things-in-phenomena’ (Barad, 2007, p. 141). The tree, the stone and the guqin in this 

research are not just things, but things for me to intra-act with in order to understand 

phenomena.”  

Barad hears my reasoning and adds: “[Individuals do not pre-exist their 

interactions; rather, individuals emerge through and as part of entangled intra-relating] 

(Barad, 2007, p. ix).”  

I continue: “In this research, I seek knowledge about the identity formation 

process and the concept of in-betweenness from the process of dynamic intra-action 

through arts-based inquiry. From the moments of ‘being’ and ‘meeting’ through arts-

based inquiry, the phenomena become the knowledge I am seeking in this research. 

Therefore, I am [part of the world in its ongoing intra-activity] and I am part of the 

knowledge which I [seek to understand] (Barad, 2003, p. 828).”  

Barad reads her own words: “… [performative understanding of discursive 

practices] … [the excessive power granted] …. [to determine what is real] (Barad, 2003, 
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p. 801).” Then, she adds: “My concepts of intra-action and entanglement are built on 

Judith Butler’s concept of performativity and Michel Foucault’s concept of discursivity 

(Ravisankar, 2019, p. 113).”  

The guqin table asks me: “Performative? Discursive? I don’t get it. English is not 

my first language.”  

I try to explain from my own understanding: “[Performative understanding of 

discursive practices] supports my understanding of the process of arts-based inquiry. The 

arts-making process does not produce ‘words’ and ‘things’. They are not simple 

representations of the process of this arts-based research. Narratives, poems, images, 

music and crafts from this arts-based research are not the determination of turning the 

process into something representable, but are the [performativity] of [the excessive power 

granted] to document and [to determine what is real] (Barad, 2003, p. 801).”   

My easel joins the conversation and asks: “I have seen you being real with me in 

the past. What is real in your research?”  

I answer: “This knowledge I am seeking during my research is not about looking 

for the absolute truth as the truth is relative with different locations and times (Eagleton, 

2004). This arts-based research looks into my displacement experience as an immigrant 

and my professional experience as an arts therapist, and my personal and professional 

experiences are not separated from the world. I am searching for the research methods of 

knowing which enable me to look at what is ‘real’ from my identity formation process in 

different locations and times, and in the world …” 

I add Barad’s words into my reasoning: “This identity research uses arts-based 

inquiry as the intra-action, entanglement and as [ongoing performance of the world] 

(Barad, 2007, p. 149). Through arts-making, I create a [living body of thought] and 

knowledge from intra-acting both with human others and non-human others in this 

research journey for this identity study (Holman Jones, 2016).”   
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Holman Jones adds: “You need to use a [living body of thought] in critical 

autoethnography too”.  

I nod my head: “Yes, the [living body of thought] is the link between critical 

autoethnography and arts-based inquiry.” I point to my body and say: “My embodiment, 

and embodied entanglements with others, both human and non-human, stay alive in this 

[living body of thought].”  

The guqin table says: “Embodiment and embodied entanglements. Can you 

explain to me more about this concept?”  

I continue my explanation: “In this arts-based research, I am interested in how my 

embodiment enables me to understand my identity formation process and how I can gain 

knowledge through my body and senses for my research as an arts-based researcher 

(O’Connor & Fitzpatrick, 2014). Arts-based methods allow me to experience [moving-

with and moving-through] in-betweenness between my two cultures with my 

embodiments as [an entangled and enmeshed] being (Lasczik Cutcher, 2018, p. xxvi). 

Identities in my research are unstable elements as the moments of being, but the 

dialogical performance within embodiment helps me to move toward dispossession 

(Cooperman, 2018).”   

I pull out my reading notes and read a paragraph from Cooperman (2018): 

“[Herein, I think about identity construction and deconstruction as a dialogical 

performance with others – as a dynamic ongoing project from the very 

inception of a project throughout the research process until the final 

expression through written or creative representation, that serves as an intense 

site of knowledge. I also think about identity as an ‘embodied self’ where the 

self is not separate from the body]. ” (p.23) 

I continue my reasoning: “To me, embodiment in arts-based research is a valuable 

site for obtaining knowledge and understanding about the complexity and fluidity of the 
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identity formation process. There are different concepts of body in terms of 

consciousness: the consciousness located in the body vessel and accessing knowledge and 

power through a conscious body (Das, 2010). For me, by immersing in bodily senses and 

putting different bodies/identities in conversation, my identity/ies can shift freely and 

fluidly through engaging embodied experience within my inquiry (Cooperman, 2018). In 

other words, arts-making creates the in-between place for my identities to shift freely and 

fluidly between my root culture and adopted culture.”  

Barad reminds me: “… [ongoing open-ended articulation] (Barad, 2007, p. 379).”   

I hear Barad’s words and try to link her statement to my own understanding of the 

embodiment perspective: “In this arts-based research, I use my embodiment within the 

arts-making process to engage, to observe and to reflect on the human others and non-

human others in my research journey. For example, engaging, observing and reflecting 

through my guqin-making. It is a kind of ongoing open-ended entanglement. Through 

embodied entanglement, observation and reflection, the knowledge of this identity study 

is generated from the embodied experiences and embodied memories evoked by my 

guqin-making.” 

I touch my guqin. It is humming along with our conversation. “The ‘I’ cannot be 

separated from the body, as my body is the site of storage of embodied memories. In the 

process of guqin-making, the smell of the material, the texture of the surface, the sound of 

the music, and colours of the paint reactivate those embodied memories. Being present 

with somatic reactions brings back the hidden past of embodied memories to fresh 

moments of being. I need to use my embodied experiences and senses fully through arts-

based inquiry in this critical autoethnography research.”  

The guqin tables says: “Can you summarise this whole conversation into a short 

and clear statement of your research methodology and your research design?” 
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I look around my tea room, at my guqin table, my guqin, my arts and art materials, 

the pioneers of arts-based research, the scholars and authors. They are all the elements of 

my research methodology. I say to everyone in the small tea room with a respectful voice 

and poetic words:  

 

 

Thank you all 

For the knowledge, wisdom and inspiration 

Your companionship helps me to find this thread 

A thread to stitch my research together  

Piece by piece  

 

This thread draws me to an in-between space 

Links me to the guqin-making 

Leads me to the old wisdom of my ancestors  

Stitches together the new understandings for my research questions  

 

This thread connects me to others in an in-between space 

Enables me to speak from my own voice  

Allows me to immerse in my making, music, poems and images  

Reminds me creatively and authentically of being and meeting   

 

Thank you all 

For the knowledge, wisdom and inspiration  

Your companionship helps me to find this thread 

A thread to stitch my research together  

To re-member my identities  

Moment by moment  

Piece by piece  

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019 
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The guqin on the guqin table continues humming with her soft and lovely voice. 

Suddenly, I find myself alone in my tea room again, with a cup of cold tea in one hand 

and holding a methodology thread in the other.   

 

 

Hsi 兮… 
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CHAPTER 3: LITERATURE REVIEW  
 

In this chapter, I discuss the concept of in-betweenness through existing theories. 

There are three parts to this literature review about in-betweenness: the concept of liminal 

space, the concept of third space, and the foundational knowledge of the traditional 

Chinese concept of harmony. I discuss the theoretical frameworks for each of the 

concepts of in-betweenness and outline initial comparisons between the three concepts. I 

link these in-betweenness concepts with the identity study of immigrants and immigrant 

therapists. I also begin to connect these in-betweenness concepts with arts-based research.  

 

In-betweenness within liminal space  
 

The idea of ‘liminality’ was introduced within a cultural anthropology context in 

Arnold Van Gennep’s seminal work, Les rites de passage (Rites of Passage in English); 

in his work, Van Gennep (1909) suggests the rite of passage is a ritual of transition - 

where an individual departs from one group to arrive into another - which has three 

stages: separation, liminality and incorporation. Victor Turner drew on Van Gennep’s 

concept of liminality to help articulate his own theory of liminality in the late 1960s. 

Turner (1967) was fascinated by the socio-cultural symbols within ritual practices of the 

Ndembu people of Central Africa, and he observed a kind of threshold status of the ritual 

practice. Turner observes the ambiguity in the area of liminal space and he notes that 

liminality is a territory of possibility where “the subject of the passage ritual is, in the 

liminal period, structurally, if not physically, invisible” (Turner, 1967, p. 95). In his 

following work, The Ritual Process: Structure and Antistructure, Turner (1969) defines 

liminality as “neither here nor there” and “betwixt and between the positions” (p. 95). 

Turner (1969) argues that although this kind of dark and fruitful liminal space is 

structurally invisible, therein lies a realm of pure possibility. He concludes that this kind 
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of liminal state allows for an ambiguous in-betweenness “when his past has lost its grip 

and the future has not yet taken definite shape” (Turner, 1992, p. 133).   

 

Liminality and immigrant therapist identity  

Immigrants’ displacement experiences of being in-between can be compared with 

the concept of liminality. The concept of liminality in immigrants’ identity formation 

process represents a time when fragments of identity from immigrants’ past experiences 

within their root cultures have “lost their grip” and the identity fragments from their 

experiences of being in their adopted culture have “not yet taken definite shape” (Turner, 

1992, p. 133). In Dana Albert-Proos’ research about the understandings and experiences 

of home for immigrant therapists, she (2015) notices the three main themes within the 

research participants’ personal and professional experiences: belonging-not belonging, 

home here-home there and old me-new me (p. 73). Through the three relationships of the 

perception of home and perception of self, Albert-Proos explores the two main processes: 

separation from home and recreation of home (2015, p. 131). From my viewpoint, the in-

betweenness experienced between “separation from home and recreation of home” for an 

immigrant therapist resonates with the concept of liminality – between departing and 

arriving, between the past and future, between the old and new, between from here and 

from there.  

Turner suggests the in-betweenness of the concept of liminality is a state, rather 

than a passage (Turner, 1974, p. 261). The in-betweenness of liminality for this study of 

my identity formation process as an immigrant arts therapist is a temporal continuity 

rather than a fixed point. This temporal continuity is influenced and challenged by my 

daily personal experiences and professional practice. As an immigrant arts therapist, the 

concept of liminality provides the possibility of exploring my experiences of being in-

between my root culture and adopted culture from a continual perspective and gaining 
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knowledge from my “relativity and fluidity” as a human creation (Kissil et al., 2013, p. 

139). This relativity and fluidity of being in this liminal space between my root culture 

and adopted culture depends on my immigrant experience of “being-in-the-world”, which 

not only comes from my “sense of self in relationship to others” in my personal 

experiences but also my professional experiences within my practice (Barreto, 2013, p. 

348).  This unique experience of being “relative and fluid” as an immigrant arts therapist 

can potentially enrich my therapy practice and enable fruitful client outcomes (Kissil, et 

al., 2013, p. 144).   

Furthermore, the concept of liminality contains real moments of migrants’ 

experiences of dealing with changes and challenges around them in everyday life (Kalua, 

2009). Being in liminal space between my root culture and adopted culture can also be 

challenging for my identity formation process as an immigrant arts therapist. Barreto 

(2013) indicates that “the living in between” experience carried by the immigrant 

therapist can be unsettling and disturbing; however, this unsettling and disturbing feeling 

allows the immigrant therapist to understand others’ similar experiences and to transform 

these feelings into therapeutic tools (p. 348). The “living in between experience” in my 

immigrant therapist identity formation process can be a disadvantage for my arts therapy 

practice, but my displacement experience can be also used therapeutically. For example, 

Barreto (2013) lists a range of techniques such as rephrasing, repeating and re-exploring 

in order to avoid miscommunication and to create opportunities for clients to deepen their 

understanding from their own statements (p. 354). In other words, the limitations within 

immigrant therapists, for example, limitations in language and cultural competence, can 

create a more engaging therapeutic process. Although liminality experienced through the 

identity formation process brings challenges and difficulties, I hope my research also 

discovers the different advantages and possibilities for my identity formation process as 

an immigrant arts therapist.  
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Liminality and arts-based research    

A number of studies have emphasised the role of arts in exploring the intangible 

and subtle qualities of the space of liminality in order to understand immigrants’ identity 

formation process (Apergi, 2014; Albert-Proos, 2015; Wilcox, 2011) . The in-

betweenness quality of liminality in an immigrant therapist’s identity formation process is 

full of ambiguity and uncertainty. As Turner points out, liminal space is “structurally, if 

not physically, invisible” (Turner, 1967, p. 95), thus the liminal space between the 

immigrant therapist’s past and future, old and new, here and there or departure and arrival 

is structurally invisible and intangible. Albert-Proos’ study (2015) illustrates that arts-

based research enables the ambiguous space between the old and the new, between 

separation and reconstruction of home, and between the external and the internal to 

become a creative site of generating knowledge, insights and possibilities. Albert-Proos 

(2015) links the concept of liminality to immigrants’ ideas of searching for home, their 

experiences of longing for home, and the process of being between separating from home 

and reconstructing home. In her study, arts-making is used as a “bridge and reflection” to 

explore the liminal status of immigrant participants’ experiences of separation from and 

reconstruction of home (p. 136). Through her research, Albert-Proos (2015) discovers that 

arts-making integrates the areas of “between” and helps the research participants reduce 

the sense of homelessness and establish an internal integration of a sense of home within 

(p. 138).  

Similarly, Wilcox (2011) sees dance as a creative site through embodied cultural 

practice and movement in a liminal transnational social space which is “pregnant with 

ambiguity and possibilities” (p. 314). Wilcox (2011) thinks “dance is movement in a 

liminal space” and “a transnational social space is as liminal as a dance space” (p. 314). 

Wilcox (2011) argues that the role of the art of Chinese dance as a transnational cultural 

practice is construction of an embodied site for recent Chinese immigrants’ identity 
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formation through symbols of ancestry via movement (pp. 329-330). Wilcox’s study 

(2011) indicates that Chinese dance creates the in-between transnational social spaces 

which strengthen immigrants’ connections to their home culture and helps immigrants re-

define their identities and communities in their adopted countries (p. 329).  

In another example, Apergi (2014) applies drama in working with immigrants to 

understand the intangible qualities of liminality. Based on Turner’s concept of liminality, 

Apergi pays attention to how drama engages the five characteristics of liminality 

(communitas, power-powerlessness, playing, limbo-ambiguity and embodied 

experiences) in order to create a safe space for immigrant participants to “bridge the past 

with the present” (Apergi, 2014, p. 132). Apergi (2014) asserts that arts and theatre create 

liminal thresholds in order to help the research participants deal with the disconnected 

sense of belonging more effectively.  

Albert-Proos (2015), Wilcox (2011) and Apergi (2014) all notice that the concept 

of liminality can be applied to immigrants’ displacement and home-searching 

experiences. Through different forms of arts-making, dance or drama, arts-based research 

creates in-between spaces for the researcher and research participants to explore the 

liminal state of immigrants’ identity-making and home-making. Inspired by these studies, 

I am interested in how my arts-based research through images, poems, guqin-making and 

music-playing/making create the in-between spaces between my homeland and adopted 

land for me to explore my identity formation process as an immigrant arts therapist.  

Different from the arts-based researchers discussed above, immigrant arts therapist 

Deborah Green’s doctoral research (2016) explores her experience both as a quake 

survivor and an arts therapist in the context of the Canterbury earthquakes from 2010 to 

2014 through the concept of liminality using arts-based research. In her research, her 

interests lie in the liminal spaces betwixt-and-between her arts-creation as a quake 

survivor and her role as an arts therapist who helps other quake survivors. Green (2016) 
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teases open her embodied senses through arts-making in order to make meaning and to 

generate new knowledge. In the liminal space betwixt and between her quake clients and 

her own quake-survival experience as well as her life experience as an immigrant from 

another culture, Green (2016) discovers her role as a wounded researcher to magically 

play with creativity and arts-making so as to invite new understanding from chaotic 

experiences/memories.  

Encouraged by Green’s research into herself as an arts therapist, I am interested in 

how arts-based research provides the creative, embodied and safe in-between space for 

me to explore my own stories within my body and past. Liminality is an area of ambiguity 

and possibility. Similarly, my identity formation process as an immigrant arts therapist is 

an unspecified process with no clear milestones. I cannot define the exact boundaries in 

the in-between place between my root culture and adopted culture, nor between my 

multiple identities as an immigrant, an arts therapist and an arts-based researcher, because 

they are also “structurally, if not physically, invisible” (Turner, 1967, p. 95). These arts-

based researchers have shown me the possibility of using creativity to explore this 

ambiguous and temporal continuity of in-betweenness, as immigrant therapist, and as 

both research participant and researcher. Researching into the ambiguous in-betweenness 

between my root culture and adopted culture encourages me to use arts-based inquiry to 

turn these “structurally, if not physically, invisible” elements of the liminality into 

possibilities of knowledge and understanding.  

 

In-betweenness within third space 
 

As an immigrant arts therapist, I face challenges not only within daily life but also 

within my professional practice. As a person who is part of a cultural minority in New 

Zealand, I encounter complicated and endless negotiations of my identity formation 

process because of these challenges. Homi Bhabha (1994) defines the concept of third 
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space which allows the transformation within immigrants’ displacement experience to 

initiate and originate new meanings of identity. Bhabha (1994) develops the concept of 

third space within post-colonial theory, and provides discussable points regarding identity 

issues. In-betweenness resides in Bhabha’s concept of the third space through the 

transformational value of ongoing changes of hybridity which “are neither the one nor the 

other but something else besides” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 28). Bhabha’s idea of hybridisation is 

the concept of the occurrence of new culture forms from multiculturalism and he suggests 

that in this in-betweenness of third space, hybridity “enables other positions to emerge” 

(Bhabha, 1994, p. 211). The in-betweenness of the third space is an ambiguous area 

where two or more cultures intermingle. Bhabha (1994) describes this ambiguous 

hybridity of third space as “the borderline experience” and “the moment of panic” (p. 

207). In this contradictory and ambiguous in-betweenness, cultural statements and 

systems are constructed by its enunciation (Bhabha, 1994).  

 

Third space and immigrant identity  

There are many studies that apply third space theory regarding immigration and 

cultural identities, for example: African identity (Kalua, 2009), identities of British 

Pakistani Muslims (Mythen, 2012), identities of adopted Korean children in the West 

(Hübinette, 2004) and professional identity and communities (Timm-Bottos & Reilly, 

2014). Identifying the limitations of multiculturalism, Bhabha (1997) argues that modern 

migrants have a ‘part’ culture or ‘in-between culture’ where they are baffled by being 

between alike and different, root culture and host culture. This ‘part’ or ‘in-between’ 

quality of immigrant identities is not a fixed concept but a complex and dynamic 

transformation with many levels – individual, collective, social and cultural. This in-

between quality of hybridity and liminality of culture which is “temporal, political, racial, 
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sexual, social or economic” is interwoven with sociality and individuality (Bhabha, 1997, 

pp. 4-5).   

The increasing diversity of global hybridity is not only due to mass international 

migration movements but also because connectivity has enabled the global dissemination 

of digital technology which expands intercultural dialogues (Bhabha, 1997). Similarly, for 

New Zealand, Chinese immigrants in modern times develop and maintain a hybrid 

identity (Ip, 2006). Different from isolated immigrants in history, Chinese New 

Zealanders in modern times have much more accessibility to maintain/renew their root 

culture while they live in the host culture through digital technology and transnational 

movement. Research about Chinese New Zealanders’ identities, therefore, becomes more 

fluid and complex (Ip, 2006; Liu, 2010, 2014; Marlowe, 2018; Marlowe et al., 2017; 

Wang, 2016).  In the history of Chinese migration to New Zealand, early Chinese New 

Zealanders’ own identities were supressed, but in modern times, new Chinese New 

Zealanders are more willing to be visible in the identity discussion among other diverse 

cultures (Ip, 1995). Bhabha’s third space theory provides an extended and protracted site 

for the discussion of my identity formation process as a New Zealand Chinese arts 

therapist and for looking to “both past and future” together “to create a new outlook” 

(Bhabha, 1994, p. 219). In the study of my identity formation process as an immigrant 

arts therapist, third space theory provides me an ineffable space to understand the 

conflicting in-betweenness of the interplay of positioning and displacement (Wang, 

2004). In this in-betweenness of third space, I study the other in me from my “multiple 

others interacting through different times and spaces” (Wang, 2004, p. 147), and have 

conversations with the others in me from the past and now, and from homeland and 

adopted land.  
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Third space and immigrant therapist identity   

As a New Zealand Chinese arts therapist, my personal and professional identity is 

not only influenced by the historical, political, cultural and social impacts from my 

homeland and host country, but also my arts therapy practice in New Zealand. As an 

immigrant arts therapist, I face constant cultural adjustment and have a mixed sense of 

belonging that is “neither to home nor to host country” (Barreto, 2013, p. 342). As an 

immigrant arts therapist, I am constantly negotiating a hybrid sense of identity which is 

“neither the one nor the other but something else besides” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 28). The 

descriptions for immigrant therapist vary – international, transnational, foreign-born, 

trans-located or immigrant therapist (Chen, 1999; Falicov, 2007; Kissil et al., 2013). As 

an immigrant arts therapist, my identity formation process is shaken by the loss of cultural 

reference from “feeling vulnerability, confusion, frustration while attempting to establish 

new relationships” in my profession (Barreto, 2013, p. 343). According to the third space 

theory, in between the loss of root culture and establishment of adopted culture, my 

identity formation process as an immigrant arts therapist is developed and transformed in 

neither my root culture nor my adopted culture but in the third hybrid culture alongside 

them.  

This hybridity in me as an immigrant arts therapist can be an advantage for my 

practice. For instance, my hybrid cultural background offers benefits for my 

understanding of my clients and how I work with them (Benyakar et al., 2005). In this in-

between third space, my “living in between” experience as an immigrant arts therapist 

allows me to “understand and empathise with other’s similar experiences and to contain 

feelings associated with trauma of immigration, transforming them into therapeutic tools” 

(Barreto, 2013, p. 348). In this hybrid position, it is important to understand my own 

process of adaptation to a new culture and my identity formation process in my adopted 

land, as it is helpful “to increase a sense of belonging and reduce feelings of professional 
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isolation” (Kissil et al., 2013). Kissil, Niño and Davey (2013) use the term of “cultural 

meta-perspective” to describe the immigrant therapist’s privileged position to be able to 

look outside of the “culture box” because of his/her two intimated cultures (p.139). I also 

see this position of being outside the “culture box” as bringing in the third space in order 

to offer clients from other cultures an alternative and flexible viewpoint (Cheng & Lo, 

1991). To understand the self as an immigrant arts therapist by embracing my life 

experiences, I can then be able to deal with uncomfortable feelings from being a minority 

in my professional work (Kissil et al., 2013). On the other hand, immigrant therapists can 

develop a new personal and professional identity by overcoming identity conflicts from 

the acculturation process and professional adjustment (Barreto, 2013). In this third space, 

between my culture and my clients from other cultures, my own cultural awareness can 

help optimise therapeutic relationships by using my own multicultural elements (Bula, 

2000), and improving clinical work with clients by expanding their cultural understanding 

(Benyakar et al., 2005).   

On the other hand, as an immigrant arts therapist, my hybridity between my root 

culture and adopted culture can also create disadvantageous positions for my practice. 

Basker and Dominguez (1984) notice that some foreign-born therapists downplayed their 

cultural differences as a strategy for gaining legitimacy. Mittal and Wieling (2006) point 

out that some immigrant therapists often feel like an outsider in the host country 

especially for those immigrant therapists from different races and cultural backgrounds 

who do not have the host country’s dominant language/s as their first language. 

Sometimes, if the client displays stereotyping, prejudice and racism toward the therapist, 

the immigrant therapist could experience tension and discomfort (Akhtar, 2006; Mittal & 

Wieling, 2006). Yedidia’s study (2005) presents three immigrant therapists’ identity 

issues and indicates how these identity issues triggered countertransference in their 

therapy with their adolescent clients. Yedidia (2005) argues that although immigrant 
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therapists integrate into their host country through their educational and professional 

achievements, their unresolved identity issues can be carried into their professional work. 

Immigrant therapists need to understand their identity conflicts stemming from their own 

life experiences in order to enable themselves to contain the identity issues of their clients 

(Yedidia, 2005). Yedidia’s study (2005) indicates the importance for immigrant therapists 

to pay attention to the hybridity that arises from mixing resolving personal issues from the 

past with professional identity issues arising from being in a helping profession in order to 

improve therapeutic competence. In this identity study, through arts-based methods I 

attempt to explore both disadvantages and advantages of being in between my root culture 

and adopted culture as an immigrant arts therapist. 

 

Third space and arts-based research   

Third space theory not only provides the theoretical foundation for this identity 

research but also offers potential research methodology within the realm of arts-based 

research methodology. Mika Yoshimoto (2008) uses a traditional Japanese poetry writing 

style, haiku, as the in-between third space to explore her identity as an English-as-second-

language speaker studying in a Western society. Yoshimoto (2008) explores her 

possibilities of selfhood and ever-changing status, her formed and reformed self from her 

experience, within Japanese short poems. Bhabha (1994) suggests this kind of ever-

changing status. He says: 

 …it is that Third Space, though unpresentable in itself, which constitutes the 

discursive conditions of enunciation that ensure that the meaning and symbols 

of culture have no primordial unity of fixity: that even the same signs can be 

appropriated, translated, historicised and read anew. (p. 37) 

Yoshimoto recognises this changeable quality of the third space in her poetic 

exploration. Within the third space of poetic language, she moves “from the familiar to 
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the unfamiliar and from the unfamiliar to the familiar; from the known to the unknown 

and from the unknown to the known; from rejection to acceptance and from acceptance to 

rejection” in a space neither her homeland nor her adopted land (Yoshimoto, 2008, p. 17). 

Yoshimoto uses haiku as her third space to “sing, dance and fly” between vagueness and 

clarity in order to find her real voice as a Japanese woman studying in a foreign land 

(2008, p. 17). She thinks that writing in Japanese haiku allows her to “feel and express the 

contradictory emotions that accompany” her stories through poetic disclosure 

(Yoshimoto, 2008, p. 20). In other words, the third space within poetic writing enables 

Yoshimoto to study the self between her root culture and her adopted culture and 

empowers her to capture and generate knowledge in ambiguity. In particular for her 

identity study through poetic writing, Yoshimoto writes: 

When writing, we remember small details and sometimes experience 

rehabilitation or find old wounds that we have forgotten how to feel. As 

language conveys ideology, writing is a representation of language, another 

ideological discourse that reflects our individual voice and identity. When we 

look at our writing, we realise the whole world of our identity constructed by 

society. (Yoshimoto, 2008, p. 40)  

Yoshimoto’s research encourages me to use arts-based inquiry as the third space 

to explore my identity formation process and to generate deep understanding of the 

moments from my experiences as an immigrant arts therapist.  

 

In-betweenness within harmonic space  
 

The in-betweenness in the concept of harmony has a deep root in Chinese 

traditional philosophy. Harmony is the central concept of Chinese culture, and the 

essential notion of harmony in Chinese philosophy is sustaining the harmonic state within 

nature, humanity and society (Lee, 1992). In this literature review, the concept of 
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harmony is fundamental and general rather than comprehensive because of the complex 

and deep history of the concept in Chinese traditional philosophy.  

In ancient Chinese literature, harmony is widely regarded as an ideal and desirable 

wisdom for life (Li, 2008, p. 81). In pre-Qin 前秦 literature, praise for harmony is 

recorded in Chinese classics, for instance Master Lü's Spring and Autumn Annals: Cha 

Zhuan 吕氏春秋:察传 - “Only sages can achieve harmony and harmony is the foundation 

for music 圣人为能和，和乐之本也”  (Wang, 2010, Ch. 22). From times earlier than the 

pre-Qin classics, the primary Chinese word for harmony is he 和, and the concept of 

harmony also appears in other Chinese words such as: mu 睦, xie 谐, and xie 协 (Li, 2008, 

p. 81).  It is necessary to point out that he 合 in Chinese is different from he 和 although 

they are pronounced the same. He 合 (unity) in Chinese represents “joining in” or 

“becoming one” which tends to create a static or fixed state, and he 和 (harmony) 

represents the dynamic interactive process of different elements (Wang, 2005, p. 212). Li 

(2008) concludes that the Chinese word he 和 (harmony) originated from two Chinese 

characters: 龢, the musical instrument and 盉, the wine utensil; therefore the word of 

harmony in Chinese indicates the mixing of various elements such as sounds or flavours 

(p. 84). In pre-Qin scholar Shi Bo 史伯’s book GuoYu: ZhenYu 国语:郑语,harmony is 

also related to sounds and flavours4 (as cited in Wang, 2011). However, harmonisation in 

Chinese philosophy is not simply mixing different elements. Li analyses various Chinese 

views of harmonising flavours and sounds from Chinese classics and concludes:  

One important aspect of fine cooking is to be able to balance one excessive 

flavour with another. The process also requires contrasting elements such as 

water and fire. Water and fire are usually seen as diametrically opposed to 

 
4 Original text: – 以和五味以调口 和六律以聪耳 (harmonising five flavours to benefit the taste; 
harmonising six sounds to adjust for the ear) 
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each other, yet neither is dispensable for cooking. Harmony here is a process 

rather than a state; it is harmonisation … and good musicians are able to mix 

them [different sounds] together in a mutually completing and mutually 

compensating way. (Li, 2008, pp. 85-86) 

Harmony as the critical concept came from Chinese ancestors’ observations from 

daily activities and yet they reflected on their understanding of harmony from a higher 

perspective.  

 

In-betweenness of harmonic space  

Ancient Chinese people recognised the different elements in the process of 

harmonisation and they believed that there could be no harmony without difference or 

contradictions – “harmony 和 of yin and yang 阴阳” (Yang, 2008, p. 27). In Chinese 

history, the concept of harmony between contradictory elements has been recorded since 

ancient times. For example, the combined concept of Dong 动 (motion) and Jin 静 

(stillness) was a pre-Qin concept which was recorded in Yong Ye of the Analects 雍也. In 

Yong Ye of the Analects 雍也, Confucius says “the wise find pleasure in water; the 

virtuous find pleasure in hills. The wise are active; the virtuous are still” (as cited in Li, 

2015, p. 106). Laozi (1972, Ch. 16) compares the concept of motion and stillness to the 

vegetable world and he says: “we see each of them (vegetable world) return to its root. 

This returning to their root is comparable to ‘the state of stillness’” (as cited in Li, 2015, 

p. 106).  Li (2015) analyses the concept of motion and stillness in traditional Chinese 

philosophy and points out that the ‘returning to their root’ 归根 is regarded as returning to 

stillness but the stillness is not absolute inactivity (p. 107). Laozi (1972) proposes that the 

action of reaching stillness is in keeping with the natural flow and keeping still in order to 

control or overcome actions, which he calls “wu-wei” 无为 (a natural state of doing 



  

 86 

nothing for the sake of doing it) or no-action (Ch. 37). Later, scholar Wang Bi (王弼, 226-

249) also agrees that “stillness is the basis for activity”. He writes, “all existent beings 

originate from vacancy and all activities from stillness, therefore, although creations 

report themselves, they will finally return to vacancy and stillness” (as cited in Li, 2008, 

p. 109). Laozi and Wang Bi both argue that “stillness is the ruler of movement” (as cited 

in Li, 2008, p. 110). Zhu Xi (朱熹, 1130-1200) proposes that “motion and stillness do not 

appear at the same time; yin and yang are not equal in position”, and “it is magical but 

unpredictable, stillness is in activity and activity is in stillness” (as cited in Li, 2008, p. 

113). Wang Fuzhi (王夫子 1619-1692) thinks that “motion and stillness are just the 

motion and stillness of yin and yang … activity exists in stillness and there is not absolute 

stillness” (as cited in Li, 2015, p. 114). Zhang Zai (张载, 1020-1077) and Wang Fuzhi (王

夫之 1619-1692) developed the ‘two as one’ theory and they both considered that all 

things have two contradictory aspects; they suggested that all movement is caused by the 

contradiction between yin and yang, but contradiction will lead to conflicts, which will be 

resolved in harmony (as cited in Li, 2015, p. 124). To conclude these views from ancient 

Chinese scholars, the in-betweenness of the harmonic space is an active and ever-

changing harmonisation process between differences and contradictions, and 

harmonisation can only be achieved between contradictory/different elements. Laozi 

emphasises this view in Tao Te Ching 道德经. He says: 

All things carry Yin, yet embrace Yang. They blend their life breaths in order 

to reach harmony 万物负阴而抱阳，冲气以为和. (Laozi, 1972, Ch. 42) 

 
In traditional Chinese philosophy, the action of returning to the root, stillness or 

harmony is repetition rather than linear action. Zhang Zi (张载, 1020-1077) writes: “We 

talked about return and repeat, once it ends, there is a beginning, the circulation is 

endless” (as cited in Li, 2015, p. 127). This repetitive process of beginning and ending 
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contains many forms of yin and yang’s correlation. Wang (2015) describes six forms of 

yin-yang relations in her study: Maodun 矛盾(contradiction and opposition), Xiangyi 相

依 (interdependence), Huhan 互含 (mutual inclusion), Jiaogan 交感 

(interaction/resonance), Hubu 互补 (complementary/mutual support) and Zhuanghua 转

化 (transformation). Li (2014) resolves similar key characteristics of harmony: 

Heterogeneity, tension, coordination/cooperation, transformation/growth and renewal (p. 

9). These corelationships between contradictory/different elements create the endless and 

repetitive harmonisation process in the harmonic space.  

 

Harmonic space and immigrant identity   

Inspired by the concept of harmony, in my view the immigrant identity formation 

process also contains these forms of interrelations of harmonisation. As an immigrant arts 

therapist, my life experience, language, education background, culture and beliefs are 

informed by my root culture and adopted culture. Within these two cultures, there are 

contradictions and oppositions. According to yin-yang thinking, “the phenomenon and its 

negation are necessary parts making up the whole” (Wang, 2015, p. 22). My identity 

formation process as an immigrant arts therapist will not be whole without elements from 

both of these two distinct cultures. My identity formation process as a whole relies on the 

co-existence of my root culture and adopted culture. This is because the identity 

formation process requires the necessary conditions for my two cultures being what they 

are, and to exist, to function, and to grow together (Wang, 2015, p. 23). The 

interdependence and mutual inclusion is closely linked in yin-yang thinking. “If yin 

depends on yang, then yang is always implicated in yin; in other words, yin cannot be 

adequately characterised without also taking account of yang” (Wang, 2015, p. 23). 

Similarly, my root culture cannot be adequately characterised without taking account of 

my adopted culture, and my adopted culture cannot be fully realised without comparing it 
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to my root culture. In yin-yang thinking, the two contradictory elements influence and 

impact each other (Wang, 2015, p. 24). Reflecting on my immigrant identity formation 

process, it can be understood that if my root culture side changes, this change will 

produce change in my adopted culture too. If my adopted culture side changes, this 

change will produce change in my root culture as well. Each of my cultures, root culture 

and adopted culture, have strengths and gaps. According to the yin-yang relations, my two 

cultures can support each other and gain enhancements from each other, “which is a way 

of achieving the appropriate balance between the two” (Wang, 2015, pp. 24-25). Yin-

yang thinking additionally points out that the complementarity of the two sides is 

different from the submission of one to the other (Wang, 2015). Both my root culture and 

adopted culture are important and necessary, standing on two sides of the ground in my 

identity formation process which produces the continuous cycles of transformation of my 

identity. The transformation of my identity can help me to deal with failures, troubles, 

frustration and tension in my immigration journey and to bring fruition, mastery and 

success into the realisation of my identity formation. Yin-yang thinking indicates that the 

tension and relation between the two contradictions produce forces which generate 

change and transformation (Wang, 2015, p. 25). Within the yin-yang concept, this process 

is called Sheng 生 (creating and generating) (Wang, 2015, p. 25). From this conceptual 

viewpoint, my identity formation process can be renewed again and again between the 

tension and relation between my root culture and adopted culture. Therefore, 归根 

returning to my root/stillness/balance/stability is a consistent, renewable identity 

formation process. In this research, I am curious about how arts-based research methods 

can support me to explore these harmonic relationships within my identity formation 

process as an immigrant arts therapist.  

Some researchers have studied yin-yang thought and its relationship to 

immigration or identity study. For example, Zhang and Reay (2018) in their study of 
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Chinese immigrant families in Canada, which looks at the paradoxical natural of their 

family situations, apply yin-yang thinking in management strategies for managing those 

paradoxes. Wang (2005) approaches the study of gender inequality in Chinese society 

through a philosophical basis of yin-yang theory. Sizoo (2000) applies a yin-yang 

approach to understanding identity and gender through discussion of masculinity and 

femininity. However, little attention has been paid to how the concept of harmony as an 

in-betweenness theory can contribute to the study of immigrant identity. As an immigrant 

arts therapist with a Chinese cultural background, I am curious about what this harmonic 

concept of in-betweenness can teach me about my identity formation process as an 

immigrant arts therapist. With the hybrid quality of the concept of harmony, it has the 

potential to provide as much of a philosophical and theoretical foundation for identity 

research as the concepts of liminal space and third space.   

 

The known and knower of harmonic space  

Harmony is not a single thing but a process. The action of achieving harmony, in 

the concept of yin-yang, is a process of integration by “combining contrasting elements 

into relations of contiguity”, in other words, the harmony in yin-yang thinking is 

transformative harmony rather than the single-minded self-same subject (Wang, 2015, pp. 

30-31). As in all Chinese thought, correlation seems to be an assumed priority to anything 

appearing to “stand alone”, just as substance does (Zidonis, 2015, p. 173). In Chinese 

traditional philosophy, reality may appear to us as static and fixed, but it is emerging, 

stabilising, disappearing, renewing and recreating all the time (Littlejohn, 2016, pp. 12-

13). According to yin-yang thinking, reality is a unity in diversity and the he 和 

(harmony) is not the whole picture but one snapshot of the world (Wang, 2015, p. 28-31). 

Although reality in Chinese thought is a constantly changing process, the transformation 

process is not a chaotic mess but a dao 道 (way) which the transforming process of reality 
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follows (Littlejohn, 2016, p. 19). In other words, the transforming process has its 

principles or patterns for those who pay attention to it.  

Yang (2005) argues that the known cannot exist in itself and the relationship 

between the known and the knower becomes the cognitive facilitator in the knowing 

process; therefore, the known cannot be separated from human actions (pp. 58-59). Wang 

Fu Zhi (王夫之 1619-1692) says of the interactions between the known and the knower 

that “as both a thing for itself and a thing for human being, the known demonstrates its 

actuality” and through the interactive process “the known becomes open to the knower” 

(as cited in Yang, 2005, pp. 59-60). In other words, the known cannot be realised without 

the knower, and the knower has to be ready in the process to realise the known. 

Contemporary Chinese philosopher Jin Yuelin (金岳霖 1895-1984)in his book On Dao 

论道  points out “even if I can forget that I am a human being, I cannot forget the 

universe and all the creatures are in unity with me”; therefore, it is not only necessary to 

know intellectually but also emotionally (Jin, 1987, p. 17). In other words, in the process 

of knowing, the knower’s sensations, memory, feelings and emotions interact and 

intermingle with its known – knowledge (Yang, 2005, p. 61). Knowledge from the 

Chinese traditional philosophical perspective entertains both important and trivial 

questions “concerning the universe and human life” (Liang et al., 2001, p. 116).   

From the discussion of the process of knowing to the understanding of the 

principle or pattern of reaching harmony, it can be argued that substance body/thing and 

conscious mind are both needed in the study of harmonic space. In Chinese art history, 

there is evidence of the use of art as a way of knowing for reaching harmony. In Chinese 

visual art, the subjects, perspectives, brush lines and colours are not only presenting the 

yin-yang balance or imbalance, but also can regulate the imbalance to a more balanced 

harmonic state. In traditional Chinese thought, it is believed that if harmony is not 

reached, the imbalance of matter and energies of the cosmos to yin-yang can cause illness 
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of body and mind (Huang & Tsiang, 2005, p. 2). Huang and Tsiang (2005) study the art 

of Xu Wei (a Chinese artist from the sixteenth century) and indicate that the wet quality 

of flowers and plants in Xu Wei’s painting was related to the artist’s poor state of physical 

health, repressed sexual desire, and imbalanced mental health. Xu Wei used his painting 

as an effort to try to reach the balance in his physical and mental health (Huang & Tsiang, 

2005, p. 121). Music is another art form regarded in Chinese philosophy as a method to 

regulate imbalance in body, mind and heart. It was believed that music’s tonal forms can 

provide a space for people to find rapport with nature and the spiritual world in order to 

resonate with natural harmonies (Huang & Tsiang, 2005, p. 295). These examples 

indicate that Chinese artists from ancient times have noticed the artistic knowing in their 

creative discipline assists their journey toward reaching harmony within themselves.  

To summarise these Chinese traditional concepts of knowing, the knowledge, for 

example the understanding of my identity formation process, cannot be separated from 

myself as a knower. Encouraged by my ancestral Chinese knowledge of the process of 

knowing, I aim to gain new understanding through this identity study intelligently and 

emotionally as the knower from my sensations, memories, feelings and emotions within 

the arts-making process. In addition, traditional Chinese arts, for example craft-making, 

poetry and music, offer me culturally appropriate artistic approaches for exploring the in-

betweenness within myself as an immigrant arts therapist. I am interested in how artistic 

approaches from my own culture assist me to understand harmony within myself as an 

immigrant arts therapist. I am curious about how my ancestral art forms and knowledge 

provide a space for me to find a connection with the natural and spiritual worlds in order 

to reach harmony between my two cultures.  

For this identity study through the concept of in-betweenness, the Chinese concept 

of harmony not only provides the potential theoretical framework but also offers the 

research method of art as knowing through me (the knower) to understand my in-
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betweenness within my identity formation process (the known). As the known in the 

Chinese concept of harmony is the ongoing process of knowing, arts-based research 

provides the ideal space for the interaction between the known (the study of the identity 

formation process) and the knower (me as an immigrant arts therapist). However, there is 

a gap for this research to focus on – how would the concept of harmony from a Chinese 

traditional philosophical perspective contribute to this critical autoethnographic research 

about identity through arts-based inquiry. In this arts-based research, I as a knower with 

my research intentions use artistic knowing to attempt to discover new knowledge (the 

known) through the concept of harmony. I am interested in how arts-based methods help 

me to understand the harmonisation process in between my root culture and adopted 

culture within my identity formation process as an immigrant arts therapist.  
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CHAPTER 4: STORIES OF BEING IN-BETWEEN 
  

This chapter aims to demonstrate my journey as a New Zealand Chinese 

immigrant arts therapist through two stories. These two stories document my struggles 

and endeavours in the in-betweenness of my homeland and adopted land as well as my 

growth in my displacement experiences as an immigrant arts therapist. These two stories, 

of being a Lost Tree and undergoing De-Chinese and Re-Chinese, have been published 

as separate articles in two critical autoethnography books (Wang, 2020a; Wang, 2020b). 

They provide different perspectives to review my early life experiences as an immigrant 

arts therapist, to link my displacement experiences to my research intentions and 

purposes, and to understand my life experiences as an immigrant arts therapist through 

existing in-betweenness concepts of liminal space and third space. The purpose of this 

chapter is to understand my research topic of identity study through the existing 

theoretical background, and to identify the gap within the existing in-betweenness 

theories for my research topic. Through critical autoethnographic narratives, artworks and 

poetic explorations, I invite my readers to immerse in my stories, memories and emotions, 

and to pause with me (Hsi 兮) to feel, to think and to reflect.  
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Poet tree 
 
Wang, Y. (2020). Poet Tree. In F. Losefo, S. Holman Jones & A. Harris (Ed.), 

Wayfinding and critical autoethnography (pp. 196-213). London: Routledge 

 

Before the journey of a poet tree 
 

I am a tree. The seed of my existence was first planted into the soil of the Chinese 

city of Hangzhou. There, I grew into a young tree with my family and friends around me. 

Around two decades ago, when my forest became crowded and stifled my growth, I took 

a chance to be transplanted to a foreign land which I knew almost nothing about. During 

the transplantation, I severed my roots, which were deeply imbedded in my homeland, 

and said goodbye to the forest where I grew up. The pain and shock from cutting my roots 

was unbearable but I had to continue my journey. This story is about that journey. 

I am a silent tree. I was told by the forest where I first grew that staying quiet and 

staying low were the best ways for us to survive. I was told by my mother tree that 

endurance and tolerance were the best ways for us to bear pain and suffering. I learnt to 

be silent in order to survive but I could not bear the pain and suffering from the process of 

transplantation. This story is about expressing through silence.  

I am a lost tree. After migrating from China to New Zealand, I tried my hardest to 

fit into my newly adopted land. I wanted to look like the other trees in the new forest. In 

this foreign land, the soil under my roots smelled strange. In this foreign land, the sun 

above me was much hotter than in my homeland. In this foreign land, the trees around me 

could not understand my mother-tongue. Where am I? Who am I now? What will I 

become? My mind filled with so many unanswered questions, I stood in this unfamiliar 

forest awash with fear and anxiety. This story is about wayfinding in the midst of the fear 

and anxiety of my immigration journey.  

Hsi 兮 



  

 95 

Immigrants living between their root culture and their host culture face enormous 

challenges not only within the society and community but also within themselves. As a 

cultural minority within the host country, immigrants encounter complicated and endless 

negotiations around their identity. Homi Bhabha (2004) argues that the transformational 

value of change in hybridity is in the elements which “are neither the one nor the other 

but something else besides” (p. 28). Bhabha (1994) defines this hybridity through the 

concept of third space which allows these kinds of transformations of the singular or 

communal selfhood to elaborate and initiate new meanings of identity. In this hybridity, 

differences between home and adopted culture create moments of anxiety and panic 

(Bhabha, 2004, p. 207). In such moments of panic, tensions between cultural differences 

appear in a liminal state where differences overlap, negotiate and transform (Bhabha, 

2004). Liminality provides the possibility and space for vigorous, multi-layered and 

transformational processes of identity formation. Victor Turner’s (1967) idea of liminality 

comes from his observation of the ritual practices of the Ndembu people of Central Africa 

and Turner was fascinated by the socio-cultural symbols within these rituals. For Turner, 

ritual practice provided a threshold allowing for an ambiguous in-between quality of 

“when the past has lost its grip and the future has not yet taken definite shape” (Turner, 

1992, p. 133).  Fetson Kalua (2009) compares Bhabha’s third space theory with Turner’s 

liminality theory. He suggests Bhabha’s in-between concept as a changeable third space 

for cultural transformations develops from Turner’s idea of liminality. The threshold state 

and liminal quality in studies of culture respond to the real moments of migrants’ 

experiences of dealing with the changes around them daily (Kalua, 2009). From my view, 

immigrants’ identity formation processes often have this kind of ambiguous in-between 

quality because of the endless challenges in their daily life – such as language barriers, 

cultural shock and discrimination experiences, as well as rewarding moments – such as 

learning different cultures/languages, self-growth and transformation. This kind of 
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restless change and unknown future provides a third space where experience, 

enlightenment and empowerment can be gained (Bhabha, 2004, p. 6).  

Critical autoethnography through arts-based inquiry offers a unique position for 

the depicting of intangible, emotional and sometimes chaotic moments of liminality of the 

immigrant experience. Through CAE and arts-based inquiry, I, as a Chinese 

immigrant/arts therapist/researcher, look into multiple realities rather than focus on a 

single, fixed answer. Terry Eagleton (2004) argues truth is relative in time, culture and 

context therefore nothing can be absolutely true. Through engaging with arts-making and 

poetic exploration, my art becomes the basis of inquiry looking into these moments of 

liminality of my immigration journey (McNiff, 2012). Through CAE and arts-based 

inquiry, I critically reflect on my immigration experience and explore 

cultural/social/political impacts on my identity formation in order to understand the 

liminality of my identity formation as a Chinese immigrant/artist/arts therapist/researcher 

(Wyatt & Adams, 2014). In this critical autoethnographic exploration, I use arts-based 

methods to understand my identity formation process within my immigration experiences. 

Through this arts-based exploration, I work with several natural metaphors such as tree, 

roots, bird and sun throughout the narratives in order to depict emotional moments of this 

wayfinding journey.  
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My journey as a poet tree 

During the time I have been in New Zealand, I have often had times that I faced 

struggles and challenges arising from displacement issues. At the beginning, as an 

immigrant when I experienced struggles, I turned to arts-making to seek shelter and 
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comfort. Later on, when I became an arts therapist and arts-based researcher, I learnt to 

seek inspiration and enlightenment from arts-making. During my arts-making process, I 

let my hand, my mind and my heart create together spontaneously. Then, I have 

conversations with the art; sometimes I come back and have conversations with the same 

piece of artwork many times. I use freewriting to document my conversations with my art. 

I then use some of the key words from the freewriting process for poetic exploration. 

These processes bring me back to moments, memories and emotions associated with my 

immigration experiences. Sometimes, I produce drawings and poetic explorations after 

my sessions with my immigrant clients. Through arts-making, I allow myself to grieve, to 

cry and to be angry, but more importantly, to build empathic connections to my clients 

from my immigrant community. In this process, my professional identity as an immigrant 

arts therapist puts me in front of the mirrors of my immigrant clients’ stories. In these 

after-session artworks and poetic explorations, my immigrant clients’ stories often bring 

me back to my memories of my own struggles and challenges from my immigration 

journey. In my arts-making and poetic explorations, the silent, intangible, unsayable and 

chaotic moments of my immigration experiences become lines, shapes, colours and words 

where I reveal the ‘real’ moments and liminal qualities of my identity formation as a 

Chinese immigrant/arts therapist/researcher. Nigel Rapport (1997) connects creativity to 

Turner’s concept of liminality in the same way that the symbolic creation in Ndembu 

ritual practices is a relational moment between “the formal fixities of social structure and 

the fluid creativity of liminoidal communitas” (p. 37). Making arts allows me to explore 

the “dark but fruitful betwixt-and between period” of liminality (Turner, 1969, p. 63), to 

reveal the fear and anxiety attending the wayfinding journey of my immigration, and to 

grasp the intangible, emotive moments of growth and transformation in this liminal space. 

Arts-making allows me to understand the cultural/social/political impacts on my identity 
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formation process through revealing, reflecting and researching the moments of 

immigration experiences.  

In my early years in New Zealand as an international student, I often walked alone 

on my 30-minute journey between the school and my shared flat. I only knew a few 

streets in my new city – the streets connecting my study desk at the school and my bed at 

my flat. As a new arrival, I was shy about talking to anyone because of my poor English. I 

often practised speaking English on the 30-minute journey by talking to myself in a quiet 

voice. I spoke to an imaginary friend about my struggles in class, my shameful feelings 

about my accent, and moments of homesickness. On the street, everyone was walking in a 

hurry to get somewhere. I passed through these busy people. No one noticed me. I looked 

at people’s faces but I was invisible to them. Suddenly, I saw my reflection in the shop 

windows – and my reflection alone – and it seemed like a silent and invisible ghost. In 

this new land, no one knew me and I knew no one – no friends, no family. Walking 

through these streets was like walking alone through a strange forest.   

 
Figure 10: Unfamiliar. Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2018, Soft Pastel on Paper 
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In the forest, full of curled leaves 

Unknown 

Divine 

I am mystified 

In strange woods 

Trembling with fear 

  

On the street, full of faces with different colours 

Unfamiliar 

Impassive 

I am intimidated 

In a strange street  

Wandering invisibly 

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2018 

 

满树林，卷曲着的叶⼦ 

陌⽣的，神圣的 

我不知所措 

在陌⽣的林⼦⾥ 

战战兢兢 

  

满⼤街，各肤⾊的⾯孔 

陌⽣的，不屑的 

我不知所措 

在陌⽣的⼤街⾥ 

战战兢兢 

 



  

 100 

As a newly arrived migratory bird, the loneliness inside me was unbearable. I tried 

to hide it until the day of heavy rain. That afternoon, when the heavy rain arrived, I had 

just finished school. I did not have a raincoat or umbrella with me. I had no one to call 

because I did not know anybody in this foreign land. The flashes of lightning and the 

rumbling booms of thunder scared me. Looking at the dark sky, waiting there seemed 

pointless. I just wanted to go back to my little flat to hide, so I ran into the rain with my 

hands covering my ears. The violent rain drops lashed my face, hurting my cheeks. The 

water flowed down my glasses and made the lenses mist up. I did not want to stop and 

began running faster and faster. When I was running over a street crossing, I slipped and 

fell on to the road like a log. A lady stopped and asked me if I was all right. I nodded my 

head without looking at her. I felt embarrassed. I got up and ran from her sight as quickly 

as I could. I could feel the pain from my knees, but I kept running. When I finally arrived 

at my flat, I was completely soaked. In my little room, I sat and checked the wounds. My 

knees were bruised and bleeding. The blood and rain water intermingled on my skin. I 

had nothing to treat the wounds with. Outside my flat, the sky was still grey and 

menacing. The wind was blowing violently and the howls it made sounded like somebody 

crying. There was no way I could go back out to find anything to treat my wounds. 

Instead I washed the wounds with warm water and put a dry towel on them. The pain 

from my throbbing knees robbed me of any motivation I had left to cook. The only food I 

could find in my flat was half a packet of biscuits. Those biscuits became my dinner that 

dark, rainy evening. All I could taste was bitterness and loneliness. I sat in my room in 

front of an old desk eating my biscuits with silent tears running down my cheeks.  
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Figure 11: Broken Wing, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2018,  

Watercolour and Chinese ink on paper 
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I was a migratory bird  

I came from one end of the earth to the other 

  

My wings were broken 

Nesting in a foreign land 

Fear, anxiety, helplessness 

Hidden under broken wings 

Homesickness, helplessness, sadness 

Buried in silent depression 

  

I was a migratory bird 

But I couldn’t go back to the other end of the earth 

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2018 

 

我曾经是会飞的候鸟 

从地球⼀头到另⼀头 

   

我被折了翅膀 

在异乡筑巢 

把害怕，焦虑，无奈 

遮挡在折断的翅膀下 

把思念，无助，哀伤 

埋藏在无声的悲伤中 

  

我曾经是会飞的候鸟 

却回不去地球另⼀头 
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My scraped knees are not the only scars I carry. Many events have etched ‘accent 

scars’ on me. When I was studying for my design degree, I was the only Asian student in 

my class. My shyness kept me alone in the class and no one really cared to speak to me. 

When our lecturer gave us a group project, no one chose me to be in their group. I was 

standing there alone for a while until the lecturer asked: “Which group has a space for 

her?” No one replied. The lecturer asked again. I heard a voice from my back: “We can’t 

understand what she says.” I did not see who said it but I could hear a few of my 

classmates laugh and whisper. Some of them were quietly looking at me and waiting for 

my response. Their collective gaze felt like disgusting cockroaches crawling on my face, 

my body, my legs and my toes. I lowered my head and looked at the ground. I wished I 

could find a hole so I could jump in and hide from their stares. I heard my heart pumping 

hard and felt my face turn red. I stood frozen to the spot, my cheeks hot with 

embarrassment, with nowhere to turn. 

 

 

Figure 12: I want to speak, 2016, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, Soft pastel on paper 
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As a newly transplanted tree, I experienced disconnection to the new land through 

loneliness and homesickness as a new arrival, and grief in the loss of the comfort of my 

mother-tongue. My roots connecting to my familiar surroundings, the familiar sound of 

my language and familiar culture/customs/food were cut. In the adopted land, I as a tree 

was in shock. I was hurt and damaged by the process of transplantation. This stage left 

many traumatic displacement experiences deep in my heart. I have sometimes felt these 

unpleasant moments and memories come back with fresh sharpness when working with 

 

I hear my voice 

With a strange intonation 

  

There is cruelty in their eyes  

A stiff smile on their lips 

  

I feel ashamed from deep in my heart 

Like I'm wearing dirty clothes 

  

This stubborn accent 

Has covered my mouth 

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2016 

 

我听见⾃⼰的声⾳ 

合着陌⽣的语调 

我看见别⼈的嘲讽 

掺杂僵硬的微笑 

我感觉⼼底的羞愧 

就像穿着脏⾐服 

倔强的⼝⾳ 

蒙住了我的嘴 
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my immigrant clients. When these moments arrive unexpectedly, I use arts-making and 

poetic exploration to allow my own emotions to arise, and to feel these shared unpleasant 

immigration experiences with my clients.  
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Transition 
 

Identity is a complex and broad concept. However, a possible window to the 

liminal quality and complexity of identity formation is through the concept of belonging. 

The sense of belonging provides an assessable framework for the thoughts, actions and 

identities for me of being an immigrant/arts therapist/researcher (Butler-Sweet, 2011). 

Identity formation involves shifts and contradictions as identity is related to context, 

meaning and time (Anthias, 2008). The critical characteristics of an immigrant’s identity 

and sense of belonging relate to exclusion, inclusion, access and participation (Anthias, 

2008). Therefore, my identity and sense of belonging are not merely about the place, the 

language, the rights, the duties, the citizenship, but more importantly are about emotional, 

social, cultural and spiritual bonds to the host country. I have explored my sense of 

belonging to my adopted land through arts-based inquiry. Through arts-making and poetic 

exploration, the connection to spiritual hope in my adopted land emerged.  

I turned my back on arts-making when I was told to “forget about it and be real” 

by my parents. As a young adult, I followed my parents’ expectations and established my 

career away from the arts. For many years, I was afraid to touch my paint brush, feeling 

as if I had betrayed my old friend. However, my old friend arts did not abandon me. 

When I was suffering depression because of my displacement issues, my dear friend arts 

called me into a safe and therapeutic space where I could immerse myself in, express and 

grieve my struggles and challenges of my immigration. Arts ‘listened’ to my deepest 
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shame, confusion, and pain. Arts allowed me to re-examine my struggles and to look at 

my challenges from different perspectives. Arts taught me to look at my immigration 

journey in ways I had never considered. After being burnt out from my first academic job 

and suffering with depression in some of the darkest moments of my life, arts connected 

me to the light and warmth of my spiritual hope.   

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 13: Waiting, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2018, Ink on paper 
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I am staring dreamily at the blue horizon 

Looking at the eastern morning glow 

Under my feet 

The bitter cold is still unbearable  

But on my face 

The cold and misty air feels comfortable  

  

The chilly night is almost over 

The sun will touch the horizon soon 

The long-awaited sunshine will touch my face 

In another second 

  

I won't be afraid anymore 

I won't be cold any longer 

All the persistence 

In the next second 

Will be worth it  

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2018 

 

守望着地平线, 

那微微肚⽩的东⽅ 

脚下还是寒风凛冽 

脸上寒意却似乎去了⼀半 

  

寒夜已将过去 

太阳即将接触地平线 

阳光即将照亮脸庞 

我不⽤害怕, 不会再寒冷 

  

那些坚持, 就在下⼀秒 

都会变得值得 
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The liminal space between coldness and warmth, between night and morning, 

between hopeless and hopeful and between disconnected and connected presents a “dark 

and fruitful betwixt-and-between period” (Turner, 1969, p. 63). Conversations between 

me and my artwork help me to deal with the unknown and anxiety of being liminal within 

my identity transformation as a Chinese immigrant/arts therapist/researcher. In this 

liminal space, I was neither part of the night nor part of the morning. I was in a dark 

betwixt and between state; processing, expressing and healing from these dark moments 

brought me fruitful transformation and growth. In this liminal space, arts-making supports 

me to stay present, to appreciate every little improvement and growth, to be with the 

unknown of my future in this identity transformation journey. Arts-making provides a 

safe and comfortable space for me to await each subsequent moment of change and 

transformation. The moment when I finally sense the weak but warm light from the sun – 

my spiritual metaphor of hope associated with my adopted land, I feel my damaged roots 

start to heal.  

 

Hsi 兮 

 
 
 

After I graduated from my design degree, I struggled to find a design job which 

was equal to my design job before I came to New Zealand. When I was hesitant to make 

decisions about my future in this adopted land, I met my husband-to-be. This Pākehā 

man’s love and care made me brave – brave enough to face my unknown future in this 

new land. Some years after, we married and I started to build my life in this adopted 

country. Although by that time I had lived in this adopted land for some years, I did not 

have strong feelings of belonging to this new home. I had been waiting for the moment of 

connection for some years and this rewarding moment came unexpectedly. I could not 

remember the night before the birth of my daughter. Everything was a blur. I could not 
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remember the trip to the hospital in the middle of the night, and I could not remember 

what I had planned for my first month being a mother. With that little life in my arms, I 

could not remember anything. I was on the 9th floor of Auckland City Hospital. My room 

had a window looking out over the harbour. The sky was golden and the sun was just 

below the horizon line. I was looking at my daughter’s peaceful face for a long time and 

studying her delicate features. Suddenly, a golden sun ray embraced both of us. Under 

that warm and gentle ray of winter sun, I saw myself in her. My daughter was born in my 

adopted land. My blood and my roots connected to this new land because of her 

connection to this land. The sun above this adopted land was not strange anymore. It 

protects my daughter, as well as me. Under the sun’s rays, with this new life, I finally felt 

this land had accepted me.  

 

 
Figure 14: Morning of Inspiration, 2017, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, Soft pastel on paper 
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The sun came out 

Why does he look so different 

Not a cloud in the sky 

Not hiding his face 

The sun is so tender and bright 

  

The sun came out 

Why is he not the same as yesterday 

The strange yet familiar life in my arms 

Under the morning sunlight 

She is so peaceful and hopeful 

  

The sun came out 

He does not look the same as before 

My daughter, only a few hours old 

The sun’s first rays no longer above a foreign land 

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2017 

 

 太阳出来了，为何他看起来是那么的不⼀样 

天空⾥没有⼀丝云，没有遮挡 

太阳是那么的温柔和明亮 

  

太阳出来了，为何他看起来与昨天不⼀样 

怀⾥的那个陌⽣⼜熟悉的⽣命 

在晨光下那么的恬静和有希望 

  

太阳出来了，确实他看起来与以前不⼀样 

才出⽣⼏⼩时的⼥⼉，让我觉得 

那个刚刚升起的太阳不再是异乡的太阳 

  

太阳出来了，从此他不再⼀样 
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A sense of belonging is not a simple question of ‘who am I’ but answering ‘where  

do I belong’ through ‘why, what and how’ (Farquhar, 2010). With critical 

autoethnography and arts-based inquiry, my sense of belonging is explored through the 

‘why, what and how’ moments. Exploring metaphor in arts-based inquiry for exploring 

self is a powerful instrument to navigate and explore the identity of self creatively and 

freshly (Hunter, 2012). By engaging with arts and poetic inquiry, I “move into unexpected 

light, hear new and startling sounds” (Greene, 1980, p. 322). The sun in my artwork and 

poetic exploration as metaphor helped me to stay present between disconnection and 

connection, between homeland and foreign land. Through the metaphoric sun, I could see 

my identity positioned in the transitional stage waiting for the next phase of my 

immigration journey. Standing between coldness and warmness, between night and 

morning, between disconnected and connected, between foreign land and home land, the 

metaphoric sun helped me to develop the sense of belonging to my adopted land. In arts- 

making, the surprising sparks arrive naturally. In transitional stages, arts-making supports 

me to discover every fruitful moment, to embrace every little change within myself and to 

develop the sense of belonging in the liminality of my identity formation.  

 
 
Transformation  
 

When working with people from my community, I have seen how my immigration 

experiences interweave in the shared space with other immigrants. My ‘living in between’ 

experience as a Chinese immigrant/arts therapist/researcher allows me to understand and 

empathise with my immigrant clients’ immigration experiences and traumas from their 

displacement issues, and to transform my understanding and empathy into therapeutic 

tools (Barreto, 2013, p. 348). Working with my immigrant clients also helps me to reflect, 

to observe, to grow and to transform. In transformational stages, arts-making helps me to 

discover the connection between myself and my spiritual homeland. Through critical 
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autoethnography and arts-based inquiry, I have understood the change and enlightenment 

coming from the process of my identity formation. In my arts-making, I have encountered 

revelations of rebirth, reconnection and rehoming.   

I am looking out the window. Outside my bedroom window, the graceful view of 

trees always comforts me when I need some strength within myself. After 13 years living 

in the same house, the view is not one of strange woods for me anymore. Although the 

leafy green outlook is so different from the landscape in my hometown, the view from my 

little house in Auckland settles me, like the landscape in my hometown used to. A famous 

Chinese poet, Sushi (苏轼 1037-1101, Northern Song Dynasty) said: “The hometown is 

where the heart settles.” Looking out my bedroom window, I watch the trees dance with a 

gentle breeze in the deep autumn, and I do not feel I am a strange and lonely tree in a 

foreign land anymore. Looking out my bedroom window, my heart settles. This is my 

land. The years of struggle, challenges, inspiration and transformation have showed me a 

way to connect and to grow into this adopted land. Every little moment, including both 

negative and positive experiences, have become tiny new tendrils, connecting me to the 

fresh soil of my adopted homeland. The roots of this once lost tree start to regrow deeper 

and deeper.  
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Figure 15: The Road, 2018, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, Ink on paper 
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I stand at a high point 

looking at the road behind me 

There were thorns 

Stones 

There were tears 

Toughness 

  

I stand at a high point 

Looking at the road that waits for me ahead 

There will be thorns 

Stones 

There will be tears 

Toughness 

  

In this new land 

I depend on my own feet 

I have experienced every lesson that life has given me 

  

In this new land 

I trust my own heart 

I look forward to the wisdom that life gives me 

  

I carefully measured with my feet 

the road behind me and before me 

Looking at the footprints behind 

Sinking into the dust 

Into my land 

This is my land 

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2018 
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我站在⾼处 

看着⾛过的路 

有荆棘 

有⽯头 

有眼泪 

有坚韧 

 

我站在⾼处 

看着还未到的路 

有荆棘 

有⽯头 

有眼泪 

有坚韧 

 

在这个新的⼟地 

我⽤⾃⼰的脚步 

经历着每次⽣活给我的课程 

 

在这个新的⼟地 

我⽤⾃⼰的初⼼ 

盼望着每个⽣活给我的智慧 

 

我虔诚地⽤脚步丈量着 

⾛过的和未⾛的路 

看着⾝后的脚印 

沉⼊了尘⼟ 

融⼊我的⼟地 

这是我的⼟地 
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I am looking into mirrors. My immigrant clients’ stories are mirrors of my own 

immigration journey. Some of them are international students who are suffering 

homesickness and cultural shock. Some of them are newly immigrated families 

disappointed with how the reality compares with their expectations. Some of them are 

immigrants overwhelmed by regrets and grief over leaving their homeland. Some of them 

are fearful from their experiences of discrimination. In session rooms, I have sometimes 

felt “as if there are others in the room, ghosts from each person’s past” (Rothschild & 

Rand, 2006, p. 18). My own immigrant experience has become the trigger that puts me 

into a liminal state, and in this state, I can sometimes not only hear the client’s desires, 

weeping and pain, but also my own. Through arts-making to reflect the shared 

immigration experiences between my immigrant clients and I, I develop empathic 

connections with them, and use the empathic connections as tools to accompany my 

immigrant clients’ journeys.  

 

 
Figure 16: Accompanying, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2018, Ink on paper 
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In their tears 
I saw my past 
From their struggle 
I saw my own scars 
From their stories 
I saw my last chapter 
  
I really want to tell them 
I understand too 
Their immigration journeys 
  
I really want to tell them 
That from tears  
Will come a harvest 
From struggles will come growth 
From injury will come rebirth 
  
But, the only thing I can do 
Is to walk along with them 
In this difficult quest to find hope 
Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2018 

 

从她们的眼泪⾥, 我看到了⾃⼰的过去 

从她们的挣扎中, 我看到了⾃⼰的伤痛 

从她们的故事⾥, 我看到了⾃⼰的上个章节 

 

很想告诉她们, 我也懂, 她们的移民之路 

很想告诉她们, 她们也能从眼泪中收获 

从挣扎中成长, 从伤痛中重⽣ 

 

我能做到的, 是陪她们⾛⼀程 

这段找寻希望的艰难之路 
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My journey as a transplanted tree makes me who I am now. I was a lost tree, but 

arts-based inquiry guides me and connects me to the new self. I sometimes still feel like a 

lost tree on this wayfinding journey, as my identity formation is a spiral process rather 

than moving in one direction. Arts-based inquiry allows me to repeat the process of 

transplantation, transition and transformation. Through repetition, I come closer and 

closer to finding my spiritual home within myself. Wherever I am, in my hometown or 

my adopted hometown, arts-based inquiry is always the method of wayfinding for me. 

Arts-making guides me, and those I help, to find a home in this beloved new land.  
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De-Chinese and Re-Chinese 
 
Wang, Y. (2020). De-Chinese and re-Chinese. In P. Stanley (Ed.), Critical 

autoethnography and intercultural learning (pp. 162-173). London: Routledge 

 
An immigrant 

In the last two decades, significant numbers of people from increasingly varied 

backgrounds have immigrated to New Zealand for a multitude of purposes. New migrants 

often face challenges in reformulating their identities in their new country. The process of 

integrating into the host country’s culture involves compromising expectations, losing 

one’s own culture and customs, suffering from discrimination, and possibly learning a 

new language and new cultural norms. This process can be complex and often stressful. 

Identity formation is a dynamic, multi-layered process which is ideologically and socially 

constructed (Liu et al., 2006).  

In October 2002, I was still living in my hometown, a city called Hangzhou in 

China. I was highly stressed about the long hours I was working on a number of projects 

as an interior architect, so I applied for a student visa to New Zealand - a country I had 

never really known much about. When my offer to study there came through I was filled 

with excitement, tempered with some anxiety. I bought a one-way flight ticket as soon as 

I could, organised my luggage under my parents’ worried gaze and came to New Zealand 

alone without knowing a single person in the country. I was one of the new Chinese 

migrants who benefited from New Zealand’s ‘open door’ policy, established in 1987 with 

a view of migration as a means for economic benefit (Ip, 1995; Liu, 2010). After the 

initial excitement of being in a new country, I soon realised the challenges I faced in 

terms of cultural, linguistic, social, and political adjustment in this foreign land.  

In the early years after my arrival, my life changed dramatically and my sense of 

identity was badly shaken. I was struggling as the only Asian international student in my 

design programme. I was also very confused. My beliefs from my upbringing and 
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education in a communist country were challenged after discovering how much 

information had been hidden by the authoritarian regime. I was shocked and disappointed 

by the reality of being a Chinese new graduate in the job market in New Zealand, a time 

where I regularly encountered discrimination. I became depressed from being used as 

cheap labour in my first design job, and later, anxious about my expectations for a career 

in my first academic job. I was destroyed by the grief of losing my sense of myself in this 

society.  

After fighting with depression and the grief of losing the old me, I engaged in arts-

based research exploring my identity. I was reborn as a wounded healer/researcher 

(Green, 2016; Jackson, 2001; Nouwen, 1972) and became the first registered Chinese 

immigrant clinical arts therapist in New Zealand. Later, when I was working with other 

recent immigrants as a therapist, I realised that my challenges and struggles as a new-

generation Chinese immigrant were not unique. I came to see the therapeutic process with 

my clients as a mirror of my own identity displacement experience.  

 

Hsi 兮 

 
 
 
De-Chinese 
 

It was a hot and sticky day. Everyone in the meeting room seemed impatient 

because of the stifling weather. Around the meeting table, I was the only Asian face 

among my Pākehā (descendant of European settler) colleagues. I sat as straight as I could 

and put my notebook in front of me carefully. I was always careful, and always worked 

harder than I should. I knew it was not easy for an immigrant to have an academic job. As 

a minority, I tried my best to fit in within my work environment. In this meeting, I 

realised however hard I tried, I just could not fit in. One of the agenda items for this 
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meeting was about student feedback. My manager looked at me and said: “A student 

made a complaint about your accent and the student did not come to your class enough 

because he was unable to understand your accent.” 

At that moment in that meeting room, I wished I was not Chinese. I could not hear 

my colleagues’ conversations because I was still reeling in shock and shame triggered by 

this comment from my manager. While their conversation in the meeting faded into the 

background, I replayed the comment in my mind over and over again. I knew which 

student it was. I wanted to explain that he was the only one not coming to my class 

enough and he did not go to his other classes often either. I wanted to use my other 

students’ positive comments about my teaching to defend myself. However, I said 

nothing. I knew my Chinese accent would make my explanation or argument powerless 

and pointless. I dreamed of having perfect English with a local accent. I even wished I 

had not learned Chinese in the first place so no one would laugh at my accent. In the early 

years of my immigration, I was afraid to make phone calls to the bank or power company 

as I had several unpleasant experiences – I could almost imagine the thunder between the 

call centre workers’ eyebrows through their stern, impatient voices. I studied hard and 

tried hard to improve my spoken English. But the more I tried the more disappointed I 

was. I found I could never get rid of my accent. I needed to ‘shut up’. In that meeting 

room, my accent covered my mouth. 

 

 

 

Hsi 兮 
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Figure 17: Shut up, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2016, String on canvas 
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I did not want to de-Chinese myself but I felt I had too. I have tried to remember 

when I started to ‘de-Chinese’ myself in order to fit in within my adopted land. I could 

not remember the exact time, but I could remember why. When I had just graduated from 

my Master of Design degree, I tried to find an architectural design job in Wellington. I 

prepared my portfolio and CV carefully and produced a nice portfolio book. I sent my job 

application to a number of architectural companies who advertised suitable positions. I 

was pretty confident as I had years of work experience and strong computer rendering 

skills, but after several weeks I had no response from any of these companies. One of my 

Chinese friends asked me if I put my English name on my application. I said I did not 

have an English name. He suggested that I choose an English name and put it on my CV. 

Feeling somewhat dubious, I decided on an English name for myself and put my new 

English name on my CV and application. To my surprise, within a week I was offered 

interviews by several companies. I have witnessed many of my Chinese immigrant 

friends adopt Western names for a number of reasons. For me, it was the pressure to 

change my name to fit in, in this case in order to find a job.  

My Chinese name, Ying (缨), has a special symbolic representation in Chinese 

language, essentially meaning standing out. Chinese names are very personal and have 

complex meanings, unlike the simple etymological underpinnings of many European 

names; therefore, the relationships between identity and names with Chinese names are 

different from those of European names (Edwards, 2008). In a Chinese person’s name, 

there are the hopes of the parents and references to perceived characteristics and 

personality which are tied to one’s personal identity (Sigelman & Shaffer, 1995). Personal 

names in China are usually chosen by parents or grandparents with a great deal of care 

(Edwards, 2008). However, as a result of the difficulty I experienced trying to find work 

in New Zealand using my ethnic first name, I had to give up that part of my personal 

identity. I had the opportunity to change my last name when I married my husband, who 
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is of European descent, but I was not willing to. Somehow, I wanted to de-Chinese myself 

to fit in, but I did not want to disconnect from my identity by losing my ethnic name 

entirely. I have always struggled to connect with my adopted English first name. For quite 

a while, when people called me by my English name, I did not respond as I did not feel 

that I owned that name. When I first started publishing my academic articles, I did not 

know which name to put on. If I only put my English name on, I did not feel I owned the 

article. If I put my Chinese name on, I knew quite a few of my professional colleagues 

would not know I was the author. After a while, I started to use brackets (): Ingrid (Ying) 

or Ying (Ingrid). I had trouble deciding which name should go first: my Chinese birth 

name or my adopted English name. I kept changing the order. I never felt fully 

comfortable with my adopted English name, so I kept my Chinese birth name when I 

applied for New Zealand citizenship with no way of knowing what struggles I could face 

because of this decision. I have had to keep explaining to work colleagues and clients 

about how I use my adopted English name for my professional identity, and my birth 

name for legal documents. From my struggle to settle with my names, I realised more and 

more that the battle I have with my names represents my battle with my identities: should 

I de-Chinese or re-Chinese?  

 

Hsi 兮 

 

 

For some years, I only read English books because I wanted to write in English 

professionally. I only watched English movies because I wanted to mimic a perfect 

English accent regardless of whether it was British or American. I see my process of de-

Chinesing myself as echoing other Chinese immigrants’ experiences. Through an 

autoethnographic lens, Yee (2016) narrates her life experience in New Zealand as a young 

girl who was educated to be more like a New Zealander by prevailing Pākehā society 
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norms – Weet-Bix for breakfast, lamb chops for ‘tea’, rugby for entertainment and 

barbeques for the weekend – to be more like a Pākehā. Yee’s life experience in New 

Zealand as ‘Chinese’ also diminished her identity because of her differentness and 

strangeness to Pākehā society. She states: “we grew up believing that being Chinese was a 

matter of shame” and “we were raised to be quiet, law-abiding, self-sufficient, 

hardworking and respectful of authority” (Yee, 2016, p. 15).  I de-Chinese myself in order 

to be invisible instead of being different and strange.  

I wanted to be more Pākehā so I disconnected from my Chinese identity 

purposefully. I kept away from Chinese art practice even though I learnt Chinese ink 

painting and calligraphy when I was a young child. I painted in Western art mediums such 

as oil and watercolour with subjects which might be more acceptable to Western 

audiences. I even forced myself to eat more cheese in order to develop a Western sense of 

taste. I was shamelessly de-Chinesing myself in order to be more Westernised. I was 

craving acceptance as an equal in a Western society. Soon, I found I was the only Chinese 

person in many situations – the only Chinese person working for a high-profile 

architecture company, the only Chinese lecturer in the design school; the only Chinese 

person on the street I lived on; the only Chinese face in the conference I attended. 

Ironically, despite how much I wanted to fit in, I was always standing out as the only 

Chinese in the crowd.  

The notion of ‘home’ for immigrants is based on the concept of an emotional 

place of sense of belonging (Liu, 2014). Lack of the sense of belonging in a host country, 

usually presenting as ‘being different’ or ‘not belonging’, leads to ‘cultural homelessness’ 

(Navarrete & Jenkins, 2011). The process of migration has critical emotional impacts on 

‘a space of comfort and cultural fit’ (Butcher, 2010). For a long time on my immigration 

journey, I could not find a place of comfort and cultural fit. I could not find a sense of 

belonging as a Chinese immigrant. In that meeting room, the reality finally hit me hard – 
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however much I tried to de-Chinese myself, I felt I would always be singled out as a 

Chinese person. In this foreign land, I cannot be the same as others because I am who I 

am. My shunning of my Chinese identity had come at a cost. I was totally lost. I did not 

know who I was. Disconnecting from and burying my Chinese identity made me 

depressed and unwell. I was like a tree that had cut its own roots deeply. Without my 

roots, I could not grow and be strong and healthy. My suppressed Chinese self was crying 

inside of me – asking ‘why did you forget me?’ I struggled with my workload because I 

pushed myself too hard trying not to be singled out as a Chinese person. I was burnt out.  

 
Figure 18: Flooded, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2016, Oil on board 
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In my little office, the weight of all my frustrations finally broke my resolve and I 

cried. And yet somehow, I could feel in that dark and depressing little room, 

something/someone was calling me - a strong but gentle hand was trying to help me get 

out of the darkness and depression.  

 

 

 

Hsi 兮 

 

 

 

I was sitting in my office alone 

Pressed between narrow, high brick walls 

With just a tiny window 

Endless piles of assignments for marking 

And a stack of unfinished papers 

 

I cannot look behind me to make sense of 

A strange sound 

From the almost opaque high window 

Who is calling me 

Calling to break through the false reality  

 

I was sitting in my office alone 

My tears flooded out  

Destroyed by my foolish aspirations 

Imprisoned in the fake identity  

Somehow 

Still inspired by my willingness to change 

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019 
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Re-Chinese 

Arts saved me from that little office. When I was depressed, my GP prescribed 

pink coloured anti-depressants for me. Looking at the little pill in my hand, I refused to 

accept it. I could not rely on this pink pill to change chemicals in my mind in order to 

make me better. That pink pill was trying to tell me that I needed to treat the chemical 

imbalance in my brain rather than looking for the real causes of my depression (Hari, 

2018). However, what really was unbalanced in me was the Chineseness within myself, in 

my life as a Chinese immigrant living in the Western culture of New Zealand. Living in 

Western culture as an immigrant, I had become disconnected from my root culture and I 

was isolated in my adopted culture. The disconnection, loneliness and grief made me 

depressed. In the depths of depression, it was like walking in a dark forest and I needed a 

light to guide me out. I decided to open my heart to what I had forgotten. I entered the 

spaces of arts-making willingly to engage with realisations and awakening moments 

(Greene, 1980). “A certain attitude” is required from me, “if the sound and the light are to 

become available to consciousness” (Greene, 1980, p. 316).  This certain attitude was in 

the ancient Chinese philosophical thinking of Taoism – “a willingness to let something 

be” (Levine, 2015, p. 17). “Wu-wei” 无为 (no-action) is not about doing nothing but 

being present and living experience fully without determined goals (Levine, 2015). I did 

not know what I was looking for, I even did not know what I had forgotten. I trusted the 

process, the process of finding unknown and unexpected possibilities.  

In the little studio in my garden, I could see the trees changing colours through 

different seasons. I like to listen to music and make art, especially on rainy days. It was 

spring, the trees I looked out on from my studio window appeared tender and green in the 

rain. I closed my eyes listening to the raindrops on the leaves. With my eyes closed, I saw 

an image in my mind: I was walking in a bamboo forest in my hometown, Hangzhou. The 

rain gently washed the dirt off the bamboo leaves. The smell in my nostrils was of the wet 
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soil where the juvenile bamboo shoots were hidden. Everything around me, in my 

imagination, was so gentle and comfortable. In the next second, in my imagination, I was 

on a bridge. I had walked across the six bridges of West Lake in my hometown so many 

times, but it was so blurry in my mind. I wanted to keep the comforting image, but it was 

fading. In my studio, I tried to capture this warmness and comfort in my arts-making. I 

poured some ink out in a bowl. Then, I closed my eyes and let my fingers feel the 

coldness of the ink. With my eyes closed, I started to smell something very pleasant and 

familiar – the smell of the ink. When I was a young child, I learnt Chinese calligraphy and 

brush painting; one of the important lessons of calligraphy is how to make Chinese ink 

from an ink stick and ink stone, as every calligraphist and artist has their preferences for 

the thickness of the ink by reducing or increasing the time spent grinding the ink stick on 

the ink stone. My desire for using ink became stronger. Responding to my desire to use 

ink, and keeping 

the comforting 

image in my 

mind, I started 

painting, with 

water and ink, on 

that rainy day.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 19: Bridges in the rain, Ying (Ingrid) Wang,  

2017, Chinese ink and watercolour on paper 
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The sound of the rain and the temperature of the air relaxed me. With a bamboo 

brush in hand, I started singing my mother’s song in my mother-tongue. While singing 

that song, I remembered how beautiful-sounding my language is. As the smell of the ink 

wafted into my nostrils, I remembered how much I loved to practice writing Chinese in 

ink. I realised the empowering comfort of my mother-tongue. Connecting to the memory 

of singing my mother’s song, I remembered what I had forgotten – my Chineseness inside 

me. Without the Chinese part of me, I cannot be myself.  

 

It is raining again 

I am quietly listening to the rain 

The sound of rain seems familiar 

 

In a dim vision 

I see my hometown 

The six bridges 

That long dyke around the lake 

And that soft rain 

 

I am walking on the bridges again 

I am pushing the bike which I miss 

On my eighteen-year-old face 

Raindrops dampen my cheek 

 

It is raining again 

I am quietly listening to the rain 

The sound of rain reminds me 

I was once singing my mother’s song 

In that soft rain  

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2018 

 

 
Figure 18: Flooded, Ying (Ingrid) Wang,  

2016, Oil on board 
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Li, Hodgetts and Ho (2010) research the place-based identity connections between 

physical place and daily practice through exploring domestic gardening activities among 

elderly Chinese immigrants in New Zealand. Through this study, the vegetable beds in 

these old Chinese migrants’ gardens are memory beds, especially when they grow seeds 

from China; “thus the roots of a garden spread out through time and space providing 

grafts between the past, present and future” (Li et al., 2010, p. 789). I do not have a 

vegetable bed at my home, but now I have an arts-making table with my ink, bamboo 

brush, rice paper and stone stamps with my Chinese name on them. My arts-making table 

can be compared to the vegetable beds for the older Chinese immigrants in New Zealand: 

I plant seeds from my Chineseness in my art, and let them grow stronger in my art and in 

my heart. 

In the dark forest, arts-making showed me the way to get out. I picked up again 

many things I once wanted to give up. I painted in Chinese ink again. I practiced 

calligraphy by copying ancient Chinese philosophy books. I went to Chinese restaurants 

looking for my comfort food. I watched Chinese programmes to learn social facts about 

contemporary China. As an immigrant, my identity formation is associated with everyday 

encounters with “different people, ideas, languages, and cultural norms” (Wang, 2016, p. 

132). Immersing myself in my forgotten Chinese culture as part of everyday life in my 

adopted culture has reconnected me to the Chineseness in me. As a tree, I re-grow. As my 

roots grow deeper I become stronger through the process of re-Chinesing myself. I used 

my re-Chinesing process as part of my Masters research in clinical arts therapy, and 

became the first registered Chinese arts therapist in my programme. Through arts and my 

efforts to re-Chinese myself, my Chineseness was reborn in me.  

Re-Connecting with my Chineseness in my adopted land has made me proud of 

the Chinese part in me. In conferences, I have joked about my Chinese accent, and 

injected it into academic topics. Through my audiences’ laughter and tears, I have sensed 
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their empathy and acceptance of my Chinese accent and my Chineseness. I have used my 

accent scar as a therapeutic tool while working as an immigrant arts therapist with 

immigrant and international students. By sharing my shame, scars and growth, my clients 

and I learn to re-Chinese together for recovery.  

When I was working with clients from other cultural backgrounds such as Pākehā 

and Māori, I did not hide my Chineseness, but introduced many elements of Chinese 

wisdom into my clients’ recovery journeys. In my clients’ eyes, I saw their curiosity and 

appreciation. At home, I am proud of my Chinese identity and teach my children to speak 

Chinese and embrace Chinese culture by celebrating Chinese festivals. In my children’s 

smiles, I see their pride and joy. In my art, I find my voice through Chinese arts mediums 

and use my arts to inspire other immigrants who are sharing this de-Chinese and re-

Chinese journey. Through my arts, I see myself.   

 

 

Hsi 兮 

 

 

Third space between de-Chinese and re-Chinese  

I am an immigrant living between my root culture and host culture, between de-

Chinese and re-Chinese, constantly undergoing transformation within the hybrid identity 

formation process. In this adopted land, I am a member of a cultural minority struggling 

within the negotiation of my identity formation. Bhabha’s concept of third space and 

Turner’s concept of liminality provide the theoretical ground for me to study the 

complicated and endless transformations occurring within immigrant identities (Bhabha, 

1994; Turner, 1967). Bhabha (1994) argues that hybridity between neither and nor is 

valuable for transformation between cultural differences. As an immigrant and arts-based 
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researcher, arts-making supports me to be in the in-betweenness. The de-Chinese and re-

Chinese processes keep coming back into this in-between space as a way for me to 

negotiate and understand my identity formation journey in the adopted land.  

There are tensions between my de-Chinese and re-Chinese processes. I de-Chinese 

to be more adopted in my host culture, and re-Chinese to be more alert to my root culture. 

Between survival and the desire for being who I am, I often find myself experiencing 

moments of panic and tension between the cultural differences, in the process of 

negotiating and transforming (Bhabha, 1994). Developing from Turner’s liminality, 

Bhabha’s in-between concept as a changeable third space responds to immigrants’ 

everyday experiences of dealing with changeable elements such as language barriers, 

culture shock and discrimination within the host culture (Kalua, 2009). My de-Chinese 

and re-Chinese processes represent the ambiguous in-betweenness of the transformative 

nature of my identity formation as the results of my negotiation with my daily encounters 

with people and my surroundings.  

Hongyu Wang in her book The call from the stranger on a journey home seeks her 

identity in a third space which she called home. Wang (2004) states “home itself can be a 

third space … in which the self and the stranger transform each other … embracing the 

conflicting double” (p. 9). Wang (2004) uses third space to answer the question of her 

own identity as a hybrid Chinese-American facing issues from leaving her country for 

overseas and then attempting to return. In her journey of exploring her identity, Wang 

(2004) found that her identity has become “not either, not both, more than either, than 

both” (p. 1). In my own immigration journey, I was looking for home or a sense of 

belonging in my adopted land through my de-Chinese and re-Chinese process where my 

identity becomes a changeable partial rather than a fixed whole. Arts-making captures the 

changeable partial identity formation moments and transfers them into observable 
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fragments of who I am becoming in visual or poetic languages where I can observe and 

reflect on my identity formation process.   

Similarly in New Zealand, Chinese immigrants in modern times develop and 

maintain a hybrid identity (Ip, 2006). Different from immigrants earlier in the country’s 

history who could be very isolated, Chinese New Zealanders in modern times have much 

more accessibility to maintain/renew their root culture while they live in the host culture 

through digital technology and transnational movement. Research about Chinese New 

Zealanders’ identities, therefore, becomes more fluid and complex. In the history of 

Chinese migration to New Zealand, early Chinese New Zealanders’ own identities were 

supressed, but in modern times, new Chinese New Zealanders are more willing to be 

visible in the identity discussion among other diverse cultures (Ip, 2006). Bhabha’s third 

space theory provides an extended and protracted site for the discussion between old and 

new Chinese New Zealanders’ identities and where “both past and future can work 

together to create a new outlook” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 219). My de-Chinese and re-Chinese 

processes in the third space provide a new perspective on the hybridity of my identity as 

an immigrant.  

 
 
In between de-Chinese and re-Chinese   

Every immigration journey is different but every journey shares the struggles, 

discrimination, challenges and pain of travelling between root culture and adopted 

culture. Experiencing culture shock, many of us choose to be silent and invisible in order 

to fit in and survive. My de-Chinese process was my attempt to adapt my differences to 

my host country. I learnt in my de-Chinese process that I cannot give up those differences 

to be like those in my host culture. I learnt in my re-Chinese process that many of my 

differences are valuable for me to be who I am in this host culture. Through my de-

Chinese process, I could not get rid of the shameful and powerless feelings of being 
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different. However, in my re-Chinese process, I can embrace the differences, accept them, 

live with them, and be proud of them.  

The de-Chinese and re-Chinese processes do not come in timely order. They come 

and go in a spiral developmental process of twisting and reforming the self. It is the 

ongoing negotiation and transformation process of my identity formation. Being in-

between, or hybrid, is an opportunity to embrace new possibilities, and a new way of 

looking at myself. Although being liminal is often accompanied by panic and anxiety, it is 

also the driving engine for new growth and transformation. Looking back on my 

immigration experience, how I transformed by being between Chineseness and 

Westerness, I get closer and closer to the point where I can settle who I am. However, 

there is no absolute correct single answer in the in-betweenness. The real me is the 

spectrum in between the de-Chinese and re-Chinese.  
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CHAPTER 5: THREE IN-BETWEENNESSES 
 
 

In this chapter, I include three stories exploring in-betweenness; first, a trip to re-

connect with my homeland, next, relating metaphorical stone to identity theory, and last, 

discussing an embodied explorable site – the guqin.  These stories illustrate how the 

harmonic space concept of in-betweenness emerges from this arts-based research journey. 

I attempt to delve deeper into in-betweenness through arts-based inquiry in order to 

understand my identity formation process from different perspectives and to extend the 

understanding of in-betweeness.  

Through the story of a journey in-between, I use poetic exploration to document 

my journey to my homeland. In poetic language, images and metaphors, I express my 

emotions and memories evoked through my journey without fear and anxiety about 

ethical and political concerns. Through the conversation with metaphorical stone, my 

understanding of this arts-based identity study is deepened by my critical 

autoethnographical voice. In this story about stone, I realise the power of the metaphorical 

approach in critical autoethnography and stone becomes the “organic speaking object” 

(Jones & Hoskins, 2016). In the third section of this chapter, I discuss the concept of in-

betweenness through a literature review about the guqin in order to explain why guqin-

making/playing is the ideal exploration site for the next step of this arts-based research.  

This chapter aims to explore further the concept of in-betweenness, to connect the 

concept to identity development theories, and to link the concept of in-betweenness to the 

traditional Chinese philosophical theory of in-betweenness within the guqin. I invite my 

readers to immerse in my journey, my conversation and to pause with me (Hsi 兮) to feel, 

to think and to reflect.  
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A journey in-between  
 
Preparing for departure  
 

While preparing for the trip to my hometown for my identity study, I suddenly had 

a realisation. While I am trying to find a sense of home in my host culture, my hometown 

is becoming a more distant land to me. In my office, while I was waiting for the arrival of 

an arts therapy client who was running late, I had a conversation with one of my 

colleagues about my recent experience of applying for a travel visa to China. She joked: 

“Aha, you are homeless now!” For a moment, I was frozen in my thoughts and had no 

words to respond. But the word ‘homeless’ was stuck in my mind. 

This homeless feeling started with the first visit to the Chinese Consulate for my 

travel visa application. As the Chinese government does not allow dual-citizenship, I 

could not retain Chinese citizenship when I became a New Zealand citizen, and I needed 

to have a visa to visit my family and friends in China. I waited in the Chinese Consulate 

visa office for my turn to hand in my documents for my travel visa application. The 

queues were very long. As I waited, I kept an eye on the calling numbers above the 

service windows. A European man was waiting in the seat next to me. He also seemed 

bored from the long wait. At one point, he turned to me and asked: “Renewing your 

passport?” I answered: “No, I am applying for a visa.” He said: “Why do you need a visa? 

Are you Chinese?” My immediate response was: “Yes, I am Chinese.” Then, I added: “I 

am a New Zealander too.” His facial expression was interesting, and I could not read the 

meaning from it clearly. He changed topic and excitedly told me his plans for his first trip 

to China. But I was not in the mood to listen. I could feel my face was a bit red. I knew it 

was coming from a moment of embarrassment – I am Chinese but I now need permission 

to go back to China.  
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Figure 20: Which queue?,  Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, (Ink and watercolour on paper) 

Referenced Liu’s graphic book East Meets West (Liu, 2015)  

 

 
Figure 21: Where am I from?, Ying (Ingrid) Wang,  

2019, Chinese poetic exploration 
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A passport has not only the purpose of enabling the holders to travel between 

countries but also the utilitarian value of affirming their holder’s identity (Ching, 2018). 

Living in New Zealand for so many years without New Zealand citizenship made me feel 

I was not fully committed to making this country my home. I encountered conflicts 

between nationality and ethnic identity for many years as a Chinese immigrant living in 

New Zealand. However, the Chinese government recognises only one nationality, that 

means legally I am not allowed to be multi-national as a Chinese immigrant under 

Chinese law. The PRC’s Nationality Law was changed in 1980. Before 1980, Chinese 

people’s nationality could only be removed by applying for approval from the Chinese 

government. In 1980, the Nationality Law was changed to state that any Chinese nationals 

who settled in another country and gained foreign nationality would automatically lose 

Chinese nationality (Chinese Nationality Law, Article 9). It means that once I obtained 

New Zealand citizenship, my mother country threw me out. I wonder now how I should 

answer the question: “Are you Chinese?”. Ethnically, I am Chinese, but by law, 

nationally, I am a New Zealander.  

 

Where am I from? 

Why don’t I have the exit? 

I am not a total Chinese 

And not a total foreigner  

Wherever I am 

I am an outsider 

Don’t ask me  

Where I am from 

I am a homeless outsider  

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019 
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The complexity of my ethnic and national identity as a Chinese New Zealander is 

also reflected in Chinese authorities’ view of Chinese who have settled overseas. Chinese 

officials increasingly include all people of Chinese descent regardless of their 

nationalities as “sons and daughters of the Chinese nation” (Ching, 2018, p. 229). Ching 

(2018) argues that “presumably, after having not lived in China for generations, these so-

called ‘overseas Chinese’ are not Chinese nationals, and yet, China now claims their 

loyalty” (p. 229). Ching (2018) thinks that the Chinese government claims overseas 

Chinese around the world “as its own and to use them for its own political purposes” by 

“placing ethnicity above nationality” (p. 230). While the Chinese government calls for 

loyalty from ‘overseas Chinese’, I have found my rights as ‘overseas Chinese’ to be very 

different from Chinese nationals. While planning my trip to China, I needed to make 

reservations for hotels in different cities. Chinese as my first language made this task 

easier because I could visit Chinese-language travel sites instead of the sites only for 

foreigners. I soon discovered that with a New Zealand passport I could not book a large 

number of hotels which only accept Chinese nationals. Many of these hotels, which have 

better prices and better rooms, require visitors to have a Chinese mainland national 

identification card. Popular choices such as Airbnb/homestay have also become difficult 

for me to book as many Airbnb owners are not willing to go through the trouble of 

reporting details of foreigners’ visits to local police. From this discovery, I found out that 

I would also be required to report to the local police station within 24 hours of my arrival 

and departure if I want to stay with family and friends. These policies make me feel I am 

a total outsider being watched. In this situation, my nationality is placed above my 

ethnicity. I realise, while I have been seeking a sense of feeling at home in my adopted 

land, I have lost my home in my homeland.  

 

Hsi 兮 
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In critical autoethnography, I not only write about the pride and admiration I feel 

toward my birth culture, but also the scars, bruises, tumours and pain I might forget or 

newly discover. Ellis (2007) focuses on the relational ethic in critical autoethnography 

research. She describes her concerns about autoethnographic writing – “My biggest fears 

in writing about my mother while she was alive include hurting her and the changing 

relational dynamics that might result” (2007, p. 18). This is similar to the fear I have 

regarding writing about my mother country. Goodall Jr (2005) relates narrative 

inheritance to a family’s ‘toxic secrets’. He explores the power of stories told by family 

which are constructed out of secrets, lies or distortions. Imber-Black (1998) discusses 

identity disorientation from untold family stories and family secrets which “take a 

powerful toll on relationships, disorient our identity, and disable our lives” (p. 16).  Each 

time I discover a new untold secret of my mother country, I feel I have been “betrayed by 

the truth” (Goodall Jr, 2005, p. 495). The trust I had toward my mother country since I 

was little was further shaken by each discovery. Goodall Jr (2005) argues that narrative 

inheritance from family provides a framework to understand identity through what has 

been told. When I realised, the first time, that what I had always been told was not true, 

my previous understanding of my identity was crushed. It is similar to Goodall Jr’s (2005) 

own family secret which changed his relationship with his father - knowing the untold 

stories of my mother country has changed my view toward my mother country.  

Goodall Jr (2005) calls families “miniculture”. He writes: “The downside of 

treating families as miniculture is that families, like cultures, actively brainwash their 

young” (p. 508). When I was a student in China, one of our most important subjects was 

politics. I was required to memorise all of the great sayings and quotations from Mao’s 

theoretical socialist views. I had to pass all the written exams on these quotations, and in 

these exams I needed to link my personal thoughts and understandings to communist 

thinking. From when I was a little child, ‘being good’ was related to a person’s 
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relationship with the communist party. In primary school, only obedient children with the 

highest achievements could be awarded red scarves which symbolised being a 

‘communist successor’. In high school, we were required to join the Communist Youth 

League. As members of the Communist Youth League, we regularly needed to learn the 

newest communist and socialist concepts from our great country leaders. At university, 

top students were ‘encouraged’ to join the Communist Party which would increase the 

chances of gaining a scholarship. Since I was a little girl, I was educated to be an obedient 

follower.  

All such messages I learnt from my childhood have been deeply engraved in my 

identity as a Chinese immigrant. Every family develops its own rules to maintain its 

secrets and unwanted or unpermitted disclosures of family business are like boundary 

turbulence (Petronio, 2002). I was bound by the family rules of my mother country from 

my childhood into early adulthood. To this day I still feel the after-effects of living under 

these family rules. I am worried about the ‘boundary turbulence’ I could create as a 

critical autoethnographer. I realise that I am writing critical autoethnography which will 

be published and I have no power to take it back once it is made public. Given the 

importance of ethical considerations in critical autoethnography, it is also critical to take 

political considerations seriously. I am afraid to write any text about my trip back to my 

motherland.  

 

Hsi 兮 

 

 

But I can make art. When I was a little child, I enjoyed reading lianhuanhua 连环

画 (linked pictures) and manhua 漫画 (cartoons). As a child, while my literacy was still 

developing, I could immerse in the narrative world of images freely. Lianhuanhua are 
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traditionally palm-sized picture storybooks. They became popular in the 1920s for the 

purpose of spreading revolutionary ideology, and in the 1950s for propaganda supporting 

the new communist government (Robert, 2017). The stories from the lianhuanhua made 

me admire the wartime heroes who were often illustrated as sturdy, handsome and 

idealised workers, peasants and soldier characters (Robert, 2017). Robert (2017) points 

out that lianhuanhua were a vehicle of propagating ideology and political aims. Likewise, 

manhua in Chinese history were also a vehicle for a similar purpose. One of the most 

influential Chinese cartoonists, Feng Zikai (丰子恺 1898-1975), was my favourite artist 

because his artworks not only illustrated the tribulations of life during the time of war 

with Japan but also showed his sentimental sensibility of his understandings about life 

(Hung, 1990). Feng Zikai used his brush as a unique weapon to express his anger and 

frustration about the war, and 

to spread hope (Hung, 1990). 

It seems that imagery offers 

an alternative tool for me to 

record, express and process 

my personal views or 

political opinions about my 

motherland. I can explore the 

power of ‘family secrets’ 

with political considerations 

in mind for my critical 

autoethnography journey.  

 

 

 

 
Figure 22: A Mother’s Head Severed, Feng Zikai,  

Source: The China Weekly Review,  

88, 6 (April 8, 1939, p.177). Shanghai 
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With this idea in mind, I prepared a small stack of postcard-size paper sheets and a 

sketch kit instead of my computer for my trip. I wanted to record my trip as snapshots in 

my postcard collection as my travel souvenirs or my travel journal. I compare my 

postcard/lianhuanhua/manhua creation idea for arts-based inquiry to Fitzpatrick’s concept 

of being a bricoleur researcher in serendipity and arts-based research (Fitzpatrick, 2017).  

She thinks that “the notion of serendipity and the role of bricoleur are useful to make 

sense of an embodied, sensory and, at times, messy research process” (Fitzpatrick, 2017, 

p. 61). I did not have a rigid plan for my trip to China, but I was conscious of the self of 

the stories I wanted to create for developing this identity research (Fitzpatrick, 2017). In 

the process of recording my trip through arts-making, I needed to keep in mind my 

research topic and aims while I was immersed in being present and active in order to 

observe my embodied experience, evoked memories, vivid feelings and emotions (Chang, 

2013; Fitzpatrick, 2017). I needed to be prepared with my artistic skill and research 

knowledge and to be aware of what might come to me along my critical autoethnography 

and arts-based journey. 

I had become more excited than anxious. Settling on the idea of making art for my 

travel made me more relaxed, so I was more in a travel mood when it came to packing my 

luggage. I needed to get prepared for this long distance travel. But what should I take with 

me? When I told my friend who travels often between New Zealand and China about my 

trip, she suggested I buy some fashionable new clothes. I wanted to travel light. When I 

travel, I often dress in active-wear for comfort. I replied that I have enough travel clothes 

for the trip. My friend said: “If you will visit your friends and family in China, you should 

wear more presentable and fashionable clothes. Otherwise, you might be looked down 

on … even in restaurants by waiters. You can’t be too Kiwi in China.” I opened my 

notebook and wrote down under my to-take list: some presentable clothes.  
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Then, my mother had a serious conversation with me about gifts. She said it was 

our Chinese tradition to bring gifts to friends and family when visiting. I said I had 

thought about getting some little things from a local market. I love hand-made crafts and I 

thought it would be a good idea to share what I love. My mother shook her head: “No, no, 

no. Your gifts can’t be too little. Otherwise, you might be looked down on and make your 

friends disappointed. Get New Zealand health and make-up products. They are more 

popular in China.” She passed me a list of names of my relatives in China: “And these 

ones. You need to prepare something for them too.” I looked at the names. Some of them 

I did not really know 

that well – like a 

cousin’s parents-in-

law, or cousin’s 

cousins. I knew it 

was important for my 

mother to ‘have face’ 

(有脸面). I opened 

my notebook and 

wrote down: gifts for 

everyone. While 

preparing my luggage, I had already encountered conflicts between the two cultures. 

What I should take in my luggage seemed to have come down to how I saw my identity – 

was I a New Zealand traveller or a Chinese returner? My luggage had become a site 

where my root culture and host culture clashed.  

With these lists, preparing my travel luggage had become exhausting and stressful. 

In my bedroom, I straightened my back from my stooped position and looked out the 

window. It was a sunny winter day. I love the warm sun in the cold depths of winter. It 

 
Figure 23: What should I take?, 

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Ink and watercolour on paper 
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makes everything so hopeful. The view outside my window was beautiful – golden and 

light green-coloured tree tops. Looking at the relaxing view, I realised I did not want to 

travel anywhere. I wanted to see my hometown again, but I was so attached to this home 

too. I wanted to go back to my other home, but I did not want to leave this home. At that 

moment, my sadness was not from feeling homeless, but about the distance between my 

two homes. Looking at the sky, I imagined if I was a bird, how far I would fly to get back 

to my other home. I wished I was a migratory bird so I could fly freely between my two 

homes – without fear and political consideration, without visa, luggage, fashionable 

clothes and gifts. I just wanted to be free in the in-betweenness.  

 

 
Figure 24: Home far away, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Ink and watercolour on paper 

 

Hsi 兮 
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Departure – in a liminal space   

On the plane from New Zealand to China, I was anxious. I did not feel grounded. 

In the air, I was vulnerable because I was not in control. With my eyes closed, every 

movement of the plane became so noticeable. With my eyes closed, in the darkness, I saw 

another dark space in my mind. I had recently been to an exhibition about immigration at 

Auckland Maritime Museum. In the exhibition (The immigrants, 2019), there was a 

replica of the cabin of one of the original wooden ships in which early immigrants 

travelled from their hometown to their unknown land – New Zealand. The replicated ship 

cabin moved as if floating on 

the sea. When it moved, it 

made a horrible creaking sound 

from the wood. The oily smell 

of the timber gave me a 

headache. I could not imagine 

the smell mixing with rotten 

food, people’s sweat and vomit. 

However, it was normal for 

early Chinese settlers to travel 

in this kind of dark, terrifying 

and disgusting space for several 

months from China to New 

Zealand. What made these 

early Chinese settlers endure 

the fear and distress in these dark and smelly cabins to travel to a strange, distant land? 

New Zealand was ‘New Golden Mountain’ for these Chinese settlers but not a 

place to call home. The first group of Chinese migrants, mainly from south China, were 

 
Figure 25: Photo of the replica cabin at Auckland 

Maritime Museum 
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forced out of China to go gold-seeking because of the breakdown in economic 

infrastructure and governance resulting from the First Opium War (1839-42) (Ng, 2003). 

The majority of Chinese sojourners who came to New Zealand during the goldrush period 

intended to save enough from their earnings to take back to China to enable a better 

quality of life. In Ng’s study (2003) the numbers of Chinese gold-seekers’ deaths in New 

Zealand indicated most Chinese gold-seekers in New Zealand returned home during their 

lifetimes. The majority of Chinese sojourners who died in New Zealand also were 

exhumed in order for their bodies to be sent back to their ancestral land – the SS Ventnor 

which sank off the Hokianga Heads in 1902 was carrying the remains of over 500 

Chinese sojourners (Ng, 2003). Through these numbers, it is possible to infer that early 

Chinese sojourners did not connect with New Zealand as their home because they were 

more willing to go back to China, whether alive or dead. But, why did I leave my home 

country in the first place? Will I be willing to go back to China, especially after this visit? 

In the liminal space, in the plane, I had many questions about this trip in my mind. In my 

mind, I not only had questions about this trip to my hometown, but also a task I had given 

myself. I wanted to find an object for my guqin-making – something that would represent 

my home, my culture and my roots. I did not know what it would be, in the same way I 

did not know what answers I might find during this visit. 

With my eyes closed in the plane, in the darkness, I could not visualise my home 

in China. I had been away from my hometown too long. My last visit was almost ten 

years previously. Hearing the loud engine sound of the plane and feeling the rough, 

shuddering movements of the aircraft, I was growing more and more anxious. I do not 

have a physical home in China anymore. I do not have a house or apartment in China. I do 

not have a bank account or any money in China. I even do not have local legal 

identification anymore. Where are the physical links between me and my hometown? 

Becoming more and more anxious, I tried to visualise my comfort places. The first image 
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was the view from my bedroom window in the house I had lived in for more than ten 

years in Titirangi, West Auckland. Then, I heard my girls’ laughter from the playhouse 

we built in our garden. In the distance, I heard my guqin’s sound and smelled the incense 

burning. On the plane from New Zealand to China, was I going home or leaving home? 

Inside the plane, my body and my mind were floating and drifting in the air. 

 

 

 
Figure 26: Migratory bird, coming home or leaving home?, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, 

Ink and watercolour on paper 
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After more than 10 hours flying, I was drawing closer and closer to China. I 

opened the flight map again and again to see how close I was to my home country. 

Finally, through the plane window, I could see the city, the buildings, the rivers and the 

mountains. The plane prepared for landing. The engine was louder and the bumping was 

more violent. I looked out the window with my heart pumping fast. The objects, 

buildings, rivers and mountains became closer and closer. Through the low clouds, I saw 

the land under grey-tinted air.  

 

A lonely migratory bird 
Mourning in the wild wind and rain 
Between the dark sky and violent sea 
 
“Where is my home?” 
The migratory bird cried 
“The warming south land with spring flowers  
I miss you, but are you my land?” 
 
No answer in the wind  
The coldness piercing the wings  
Flapping harder and harder 
In between  
 
“Where is my home?” 
The migratory bird cried 
“The buzzing north land with busy birds 
I miss you, but are you my land?” 
 
No answer in the rain 
The wetness weighing on the wings 
Flapping harder and harder 
In between  
Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019 
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Figure 27: A distant dream, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Ink and watercolour on paper 

 

 

 

It is like a distant dream  

I was born in this land 

Growing, standing, walking and running on the land 

 

It is a distant dream  

I am looking at this land through the grey clouds 

I could be these little dots 

Living in these cubes  

 

I am in this dream  

Looking at myself from outside of myself 

Disorientated  

Confused  

Puzzled  

 

A loud sound 

Is waking me 

The ferocious monster shaking me up 

 

Myself like a soul 
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A loud sound 

Is waking me 

The ferocious monster shaking me up 

 

Myself like a soul 

Out of my control  

Jumping back to my old body  

Bam…  

With a loud sound 

I wake up 

In my old body  

As one of these little dots 

Living in these cubes 

 

In my old body 

I do not feel fear 

Only with emotional tears 

I hold myself in my old body 

 

Trembling in my old body 

I start crying 

Finally, and physically  

I can smell again my favourite flowers 

I can taste again the foods I craved in my childhood  

I can touch again my grandmother’s wrinkled skin 

I can hear again the love in people’s whispers 

Everything I missed in my distant dream  

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019 
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When the plane touched the land, I realised that all my anxiety was unnecessary. 

My mind, body and soul missed this place. However long I had been away, I missed my 

homeland. At that moment, the worries about my questions and my task for this trip faded 

away. I knew I was back! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hsi 兮 
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A poem for finding a stone 

Here is a poem for finding a stone 

A stone  

I dream to own  

 

Under the grey air 

And a pair of dragon eyes  

I search and re-search 

With care and fear 

 

With no directions in my mind 

Without a map and a guide  

I find myself lost in the journey to find a stone 

 

A stone 

I dreamed to own  

I don’t know where to find it 

No idea of the colour or shape 

But I am afraid  

Without my stone 

My guqin will not sing my mother’s tune  

 

With hope  

I arrive in a big place 

The biggest place in the world 

Lost in the centre ground 

Lost in the people’s pushing around 

I raise my head 

The pair of dragon eyes follow me everywhere 

I search and re-search 

With care and fear 

Hiding myself in the grey and dusty air 
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The lights looked especially grand  

In the day and night 

Through the thick dusty air  

The city is pretty like a wonderland 

Many people are wandering around 

Some without facial expression 

Some with overwhelming passion  

I walk through them 

Follow them 

 

 

 
Figure 28: Grand night, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, 

Watercolour and ink on paper 
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They hide themselves in cubes  

With little windows full of metal bars 

They say they are safe and comfortable in these cubicles 

but they don’t have their stones 

They ask me why I need to look for mine 

I say: “everyone has a stone  

and everyone should find it” 

They laugh at my innocence  

And told me their advice: “no one wants a stone now 

Everyone just wants a diamond”  

 

 
 

 

 

 
Figure 29: Cubicles, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, 

Watercolour and ink on paper 
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I leave them behind 

Listen to the sound of them endlessly working in these cubicles  

Looking for a diamond which they dream to own 

They work continuously  

Day and night 

To provide the grand light  

To light up the enormous concrete forests  

Shining through the thick grey air  

Day and night 

 

Here is a poem for finding a stone 

A stone 

I dream to own 

I don’t know where to find it 

No idea of the colour or shape 

But I am afraid 

Without my stone 

My guqin will not sing my mother’s tune 

 

I go to another place to try my luck 

I am excited soon after arriving at the beautiful site 

Fewer people jostling my back 

Fewer roads to tempt me off the track 

There are so many ancient stories about it 

I must find my stone with little effort 

 

I raise my head 

The pair of dragon eyes are still following me around 

I search and re-search 

With care and fear 

Hiding myself in the grey and thick dusty air 
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Immersing in the beautiful themes  

Listening to the song from the river waves  

I am seemingly forgetting the air and eyes  

To sing and feel with my closed eyes 

The autumn breeze is singing the old tune 5 

But soon, I notice  

Many people follow me 

With smiles on their faces  

They are looking for their diamonds  

With my purchase  

They are closer to their dreams 

 
5 QiuFengCi 秋风词 

 
Figure 30: River, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019,  

Digitally edited photograph 
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“Come and buy 

You are a stranger to us 

And you don’t know the price” 

Looking at their strange smiles  

I walk away with sadness 

I am a stranger to them 

Although we might once have had the same stones  

I lost my stone 

They lost theirs  

 

An old lady stands on the stone path 

She is interested in talking to strangers 

She asks me: “Where are you from, little miss” 

I answer: “A place under long white clouds” 

She smiles: “I remember long white clouds 

Once were above my house” 

She points to the door of her house  

“Here is my half house 

Once full of laughter 

These words on the door are my dreams” 
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With sparks in her eyes 

“I was born in this house 

Married and had babies 

My half house was gone 

With my lifetime of memories” 

I ask her with curiosity  

“Where is the other half house?” 

She raises her head 

Looking at the pair of dragon eyes 

With care and fear 

Hiding her sadness in the grey and thick dusty air  

 

 
Figure 31: Door of half house, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 

2019, Watercolour on paper 
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After seeing the lady’s dark but sad eyes 

I no longer enjoy the scenery  

Thinking of all the tragedies  

Walking through these enormous fake antiques 

How many treasured memories  

Disappeared under giant building sites  

My stone maybe was also lost  

In the process of it 

The process of finding diamonds  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
Figure 32: Antique-looking, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019,  

Watercolour and ink on paper 
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I look at the beauty  

But my heart is empty  

Walking through room by room 

In these antique-looking 

huge gold-digging machines 

I read stories on the walls 

About how much people look forward  

To the bright future ahead 

No one mentions  

The stones and those memories  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 33: Antique-looking room, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019,  

Digitally edited photograph 
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There are diligent details 

On the beams of these rooms 

I thought about the instrument I am making  

The timber of my guqin is also from an old building 

Just like the old lady’s half house 

In my heart  

I am praying 

“Please, please 

Let my piece of timber be full of good memories 

Rather than someone’s tears and sadness” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 34: Antique-beam, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019,  

Digitally edited photograph 
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Walking along the river 

I find a guqin workshop 

Many old beams are standing beside the door next to the street 

Every one of them has a price tag on it 

The owner walks toward me with a grin on his face  

Shows me the greatness of these old timbers 

He says: “I make fine instruments 

But what is your budget, little miss? 

The higher price you can pay 

The older timber you can take away” 

Looking at the beautiful details of these beams 

Every one of them wants to tell me  

Their good memories  

tears and sadness 

No, no, no 

My guqin  

These beautiful instruments  

Have also become the tool for finding diamonds  

 

 

 
Figure 35: Antique timber, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, 

Digitally edited photograph 
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I walk away from these old beams 

My mind is trying to silence their cries and complaints  

Suddenly I hear a comforting voice  

A guqin singing  

From a little window buried in the alley’s deep sides 

I follow the voice to wooden stairs 

In a small room at the top  

A gentle young lady is playing my favourite tune  

A song about a full moon night wrapped in quietness  

 

 

 
Figure 36: Stairs to guqin, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, 

Digitally edited photograph 
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The little room is full of all kinds of inkstones 

And beautiful instruments hanging on the walls   

The lady has gorgeous dimples on her face 

She does not talk about price 

But offers me a cup of tea and a plate of sunflower seeds 

Telling me the stories about her stones in a tender voice 

She says: “Some have forgotten the value of their stones,  

But I find my peace in my music and inkstones” 

I look at her and wait for her advice  

“I don’t know where to find my stone 

No idea of the colour or shape 

But I am afraid  

Without my stone 

My instrument will not sing my mother’s tune” 

She does not offer her answers 

But guides me to sit in front of one of her instruments 

 

 

 
Figure 37: Guqin house, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, 

Digitally edited photograph 
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I hear the song flowing out of my heart 

I remember the countless lonely nights 

The shining moon is above the adopted land  

Always comforting my homesickness  

I start playing my favourite tunes  

A song about a full moon night wrapped in quietness 6 

Outside this little wooden window 

Above the peaceful river 

The bright moon has found my tears on my face 

 

 

 
6 Liang Xiao Yin 《良霄引》: A famous traditional Chinese guqin song  

 
Figure 38: Playing Guqin, Ying (Ingrid) Wang,  

2019, Digitally edited photograph 
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Here is a poem for finding a stone 

A stone  

I dream to own  

I don’t know where to find it 

No idea of the colour or shape 

But I am afraid  

Without my stone 

My guqin will not sing my mother’s tune  

 

I finally arrive in my home city 

I was born and grew up in her beauty  

I remember all her loveliness and tenderness  

But standing in front of her 

I have lost my words 

Where is my beautiful mother?  

Through the grey and thick dusty air  

I see her pale and emotionless face  

Seeing her again after all these years 

My heart cannot feel the joy 

But is full of grief and sadness  

For my beautiful mother 

She is not the same as in my childhood memories 
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I raise my head 

The pair of dragon eyes are sneakily following me around 

I search and re-search 

With care and fear 

Hiding myself in the grey and thick dusty air 

 

 

 
Figure 39: West Lake, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Watercolour and ink on paper 

 

 
Figure 40: City in red, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Digitally edited photograph 
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I remember the most beautiful scenic themes  

The central lake in my home city is full of lotus 

With luscious green and pink colours 

In my dreams I have painted these flowers 

Again and again with great homesickness  

On countless nights 

I woke up with lonesomeness  

And tears flowing down my face  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
Figure 41: Lake in my dream, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019,  

Watercolour and ink on paper 
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In this autumn I am standing in reality  

Looking at the withered lotus leaves  

I realise  

I have found the part of my missing stone 

I thought I could find what I have missed the most these many years 

But it has disappeared with the past without any trace 

I cannot take this part of my stone with me 

It has weathered into sand  

Leaking through my hands and fingertips  

 

I left my homeland in my life’s spring 

Now I am back in my life’s autumn 

The flower season has gone 

I have missed this beautiful blooming season  

I have to remember to appreciate the little greenness that remains 

Rather than burying myself in grief and sadness  

I have to learn 

To enjoy the loveliness of autumn’s tints    

To let this part of my stone go 

Although it was so precious  

 

 

 
Figure 42: Lotus, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Watercolour and ink on paper 
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With sadness and hope  

I look for the stone bridge near my old house 

Where I was born and grew into my youth years 

I dreamed about the stone bridge so many times 

In the times I was struggling in my adopted land 

I miss it so much  

As if it is the solid anchor in my childhood memories 

I hope my remaining stone is under it 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 43: Green sign, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019,  

Digitally edited photograph 
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I find a green sign  

pointing to the ancient bridge made of stone 

The bridge is still above that river with little change 

But a massive concrete forest has covered it 

Standing on the stone bridge 

I barely recognise it  

I used to cross the bridge twice a day for school 

On that bridge as a young girl  

I watched the birds singing and boats floating  

I waited for my grandfather to finish his tea meeting  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 44: Bridge in my dream, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2016,  

Chinese ink on paper 
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Now standing on that bridge I raise my head  

I see the pair of dragon eyes’ cautious gaze  

I cover my mouth and nose  

Struggling to breath in the grey dusty air  

And the pungent smell from the dark river  

Which has no sign of life in it  

My grandfather’s teahouse has long gone  

As well as my old house  

I touch the engraved familiar name of the stone railing  

With a troubled and sorrowful heart  

People have buried a part of my stone in the concrete forest  

In the process of finding diamonds  

The bridge is at the same location but in a different place 

I am standing on the same bridge but as a different me  

Looking at the concrete forest  

With great sadness and unwillingness 

I farewell this part of my stone  

 

 

 
Figure 45: The bridge, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019,  

Digitally edited photograph 
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With sadness and hope 

I visit my ancestors’ graves 

The cemetery is overpopulated after so many years 

Just like the city centre that’s still within my sight  

It is difficult to find my ancestor’s tombstone  

Just like being lost in the city’s ever-changing streets  

I remember following my parents in this cemetery  

In every spring Ching Ming Festival7 

With food and flowers in their hands 

Now just me 

With food and flowers in my hands 

Calling my ancestors in my heart 

 

 

 

 
7 Ching Ming Festival is a traditional Chinese festival when Chinese people visit their ancestors’ graves to 
pay their respects and to share their feelings of grief.  

 
Figure 46: Tombstone, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, 

Digitally edited photograph 
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The tombstone has aged and weathered 

The tree next to the tombstone is still there 

Only taller and stronger  

It has accompanied my ancestors for so many years in peace  

Standing in front of my ancestors 

I have aged and weathered  

With all the stories in my adopted land 

I sit down beside their graves 

As if I was sitting beside my ancestors like in the old times 

Can they hear my stories? 

Can they see my tears? 

Can they forgive that I left the land where they have lived?  

I talk to them silently in my heart 

Hope for answers which will never come  

 

 
Figure 47: Grieving, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019,  

Watercolour and ink on paper 
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My ancestors 

They are parts of my stone 

Deeply permeated into the soil underneath 

I cannot take every capillary of my roots  

They grow into the earth intensely under my knees 

With my ancestors’ flesh and blood over generations  

I am mourning and mourning  

Grieving the parts of my stone 

I have to unwillingly leave behind  

 

Here is a poem for finding a stone 

A stone  

I dream to own  

I don’t know where to find it 

No idea of the colour or shape 

But I am afraid  

Without my stone 

My guqin will not sing my mother’s tune  
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With sadness and hope  

I visit my school in my hometown  

Where I cried and laughed 

Hoped and was disappointed 

The school has become a deluxe edition  

Compared to the humble buildings of the past  

Alongside my two old school friends 

I feel like I have walked through a time machine in seconds  

Many old buildings have been demolished in the past few years  

The abandoned dining hall is waiting for the next round 

 

 
 

 
Figure 48: Dining hall, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019,  

Digitally edited photograph 
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Standing in front of the old dining hall  

My friends and I remember earlier times 

My friends speak with wistful expressions  

“In this hall, we had nothing but dreams and hopes 

Now we have a lot of things but no dreams 

We have to bury ourselves and our kids in the huge waves 

Which push us to find diamonds” 

 

Standing in front of the old dining hall 

We have endless things to talk about from the old eras 

The embarrassing moments  

The hard exams  

The emotional tears 

The memorable secrets  

The disappointing regrets  

Just before departure with my friends  

I realise  

They are also parts of my stone 

Permanently engraved in my heart 

But I cannot take them with me 

Like other parts of my stone 
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With sadness and hope  

I visit my grandmother 

She still has her gentle smile and short silver hair 

Wearing floral clothes and without many teeth  

She sometimes cannot remember me now 

But she still remembers the singing from her childhood 

She used to sing that song to settle me on many nights  

When I was crying for comfort  

My childhood memory was full of her calm voice 

My mother’s tune was from her soft singing on those nights 

 

I hold my grandmother’s hands to feel her 

Her wrinkled skin is soft and thin 

It reminds me I cannot hold her forever 

She will fade with the wind, rain or clouds 

Like other parts of my stone 

Sinking into the soil of my homeland underneath  

I say goodbye 

With great sadness and unwillingness 

Leaving another part of my stone behind 
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Figure 49:  Grandmother 8, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2017, Oil on board 

 
8 My grandmother passed away just two months after I wrote this poem. She now is singing with the wind, 
rain and clouds in my homeland and my adopted land. 
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Here is a poem for finding a stone 

A stone  

I dream to own  

I don’t know where to find it 

No idea of the colour or shape 

But I am afraid  

Without my stone 

My guqin will not sing my mother’s tune  

 

I raise my head 

The pair of dragon eyes are tirelessly following me around 

I search and re-search 

With care and fear 

Hiding myself in the grey and thick dusty air 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

 183 

 

 

Near the end of my journey for finding my stone 

I still do not have it in my hand  

With great wretchedness  

I am wandering around without purpose  

In mountains I hear the wind  

It tells me to follow it  

I follow the wind through the bamboo forest 

Hear its singing resonating with the stone path  

Further and further  

Away from the city’s busyness  

 

 
 

 
Figure 50: Path to the temple, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 

2019, Digitally edited photograph 
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The Nanping evening bell9 is nearer and nearer  

As well as the Guihua’s10 familiar fragrances   

Under the temple’s roof lines 

The green banana leaves are just in season 

Dancing in the autumn drizzle 

With the shape I always dream of on my lonely nights  

In these dreams in my adopted land  

The banana leaf11 cries with me 

“Where are you from and 

Where are you going?” 

I ask the leaf 

The banana leaf says 

“I am going back to where I am from 

Becoming soil embracing the roots” 

In these dreams, I cry  

“Where is my soil and where are my roots?” 

 

 

 
9 Nanping evening bell 南屏晚钟 is one of the famous traditional landmarks in my hometown. 
10 Sweet Osmanthus is a very popular tree in Hangzhou because of its distinctive fragrance. 
11 The banana leaf in Chinese history has significant symbolic meaning in art and literature where it 
expresses the emotions of sadness and nostalgia related to missing people or places.  

 
Figure 51: Banana leaf in my dream, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2016, ink on paper  
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Under the temple’s roof lines 

The green banana leaves are just in season 

Dancing in the autumn drizzle  

With the shape of the instrument I am making  

Behind the rockery garden  

I touch the rock with my eyes closed 

I hear my grandmother’s singing  

I hear my friends’ laughter  

I hear my grandfather’s voice over the bridge  

I smell the fragrance from blooming lotus  

I smell the sweetness from Guihua flowers  

I smell the aroma from green tea fields  

I saw myself as a child playing between the rockeries  

I saw myself as a young girl running on the white dyke  

I saw the lake under blue sky and white clouds 

Behind the rockery garden  

I touch the rock with my eyes closed 

I am mourning and mourning  

The parts of my treasured stone 

I have to leave behind  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 52: Banana leaf,  Ying (Ingrid) 

Wang, 2019, Watercolour on paper 
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Under the temple roof lines  

Under the banana leaves 

There is a monk  

Sitting as still as a stone  

The wind quiets  

The drizzle disappears  

The noise from the far away city fades 

The wave of pushing people weakens 

A monk sits as still as a stone 

Reading his comforting words from old wisdoms  

I suddenly can see a solid stone in him  

Whenever and wherever 

He has his stone  

In his heart  

No one can take it 

Nothing can fade  

He is with his stone always  

 

 
 

 
Figure 53: A monk, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Digitally edited photograph 

 



  

 187 

 

 

 

 

 

Under the temple roof lines  

Under the banana leaves 

In this temple 

There is a story about another monk 

The monk Xinyue12 from almost 400 years ago 

He left his homeland for an adopted land 

With his artistic talent through art and music  

Introduced the great history and culture  

To the people in the adopted culture 

Over many years in the foreign land 

He wrote and played his music 

To grieve what he had lost 

To remember what he had to leave behind  

To form a solid stone in his heart  

A stone could be his anchor  

To anchor his roots in the foreign land 

To anchor his cultures to the foreign people  

To anchor his destiny as an immigrant  

He passed away in his adopted land 

Never going back to the soil and land he loved and missed  

His name and his art were remembered  

By his homeland and his adopted land forever  

 

 

 

 
12 Monk Xinyue 东皋心越禅师 (1639-1694) was born in Zhejiang. He was a poet, painter, calligrapher 
and musician. He lived in YongFu temple in Hangzhou where he practiced his art and philosophy for many 
years. After moving to Japan in 1676, he introduced guqin music and Chinese art to Japan. He brought three 
guqin instruments to Japan and was the first person to introduce the guqin to Japanese people. One of his 
instruments is in Tokyo museum (Chen et al., 2006).   
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Figure 54: Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Photograph 

Monk Xinyue’s hand-written Guqin music displayed at YongFu Temple, Hangzhou. 

 

 
Figure 55: Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Photograph 

Monk Xinyue’s guqin displayed at YongFu Temple, Hangzhou. 

 



  

 189 

Here is a poem for finding a stone 

I have been looking around and around 

For a stone  

I dream to own  

It does not have a colour  

or a shape  

My ancient wisdom and philosophies  

Will help me to find it  

My guqin will help me to form it  

With this stone in my heart 

My instrument will sing my mother’s tune 

Whenever and wherever  

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019 

 
Figure 56: Stone, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Watercolour and Chinese ink on paper 
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Arrive – another in-betweenness  

On the last day of my China trip, my friend was driving me to the airport. Waiting 

in the traffic of rush hour in a Shanghai street, a dry and yellow Chinese parasol tree leaf 

fell on to the shiny front engine cover of his Mercedes-Benz SUV. My friend looked at it 

and, with a hint of sadness, he said: “The autumn leaf is falling, and you are leaving too.” 

I asked him: “Do you know where the leaf is going?”  

“Where?” He asked. 

“It is going home. 

落叶归根(fallen leaves 

return to the roots) – to 

revert to one’s origin”. I 

answered with an old 

Chinese saying.  

 “But where is its 

home?”  

I put my hand on 

my chest, and answered with another old Chinese saying: “此心安处是吾家，Home is 

where the heart settles”.  

Looking at my friend, I said in a firm voice: “I am not leaving but arriving.”  

 

Hsi 兮 

 

I compare the concept of harmony 和 with immigrants’ identity formation process. 

Immigrants have contradictory cultures within themselves. According to the in-

betweenness concept in the traditional Chinese philosophical theory of harmony, the 

 
Figure 57: Falling leaf, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, 

Watercolour and ink on paper 
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immigrant identity formation process is stimulated by the movement between the 

contradictory aspects of different cultures. The contradiction leads to struggles and 

conflicts. My immigrant experience of the constant de-Chinese and re-Chinese process 

has resulted from the movement between the two different cultures. To resolve this 

conflict within the immigrant identity formation process requires an attempt to reach a 

state of harmony between the two different cultures. Therefore, for immigrants, 落叶归根 

“the falling leaf is returning to its origin” is not the action of returning to immigrants’ root 

culture but an active attempt to find the stability between the root culture and adopted 

culture within themselves.  

I did not find the stone I was searching for on my visit, but I felt I had found a 

place to put it. With my hand on my chest, I felt the desire to fill the space I had found in 

my heart with the stone I wanted to form with my culture’s wisdom and philosophies. On 

the plane from China to New Zealand, the engine was as loud and annoying as always. I 

asked myself whether I was disappointed about not finding a physical object for my 

guqin. My heart was still full of anxiety, just like when I was on the plane from New 

Zealand to China. With the experiences from my China trip, I felt I had planted something 

in the in-between place in my heart – between my homeland and adopted land; between 

my culture and adopted culture; between who I was and who I will become. With this 

seed in my heart, I was more settled during the journey on the plane from China to New 

Zealand. Although there was no physical object from my trip for my guqin, I gained the 

direction I wanted to aim in for the next phase of my arts-based research.  

I use my critical autoethnographic voice to document my trip in-between through 

narrative, poetry and images. From a self-perspective, I look into identity, feelings, 

memories and experiences within myself  as well as look out through the relationship 

between myself, culture, community and society (Wyatt & Adams, 2014, p. 46). Through 

critical autoethnography, I experience the tension and anxiety within myself as an 
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immigrant going back to the home country and root culture. Through arts-based inquiry, I 

express this tension and anxiety in a safe and non-threatening in-between space created by 

arts-making. In poetic exploration and image making/editing, I use metaphors, rhythms, 

colours, lines and shapes to express my emotions of disappointment, anger, sadness and 

fear of going back to my home land. Through my embodied experiences and memories 

evoked by the process of arts-making, I intra-act with my home culture, community and 

society, and I document, reflect on and analyse these entanglements with the culture, 

community and society in order to reach the new realisation. Through the process of 

making arts, I as the “knower” meet the “known” which is the empty space in-between 

my two cultures, in my narratives, poetry, and images (Yang, 2005).  

In ancient Chinese philosophy, we value the word She De 舍得, which means we 

have to give up something in order to gain something else. Through my critical 

autoethnographic exploration through arts-based inquiry, this trip allows me to understand 

more about what I really want to leave behind, what I have to give up, and what I have 

gained as an immigrant arts therapist. What I want to leave behind is the “dragon eyes”, 

“grey and dusty air” and the “push for finding diamonds”. As an immigrant, I made a 

choice to try to have a better life by leaving what I do not want behind, but this choice 

also comes with a price. Through arts-making, I am “being-in-the-world” on this trip, and 

I learn from the being process what I have valued and missed (Dion et al., 2011). Moving 

from one culture to another culture, as an immigrant arts therapist, I have to realise the 

pain from the process of cutting my own roots. Giving up parts of my roots is the 

necessary step for moving from my homeland to my adopted land. I have to give up 

something in order to gain something else. The balanced state of being within this in-

between or this solidness/stability will be formed in the process of giving up 舍 and 

gaining 得.  
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Being back in my homeland,  I realised how ‘Kiwi’ I had become. In my 

hometown, I spoke my hometown’s dialect, and my appearance was the same as the 

locals in my hometown. However, people often could tell I was different from them.  

 

 
I am sorry 
I am a bit different  
I stand behind you in line patiently  
Holding the door waiting for you to pass 
 
I am sorry 
I am a bit different  
I fasten my seat belt  
As soon as I get in the taxi and I don’t know the directions 

 
I am sorry 
I am a bit different  
I don’t know how to use Alipay 
And I am not familiar with menus using QR codes 
 
I am sorry 
I am a bit different  
I am horrified by the price tag 
At the nine-floor fashion shop, in front of luxury shoes  
 
I am sorry 
I am a bit different  
I wear Kathmandu travelling clothes  
Without the iPhone 11 pro in my hands   
 
I am sorry  
I am a bit different  
I stand in front of you 
I slip out “I am sorry” in English under your confused gaze  
Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019 
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People can pick the differences. This being ‘different’ feeling makes me 

uncomfortable in my hometown, but also makes me realise the Chineseness in me is 

relative rather than absolute. I am different everywhere – in my homeland and my 

adopted land. In my adopted land, I have often been asked: “Where are you from?”. Now, 

going back to my homeland, people in my hometown still ask me: “Where are you from?” 

This not belonging anywhere feeling has become stronger after my China trip. In the Kiwi 

land, people pick how Chinese I am; In China, people pick how Kiwi I am. Yes, I am 

different with relative Chineseness in me. Now I may have an answer for the question: 

“where are you from?” - I am a Chiwi, between Chinese and Kiwi. I am from an in-

between place between my home land China and adopted land New Zealand, between 

there and here, between the old me and the new me.   

 

Hsi 兮 

 

Looking out the plane window, I saw the morning rays appearing on the horizon. 

My homeland was falling further and further 

behind me, but I felt the spiritual distance 

between my motherland and me was less and 

less, with my strong desire and craving to 

learn from my root culture. I was leaving my 

physical homeland, but I was preparing to 

arrive in my spiritual homeland.  

I often encounter Chinese immigrant 

clients who have regrets about their decision 

to migrate to New Zealand. They often suffer 

in grief and loss over what they missed and 

had to leave behind in their motherland. They 

 
Figure 58: Sunrays above my 

adopted land, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 

2019, photograph 
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often say they could be richer or more comfortable if they did not come to New Zealand. 

They often cry for the people and things they could not take with them on their 

immigration journey. This She De 舍得 concept is really relevant for helping me as well 

as other immigrants I encounter as an immigrant arts therapist. As immigrants, if we want 

to find the balance in the in-between, it is necessary to learn how to give up and how to 

gain. Being in balance or harmony with what we have to learn to give up in order to gain 

is the way 道 to live in the in-between. I am, as a New Zealand Chinese immigrant arts 

therapist, looking for a stone representing this balance or harmony which can fill my heart 

with solidness/stability in order to share these qualities with others. I did not find the 

stone during my trip to my homeland, but I did find the empty space between my two 

cultures. Through my embodied experiences and memories evoked by my arts-making, in 

the messy process of searching for a ‘stone’ from my trip through arts-based inquiry, I 

have found this empty space in between my homeland and adopted land, and this empty 

space is the new direction for the next step of this arts-based research journey. 

 

 
 
 

Hsi 兮 
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A stone in-between  
 
Stone, place and people 
 

After the China trip, the idea of looking for a stone was stuck in my mind. I began 

looking for a stone to fill my heart. The stone for me is different from the Western 

concept of having a heart of stone. The Western view of stone is of insensibility, 

immovability and hardness, and to have a heart of stone is to have a lack of emotions and 

passion (O’Connor, Conney, & Chapman, 2009, p. 181). However, I was looking for a 

stone which represented the harmonic state within myself as a New Zealand Chinese 

immigrant arts therapist. I was looking for the harmonic solidness/stability in my heart 

which would fill the in-between space between my home culture and adopted culture. 

This stone I was looking for would not be insensible and immovable but filled with my 

emotions and passions as a New Zealand Chinese immigrant arts therapist living in 

between.  

I have always had stones in my life. When I was little, my grandmother gave me a 

piece of jade as a gift. As a little girl, I did not know the significance of this piece of jade, 

and I lost it. Later on, my grandmother told me that she had worn this jade for many years 

and the jade contained some of her blood and energy. She said she hoped that my blood 

and her blood would meet in the jade, and her energy and my energy, intermingled, would 

protect me. I always wondered about where the jade had gone, with great regret. Many 

years ago, when I had just arrived in New Zealand, I bought a piece of greenstone as a bit 

of a Kiwi fashion statement for myself. Later on, I was told it is unlucky to buy 

greenstone for yourself and greenstone has significant meanings in its shape and design. 

Stone, both in my root culture and my adopted culture, is not just an object, but an object 

with cultural meanings and significance.  

Stone holds meaning and significance in different cultures all around the world.  

Blaze O’Connor values the spiritual and cultural significance around the anthropological 
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folklore of Aotearoa Māori’s complex naming ritual for pounamu/greenstone (O’Connor, 

2009). Pounamu/greenstone’s naming process is related to particular events, features of 

the natural world, stories of ancestors, and emotions associated with the first discovery of 

stone (Beck & Mason, 2002, O’Connor, 2009). Stone is treated with respect in Māori 

culture and Māori people believe stone has emotions. For example: Māori believe the 

hangi stones (stones used for traditional Māori cooking) become heavier if the stone does 

not wish to be taken away from the place it is resting (Beck & Mason, 2002). It seems that 

stone in Māori culture is not an emotionless and passionless object, but exists as 

personalised and emotionalised cultural monuments.  

Artist Andy Goldsworthy works with stone around the world and he not only pays 

respects to his stone objects but also the stone’s natural resting places. He says: “A long 

resting stone is not an object in the landscape but a deeply ingrained witness to time and a 

focus of energy of its surroundings” (Goldsworthy, 1994, p. 6). O’Connor, Conney and 

Chapman (2009) argue that stone objects’ physical characteristics and material presence 

have social relations as stone was encountered in “embodied, performative and 

incorporated practices” of people’s daily life and activities (p. xvii). From these 

understandings, stone is not only the object but also the monument which connects with 

places and people’s inhabitations. 

Objects can be data for research. Jones and Hoskins (2016) suggest an ontological 

and post-humanist approach to data objects for critical social research. In their study, 

Jones and Hoskins treated data objects for research as “an organic, speaking subject” 

(Jones & Hoskins, 2016, p. 77). Jones and Hoskins argue that indigenous ontology is 

different from a European scientific viewpoint – indigenous ontology connects ‘culture’ 

with ‘nature’, and indigenous ontology in Māori culture is shaped by the “awareness of 

the human-nonhuman dynamic” (Jones & Hoskins, 2016, p. 79). Stone in my arts-based 
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research journey is not a simple metaphor, but also a data object for me to ask questions 

of, to reflect with, and to interact with.   

In the summer of 2019, I visited Long Bay Beach in Auckland to go stone 

hunting. I had been living in Auckland by then for more than a decade. These beaches 

were familiar to me. These beaches were my family and my children’s backyard, 

playground, dining room and celebration venue. I had never really noticed the stones on 

these beaches before until my recent revelation about my interest in stone after my trip to 

my homeland. But, as soon as I began to pay attention, I saw stones everywhere – all 

kinds of shapes, colours and textures. Wherever they have travelled from, they were 

together in this place with me. I imagined that I was one of them and I was settling into 

the soil of this adopted land with them. I imagined we were having a noisy conversation 

together.  

 

 
Figure 59: Stones, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, photograph 
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In this poetic exploration, I use metaphor of different colours of stones to explore 

the discomfort of sharing my stories through this research and the anxiety of unknown 

outcomes of this identity study. Through poetry, I capture my anxiety of exploring my 

research questions from “being-in-the-world”, “remembering being-in-the-world” and 

“being-in-the-world with others” (Dion et al., 2011, p. 314). However, through the third 

person/object’s voice of a stone, this anxiety within me is less confronting. I am willing to 

explore my identity formation process with my metaphorical stone continuously.  

Hsi 兮 

  

 

Hey, you 

Where are you from, yellow stone? 

Among white, brown and black stones,  

Are you comfortable being who you are? 

Do you wish to change your colour? 

 

Hey, you 

Where have you been, yellow stone?  

The marks on you are different  

Are you comfortable sharing your journey? 

Do you wish you had not experienced these stories?  

 

Hey, you 

Where are you going, yellow stone? 

Will it be your final place?  

Will all this company from different-coloured stones, 

And the conversation with me,  

Be your next chapter of being who you are?  

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019 

 



  

 200 

Tim Ingold argues (2011a) that human existence is not “place-bounding” but 

“place-binding” through an inhabiting path or trail. He says: “Where inhabitants meet, 

trails are entwined, as the life of each becomes bound up with the other” (Ingold, 2011a, 

p. 33). Immigrants are like these stones: travelling from different cultures, experiencing 

different displacement challenges, but we meet and are entwined through our immigrant 

journey and in this adopted land. Place-binding with this adopted land, we are bound up 

with the other – all colours, all cultures and all beliefs. Our displacement experiences are 

our trails which indicate where we are from and where we have been. Ingold visually 

depicts (2011a) that places are like knots and meshwork; therefore, places contain the 

trails, knots and meshwork of our inhabitations. I argue that immigrants’ identity 

formation process is also a trail of “point-to-point collection of data”, and knowledge 

generated from the process of wayfaring movement (Ingold, 2011a, p. 41). Critical 

autoethnography through arts-based inquiry allows me to intra-act with cultures, 

communities and societies and to identify this “point-to-point collection of data” of 

entanglements with the world through creativity. As an immigrant arts therapist, these 

points enable me to see the patterns and to analyse the development of my identity 

formation process. With pieces of my stories and fragments of my identities, I aimed to 

form the stone of harmonic solidness/stability in the void space between my root culture 

and adopted culture. Stone is like identity which is not a fixed thing but a process formed 

by experiences and interactions (Johnson, 2013, p. 36). Stone as matter presents moments 

of a process which can be compared to the fragments of the identity formation process.  

Throughout history, stone has been used for the purpose of remembering such as 

the construction of monuments in many cultures. For example, cairns (man-made stacks 

of stones) have been used as trail markers in many parts of the world since ancient times. 

Cairn stones are the landmarks denoting travellers’ arrival and departure. Warne thinks 

(2017) that cairns are more than just marks but they are stories from those who have gone 
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before. However, those unknown stories, as Warne (2017) points out, can be only 

imagined. Cairns are made by the people who cared for their followers, and their 

followers might place another stone on the structure, as well as add another line to the 

stories (Warne, 2017). In my opinion, a cairn is a point among many points of a person’s 

trail and movement. I liken the identity formation process to a person’s trail. The process 

of identity formation is one of movement. Investigating identity formation is building a 

cairn from a moment of awareness of the movement – it is like one of many milestone 

points of the whole journey.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 60: Cairn, Ying (Ingrid) Wang,  

2019, stone artwork on beach 

 



  

 202 

 
 

From the journey of finding a stone in China, to the moment of encountering 

stones on a New Zealand beach, I see the stone as a metaphor, as well as a conversational 

object of research for this study of the identity of an immigrant therapist. During the 

China trip, I was able to find the empty space between my Chinese root culture and my 

New Zealand adopted culture. In the moment of making stone art on Long Bay Beach in 

New Zealand, through poetic exploration, I realised the purpose of finding the harmonic 

solidness/stability in my heart as an immigrant arts therapist. My identity research is not 

only the study of the moments of my identity formation process as an immigrant arts 

therapist, but also the building of trail markers for others who are on this kind of 

displacement journey; therefore, they can add their stones on to this cairn’s story lines.   

 

Hsi 兮 

 

I lay a stone in my heart 
The first stone of the cairn I want to leave 
The cairn will be balanced from the wind and weather 
Standing sturdily in the landscape  
 
I lay a stone in my heart  
As a tired but experienced traveller 
I have been through the wind and weather 
I might have found a way to go through  
 
I lay a stone in my heart  
To construct a trail marker  
For many later arrivals  
To continue their journey 
Of finding a new home  
Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019 
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Identity as stones 

After gathering stones on Long Bay Beach, I sat in front of my desk looking at 

them, touching them, and playing with them. They were all different. The textures on the 

stones were all unique – none of them were the same. They had all different shapes – 

none of them were identical. They were weighted differently – a big-sized stone was not 

necessarily the heaviest. They responded to my body temperature from my hand 

differently – some of them changed temperature faster than the others. I put them 

together, like mini cairns on my desk. They came from a place/places with their 

experiences and stories. Together, they were trying to tell me something. Something 

about identities.  

 

 

 
I link the concept of identity to the stone through a metaphoric lens: linking ‘what 

is the stone made of’ to ‘who am I’. Stone in the natural world has three types, igneous, 

sedimentary and metamorphic, according to how the stone is formed and structured 

(Raymond, 2002). On the other hand, Sedikides and Brewer (2001) illustrate three levels 

 
Figure 61: Balanced stone on my desk,  

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Photograph 
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of identity: individual, relational and collective. Through these levels of identity 

perspectives, identity can be understood as the process of how the identity is formed, 

maintained or transformed over time (Schwartz et al., 2011). I can see the similarities 

between the formation of stone and formation of identity. Stone as a metaphoric material 

for understanding the identity theories provides a visual and tangible platform.    

Igneous stone is formed by crystallisation of melted rocks, and the melting process 

is normally referred to as magma (Raymond, 2002, p. 2). It is like a pure infant who has 

just come out of the earth mother’s tummy. Igneous stone is young, pure and simple, and 

made of crystals, rock fragments and gases. My identity in my igneous stone stage was 

influenced by my birth – the place I was born, and the DNA I am carrying. My individual 

or personal identity is conceptualised by the self-definitions of individuals (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1986). As a young, pure and simple person, I understood my identity from simple 

facts – Chinese, black hair, yellow skin, female and etc. My identity in my igneous stone 

stage is objective and physical which is comparable to a materialism/somatic approach to 

personal identity (Bernecker, 2009; Olson, 1997). These physical, material and embodied 

elements are unchangeable and deeply embedded in my identity. 

Sedimentary stone is formed by a chemical and biochemical process through 

conditions of pressure and temperature (Raymond, 2002, p. 2). Sedimentary stone is 

layered with different materials such as fragments of grains of rocks, minerals, fossils and 

other type of stones (Raymond, 2002, p. 2). My identity in my sedimentary stage can be 

compared to one layer of material among other layers of materials or stones. In this stage, 

my identity is identified in the context of a group of people or community – a child, wife, 

mother or therapist. My identity is like one element of the whole stone, and my identity is 

formed in relation to others. In this sedimentary stone stage, my relational identity is not 

determined by an individual but is defined or recognised by a social group or audience 

such as internal personal spaces, families, or roles within a larger system as a particular 
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identity (Marková, 1987; Schwartz et al., 2011; Swann, 2005). My relational identity is 

interpreted through different social roles such as wife, mother, therapist and researcher. 

My relational identity is also defined by environments and locations, for example, as an 

immigrant or a foreigner.  In studies of relational identity, it is shown that relational 

identity depends on connections and intimacy through interpersonal interaction between 

individuals such as work relationships (Sluss & Ashforth, 2007) and performance of 

household tasks (Garrido & Acitelli, 1999). These interpersonal interactions are like the 

chemical and biochemical formation process of sedimentary stone. My relational identity 

is changeable depending on where I am and what I do. 

Metamorphic stone is formed originally as igneous and sedimentary stone by 

responding to heat, pressure, chemically active fluids or gases, and direct stress; through 

the process of formation, metamorphic stone shows bounded, flaky and fluid texture and 

is mixed with all other materials in its form (Raymond, 2002, p. 2). To compare the 

metamorphic stone formation process to the collective identity formation process, both 

processes involve the development of bonding and mixing. From sociology, collective 

identity is an individual’s self-conception in the context of his/her cognitive, moral and 

emotional interactions with a group, a community, a social category or institution 

(Polletta & Jasper, 2001). On the other hand, Weber (1978) suggests class, status and 

party are the main factors in forming collective identity from a political science 

perspective. Collective identity is formed by a particular group or social category as a 

process through ‘cognitive definition, active relationships and emotional investments’ 

(Melucci, 1989). In this metamorphic stone stage, my identity formation process is 

impacted by social and political factors, for example, as a Chinese immigrant living in 

New Zealand society.  
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Identity development as stone formation  

I compare the stone formation process with Erick Erikson’s identity development 

theory. Identity to Erikson is about sameness and continuity within social roles. He states: 

The sense of ego identity, then, is the accrued confidence that inner sameness 

and continuity of one’s meanings in the past are matched by one’s meaning 

for others (p. 261) … [Ego identity] is the accrued experience of the ego’s 

ability to integrate these identifications with the vicissitudes of the libido, with 

aptitudes developed out of endowment, and with the opportunities offered in 

social roles. (Erikson, 1963, p. 228)  

In terms of the definition of identity formation, Erikson (1968) claims that “identity 

formation … begins where the usefulness of identification ends” (p. 159). Erikson 

emphasises the identity crisis as central to his concept of eight stages of identity 

development and thinks each of the identity development stages contains conflicts 

as well as different possibilities (Erikson, 1959, 1963, 1968). For Erikson, the term 

of crisis represents a crucial turning point when the identity development needs to 

move from one to another for further growth and differentiation (Erikson, 1968, p. 

16).  Crisis in Chinese translates as wei ji 危机. Wei 危 means danger and ji 机 

means opportunity. In this Chinese concept, crisis represents moments of urgency as 

well as possibilities. Erikson holds a similar view of crisis in his identity 

development theory and points out that identity crisis in individual life and 

contemporary crisis in historical development are inseparable as “the two help to 

define each other and are truly relative to each other” (Erikson, 1968, p. 23). From 

my view point, Erikson’s theory on identity development emphasises the 

importance of social elements especially when identity development meets 

moments of crisis in a social context.  
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To relate this to the stone formation process, the processes of stone forming and 

transforming involve a range of responsive actions to the environment and conditions 

such as temperature, pressure, chemically active materials, weight and stress. With 

variations in weather, pressure and direct stress, new possibilities emerge for the stone’s 

quality, texture and shape (Raymond, 2002). Through experiencing conflicts with the 

environment and other stones in the vicinity, the stone changes and transforms. Similarly, 

the identity formation process is guided by social influences to find the balance between 

the conflicts of positive and negative for each stage of identity development (Batra, 

2013). The impending crisis of each stage manifests ‘adaptive strength’ to realise a 

‘vigorous unfolding’ of a new stage based on the strengths obtained (Batra, 2013, p. 256). 

My identity formation process as an immigrant therapist contains inner forces and outer 

forces. For my identity formation development, my inner forces, referring to Erikson’s 

concept, include instinct, emotion, interests and emerging maturity; my outer forces refer 

to my family, profession, community, history, culture and socio-historical context (Batra, 

2013, p. 256). Through the interaction with and direct stress from the conflicts and 

tensions between my inner force and outer force, my identity formation process, like the 

stone formation process, enters its next manifestation.  

From a traditional Chinese philosophical perspective regarding the formation 

process of stone, the stone changes continuously and endlessly. The three types of stone 

seem solid and stable as an object in a moment, but they are not fixed properties in a 

holistic sense. One stone type may gradually transform into another. Sedimentary rocks 

can be metamorphosed over time, and metamorphic stone can be melted to form magma 

in certain conditions; and all three stone types can be weathered and eroded into 

fragments for forming new stones. This cycle is called the rock cycle (Raymond, 2002, p. 

3). It is like the yin/yang cycle, the opposite sides continuously conflict, co-operate, 

transform and renew. The progression of the cycle is as a spiral rather than cycling in one 
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fixed direction. This ever-renewing process is through constant conflict, co-operation,  

transformation and renewal. Erikson claims the similar transforming and renewing 

process occurs within identity development and he thinks “identity is never established” 

as a fixed or unchangeable “achievement” but a “forever to-be-revised sense of reality of 

the self within social reality” (Erikson, 1968, pp. 24, 211). Relating the rock cycle to 

identity theory and Erikson’s identity development theory, I argue that the identity 

formation process is a spiral movement process too. Through bonding and mixing all the 

elements from the personal, relational and collective levels for identity formation, the 

identity is a constantly transforming and renewing living entity. 

Through a journey to China, I found the empty space to house the living stone. 

Through the stories of stone, I have found the meaning and matter of the living stone. 

Engaging and entangling with my embodied experiences and memories through arts-

making provides me an opportunity to experience and enact the process of my identity 

formation from different perspectives. The process of arts-making creates an in-between 

place between my homeland and adopted land for me to see the emptiness I need to fill, 

and to have deeper insights to understand the topic of identity through the conversation 

with my metaphoric stone. My next question is: how can I find a stone of harmonic 

solidness/stability for my heart as an immigrant arts therapist?   

 

 

 

Hsi 兮 
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An instrument in-between  
 

My interest in the guqin first sparked when I was doing some arts therapy work 

with a group of terminally ill immigrant Chinese clients in a hospice in Auckland. I was 

trying to find some music to do movement therapy with these patients, and I wanted to 

find music that was not only relaxing but related to my clients’ cultural/spiritual needs. I 

listened to many kinds of traditional Chinese music, but only the sound of the guqin really 

settled me. I did not know why but, after my work at the hospice, I started gathering a 

range of guqin music in my playlists. It has since become an indispensable relaxation tool 

for me, especially after heavy sessions with my clients. I did not think initially about 

learning to play the guqin as I had never had any music tuition, I could not read sheet 

music and I was hopeless with rhythms. During the first year of my PhD journey while 

developing my research proposal, I was developing my ideas around using the 

transplantation process of a tree as a metaphor for the immigration journey. By chance, I 

learnt that a guqin is constructed from a whole piece of timber. By a twist of fate, I heard 

that a guqin-making master who had just immigrated to New Zealand was starting a 

guqin-making class. In my heart, I felt a craving and calling – the craving to learn about 

this traditional Chinese art; the calling to know more about this piece of Chinese history. 

With apprehension and excitement, I put guqin-making into my research project proposal. 

I intended to use guqin-making as my research methodology in order to awaken ‘new’ 

theory from ‘old knowledge’ (Smith, 2019; Smith, 2017). In order to immerse in 

‘something old’ in me to realise ‘something new’ for this identity study, I would need to 

spend almost two years making this ancient instrument which I had no knowledge of 

before my PhD journey began. From my reading about the guqin’s history, my learning of 

guqin music and my practise of guqin performance, I would come to realise that the guqin 

was an ideal site for exploring the concept of in-betweenness in this research. 
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In-betweenness within guqin  

Guqin-making as an art form has been influenced by the Chinese philosophical 

thinking around harmony. The guqin, from its physical appearance, materials used in its 

construction and its sound quality, follows holistic perspectives. A guqin’s shape, size and 

structure are corelated to the concept of harmony in relation to the human body, nature 

and the universe. The guqin’s length is about three chi 尺13 six cun 寸 five fen 分 which 

follows the number of days in a year; the width of the guqin head is six cun 寸, which 

represents liuhe 六合 – six directions (east, west, north, south, heaven/up and 

earth/down); the width of the guqin end is four cun 寸, which represents sishi 四时 – the 

four seasons; the guqin has 13 hui 徽(similar to the function of a guitar’s neck 

frets)representing the 12 months plus the leap month; the middle five of the guqin’s seven 

strings are tones of gong 宫14, shang 商, jue 角, zhi 徵 and yu 羽 which represent the five 

elements of metal, wood, water, fire and earth; a guqin’s shape mimics the human body 

shape and the phoenix’s movement, therefore, a guqin has forehead, neck, shoulder, wrist, 

tail, and foot, and its many parts also have vivid Chinese names: longyin 龙龈 (dragon 

gums), yueshan 岳山(high mountain), fenge 凤额 (phoenix forehead),  jiaowei 焦尾 

(scorched tail), guanjiao 冠角 (ceremonial cap), longchi 龙池 (dragon pond) 龙池, 

fengzhao 凤沼 (phoenix pool) and yanzu 雁足(goose feet) (Lu, 2019, pp. 87-88). The 

three tones of guqin performance are fanyin 泛音, saiyin 散音 and anyin 按音 which 

represent the harmonious relationships among the heaven, earth and people (Chen, 2017, 

p. 602). The heaven and earth, five elements, six directions, mountain and water, dragon 

and phoenix, male and female, and the four seasons are all represented in the guqin. 

 
13 The chi 尺 is a traditional Chinese unit of length. One chi 尺 is about 1/3 of a metre. The chi 尺 is often 
referred to as a ‘Chinese foot’. Ten cun 寸 is one chi 尺; ten fen 分 is one cun 寸.   
14 These are Chinese traditional tones in music. Gong is almost equal to Do; Shang is almost equal to Re; 
Jue is almost equal to Mi; Zhi is almost equal to So. Yu is almost equal to La.  
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Guqin-makers from ancient times attempted to symbolise the harmonic relationships 

between humans, nature and the universe in the creation of guqin instruments. This 

instrument invites me to connect to nature and the universe with its embodied 

metaphorical meanings from Chinese traditional philosophy.  

The Guqin as an instrument is also full of the richness of the concept of harmony 

within its music. The guqin as an ancient Chinese instrument with seven strings and a 

range of about four octaves embodies the insights of traditional Chinese philosophical 

values from Confucianism, Daoism 

and Buddhism (Tan & Lu, 2018, p. 

141). In Confucianism, music has 

been regarded as a tool to improve 

people’s wellbeing, especially 

mentally, and to regulate the social 

harmonic orders. For example, 

Confucian philosopher Xun Zi 荀

子 (third century BCE) says in his 

work yuelun 《乐论》: 夫声乐之

入人也深，其化人也速 (Music 

is born in the heart; therefore, it 

changes people’s emotions 

effectively too) (as cited in Tian, 

2002, p. 11). In traditional Chinese 

philosophy, music reflects the 

philosophic view of tianren heyi 天

人合一 (unity of human and man). 

 
Figure 62: Guqin from Tang dynasty 彩凤鸣岐, 

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Photograph 
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This concept has two main perspectives: the necessity of music in people’s lives and the 

harmony between music and nature (Tian, 2002, p. 13). In other words, music is an 

important educational and regulating implement for reaching the harmonic order within 

the outside world/nature/society and within people’s internal world, according to the 

Confucian philosophical view.  

Although Daoists criticised Confucianism’s relating of ritual and music and were 

against the idea of using music as a tool to maintain the order between people and society, 

Daoists never neglected music itself (Jeong, 2013). Daoists thought the Confucian view of 

music distorted the music’s nature, therefore, Daoists promoted the freedom to enjoy 

music and encouraged people to listen to all kinds of lively sounds from all beings instead 

of only man-made music (Jeong, 2013). Unlike Confucians’ view of the educational 

function of music, Daoism led people to focus on: “how to cultivate one’s own sensibility 

toward musical harmony, how to open one’s mind to comprehend different musical 

sources, and how to eventually reach musical Dao” (Jeong, 2013, p. 345). Although 

Confucianism and Daoism have different views about the purposes of music and the 

sources of music, there are shared views about music between Confucianism and Daoism. 

Chen (2017) thinks both Confucianism and Daoism encourage people to use the guqin for 

health maintenance and self-cultivation (p. 604). For example, the guqin as an instrument 

in Chinese traditional medicine is regarded as a wellbeing tool to balance the imbalances 

of the physical body (Feng & Wang, 2011; Qing, 2015).  

On the other hand, the guqin in Buddhism represents the attempt to reach a 

harmonic state in a human’s internal world. Throughout Chinese history, playing the 

guqin has become the practice or attempt to attain spiritual enlightenment and to express 

ethical messages through the instrument (Tan & Lu, 2018, pp. 142-143). Kraus (1989) 

clarifies:  
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The music of the (qin) is quiet and complex, with literary titles alluding to 

[Mandarin] culture. The (qin) player [aspires] to the Confucian goal of inner 

cultivation, to reach a refined state of mind that [can] not easily be shared 

with another. (It) [is] thus not an instrument for public performance but rather 

for the private musings of the learned amateur. (p. 20) 

 

Unlike other instruments with the purpose of performance, the guqin is considered 

an instrument for private musing and reflection. Tan and Lu (2018) think of the guqin as 

the “truth tool” in traditional Chinese philosophy for the “search for truth” and the “search 

for harmony” (p. 139). Guqin players search for truth from guqin music in order to reside 

in xing 性 (the inner self) through the Zen Buddhist concept of mingxin jianxing 明心见

性 (clearing the heart-mind and seeing the inner self) (Tan & Lu, 2018, p. 142). In light of 

these perspectives, the guqin is the ultimate private site for people to enter their internal 

world in order to seek the inner self and identity.  

From the guqin-making to the guqin-playing, the self-reflection, the self-

regulation and self-cultivation have been embedded in order to achieve the harmonious 

state within the instrument, within the music, within the self and within the nature and 

universe around the self. A guqin as a tool for seeking harmony has two ideal concepts for 

the guqin artist: “Harmonious Mean” (zhonghe 中和) and “Harmonious Simplicity” 

(danhe 淡和) (Tan & Lu, 2018, p. 143). “Harmonious Mean” can be translated as in the 

middle or in balance, which represents Confucian ideology; and “Harmonious Simplicity” 

is distinctive ideology from Daoism’s philosophical value of “doing by not doing/try not 

to try” (Tan & Lu, 2018, pp. 143-144). When guqin artists perform, they adjust their 

posture and breath to reach the natural and harmonic state of being calm with no desire 

(虚静无欲) which represents Daoism’s doing by not doing (无为) (Di, 2016). In other 

words, the guqin helps people to achieve harmony through simplicity without 
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intentionally pursuing the result.  From these views, the guqin is an ideal site for my 

critical autoethnography research journey on identity. With the guqin, it is possible for me 

to enter the private internal world to reflect on my journey as an immigrant arts therapist 

in order to fill the space in my heart between my two cultures. The guqin provides the 

possibility for me to find the harmonic stability of my identity formation process in 

between my root culture and adopted culture.  

 

Being in-between with the guqin  

Walking in the massive Shanghai museum during my trip to my homeland in 

2019, I was a bit lost. Walking through the well-designed grand interior space of the 

museum, I was wondering if I was walking through a time machine. This particular hall 

was exhibiting old paintings from several hundred years ago. Many of the ink paintings 

were faded or damaged in parts, but the detailed lines, colours and calligraphy offered 

vivid narratives about my ancestors’ life. With some surprise, I saw guqins in many of 

those paintings. In those paintings, people play the guqin in their house or in the garden 

under trees, travel with a guqin in hand, or rest beside a guqin. In these paintings, the 

guqin is part of my ancestors’ being. Standing in front of those paintings, I became lost in 

my imagination. I imagined the guqin music from my ancestors’ skilful fingers; I 

imagined the poems from my ancestors’ singing intertwined with the music.  

 I started learning to play the guqin from early 2019. My guqin playing teacher 

always explains the history and background of each song before she teaches me. Music in 

ancient China was used to connect to the “cognisance of the existing spirits” (Hsu, 1978, 

p. 43) and the guqin was the instrument for this kind of process from the Age of the Five 

Rulers of Fu Hsi about 2852 BC (Hsu, 1978). Many existing pieces of guqin music are 

from hundreds and even thousands of years ago and many of them are accompanied by 

poems written to record deep emotions and feelings. Playing the guqin for my ancestors 
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was the way to connect and communicate with nature, and to understand the meaning of 

life and freedom. Emotions and feelings within guqin music are naturally expressed (情动

于中，不得不发) through the artist’s playing (Di, 2016). Therefore, the guqin for my 

ancestors was not only an instrument but a trusted companion to have a conversation 

with.  

 

Song of Coming Home 

Coming home! Hsi! 

Let me depart from the social life; 

I can’t face this world with strife; 

What would my aim be? 

The intimate talks of my friends I do enjoy 

Free from the grief for the joy of poetry and music I employ.  

 
Figure 63: Details of antique paintings, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Photograph 

 

 



  

 216 

 

Be it so! 

Why should I worry where I go? 

How long on earth one could stay? 

Why! Let it be! 

What is the reason for anxiety? 

My wish concerns no glory or prosperity; 

Pleasure palace is out of reach; 

Presently passes the precious hour, 

With a rod and a hoe to till in the bower; 

Around the rich fields I sigh and look, 

Following nature’s course till the end, 

To the will divine I’ll attend.  

By Yuan Ming Tao (405); Translated by (Hsu, 1978).   

 

“归去来兮，请息交以绝遊。世与我而相违，复驾言兮焉求？悦亲戚之情话，乐琴书以消忧… 

…已矣乎！寓形宇内复几时！曷不委心任去留？胡为乎遑遑欲何之？富贵非吾愿，帝乡不可

期。怀良辰以孤往，或植杖而耘耔。登东皋以舒啸，临清流而赋诗。聊乘化以归尽，乐天天命

复奚疑！” 《归去来兮辞》-陶渊明 

 

The guqin was the way for ancient Chinese to connect to their inner world and to 

find their inner strength. Listening to and playing guqin music from hundreds and even 

thousands of years ago connects me to my ancestors’ world. With the guqin, I can 

experience and feel my ancestors’ emotions, feelings and souls intermingling with my 

own. Through the music, I understand their struggles, desires and growth, and reflect on 

my own struggles, desires and growth with them. Through the music, I share my 

emotions, feelings and soul through the timeless art with them - “free from the grief for 

the joy of poetry and music I employ”. Through the rhythms of the music, through the 

emotions of the poetry, the guqin transports me into a poignant, emotional, and spiritual 

land between myself and my ancestors, between my adopted land and my homeland. 

When I am with the guqin, listening to or playing it, I am in the space of in-betweenness.   
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Guqin sheet music uses a different recording system called jianzipu 减字谱 

which combines finger movement and string locations through special Chinese writing. 

Learning guqin music notation is like learning another foreign language. However, it is 

my ancestors’ language. Learning this language is like learning a secret code which 

enables me to connect to my ancestors and to have conversations with them. By learning 

and practising guqin notation, I am in another in-betweenness – between the comfort of 

my first language and the struggle of a foreign language. An interesting thing about guqin 

notation is that there is no indication about rhythm in jianzipu 减字谱. Learning to play 

guqin music, the first step is to get familiar with the string locations of the song from 

jianzipu 减字谱 , to practise finger movements, to understand the guqin song from the 

writer’s background, intentions and narrative, and then to add the player’s own 

understanding into the rhythm (Sui, 2015). To play the guqin music as if it is my own 

creation, I need to learn to express my own emotions through my ancestors’ music, to 

combine my own embodied feelings/movement/breath with my ancestors’ embodied 

experience, and to create my 

own rhythm to express these 

things (Di, 2016). In other 

words, playing the guqin 

requires the player’s own 

creativity. By playing guqin 

music from older eras, I am in 

between my emotions and my 

ancestors’ emotions, and 

between my creation and my 

ancestors’ creation.  

 
Figure 64: Guqin notation: First page of volume 3 of  

shenqi mipu (神竒秘譜)(Zhu, 2008) 
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One of my favourite guqin music pieces is called gengshen diaowei 耕莘钓渭. 

My guqin playing teacher explained the story behind this piece of music. This song is 

about a scholar who desired to live in seclusion to escape the stresses of political society. 

In this song, there are vivid sounds of water, fishing and birds flying through the sky. 

These details portray the scholar’s desire to connect the self into the natural world. When 

I play this song, I have these vibrant images in my mind. I move my fingers with the 

speed and weight of water drops that I imagine. I play the music with a desire to embrace 

the natural world. Guqin music from my ancestors was often inspired by nature. My 

Chinese ancestors respected the inseparable unity of nature and humanity, and the concept 

of this unity is reflected in guqin music (Zhang, 2015). In guqin music, there are 

mountains, water, flowers, plants, flying birds and four seasons which represent the 

symbolic meanings of the creators’ understanding of life, the world and themselves 

through inspiring, expressing, conveying and enlightening （起兴，传情，言志，悟

理）(Di, 2016). By playing guqin music, I am in an in-between landscape – between the 

land of my reality in this adopted country and an imagined land I share with my ancestors.  

Guqin music attempts to use minimum tones and rhythms to express endless 

meanings. In Chinese traditional philosophy, Confucianism espouses that “the best music 

must be easy, the grandest etiquette must be simple 大乐必易，大礼必简”15；Daoism 

posits that “great music has the faintest notes, the great form is without shape 大音希

声，大象无形”16 (as cited in Di, 2016). The richness within the art of the guqin can be 

simply concluded into xiyi 希夷 (going with the flow) and taihe 太和(reaching toward 

 
15 大乐必易, 大礼必简”出自荀子的《礼记 乐论》。This is Confucian philosopher Xun Zi’s concept 
from his book yulun. 
 
16 大音希声, 大象无形"出自老子的《道德经》第四十一章. This is Daoist Laozi’s concept from his 
book Daodejin, Ch. 41. 
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supreme harmony) (Di, 2016).  I see that the art of the guqin provides the potential space 

for me to use arts-based research methods with xiyi 希夷 (going with the flow),and to 

explore the concept of in-betweenness through Chinese philosophical taihe 太和 

(reaching toward supreme harmony) for my research topic of identity. 

This arts-based research acknowledges the importance of my ancestral culture’s 

knowledge and wisdom, and intends to address how these traditional philosophical 

perspectives impact on the research topic of identity. With the space I find between my 

root culture and adopted culture from my trip to my homeland, with the richness within 

the art of the guqin and its connection with the concept of in-betweenness, and with the 

purpose of finding the stone of solidness/stability within my identity formation process as 

a Chinese immigrant arts therapist, I am ready to continue my arts-based research journey 

into the next step – guqin-making.  
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CHAPTER 6: GUQIN-MAKING AND IDENTITY MAKING 
 
 

In this chapter, I attempt to explore my identity formation process with the making 

of a guqin through reflecting on my immigration journey and professional experiences as 

an immigrant arts therapist. I aim to focus on the guqin-making process which helps me to 

understand the in-betweenness concept of harmony for this identity study. I am interested 

in how guqin-making as inquiry enables me to enter the in-betweenness and connects me 

with embodied experiences and memories through my connection with the artefact. In an 

old Chinese saying: guqin-making is a process of shaping your heart 斫琴斫心. Making a 

guqin for me is not only about learning a traditional Chinese art, it is also a journey which 

helps me as an immigrant arts therapist to intra-act with, reflect on, explore and analyse 

my own personal and professional experiences of “belonging-not belonging”, “home 

here-home there” and “old me-new me” (Albert-Proos, 2015, p. 73).  

In this arts-based research, I use the tree as a metaphoric object evoking my 

immigration journey. I explore my immigrant journey and displacement experience 

through the transplantation of a metaphorical tree. During this process of transplanting 

into this adopted land, how is my identity formation process as an immigrant arts therapist 

ignited, impacted and shaped? A guqin is also from a tree. The guqin for the arts-making 

process of this research is constructed from a piece of old timber which was sourced in 

China and transported to New Zealand. With my guqin, we share the same migratory 

route from our homeland to our adopted land. With this old and dusty timber, I feel the 

desire and responsibility to listen to the stories from our shared displacement experiences. 

Guqin-making allows me to have an in-depth conversation with other trees on this 

journey of identity realisations and discoveries through “being-in-the-world” (Dion et al., 

2011). As an immigrant arts therapist and arts-based researcher, I am hopeful of gaining 

insights into my identity formation process through guqin-making, through “being-in-the-
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world, remembering being-in-the-world, and being-in-the-world with others” (Dion et al., 

2011, p. 314). At the explorable site of guqin-making, my guqin and I together explore 

the in-betweenness concept for this identity study.  

 

Step one: Coming to the foreign land  
 

Specific timber is required for the construction of a guqin. For the guqin’s body, 

there are two different types of timber. The top part of the guqin is traditionally 

constructed from soft wood such as Chinese paulownia 桐木 or Chinese fir 杉木.The 

bottom part of the guqin is traditionally constructed from hard wood such as Chinese 

catalpa 梓木. Soft wood on the top belongs to the concept of yang, and its less dense 

material is conducive to vocalisation; hard wood on the bottom belongs to the concept of 

yin, and its denser material is for the reflection of the sound (Qing, 2015). Choosing a 

type of timber depends on experience, feeling and sometimes fate.  

Meeting this timber is my fate. Back in Auckland, in my first guqin-making class, 

I walk down to the basement with excitement and a degree of trepidation. Here in the dark 

basement of the guqin-making workshop – in the only guqin-making class that is taught in 

New Zealand – I can smell the dustiness and dampness in the air. Several piles of timber 

sit a few metres from me, laying in the dim light. One particular piece of timber draws my 

attention. On it I can make out several Chinese characters written in ink. I run my fingers 

over it and feel that it is slightly cold. The moment I touch it, in my heart I know: this is 

the one. This is the piece of timber I want to have a conversation with. This timber’s life 

began centuries before my time. It was part of a tree in a forest in my home country; then 

it was part of a house for many long years, still in my homeland. But the moment I touch 

it, I feel its confusion and fear. I hear its anguished question: why am I here?  
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Figure 65: Details of two pieces of timber, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Photograph 

 

Why am I here? I have asked this question many times of myself in my years 

living in this adopted country, especially at times when I was confused, conflicted and 

afraid during my immigration journey. I have heard this question many times from my 

clients in my years of practice as an arts therapist. This process of “separation from 

home” has a long-lasting impact on us as someone coming from “there” to “here” (Albert-

Proos, 2015, p. 131). As an immigrant, although I have been living in my adopted land for 

almost two decades, I often feel that I have not fully departed “there” and not yet fully 

arrived “here”. When I feel I am lost and confused in the journey of in-between departing 

and arriving, in-between past and future, in-between the old me and new me, in-between 

here and there, I often ask myself – with mixed emotions of regret and hope – why am I 

here?   

In the dark, damp basement of the guqin-making workshop, I hear this question 

from this timber – why am I here? I take this piece of timber outside to have a look at it 

under better light. This timber is full of insect holes and covered in dust. It was once part 

of a structural beam of an old wooden house. Holding this piece of wood, I try to imagine: 

where was the tree it comes from once planted? Where is the forest that was this tree’s 

first home? Is that forest still there? Who lived under the roof that this wooden beam once 

supported? This piece of wood is silent now. It does not want to say anything more. Like 
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some of my clients in their early sessions, they do not want to talk much about their loss 

and grief from leaving their homeland. I love my hometown, but I left it. When I have 

experienced challenges in this foreign land, the pain from the loss and grief of leaving my 

home has become raw and hard to bear.  

 

Separation from home is not only about being distant from a physical location. 

Separation from home also includes separation from unreplaceable memories, comforting 

feelings, and heart-gladdening emotions. Separation from home indicates the sacrifice 

which immigrants have to make in order to come ‘here’. With this piece of old timber, I 

sense, feel and imagine. My embodied memories arise within the entanglement with this 

 

This silent lost tree 

I can understand your pain 

We left so many happy stories in that old and damp wooden house 

With the laughter of kind-hearted grandparents 

 

This silent lost tree 

I can feel your sadness 

We left the familiar smells in that crowded but warm forest 

With the gentleness from the comfortable breeze 

 

This silent lost tree 

I can imagine your loneliness 

We left the heartening sound of mother-tongue 

With the comforting voice from mother’s gentle singing 

 

This silent lost tree 

I can sense your anxiety 

We have to trust each other in this journey 

with our quest, and desire, for finding home 

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019 

 



  

 224 

timber.  My poetic exploration has showed me that after many years in my adopted land, 

the fragments of my past experiences within my root culture have not fully “lost their 

grip” in-between “here” and “there” (Albert-Proos, 2015; Turner, 1992). Through having 

deep conversations with the timber, the fragments of my embodied memories, the smell 

of damp house, the sound of my mother-tongue, and the singing of my grandmother, are 

awoken. The intra-action with this timber brings me from the present to the past, brings 

the past to the present me. I enter the in-between space between ‘here’ and ‘there’, the 

new me and the old me.  

The writing on this piece of timber is still readable after many years, but this 

timber has lost its old identity in this adopted land. Holding this timber is like meeting an 

old friend in this confused in-between of ‘here’ and ‘there’. In my heart, I feel a desire to 

let this timber ‘speak’ again, to share its ‘there’ story from the hundreds of years it has 

already known, as well as the journey to its new identity of becoming a guqin ‘here’.  

Arts-making is a process of material discursive knowing which is “a dynamically intra-

active process which materialises phenomena and enacts material-discursive boundaries” 

(Barad, 2007; Ravisankar, 2019, p. 116). I compare letting this timber speak to the 

“dynamically intra-active process which materialises phenomena and enacts material-

discursive boundaries”. Guqin-making as a meaningfully active agent provides the space 

for the intra-action and entanglement through my arts-making process. Guqin-making as 

inquiry can be described as a material-discursive force through entering the in-

betweenness by an arts-making process where the boundary between me and the guqin 

blurs (Ravisankar, 2019, p. 117).  

In this in-betweenness created by the guqin-making process, I need to share my 

story with this piece of timber as well. It is like the many times, while working with my 

immigrant clients in my arts therapy room, that I have shared some of my immigration 

experiences with them in order to make a connection with them, encourage them to speak 
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and to find sources of hope together. I remember many times, when a client was hesitant 

to tell me their negative stories, my openness about my own immigration experience gave 

them the courage to take their first steps on their healing journey. My personal experience 

of being wounded and my healing journey from my own immigration path have enabled 

the therapy of others suffering from their own displacement issues (Green, 2016). My 

own struggle with the “living in between” experience allows me to “understand and 

empathise with others’ similar experiences and to contain feelings associated with trauma 

of immigration” (Barreto, 2013, p. 348). With this piece of silent timber, in order to let it 

speak or even sing to me, I have to open up and share my stories too. In this in-between 

space between ‘here’ and ‘there’, this piece of silent timber and I have to find the courage 

to have honest conversations about coming and becoming.  

From the Chinese philosophical perspective on the concept of in-betweenness, 

without difference or contradictions, there is no harmony (Yang, 2008, p. 27). Through 

my poetic exploration around meeting my piece of timber and my entanglement with the 

emotions and memories arising in the poetic exploration, I realise the contradicting 

elements of being between ‘here’ and ‘there’. In the past, when I attempted to forget 

‘there’ in order to fit in ‘here’, I mistakenly thought that in order to arrive ‘here’, I have to 

fully depart ‘there’. The ‘old’ in my identity has “lost its grip” but the ‘new’ me from the 

future has not yet formed a definite shape (Turner, 1992, p. 133). I learnt from my past 

experience of being an immigrant arts therapist, but am also learning from this arts-based 

research journey, that harmonising the differences or contradictions in-between ‘here’ and 

‘there’ leads to a new way of realising the “recreation of home” (Albert-Proos, 2015, p. 

131). In order to find the harmonic space between ‘here’ and ‘there’, the past and future, 

the old me and new me, I have to continue my journey with my guqin.  

 

Hsi 兮 
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Step two: Making the shape  
 

There are many different shapes for the different styles of guqin. The most 

common ones include fuxi 伏羲，shennong 神农，zhongni 仲尼，lianzhu 连珠，luoxia

落霞，jiaoye 蕉叶 and lingji 灵机.Some of the styles were titled after the name of the 

person who created them, some others were named according to their shape (Zhao, 2017). 

Jiaoye 蕉叶 means banana leaf. The jiaoye guqin is inspired by the beauty and elegance 

of the leaf shape. I want to make a jiaoye guqin not only because of its beauty and 

elegance, but also for how it reflects the meaning and hope of my guqin-making journey. 

The Chinese saying, luo ye gui gen 落叶归根 (the falling leaf returns to its roots) 

expresses the leaf’s desire to return to its origin. For immigrants, luo ye gui gen 落叶归根 

(the falling leaf returns to its roots) becomes an extravagant hope. When I was doing 

therapy work with a group of terminally ill immigrant clients at a hospice, many of them 

expressed their desire to go back to their homeland – luo ye gui gen 落叶归根 (the falling 

leaf returns to its roots). Many of them were unable to return due to physical reasons but 

also sometimes they had nothing and no one to go back to after having lived in this 

adopted land for many years. When I was working with them, I thought about myself. 

Will I want to go back to my homeland in my final days? It was scary to think about my 

own final days and I was quite low for a while during the time I worked at the hospice 

because of these thoughts. This may be the reason I chose the leaf shape for my guqin.   

If I compare the “recreation of home” to the Chinese philosophical concept of 

“returning to roots”, this “returning to roots” can be understood as the action of returning 

to “the state of stillness” (Li, 2015, p. 106). However, “this stillness is the basis of 

activity” because “stillness is the ruler of the movement” between conflicts and 

contradictions (Li, 2008, pp. 109-110). Harmonising the differences and conflicts between 

my root culture and adopted culture as the way of “returning to roots” and “recreation of 
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home” is not looking for a fixed point or location, but it is an ever-ongoing process. My 

desire of luo ye gui gen 落叶归根 (the falling leaf returns to its roots) is not about 

returning to a physical place or my homeland, but the peaceful harmony of being in my 

“recreation of home” between my root culture and adopted culture, and my homeland and 

my adopted land. As Li points out, harmony in Chinese understanding is a qualitative 

concept involving a focus on “what kind of elements are situated in what kind of 

relationship” (Li, 2014, p. 31). My desire for luo ye gui gen 落叶归根 (the falling leaf 

returns to its roots) is looking for balanced relationships between ‘here’ and ‘there’, the 

past and future and the old me and new me.  

     
Figure 66: The outline of the guqin, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Photograph 

 

With this desire of luo ye gui gen 落叶归根 (the falling leaf returns to its roots), I 

draw the outline of the leaf shape on the timber. Once I have the outline, I start sawing. I 

can smell the wood when I am sawing. Most of the insect marks went no deeper than the 

surface of the timber because insects dislike the aroma of Chinese fir. The aroma of my 

timber is so pleasant. With the wood dust covering me from my head to my feet and with 

the pleasant smell from the fresh sawing wafting around me, I begin imagining the forest 

where this tree germinated from a seed and grew. The process of working to shape the 

wood evokes my emotions and memories; with the dialogue and embodied exchange with 
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the timber, with each step of sawing, grinding and sanding, I naturally become blended 

with my instrument-to-be. My embodied experiences with this piece of timber seed a new 

relationship between the artefact and a sense of self; together, the timber and I are making 

a shared embodied memory (Fitzpatrick, 2016). In the process of cutting out the shape, 

my timber and I are silently and anxiously bonding together. However, this bonding 

together or uniformity is not the purpose of harmony. Through 和 harmonisation, 

reaching temporary 合 uniformity is a transitional connection toward further 

differentiations and harmonisation (Li, 2014, p. 12). By bonding with my guqin, I am 

merging my past experiences into a shared embodied experience with my guqin. 

       
Figure 67: The basic shape, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Photograph 

Hsi 兮 

 
The steps of making the shape of my guqin are repetitive and tiring. I have to 

grind and sand all of the edge details to mimic the natural shape of a leaf. This long, 

repetitive process reminds me of my own repetitive and tiring experience of reshaping my 

identity throughout my immigrant journey. As my identity formation process has 

continued through all these years in this foreign land, I have continually attempted to 

follow my heart and destiny in order to find my most suitable ‘shape’. Many years ago, 

when I arrived in New Zealand as an international student, I carried my parents’ hope – to 

be more qualified in order to find a better job in my profession as a designer with a better 
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income. The first step in reshaping myself was regarding confidence in my language 

competence. As the only Asian student in my first Master’s degree cohort, my confidence 

was hurt badly in the first few weeks. I soon realised, although I was an experienced 

designer in my hometown, I could not understand my lecturers’ requirements for the 

assignments. Even if I translated them word by word, I still could not understand the 

concept of the tasks. I was afraid to ask anyone else in my class because I worried about 

my accent. Just like the grinding and sanding process of guqin-making, I had to spend 

more time and effort to build up my language competence to enable me to live and grow 

in this adopted land. While I can now see that my language competence is improving and 

I have no problem using English to communicate both in writing and speaking, this 

language issue has continually arisen through my practice as an immigrant arts therapist 

working in my adopted country. Therefore, this aspect of reshaping myself is ongoing.  

The second aspect of reshaping myself comes from my beliefs. For many years, I 

thought career and social status were the central pillars of my life. Driven by this belief, I 

worked very hard to excel in an idealised profession, aiming high within a desirable 

organisation, but I could not find much enjoyment or sense of achievement in that 

‘respectable’ job. By going through some mental health struggles myself, I discovered my 

strength and joy through arts-making, and consequentially I became interested in studying 

arts therapy. As the only Chinese student in my arts therapy programme, with little 

knowledge of and no background in psychology, through more intense ‘grinding and 

sanding’ during the three years of my Master in Arts Therapy, I not only gained a new 

qualification and new professional identity, but I also gained a new belief about what is 

important and central in my life. This aspect of reshaping myself continues through my 

arts therapy practice and arts-based research.  

The third aspect of reshaping myself comes from within my professional identity. 

From a person who is shy and not confident about speaking English with people, 



  

 230 

becoming an immigrant arts therapist working with clients from all cultural backgrounds 

has been a big challenge for me. Working in the mental health sector, I have to be capable 

and competent in my professional skills, knowledge of other cultures, and most 

importantly be confident about being an immigrant arts therapist. I see every moment of 

working with my clients and reflecting on my practice as the process of ‘grinding and 

sanding’ away at my new shape as an immigrant arts therapist. This aspect of reshaping 

myself has a long way to go – like the process of ‘grinding and sanding’ my guqin, to 

reshape my identity requires resolute determination.    

With the sanding block in my hand, I want to find this resolute determination and 

gentle patience. I hope the effort I put in to guqin-making will make this piece of wood 

proud. This timber is in my hands, and its fate is in my hands. It is like my identity 

formation – its fate lies within my endless efforts driven by my resolute determination.  

 

 
What do you want to be, my qin? 
With the grinding and sanding tool in hand 
I am listening 
And I heard you speaking 
 
You say: 
“I want to become… 
The shape that can comfort lonely souls 
The texture that can connect lost memories  
The temperature that can warm cold tears 
The voice that can melt people’s hearts  
The desire that can motivate hurt bodies” 
 
With the grinding and sanding tool in hand 
I am repeating 
Your speaking and my determination 
Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2020 
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Through arts-based inquiry, I find my determination from my guqin’s speaking. 

From touching, sensing and feeling the guqin, I relate my desire for the guqin’s outcome 

to my motivation for the immigrant arts therapist I want to become. My guqin is the 

mirror for me to reflect on my desires and hopes. This poetic exploration helps me to 

discover the qualities I desire to have as an immigrant arts therapist. Similarly, in my 

therapy practice, as an arts therapist, I am like my guqin and I let my clients reflect on 

themselves through me. In the therapeutic space, I share my reshaping stories with others. 

My life and my reshaping stories are my clients’ mirror to see their hope and 

determination. My immigrant clients learn to be patient and determined in their reshaping 

journey such as with language, belief and expectation. A client of mine from a Māori 

cultural background learned to be empathic with my reshaping story and reflect on her 

own stories of the impact of colonisation from her family history. My Pākehā clients learn 

to be open-minded and considerate from my reshaping stories and design their own goals 

for reshaping their life. Through sharing my reshaping stories, I create a therapeutic space 

for my clients to prepare their own ‘grinding and sanding’ for their transformation.  
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Figure 68: the basic shape, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Photograph 

 

The shape of the jiaoye guqin mimics the natural shape of the leaf, therefore, each 

jiaoye guqin does not have exactly the same forms and dimensions in its wave-like 

shapes. During the trip to my hometown, I sketched and studied the movement and shape 

of real banana leaves at the temple I visited. Now, I have to recreate the beauty and 

movement of those real leaves in the sculptural shape of my instrument. Only two tools 

can be used in this process, sandpaper and files. Timber is hard to work with, especially 

for me as someone who has had little woodworking experience. Every wave form takes 

me about half a day to sand and shape. However, with the image of a banana leaf moving 

under the temple roof in my imagination and with the pleasant memory of that peaceful 

moment in my mind, I enjoy the slow, soothing process. Smelling the wood, touching the 

texture, and listening to the sound of the sanding, my instrument is forming and growing 

with me. I am shaping my instrument, but reflecting on my own shaping desire as an 
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immigrant arts therapist. Reshaping takes time and effort. Through the poetic 

conversation with my guqin, I realise my motivations behind the resolute determination 

with which I push forward along the formation journey of my identity as an immigrant 

arts therapist. Through my identity formation process as an immigrant arts therapist, I 

desire the competence to comfort, warm and motivate my clients, and wish to gain the 

compassion for hurt bodies and hearts. These fragments of my desired future identity have 

“not yet taken definite shape”, and they may require a long time to form. However, 

having these fragments motivating my resolute determination helps me to overcome the 

“dark” moments and to focus more on the “fruitful” moments in the “betwixt and 

between” state of my identity formation process (Turner, 1969, p. 95). I reshape with my 

guqin, and my clients reshape with me in the “betwixt and between”.  

   
Figure 69: The undulating shape, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Photograph 

 

Hsi 兮 

 

Every detail of my guqin requires time, patience and effort. With the chaos 

happening in the outside world, going to the workshop to make my guqin becomes my 

shelter where I can have a peaceful moment with myself.  During the stressful time 

surrounding the horrifying attack in Christchurch on 15 March, 2019, making a guqin not 

only gave me a peaceful space to calm my anxiety from the social trauma, but also gave 
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me an opportunity to reflect on my understanding of being an immigrant therapist during 

this extraordinary time. By fully immersing in my embodied experiences from guqin-

making, I not only processed the troubling fear and anxiety arising from being an 

immigrant in this adopted land after hearing about the social trauma in Christchurch, but 

also gained strength and the sense of responsibility of being an immigrant arts therapist 

from the embodied relationships with my tools, materials, and making process.    

 

 
My qin,  

Can you see my effort? 

Holding the carving knife  

With all my fear and anxiety 

With the blood dripping from my broken heart  

I am trying to stand strong still  

In front of many dead bodies 

 

My qin,  

You did not answer me 

But just being there with me 

In this in-between space   

With no gunshot noise  

With no white supremacy  

 

My qin,  

I feel my strength flowing through your body 

And mine  

Through my back, my shoulders and hands 

You let me carve my strength into your flesh  

To feel, to gain and to grow 

The seed of compassion and courage 

Into the soil of this in-between land  

Shared by you and me 

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2020 
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Figure 70: My guqin head details, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Photograph 

 

As an immigrant therapist, I face continuous struggles and challenges from 

encounters with racism and discrimination. However, as an immigrant arts therapist, I 

need to gain strength from my displacement experiences instead of being afraid of being 

different and burying myself in fear of conflicts. Li (2014) suggests three levels of 

relationship between contradictory elements: difference, tension and conflict (p. 12). Li 

(2014) illustrates that harmony starts with the acceptance of different co-existing parties, 

and these different parties raise tensions which may result in conflicts as well as 

coordination (p. 9). My poetic exploration captures the moment during the recent social 

trauma in Christchurch when my identity as an immigrant arts therapist escalated from 

being different to being in tension. Being an immigrant arts therapist, my own identity 

issues potentially can trigger countertransference in my practice with my immigrant 

clients (Yedidia, 2005). Realising my fear and anxiety from being an immigrant through 
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poetic conversation with my guqin, I have become aware that these tensions can 

potentially become conflict elements in my identity formation process. Through poetic 

exploration, I imagine my pain as shared pain in the guqin’s body; I imagine my strength 

flows into the guqin’s flesh. Through entering the in-between space between myself and 

my guqin, I feel I am not alone in facing the social trauma, the tension and conflict. By 

intra-acting with the making of the guqin, I find the determination for summoning the 

strength to face these conflicts in order to enter the next step of harmonisation in the in-

betweenness.   

 

Hsi 兮 

 

 

Step three: Gaining the voice   
 

After the basic shaping and detailing process comes the most important step – 

carving the resonance cavity inside the guqin body. The guqin is not only an art form with 

beautiful sculptural details but also, most importantly, it is a musical instrument. The 

technique of carving the resonance cavity inside the guqin is like a family’s secret recipe 

– different guqin makers have their own techniques and theories. However, it is also 

important to understand my timber: how the variance within its natural grain might 

influence the sound. The timber of the top piece of my guqin has dense and less dense 

aspects which perfectly meet the needs of treble and bass vibration. As I am new to 

guqin-making, I follow my guqin-making teacher’s technique for this step. There is no 

absolute rule or set dimensions for carving the cavity, but through the process, I can listen 

to the sound by putting on test strings and adapting my carving accordingly. 
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Figure 71: Carving voice, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Photograph 
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I cannot imagine how my guqin will sound but I am full of excitement. I have to 

hold my excitement in check and stay calm, because it would be an irreversible disaster if 

I carve too deeply. I have been developing a comfortable relationship with the traditional 

wood carving knives that I am using. In the carving process, I hold my knife with care 

and strength instead of fear and tension. Every time I carve into the grain of my timber, I 

am talking to it in my mind.  

 

 
My qin, 

I know this hurts you  

But it is necessary pain  

Please believe me 

This carving pain through your flesh 

Is much more bearable 

Than not being able to have your own voice  

 

My qin 

I share my painful experience with you 

From being unable to have my own voice for a long time 

If you can hear the stories from my scars  

You would desire to sing  

In your voice   

As much as I do  

 

My qin 

Let’s endure the pain in your flesh  

Just imagining  

When you can sing in your own voice  

I will sing along with you 

With my own newly found voice  

So let’s cling together to endure this pain  

Of transformation  

Ying (Ingrid), 2020 
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Figure 72: My guqin inside detail, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Photograph 

 

Facing tension and conflict is not comfortable, but it is the first challenging step in 

harmonising the in-betweenness of my identity formation process. Within traditional 

Chinese philosophy, there are different views about how to deal with tension and conflict 

to encourage harmonisation. In the Daoist concept of harmony, there is a passive way to 

face tension and conflict through accommodating the natural world (Li, 2014, p. 36). 

Daoists call this action – as a natural state of doing nothing for the sake of doing it – Wu 

Wei 无为 (Laozi, 1972, Ch. 37). However, in Confucianism, achieving harmony is more 

proactive. Confucianists actively harmonise the tensions and conflicts (Li, 2014, p. 36).  

Therefore, while Daoism promotes harmonisation within the natural world, Confucianism 

emphasises harmonisation within human society (Li, 2014, p. 38). When I face tensions 

and conflicts arising from being an immigrant arts therapist in my adopted culture, I am 

not sure how to deal with them. Should I be more passive or proactive? As an arts-based 

researcher, I am drawn to the possibility of artistic knowing. I see some of my arts-

making process as an action of “doing nothing for the sake of doing it” to express my 

feelings and emotions without a clear purpose but with “a willingness to let something 

be” (Levine, 2015, p. 17). Through arts-based research, I allow these tensions and 

conflicts to appear in my artwork without determined effort in order to discover the 

unknown within my unconsciousness through “letting-go of goal-directed behaviour” 
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(Levine, 2015, p. 19). I think of this kind of “letting-go” and purposefulness as the Daoist 

way of harmonising tensions and conflicts. On the other hand, I also use arts-making as 

inquiry. I use images to visualise “the sound and light” of certain issues to “become 

available to consciousness” (Greene, 1980, p. 316). I use poetic inquiry to realise the 

moment of “consciousness of enlargement” (Bachelard, 1969, p. 184). In my view, this 

kind of creative action is more in line with Confucianist harmonisation. In my guqin-

making, there are both passive and proactive actions for finding the harmonic in-

betweenness.  
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Figure 73: Testing strings on my guqin, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Photograph 
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After close to a whole day working on carving the cavity inside my guqin, it is 

time to hear its voice for the very first time. Full of nervous excitement, I pluck the test 

strings on my guqin. The first pluck of the bass string produces a deep but steady sound. I 

feel my body and heart are resonating with the vibration of the string. Then, I thrum all 

the other strings one by one, from low to high. The voice of my guqin is beautiful but it 

has a hint of immatureness. After thoroughly testing the sound, I have to resume carving 

the cavity of the body in order to obtain my desired tone. Through this repetitive testing 

and carving process, I am inviting my guqin to include me into its voice, or to unite with 

me in our shared voice. While my guqin is slowly finding its voice, how can I find my 

own voice in this adopted land as an immigrant as well as an arts therapist? This tension 

and conflict between my mother-tongue and the formation of my identity as an immigrant 

arts therapist has become a long-time challenge. I remember many times, on phoning a 

newly referred client, as soon as some of them heard my accent or heard my Chinese last 

name, they became disengaged and requested to be referred to another therapist. I have to 

say, I was hurt at the beginning, but I became used to it. I tried to avoid making phone 

calls to referrals and instead emailed them signed with my full official titles and 

registration numbers. Through my own arts-making process, I have tried to deal with the 

issue of having an accent as an immigrant, but this experience of being rejected has 

continuously been part of my daily life and practice. My identity as an immigrant arts 

therapist was shaken by the loss of cultural reference from “feeling vulnerability, 

confusion, frustration while attempting to establish new relationships” in my profession 

(Barreto, 2013, p. 343). 

Through repeated testing and carving, I invite my guqin to sing with me, mingling 

its accent and my accent. After several rounds of testing, I am finally happy with the 

sound of my guqin. I tested all three tones – Fanyin 泛音, Saiyin 散音 and Anyin 按音 – 

in order to find the balance of these three tones. The balance of these three tones 
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represents the harmonious relationship between heaven, earth and people (Chen, 2017). 

When I hear my guqin’s balanced voice, I reflect on my feelings toward my own voice. 

My guqin has its own unique ‘accent’ as no other guqin would sound exactly the same. 

Through the process of shaping its voice, we produce a shared voice, with the vibration of 

the guqin strings and body. I have to be comfortable with my own voice. Having an 

accent does not indicate my English language competence, but indicates my life 

experience as an immigrant. My unique voice is possibly not a comfortable one for every 

one of my clients, but its uniqueness has become a therapeutic tool in my arts therapy 

practice. Some of my language/accent disadvantages can become therapeutic advantages 

when working with clients who share similar culture, language and life experience (Mittal 

& Wieling, 2006; Tang & Gardner, 1999). As an immigrant arts therapist, my 

cultural/linguistic limitations and own immigration experience can be used as a 

therapeutic instrument in therapy settings and as an opportunity in intercultural 

competence development (Barreto, 2013). I often have referrals of people who are 

struggling with drug-use issues, alcohol-abuse issues and problem gambling issues. Many 

of them had a troubled upbringing and they usually have low self-esteem and trust issues. 

Being an immigrant arts therapist with my unique accent, I share a vulnerability with 

them. I often invite them to correct my English pronunciation, or ask them to teach me 

something from their cultures such as a piece of music or a belief or legend. Through 

opening up about my feelings of vulnerability about having an accent, I provide a space or 

opportunity for these vulnerable clients to gain confidence and self-respect through 

helping their therapist. I use my unique accent to build rapport and a trustful therapeutic 

relationship. Through the process of harmonising my guqin’s voice, I am harmonising the 

tension and anxiety of having my accent. By shaping, discovering and sharing my guqin’s 

uniqueness in its voice, I realise the uniqueness of my accent for my arts therapy practice. 

By intra-acting with my guqin’s voice, I discover a cooperation in the tensions and 
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conflicts between my root culture and adopted culture, and find the complementary 

elements of the old me and new me.  
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After finishing carving the cavity of the guqin top, the next process is bonding the 

top and bottom pieces of the guqin together. It is a tradition for the guqin maker to write 

the guqin’s name inside of the guqin body before the two pieces of timber are glued 

together. These steps are part of a special ceremony called heqin 合琴, meaning ‘putting 

the qin together’. This ceremony is a celebration of the guqin gaining its voice and shape. 

For me, it is also a celebration of finding the next step of harmonic in-betweenness in my 

identity formation process. It is also the time to give my guqin a name. I spend about a 

whole week deciding on the name of my guqin and it is almost as difficult as naming my 

own children. For my Chinese ancestors, they had to learn mingxi jianxing 明心见性 

(cleaning the heart-mind and seeing the inner self) in order to connect to the inner self 

(Tan & Lu, 2018, p. 142). I need to clean my mind and my heart to connect to my inner 

self. I imagine that after a busy day of my practice, I sit in front of my guqin and play a 

piece of music on it to cleanse the negative energy out of my heart. I finally decide on 

qingxin 清心 (purifying heart) as my guqin’s name. With Chinese ink and a calligraphy 

brush, I write my Chinese name and my guqin’s name together inside of the guqin’s body. 

In my previous section, De-Chinese and re-Chinese, I documented my struggles around 

feeling uncomfortable with using either my Chinese name or English name after 

immigration. However, when I write my Chinese name onto the guqin body, I feel proud 

of my Chinese name again. Before putting the top piece and bottom piece together, I write 
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a note with Chinese ink on a sheet of rice paper. It is also a tradition to write a note to 

hide inside of the guqin’s body as a communication with future generations. I do not 

know who might open my guqin body one day to discover my words to them, but I want 

this message to my future generations to remain a secret. I carefully fold the note into a 

small strip and hide it under the guqin’s end where the abdominal cavity will be 

completely closed. This little secret is buried and planted into my guqin’s body. Through 

intra-acting with the process of guqin-making, I gain comfort for having my unique 

accent and empowerment by giving my qin a Chinese name. At this moment I also 

recognise that my growth as an immigrant arts therapist from my guqin-making process is 

beginning to be implanted into my identity formation process. 

  

    
Figure 74: Putting my name and secret note inside my guqin, Ying (Ingrid) Wang,  

2019, Photograph 
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Step four: Adding the new layer    
 

Almost three months since I started making my guqin, the test of patience has 

truly just begun. After putting the top piece and bottom piece together, I have to wait 

patiently for two weeks because the lacquer used for the bonding takes a long time to dry 

completely. When I finally hold my guqin again after the two weeks, I notice the weight 

of my guqin is much lighter than before. It is because the lacquer absorbs the moisture in 

the wood during the drying process. The raw lacquer liquid is from China too. Raw 

lacquer is a natural liquid material cut from lacquer trees. The use of lacquer in making a 

guqin has thousands of years of history. I need to use this material in every step from now 

until the guqin is finished. Lacquer is not a fun material to work with. It is sticky, and if it 

touches the skin will most likely cause lacquer allergy. However, because lacquer can 

produce a hard and durable surface layer, it is the ideal material for the protection of the 

instrument.  

 
Figure 75: Wrapping with linen cloth, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Photograph 
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The purpose of the next step, wrapping with linen cloth, is to fuse the top piece 

and bottom piece of my guqin into one body in order to increase the unity of the guqin 

and prevent cracking. Only natural materials are used in my guqin-making. For this step, I 

mix glutinous rice powder and raw lacquer together, and soak my piece of linen cloth in 

the mixture. This piece of natural linen, also known as xiabu 夏布, is also from my 

homeland. It has a coarse texture and is quite hard to the touch. I pick up the cloth to 

smell it. It has a natural straw smell. Before soaking the linen in the mixed materials, it 

needs to be boiled in water for a few minutes. The smell of the linen boiling reminds me 

of the smell of my grandmother’s zongzi 粽子 (traditional rice cake wrapped in leaves), 

my favourite food from my childhood. In this workshop in an Auckland suburb, I am 

surrounded by materials from my homeland. Putting my hands on them, smelling them, 

and mixing them, I find I am missing my homeland. I miss my grandmother especially. 

She did not know how to use the internet to talk to me, and she did not like to have digital 

screens between us. Many times during video conversations she would reach her hands 

out as if she wanted to jump into the screen to hug me. I miss the physical contact with 

my people, my home and my homeland. Touching and smelling the materials from my 

homeland, I have this sadness in my heart.  
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The emotional belonging of immigrants is reflected in the home-making of their 

home environment in the host country. Kreuzer, Mühlbacher and Wallpach (2018) in their 

study, Home in the re-making: immigrants’ transcultural experiencing of home, establish 

longing for the past, transcultural mingling and experiencing home within self as three 
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ways of experiencing home. Driven by nostalgic memories and feelings, immigrants 

actively adhere to consumption patterns, food, natural surroundings, languages and 

religious rituals in the host country in order to find an emotional balance in the home-

making process (Kreuzer et al., 2018). However, the process of wrapping my guqin in 

linen reminds me that there are many physical and emotional attachments with my home I 

have had to leave behind. In order to deal with my own feelings of grief and loss over no 

longer having these kinds of physical contact with my homeland, I have started, in recent 

years, to create an environment with some ‘hometown elements’ in my West Auckland 

home. I have planted bamboo in pots and some hometown vegetables in my garden. I 

make a cup of tea with the tea leaves from my hometown plants before starting my work. 

I cook more with my hometown flavours, especially during our special festivals. I make 

little crafts from my hometown to connect with my childhood memories. I have painted a 

portrait of my dear grandmother and put it in my living room so I can see her every day. I 

have established a little tea house in my garden studio as somewhere for me to relax and 

to feel the invisible connection between me and my homeland. Through home-making 

with elements from my homeland, I am attempting to find the emotional balance in the 

physical environment as well as in my heart.  

When I work with my immigrant clients, they often share this kind of sadness 

from the grief and loss of not being able to physically connect with people, food, plants, 

soil, water and land from their home countries. My immigrant clients and I often use the 

internet to search for our favourite things from our hometowns to share with each other. 

Through this kind of sharing, my immigrant clients and I are salving each other’s feelings 

of grief and sadness. Most importantly, I share my experience of creating a sense of my 

homeland in my adopted land with my immigrant clients and encourage them to use this 

process to treat their sadness and grief at what they have lost. I sometimes give my 

immigrant clients my self-made hometown crafts as gifts but also more importantly as a 
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transitional object to help them to continue their own therapy journey after the 

termination of our therapeutic relationship. Through this, I encourage my immigrant 

clients to use their own way “through time and space providing grafts between the past, 

present and future” (Li et al., 2010, p. 789). Creating emotional balance through home-

making with elements from my root culture is my endeavour to reach harmony. Harmony 

cultivates a respect for differences in order to maximise the benefits from different parts 

(Wang, 2005, p. 215). Wang (2015) describes this kind of relationship between different 

elements through the concept of yin-yang as huhan 互含 (mutual inclusion). Wang 

(2005) additionally points out that the inclusion between yin and yang as he 和 harmony 

is interactive which is different from accepting two elements into an imposed he 合 unity 

(p. 215). Through intra-acting with the materials of the guqin making, I realise the 

importance of balancing my sadness of losing physical contact with my homeland by 

connecting with physical elements of my root culture and accumulating physical 

homeland elements to create a sense of home in my adopted land. The harmonic 

relationship of huhan 互含 (mutual inclusion) helps me to seek opportunities for physical 

contact with my root culture elements in my home environment and my profession. These 

root culture elements interact with my daily life and my practice in order to help balance 

my emotional needs, and in turn my clients’ emotional needs, regarding loss and grief.  
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Figure 76: Wrapped guqin, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Photograph 

 
After waiting another few weeks for my wrapped guqin to dry, I prepare for the 

long and tiring layering and sanding process. The next layer after the linen wrapping is 

cuhui 粗灰 (rough layer). In the traditional guqin-making process, this layer is made of 

deer horn powder and raw lacquer. The purpose of adding layers of deer horn powder and 

lacquer is to control the sound of the guqin by modifying the weight and density of each 

layer. In other words, the sound from the cavity of the guqin body will be more balanced 

by the different thickness and density of each layer. The mixture of deer horn powder and 

lacquer is like sticky gum. It is difficult to apply it to the guqin’s surface with simple 

scraper tools. I cannot put this layer on by pressing it on otherwise it would change the 

density of the layer. Without pressing it, putting the mixed material on the guqin is almost 
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mission impossible, especially around the sculpted, undulating edges. There is no 

alternative way to make this task easier – only patience. Harmony is the process and this 

process is characterised by 易经 The Book of Change as “proceeding in agreement with 

time” (Yang, 2008, p. 30). “Proceeding in agreement with time” indicates “ 因时而变 to 

alter in accordance with times” (Yang, 2008, p. 30). Yang (2008) summarises that when 

harmony is absent, “altering” disruptions through this inharmonic state helps realise 

“development” (tong) in order to achieve “enduring” (jiu) harmony (p. 30). More 

importantly, alteration or change does not happen unconditionally, but it is conditioned by 

“time” (Yang, 2008, p. 31).  

Time is also an important element for the identity formation process of 

immigrants. To understand the changes occurring through the identity formation process, 

immigrants should “adopt the viewpoint of progressive development, responding to the 

times, to be alert in accordance with time, and proceeding in agreement with time” (Yang, 

2008, p. 32). The immigration journey as a transplanting tree not only requires care of the 

self but also patience with the self. Growth and transformation along the immigration 

journey is a gradual and slow process and changes are sometimes almost invisible over a 

short period of time. In my previous section: Poet Tree, I documented my immigration 

journey as a tree. In each step of my own transplantation process, I could not see my 

change and transformation until after many years of living in my adopted land and 

working as an immigrant arts therapist. With the mirror of my immigrant clients’ journeys 

in front of me in my session rooms, I realised how far I have travelled and how much I 

have changed. There are no clear milestones for my identity formation process, but when 

I am working with my immigrant clients, their stories take me back to certain moments in 

my own immigration journey. By working with them, invisible transformation and change 

within my own identity formation process is realised. When my own memories of my 

immigration journey are evoked by my immigrant clients, I am not afraid to share some of 
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my own experiences with them. Sharing my successful attempts to deal with my own 

displacement issues encourages my immigrant clients to realise that although the growth 

and transformation along our immigrant journeys are almost invisible, growth and 

transformation are always with us. My clients are my mirrors, I am also a mirror to them. 

Through these ‘mirrors’, I realise change in my identity formation as it is “proceeding in 

agreement with time” is a “daily renewal” (日新 ri xin) process which might be almost 

invisible, but “actualising the harmony” is “a process of moving with the times” (Yang, 

2008, pp. 32-38). Barad (2007) argues that “space, time and matter do not exist prior to 

the intra-actions that reconstitute entanglements” (p. 74). Relating to my arts-making 

process and my arts therapy practice, my realisation of time, and the transformation in my 

growth as an immigrant therapist, come from the process of entanglement within my 

making of a guqin and from the engagement with my clients in the therapeutic process. 

My identity formation process is “moving with the times” piece by piece from my arts-

making and moment by moment from my arts therapy practice.  
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Figure 77: Guqin with rough layer, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Photograph 

 

After about four weeks, once the rough layer has dried, I apply another layer. This 

layer is a mixture of deer horn powder, carbon powder, porcelain powder and lacquer. 

The addition of carbon powder and porcelain powder is also about refining the harmonic 

sound of the guqin. The porcelain powder can make the sound of the higher tones brighter 

and more penetrating. The carbon powder is to keep the weight light and to adjust the 

density for the lower tones. Every step of guqin-making is around the concept of 

harmony: harmony between the soft top timber balancing the hard bottom wood, harmony 

between high tones and low tones, and harmony between low-density materials and high-

density materials. Every element of the guqin from inside to outside is intrinsically bound 

to the Chinese central philosophy of harmony. These elements, materials and tones are 

contradictory, but within guqin-making, they become interdependent, interactive and 
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complementary in order to realise the transformation of form and sound. I reflect on my 

contradictory elements from within my root culture and adopted culture and think about 

how these elements within me can also find interdependent, interactive and 

complementary moments. Just as I was starting to become excited about the possibility of 

realising these relationships between my root culture and adopted culture for harmonising 

the in-betweenness within my identity formation process, the harmonising process is 

interrupted and impacted by a trip back to my homeland.   

 

     
Figure 78: Guqin with dry layers, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Photograph 

 

With several weeks to wait while the next layer dried, I went back to China for a 

research trip.  By coincidence, I arrived on the eve of the 70th anniversary of my home 

country’s National Day. This is also a public holiday in my homeland. I visited many old 

friends and relatives who I had not seen for many years. Eating, catching up, rushing 

around popular sites, experiencing the various modern conveniences and bureaucratic 

inconveniences in the contemporary life of my hometown made me exhausted. I was also 

upset that I could not feel a sense of being home when I was back in my homeland. I 

documented my trip in my previous section: A journey in between. The first week after I 

returned to New Zealand, I felt a lot of inexplicable emotions. Looking at the familiar 
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blue sky and white clouds from my bedroom window in Auckland, I thought back over 

the last few weeks of travelling in the reinforced concrete forest of that surging, fast-

paced modern environment that my hometown has become and I started to realise that the 

trip back there not only caused jet lag for my biological clock, but also within my 

psychological clock. Having lived in my adopted land for many years now, I do not fit 

into my hometown anymore.  

With my inexplicable unsettled feelings coursing through me, I hold my guqin 

again after more than a month apart, but I am surprised. Where is my once-beautiful 

banana leaf guqin? Its slender lines and elegant curves are now fully covered with a 

rough, grey, coal-like surface. Because power tools cannot be used for sanding it as this 

might create cracks on the guqin’s body, it must be done by hand. Sanding this deer horn 

powder and lacquer layer is much harder than sanding the wood. The dried layer feels like 

a dried cement block. I grip the sanding block and sand one stroke after another, feeling 

all my frustration and emotion coming out as I do so. Every time I sand, I tell myself to 

continue to grind away the things I have attempted to sand off from myself for decades – 

the social expectations, the materialist values, the narrow view of the world and the 

misguided purpose for living life. Those elements in my old identity have been replaced 

with other expectations and values arising from my immigration journey and my practice 

as an immigrant arts therapist as I have been reshaped again and again throughout my 

identity formation process. However, this trip to my homeland has brought these 

unwanted expectations and values welling up into my life again. I take a deep breath and 

continue my sanding. It is slow and hard. Every time I become impatient with my 

sanding, I take another deep breath and have a conversation with my guqin.  
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My qin,  
Can you see my disappointment?  
Going back to my hometown did not bring me the happy memories  
Which I hoped for and desired 
In our homeland  
I cannot find the familiar forest  
Where you and I were seeded and grew 
My qin 
Can you see my uneasiness? 
Going back to my hometown did not bring me the proud feeling 
Which I hoped for and desired 
In our homeland  
I see selfish and ugly hearts  
Which you and I were once craving to be close with  
 
My qin 
I wanted to go back  
Back to my pleasant memories  
Instead, I brought back gloomy new memories with me   
My qin 
There are things I wanted to bring back 
Really, my treasured things  
Instead, I brought back regrets and doubts   
My qin 
I am sanding away the unwanted parts of my identity  
To let go the undesirable parts of me  
To face the sorrow, regrets and doubts  
It is difficult to admit  
Not all of the old me is a treasure for me  
I am sanding your unwanted layers  
Please, my qin 
Help me grind away some parts of my old identity  
To find the harmony 
Between the old and new me  
Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019 
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With the conversations with my guqin in my mind and with the slow and tough 

sanding, I feel that my anxious heart is slowly finding its ground again, and has landed in 

this in-between space created by guqin-making between my homeland and my adopted 

land. I can feel the calmness and peacefulness again. In my arts therapy practice, I often 

encounter some immigrant clients who have regrets. Some of them regret their decisions 

to immigrate because they could have had better jobs or businesses in their hometown if 

they did not leave. Some of them regret bringing their children to the adopted country 

because their children become more connected to the adopted culture which creates a 

cultural gap between the generations of their family. When I hear their thoughts about 

their decisions to move to the adopted land, I ask myself: do I have these regrets? Do I 

have this ‘what if’ question in my mind? When I was struggling to fit in to my adopted 

culture, I thought about ‘what if’. When I was upset about being rejected by my 

mainstream clients, I thought about ‘what if’. When I saw my former schoolmates 

showing off their luxury cars and apartments, I thought about ‘what if’. Because of this 

‘what if’, some immigrants cannot see the positive sides of their immigration journey but 

only focus on what they cannot have. As an immigrant arts therapist, I have to contend 

with my sadness, regrets and doubts arising from the struggle around the conflicts 

between my old and new identity. The harmony between grieving the losses and 

embracing the gains needs to be established through the identity formation process. As an 

immigrant arts therapist, I need to learn to grind away the unwanted layers in my own 

identity formation process, in order to understand my immigrant clients’ struggles and to 

provide the space for them to realise their own harmony between letting go their old 

selves and gaining their new selves. Balancing the old and new identity through 

harmonisation makes space allowing for each to exist but more importantly preserves the 

merits of each in order that the person may draw strength from the favourable parts of 

both (Li, 2008, p. 9). The imagined conversation with my guqin evokes my negative 
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emotions of grief and loss, but it also helps me to realise the parts of the old me I want to 

preserve and also the parts that have lost their grip on my identity formation process. 

Within harmonic relationships, the contradictory elements influence and impact each 

other (Wang, 2015, p. 24). I am sanding away the undesirable elements from my root 

culture to increase the space for the desirable elements from my adopted culture to come 

into the in-between place between my two cultures. By sanding away the unwanted layers 

of my old identity, I gain potentiality for my new identity to be. Sanding away the 

unwanted elements in my old identity is “a way of achieving balance” between my two 

cultures (Wang, 2015, pp. 24-25).  Through intra-acting with the sanding movements of 

guqin-making, through feeling tiredness from the physical work as well as its 

psychologically soothing effect, I realise the necessary step of harmonisation. Through 

immersing myself in the guqin-making process, I gain knowledge from my embodied 

sensations and experience “knowing in being” (Barad, 2007).   
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I spend a few months on sanding and re-applying the tough layers. Through this 

long and tiring process, I finally return to a place of peace and calmness again. After this 

layering and sanding process, I try my guqin again with test strings. With these new 

layers on, my guqin’s voice has changed. I can still hear its unique guqin accent but with 

its newly developed matureness, it is somehow more calm and pure. I hoped my guqin 

would sing to calm my anxiety of leaving the ‘old’ and heading to the ‘new’. I hoped my 

guqin would sing to purify my heart. For me, its voice sounds as I hoped it would. The 

singing voice from my guqin cleanses all the negativity from my heart and replaces it 

with solidness/stability, energy, compassion and enlightenment for me and which, 

through benefiting me, will also benefit my clients. My guqin has transformed from a 
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dusty old piece of timber into an instrument to be. But when can I meet the transformation 

within me on this arts-based journey of harmonisation within in-betweenness? 

 

  

 

 
Figure 79: Guqin after layering and sanding, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Photograph 
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CHAPTER 7: MAKING IDENTITY THROUGH CRISIS 
 

Near the end of my guqin-making process, my arts-based research is interrupted 

by the Covid-19 crisis. My critical autoethnographic journey takes me to a situation I was 

not prepared for. However, in order to understand how the concept of harmonisation 

impacts on my identity formation process as an immigrant arts therapist through crisis, I 

continuously immerse myself in arts-making and reflecting on what I have learnt from 

this arts-based research journey.  

       

Part one: Encountering crisis   
 

My guqin-making process is interrupted by the rapidly changing global situation 

of the Covid-19 crisis which first erupts at the end of 2019. As an immigrant arts 

therapist, I increasingly sense the anxiety caused by the Covid-19 epidemic among the 

clients who have been seeking help since the initial outbreak in my home country. I also 

realise that I am increasingly influenced by my clients’ emotions. My dearest 

grandmother passes away on the same day Chinese authorities officially announce the 

virus outbreak. Because of the outbreak, I cannot go back to China for her funeral. I hear 

horrifying and sad news from news media as well as from my immigrant clients. My 

friends and relatives are in the centre of the storm back in my hometown but I can do 

almost nothing. I cannot send food and care and I am unable to share information I can 

access but they cannot. In my sessions, I sometimes cannot hide my own sadness and 

anxiety when I hear my clients’ sadness and anxiety about the epidemic. My session room 

becomes a shared in-between land for my immigrant clients and myself. In this in-

between land, my immigrant clients and I express our shared feelings and emotions, and 

support each other. In this in-betweenness of my session room, I increasingly feel that the 

threat of the virus is coming closer and closer. I am also in the path of this threat. 

Although New Zealand is an island country far away from many continents, the 
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convenience of modern transportation puts this idyllic Middle-earth also at great risk. In 

the weeks following confirmation of New Zealand’s first positive case of Covid-19, the 

mood of the people around me slowly changes.  

Crisis is a disruption which affects and threatens “basic assumptions” “subjective 

sense of self” and “existential core” (Pauchant & Mitroff, 1992, p. 15). The significance 

of a crisis is its unexpectedness and uncontrollability (Alexander, 2005). Covid-19 

reaches crisis status unexpectedly quickly in my own life. On the 18th of March 2020, 

while having my lunch, I take out my mobile phone to watch the news update. To my 

surprise, the number of confirmed Covid-19 patients for the day soars by eight cases. I 

feel my chest is tight so I walk to the window and look down at the small public square 

outside my office. People still pass through, going about their day as usual. To manage 

my anxiety I remind myself that the encroaching danger is still some distance away. I try 

to calm my mind by looking at medical records and preparing for the afternoon sessions. 

Just before six clock, after finishing the last psychotherapy case of the day, I start 

preparing to write up my last client record. Suddenly I receive a text message from a 

client who I had just seen two days ago. I glance at it and my head instantly buzzes with 

alarm. The text message informs me that that client was a secondary contact of one 

possible Covid-19 case. To explain the situation, this is to say the confirmed case A 

contacted B, B contacted C, and C contacted D. This C is being tested now and 

objectively has become a suspected case. I immediately understand in my head, "You are 

E! Are you surprised? Horrified?" Before the test result for C comes out, I will carry a 

certain risk of possibly having contacted the virus. After making a phone call to confirm 

the whole situation, I sit in my chair for a while and look out the window of my office. 

People outside the window are still the same, passing by calmly. I look at the people on 

the street and wonder if there are any other Cs, Ds, Es or Fs among them. That moment, I 
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realise that I am no longer in the in-between land between peaceful adopted country and 

chaotic homeland. I have arrived in the middle of the crisis.  

 

Hsi 兮 

 

 

The next two days are chaotic for me. As an arts therapist, I have a responsibility 

to keep my clients safe from risk, but I have to deal with my own anxiety and fear around 

the risk of having been exposed to the virus. After getting home from work, my mind still 

whirling from the troubling text, I call the Healthline medical service and, on their advice, 

put myself and my family into self-isolation straight away. I keep myself away from the 

rest of my family members and isolate myself in my bedroom. I email my work and 

colleagues to inform them of the risk, and call all my current clients, using my calm 

therapist’s voice, to tell them about the situation and advise them to keep physical 

distance from other people until the result of the possible case comes out. After fulfilling 

my therapist duties regarding this unexpected self-isolation, I am exhausted, physically 

and emotionally. By chance, one of my friends in my hometown calls me. Suddenly, all 

the emotions from the past few months - from working with my immigrant clients who 

are impacted by the virus outbreak, and the anxiety and fear from my own self-isolation -  

come to the surface, and I cry. Identity is about sameness and continuity with social roles 

(Erikson, 1963, p. 261). During this Covid-19 epidemic, my identity is not only that of 

arts therapist, supporting other people’s psychological needs, but it is the same as any 

other person who is fearful of this unknown virus. I do not have an in-between space for 

this sense of self who is facing this new and unexpected reality like anyone else.  

In front of my bedroom window, there is a guqin table with a guqin on it. I look at 

the guqin and I just cannot make myself calm enough to play one song. I decide to do 



  

 262 

something to make myself feel better, so I go out for a short walk. No one else is on the 

street. After living in the same house for more than a dozen years, I almost know every 

tree in my street. With sunshine on my face, my mood suddenly becomes better. From 

time to time, I stop to look at the trees and smell the flowers. I take a deep breath of the 

fresh air, savour the pleasant smells and continue my walk. I pass a community vegetable 

garden which was created by several neighbours together on a piece of shared wasteland. 

Looking at the lush growth and a fruitful apple tree next to the yard makes me feel safe. I 

close my eyes and open my arms to imagine I am hugging these plants. With the breeze 

gently touching my hair and face, I hear guqin music in my mind.  

 

Coming home! Hsi! 

Let me depart from the social life; 

I can’t face this world with strife; 

What would my aim be? 

The intimate talks of my friends I do enjoy 

Free from the grief for the joy of poetry and music I employ.  

By Yuan Ming Tao (405); Translated by (Hsu, 1978).  

“归去来兮，请息交以绝遊。世与我而相违，复驾言兮焉求？悦亲戚之情

话，乐琴书以消忧。” 《归去来兮辞》-陶渊明 

 

This poem is from a famous, centuries-old guqin song. My guqin is calling me, 

calling me to leave the fear and anxiety behind, to face the challenge together through 

arts. With this calling in my mind, I walk back home and walk back to the guqin in front 

of my bedroom window. I play one piece after another. My fingers become more and 

more steady as the fear and anxiety in my heart start settling with the calm and comforting 

voice of the guqin. My heart starts singing with the guqin.  
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In the traditional Chinese philosophical view, music as an art form is a method for 

regulating imbalances in the body, heart and mind because music provides a space for 

people to reach harmony through finding the connection with nature and the spiritual 

world (Huang & Tsiang, 2005, p. 295). The guqin’s singing connects me to the natural 

world and invites me to go back to the in-betweenness with it. Through this sense of 

rapport with nature, I find the stableness/solidness in the in-betweenness, where I can feel 

settled and calm, escaping the chaotic reality. In this in-betweenness, I gain my strength 

and wisdom back in order to face the unexpected crisis. I need this ‘home’ for my heart, 

the ‘home’ of stableness/solidness for me to rest, as an immigrant, as an arts therapist, but 

also as a scared normal person. This home, or the solidness/stability in the heart, does not 

have a physical location, it is neither in my adopted land nor my homeland. It is quietly 

 

When I look out my window 

At the tree views of this adopted land  

I hear the birds 

They are singing to me 

With voices so calming and heart-melting  

I see my bamboo plants 

They are dancing in the breeze 

With the memories I have from my hometown's spring  

I smell the soil in my garden 

It is creating life under the sun's rays  

With desires and hopes 

I feel my heart  

It is talking to me in my mother-tongue 

With strength and wisdom  

Home is where the heart settles  

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2020 
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and patiently waiting for me in the depths of my heart – “Home is where the heart 

settles”. In this moment, I realise that the solidness/stability of harmony is always there, 

deep in my heart, waiting for me to connect with it. The difficult, dangerous, troubling 

and tense time of crisis may push the in-betweenness of my identity into imbalance, but 

arts-based methods regulate the imbalance to a more balanced harmonic state for me to 

continue this research journey of in-betweenness.  

 

Hsi 兮 

 

Part two:  Creating space  
 

I wait another two days, within this in-between home with my guqin, for the result 

of the possible contact case. On the 21st of March 2020, I finally receive the confirmation 

that the result of the possible case is negative. I am so happy and excited - I have been 

keeping myself away from my family members for the last three days but now I can hug 

my children again. Since I went into my self-isolation, the confirmed Covid-19 cases in 

New Zealand have passed fifty. The entire nation has started feeling the pressure and fear. 

Compared with other affected countries, the number of confirmed cases does not seem 

high, but with a total population of only five million in New Zealand, this number is still 

unsettling. Reading the news reports, I find that the New Zealand media calls the 

confirmed cases ‘victims’. Yes, the infected people are all innocent victims of this 

disaster but, in fact, everyone is a victim. Children cannot go to school normally, adults 

cannot work normally, and society cannot function normally. This crisis came silently, 

like an invisible monster wreaking havoc on the whole world. 

In order to deal with my own anxiety and fear about the outbreak, I spend some 

time making masks from bedsheets for my family. I cannot find any surgical masks in the 

shops. For the first time, I go to a supermarket with my DIY mask on. I do not know how 
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effective my DIY mask might be in terms of keeping me safe from the risk of infection, 

but after the scariness of the last few days’ self-isolation, it is the only way to keep me 

feeling safer psychologically. The supermarket is crowded. In New Zealand, I have never 

seen a supermarket this intensely busy before. There are queues everywhere but almost 

everyone is shopping or waiting silently. Then a Pākehā lady beside me starts staring at 

me with an unfriendly gaze. She is possibly in her 60s and is tidily dressed. I move away 

from her to continue my shopping in front of a vegetable stand. Then, she moves in front 

of the vegetable box, continuing to stare at me with anger and cruelty in her gaze. I do not 

know how long this lasts, but it feels like a long time. I do not say anything or do 

anything, but I look back at her. Her face expression is full of disgust and revulsion. This 

look saddens my heart. I walk as far away from her as I can. A few minutes later, on the 

other side of the supermarket, an old Pākehā man, probably in his 70s, looks at me, also 

with anger and cruelty in his gaze. This time, he utters some nasty words to me, shaking 

his head with disgust and revulsion. I ask him: “What’s your problem with me?” He does 

not answer, but repeats the nasty words. There are people passing between us, but no one 

seems to notice our exchange.  

I finish my shopping as quickly as I can and flee from the unpleasant moments I 

just encountered. I have never experienced this kind of disgusted and revolted look in a 

supermarket in almost twenty years living in my adopted land. I have endured racist 

attitudes in the past on rare occasions, but I have encountered them twice in a short space 

of time today. I understand these vulnerable older people are also anxious, scared, even 

angry about this unpredictable situation. I know this age group of people needs support 

and help the most, especially for those older people who live by themselves. With my 

therapist hat on, I have the impulse and desire to help these people. With my immigrant 

hat on, I have a sense of grievance, sadness and anger, but also anxiety and fear. From the 
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online conversations and shared moments in WeChat17, I see I am not alone with this kind 

of anxiety and fear. In the first twenty four hours after the New Zealand Government’s 

national lockdown announcement on the 23rd of March 2020, many Chinese immigrants 

clearly become very fearful and anxious about their safety. Several people from my own 

community go to gun shops to buy guns so that they feel able to protect themselves. Many 

of them have never touched a gun before. In this unexpected crisis, tensions and 

contradictions have been intensified into conflicts. Li (2014) indicates that harmony starts 

off recognising co-existing parties with various differences and various levels of tension 

arise from these differences; consequently, these tensions result in conflicts (p. 9). The 

unexpected and uncontrollable crisis is like the activator which intensifies the differences 

into tensions, and amplifies the tensions into conflicts. The crisis of Covid-19 makes the 

whole New Zealand community anxious and fearful about the situation; therefore, hidden 

racism comes to surface. Tensions between different communities become conflicts. As a 

minority, my identity as an immigrant gives me the opportunity to confront the 

intensification of contradictions. As a critical autoethnographer, my narrative enables me 

document these unsayable tensions and contradictions into narrative which creates theory 

in “non-ordinary language” (Holman Jones, 2016, p. 228).  

Coming back from the shopping, my mind is preoccupied by the disgusted gazes 

and nasty words, but also full of the sadness and grievance. My little tea house in my 

garden has become my escaping and relaxing place since I set up the space after my 

China trip. I go to my tea house to have a cup of tea to calm myself. I redecorated this 

space with many Chinese elements. Some of them I brought from my homeland, and 

some of them I found and modified in my adopted land. I have my lotus painting on the 

wall. A corner shelf is full of Chinese philosophy books and guqin books. A bronze 

 
17 WeChat is a Chinese social communication platform which is a popular social media tool among the 
Chinese community.   
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incense burner was a gift from my parents. A little sculpture was from my dearest friend. 

The tea table was made by my husband, with a Chinese tea set which is also from him. On 

the table, I have my little Bonsai in a pot with two stones from my childhood playground. 

This is a physical in-between space I created during my research journey. This is my 

attempt to find an emotional balance in the home-making attempt through physical 

elements to connect to my root culture (Kreuzer et al., 2018). In this place, I feel the 

calmness and safety. With a warm cup of tea in my hand, I realise my mind is still busy. I 

think about the Pākehā man and woman I encountered in the supermarket. I think about 

their unfriendly gaze and words, but also their anxiety and fear. I think about my Chinese 

immigrant community, and our shared anxiety and fear. In my garden tea house, I have 

the impulse and desire to share with them my emotional balance gained from my home-

making attempt in this little physical in-between space.  
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Figure 80: My garden tea house, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019, Photograph 
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With the fast-developing global crisis, now officially recognised as a pandemic, I 

know I have to be prepared to be able to work from home. I want to share my physical in-

between space, and to share this sense of calmness and safety with my clients. Therefore, 

I decide to set up an online session room inside my tea house. I try several locations for 

my desk in order get the computer camera facing the most relaxing view of my tea house. 

I leave my meditation cushion in the room and open the blinds to let the sun shine in. I 

leave all my Chinese elements, objects and gifts on the shelf and tea table. I make sure 

that, through the computer camera’s view, my clients will be able to see my painting of a 

lotus, which is a supportive and symbolic metaphor for myself which I discovered during 

the arts-based research journey of my Masters in Arts Therapy (Wang, 2017). When I sit 

in front of my work desk, I feel the strength supporting my back from all of these objects: 

the stones from my hometown, the symbol from my research journey, the books full of 

Chinese wisdom and objects from my beloved people. Despite the chaotic situation 

outside, in this in-between space, the angry gaze is fading, the nasty words are weakening, 

the anxiety and fear are leaving my mind. I find this harmonic stability and solidness by 

sharing my in-betweenness with my clients.  

When I confront the intensified conflicts as an immigrant, I remind myself to 

focus on the physical elements in my home to realise an emotional balance in the home-

making process (Kreuzer et al., 2008). However, this home-making process is not only for 

myself to feel comfortable as an immigrant; by sharing my in-between physical space, I 

enlarge and extend my emotional belonging and emotional balance to my community as 

an immigrant arts therapist. I share the in-between space which nurtures self-care and 

calms my heart with the hope that the space will care for and calm other people’s hearts 

during this extraordinary time. The intensified tensions around the kind of racism I 

experienced places constraints on interactions about differences and generates the drive to 
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advance coordination (Li, 2014, p. 9). By sharing my physical in-between space with my 

clients from different cultures, I attempt to create interaction and coordination between 

my root culture and adopted culture. In the ensuing online sessions in my newly organised 

session room/tea house, I proudly introduce my home elements to my clients and 

introduce my root culture and wisdom to them in order to help them to find their own 

comfort and strength to deal with this time of crisis. By inviting my clients to my in-

between physical space, I hope to ease the tensions and conflicts I am experiencing in this 

crisis, and transform the tensions and conflicts between my two cultures into coordination 

and cooperation. 

 

Hsi 兮 

 

Part three:  Finding voice 
 

My guqin-making teacher calls to inform me that guqin-making class is cancelled 

due to the lockdown. I really miss my guqin. I miss its texture and warmth, and I miss its 

voice. My guqin-making process is near its end, but I cannot finish it as planned. This 

crisis has interrupted many people’s lives. It starts raining hard in Auckland after several 

months of dry days. Under the gloomy sky, everything becomes grey, including my 

mood. Without finishing my guqin, I do not know how to finish my arts-based research 

journey. I had hoped that at the finishing point of my guqin-making, my guqin would 

provide the answers for questions I had from the beginning of the research project - what 

does it mean for me to be an immigrant therapist in this research? What does this critical 

autoethnography research contribute to this identity study? How do arts-based research 

methods create a unique space for this identity study? However, in this arts-based 

research, I had not allowed for this kind of disruption. I know the identity formation 
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process cannot be planned, and there will always be unknown elements in the process, for 

example, this unexpected crisis. 

The number of confirmed Covid-19 patients has tripled in the last few days. With 

so much uncertainty around, many people are scared and panicking. There are long lines 

in the supermarket and there are tensions between some shoppers about food. In this 

unexpected crisis, people are trying in their own way to survive. Looking at video footage 

of some panic-shoppers, I do not know how to respond. I worry about my family. With a 

one-month lockdown, will my family have enough food to get through? Then, I think 

about an old lady who I saw during my last grocery shopping trip. She was moving very 

slowly with her walking frame, with a pile of groceries on the frame. She could not 

manage a shopping trolley while using her walking frame. Looking at her slow but careful 

movement, I felt sad. Who would accompany and support her in the lockdown? Also, I 

think about my clients. With a newly set-up session room in my tea house, I have had a 

few online sessions with them. In these sessions, many of them shared their anxiety about 

this lockdown. There are people with couple relationship issues who now need to confine 

themselves together with their tensions during the lockdown. There are people with 

anxiety and depression issues. Some of them have the risk of suicidal ideation. As an 

immigrant arts therapist, what is my identity in this crisis?  

I am unsettled for the whole day of the last 24 hours before the lockdown, with my 

worries as well as the desire to do something going around and around in my mind. I 

remember a specialist health reporter from the New Zealand Herald. I read some of her 

articles in the past. I think about contacting her to see if she will be interested in what I 

hope to share from my therapy knowledge about how to look after yourself through the 

lockdown. But, am I qualified enough and brave enough to offer such a voice?  
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Who are you?  
You are not the top expert in the field  
And no one would be interested to know you 
Just like the old times 
You will always be invisible in this adopted land  
 
I am a therapist  
With compassion, empathy and aroha in my heart  
I want to offer my voice with all these from my heart  
To care and support my people  
My people in this adopted land  
 
Who are you?  
You even cannot speak in a perfect English accent  
And someone might laugh at you  
Just like the old times 
You will always be suppressed in this adopted land 
 
I am an immigrant  
With trauma, pain but also courage in my heart  
I want to offer my voice with all these from my heart  
To show and to make a loud statement  
To people in this adopted land  
 
Who are you?  
With naïve and immature speech  
Your voice is worthless and pointless 
Just like the old times 
Your voice would be heard by no one  
 
I am an immigrant therapist  
With an immature voice  
With my accent and insecurity  
But it is my voice from my heart  
It might be worthless and pointless to some 
But it will be a milestone for me 
Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2020 
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Through poetic exploration, I enter the space in between the old me and new me. I 

let the old me as a new immigrant speak from my hurt heart but also encourage the new 

me as an immigrant arts therapist to speak with compassion. In this poetic exploration, I 

let the new me comfort the old me with embodied strength from this arts-based research 

journey. After writing this poem, I am brave enough to contact the reporter. While writing 

my letter to the reporter, I think about the first time I heard my guqin’s voice, the moment 

when my heart was resonating with the vibration of our shared immature voice. I think 

about the unfriendly gazes and nasty words from the supermarket visit. I think about the 

old lady’s laboured progress with a pile of groceries on her walking frame. I think about 

the anxious conversations among the Chinese community on social media. I think about 

my clients’ anxieties and worries. Through the poetic exploration, all the tensions and 

conflicts I experienced as an immigrant as well as an arts therapist come to the surface. 

These imbalanced and suppressed elements in the formation of my identity have reached 

a critical turning point where my identity development needs to change from one mode to 

another for transformation and growth (Erikson, 1968). The crisis becomes the activating 

agent for me to reach the critical turning point of my identity formation process as an 

immigrant arts therapist. The social influences from this Covid-19 crisis guide the 

formation of my identity as an immigrant arts therapist to find the balance between 

tensions and conflicts for my identity development (Batra, 2013).  

At the end of my letter to the reporter, I write: “Although I am an immigrant, New 

Zealand is my home too. I want to protect New Zealand with aroha for all of our people. 

Please be kind and supportive to each other, regardless of race and culture. The virus does 
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not care about race.” I do not know how many of my suggestions will be useful at this 

stressful time and I am not even sure my email will be answered. However, I had to 

contribute my voice, as an immigrant arts therapist. To my surprise, the reporter is very 

interested in my letter. I learn that though she is still coming back to me for some 

clarifications, she has already reserved a space to publish my comments this same 

afternoon. At the end of our conversation, I request that she uses my Chinese name on the 

article.  

About twelve hours before New Zealand goes into lockdown, I am reading 

through my published comment piece online. All my points and opinions are there 

without much editing. I read this piece carefully, as if I am just a reader from the public. I 

try to imagine the old man who told me the nasty words is reading this; the old lady with 

the walking frame is reading this; my immigrant community is reading this; my clients are 

reading this. My eyes become misty when I read the last sentence, “We can go through 

another great social trauma together again by caring for ourselves and each other” 

(Russell, 2020). My immature voice makes me finally truly believe that I am part of the 

“we” of New Zealand. All my immigration experience and displacement traumas have 

made me who I am as an immigrant arts therapist. At that moment, when I see my voice 

published in the mainstream media as a professional opinion piece, I believe I am strong, 

brave, knowledgeable and compassionate enough to care for myself and the “we” of all 

New Zealanders. With my immature voice being heard, I feel the anger, worries, anxiety 

and uncertainty from my heart because of this unexpected crisis, with all of its tensions 

and conflicts, fading away.  
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This unexpected crisis has manifested my “adaptive strength” within my identity 

to realise a “vigorous unfolding” of a new stage of the formation of my identity as an 

immigrant arts therapist (Batra, 2013, p. 256).  However, without my arts-based journey 

with my guqin-making, I would not have had the opportunity to meet my “adaptive 

strength” within my immigration experience, my root culture, and the wisdom from my 

ancestors. My guqin’s immature voice encourages me to “vigorously unfold” my own 

immature voice for my identity development. The guqin-making process cultivates my 

inner force from my emotions, feelings and emerging maturity, and my outer forces from 

my profession, community, and culture (Batra, 2013, p. 256). The guqin-making has 

prepared me for this unexpected crisis. Through direct stress from the Covid crisis and 

through interaction with my inner force and outer force, my identity development - like 

the stone formation process I discussed in my previous section: A Stone In-between - 

enters its next manifestation. With a sense of relief and peace, I sit in front of the guqin in 

my room again, playing the Chinese songs from hundreds of years ago with great 

appreciation and gratitude. I am grateful for these the treasures from my ancestors. I am 

appreciative of the honest conversation with this guqin. I am honoured by the knowledge 

and strength I have gained from my ancestors’ wisdom. I am pleased that I have finally 

realised the transformation and growth of my identity development process in this arts-

based research journey.  
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Figure 81: Lacquering stage, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2020, Photograph 
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Part four:  Focusing body   
 

On the first day of New Zealand’s first lockdown, I am calm and relaxed. The 

sun’s rays are warm and comfortable on my body. Autumn is coming. I really like autumn 

because of the red leaves and the abundant seasonal fruit. Autumn does not have the 

restlessness of summer, the cruelty of winter, nor the impetuousness of spring. Autumn is 

the season of acquisition. In the Chinese five element concept, autumn belongs to metal, 

indicating the golden season (Ross, 2011). Metal/autumn allows me to see my 

immigration experience in a purer and clearer light in order to gather from the harvest and 
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sort the good from the bad of my arts-based research journey (Ross, 2011). Lying on the 

deck of my West Auckland home and looking up at the autumn trees, I ask myself: if I am 

a tree, in this golden season, what kind of fruit would I produce?  

The first client of the day sings a song with me during our online session. As I 

listen to her voice, I feel something throughout my body. After the session, as usual, I 

start my own creative reflection as a way to debrief the session. I write a poem to 

document the embodied sensation I felt when I was listening to her song.  

 

I am her tree to provide the rest spot 
Under my shade she is singing  
I hear her calming and soft voice  
From her hurting heart  
With her hope and determination  

 
Her voice is warm and confident  
Like sunshine behind the dark clouds 
Trying to penetrate the darkness and hit the top of the tree 

 
I am that tree 
Hearing her calming and soft voice  
Feeling the warmth through my body and heart 
Dancing with my soul and mind 
Singing along with her comforting words  
Swaying with her heart-melting tune  
 
In this cloudy day 
I am as a tree 
Needing this warmth and comfort  
To grow and mature 
To be able to stand strongly 
For my people passing by  
Providing the cover and the rest spot  
In the unexpected stormy rain  
Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2020 
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The tree has been the metaphor for me throughout this arts-based research. As a young 

transplanted tree, I experienced the pain of the early days of my immigration journey; I 

noticed my growth as an immigrant through the years trying to establish in this adopted 

land; and as an immigrant arts therapist I share my strength while working with my clients. 

As a transplanted tree, my identity as an immigrant arts therapist helps me to seek the 

warmth of the sun behind the clouds, to stand strong for my people in the darkness of this 

unexpected crisis. In this crisis, I see how my clients support me to be balanced in the “rain 

and wind”, to find the harmony within my heart and soul. With this lightness in my heart 

after my poetic reflection, I pick up my sketch book and paint a cloud with a background 

of sky. In this painting, the sun is shining on the cloud with beauty and hope. I write “if the 

cloud knows” on my painting. In my adopted land, Aotearoa, “the land of the long white 

cloud”, my identity as an immigrant arts therapist brings the hope and strength I need for 

this turbulent time. Under this fragment of light but hopeful cloud, my heart is full of peace 

and solidness/stability. It is the harmony I have been looking for and hoping to find for my 

heart and soul, to fill the emptiness that entered me during my trip to China.  

 
Figure 82: If the cloud knows, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2020, Watercolour on paper 

 



  

 278 

 

 
 

 

My body is full of water 

With emotions, memories and feelings flowing  

It travels through my veins 

With the yin energy    

 

With you, my people  

We meet by chance  

In the shared in-between space  

 

With my persistence and effort  

I found the warmest spot  

Through the darkness   

Through your painfulness 

With my strength and compassion  

 I found the golden rays  

Behind your pure heart 

Behind your beautiful soul 

 

The warm golden rays from your heart   

Are like the sun  

With the yang energy  

We meet with our beautiful souls 

In the space in between  

Together  

We become the clouds 

Floating peacefully and steadily 

Together  

We found the harmonic in-between space    

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2020 
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The in-between space created by arts-making has become the explorable site for me 

to recognise the positive and yang energy from working with my clients. Through intra-

acting with my guqin, my image, my music, my poetry and my story, I flow with my 

embodied sensations, feel the warmth and calmness and move with the rhythm. In this in-

betweenness between my root culture and adopted culture, I harmonise the conflicts within 

my negative past experience from being an immigrant arts therapist and discover the 

peaceful, stable and harmonic moments in my heart. In that moment, I feel my heart is not 

empty anymore. My heart is full. It is full of the balanced emotions between the past and 

present, between my homeland and my adopted land, between myself and my clients. 

According to Li (2014), through coordination, tension between different parts is 

transformed and in this process different parties “undergo mutual transformation and form 

harmonious relationships” (p. 9). My poetic exploration and cloud imagery help me to 

visualise the natural mutual transformations and to realise the harmony within my identity 

as an immigrant arts therapist. The stability/solidness of the harmonic cloud indicates that 

the harmony in my in-betweenness between my homeland and adopted land is reachable 

and the imbalanced tension and conflict from my displacement experience is balanceable 

in the in-between space of arts-making.  

 

Hsi 兮 

 

The sun outside my tea house/session room is bright and warm. I smile with the sun’s 

rays in my heart. As I work from home during the lockdown, between my sessions I have 

the opportunity to do some work in my garden, and I go to my garden before my next 

session. I have some Chinese cabbage seeds, and I want to plant them in my garden. When 

I smell the earthy ground and dig my fingers into the moist soil, I feel heartening and 

reassuring comfort through my body. It is my adopted land. When I put my hands into the 
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land, I feel its acceptance, and I feel my roots are deeply imbedded here. The connection to 

the soil helps me realise that my roots have spread out into this adopted land and are 

providing grafts between the past, present and future (Li et al., 2010, p. 789). I have also 

felt this kind of acceptance when learning Māori songs and culture from my Māori clients, 

when I discover interesting new music styles from my Pākehā clients, or when a client 

patiently teaches me Māori words or corrects my English pronunciation. In these moments, 

I feel my roots are growing deeper. I become the strong and balanced transplanted tree, in 

this adopted land, in order to be able to protect my clients with my newly found wisdom 

and strength. I might face more storms in the future, and I might be buffeted by the heavy 

rain and wind from different crises. But this arts-based research has shown me a way to 

return to the balanced harmonic space. Arts-based research provides an ideal and favourable 

environment for each different part of my root culture and adopted culture to flourish (Li, 

2014, p. 9). With my deep roots in my home culture as well as my adopted culture, with 

creativity, compassion, knowledge and strength, I will always be able to go back into the 

centre of my harmonic space in my heart.  
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CHAPTER 8: RE-MEMBERING IN HARMONY    
 
 

Sitting under the autumn sunshine, gazing out my window at the vista of trees bright 

with autumn colour, I am resting in a balanced place. In this resting phase, I find a harmonic 

moment to look back to my messy, exhausting but exciting and surprising arts-based 

research journey. I remember at the beginning of my journey when I was unsettled and 

unbalanced, with many questions in my heart as an immigrant therapist and as an arts-based 

researcher. Nearly three years later, with the newly founded harmonic space in my heart, I 

am able to gather the ‘fruits’ from this arts-based research and to discuss the insights I 

gained through this journey into re-membering identity. In the first part of this discussion 

chapter, I emphasise my findings of resting, awakening and re-membering from this arts-

based research journey. In the second part of this discussion, I aim to answer my research 

questions by reviewing and integrating the findings of previous chapters, and to highlight 

the significance of this identity study.   

 

Resting  

With a cup of green tea, I rest with the pile of printouts of my writing, poems and 

paintings from the last three years of my arts-based research journey. In this moment, it 

feels comfortable and natural to stop and be still. The place of harmony, the in-between 

space in my heart, is filled with the solidness and stability I was craving after my research 

trip to China. This solidness and stability in my heart offers me an anchor to hold my 

identity formation process in its present place for a while. I can temporarily rest in the 

peaceful in-betweenness between my homeland and adopted land. Looking back at the 

artworks and poetic explorations from this arts-based journey, with the stillness that comes 

from stopping and resting, I become aware of a new “light and sound” becoming available 

to me (Greene, 1980, p. 316).   
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I sit still in the here and now 
My hand is full of the dust and sand  
Which I have gathered along my journey  
I hear the water flowing beside me  
The river formed from my ancestors’ blood and soul  
They are calling me  
To dip my body, mind, heart and soul into it 
 
“My child, 
It has been a long and tough journey. 
You have travelled so far  
I can see your exhaustion  
My child 
Dip in my river which has been flowing for thousands of years 
To feel the support from me 
To float and to be still  
To rest and to fill” 
 
I hear the calling from my river  
So, I listen  
With the handful of dust and sand  
I float and am filled 
I feel the freshness and peace of being still  
 
The reflection of the river’s surface is shining into my eyes   
The water washes off the dust and sand  
Through the gaps between my fingers 
Little by little 
 
Little by little  
I see the shining light  
The golden reflection has appeared  
The surprise reward of my journey  
The gift from the river of my ancestors’ blood and soul 
Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2020 
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This thesis contributes methodologically to the realm of arts-based research. This 

critical autoethnographic research through arts-based inquiry indicates that resting is 

another way to engage and discover “light and sound” in arts-based research. Through 

stopping and resting with my arts-making process, I realise Maxine Greene’s notion of a 

“certain attitude” to let “the sound and light” become “available to consciousness” also 

includes being comfortable with being still (Greene, 1980, p. 316). As an immigrant, I am 

used to moving – moving from my homeland to my adopted land, moving from there to 

here, and moving between old me and new me. The desire to find a sense of home in my 

adopted culture pushed me into a state of constant motion. This arts-based research allows 

me to experience the importance of being balanced between my homeland and adopted land, 

there and here, and old me and new me. The arts-making process helps me realise the 

solidness of the metaphorical stone residing in my heart between my root culture and 

adopted culture, and the stability of the metaphorical tree growing in this in-between space. 

This harmonic in-between space creates the desire, the need and the gravitational pull in 

me to rest in order to settle in this in-betweenness. With the newly founded 

solidness/stability in my heart, I find the courage to embrace this “certain attitude” of 

resting.   

Like other immigrant therapists, the feelings of vulnerability, frustration and 

confusion arising from my sense of displacement as a migrant were once disadvantages for 

me in my professional practice (Barreto, 2013, p. 343). My arts-based research creates a 

safe and non-threatening in-between place for me to reflect on and to understand these 

feelings without anxiety and fear, but with curiosity and creativity. Through stopping and 

resting, I gain strength from the ‘dust’ and ‘sand’ and sift out the ‘gold’ to enhance and 

enrich my professional practice. 

Resting with the ‘dust’ of vulnerability, I find the ‘gold’ of the recognition of the 

important moments of therapeutic connection and healing from being vulnerable. By 
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inviting a client who used to suffer from low self-esteem to correct my English 

pronunciation, this client starts to recognise her own strength and ability to help other 

vulnerable people; by sharing the vulnerability I feel around the de-Chinese act of adopting 

my English name, a Māori client opens up about her own struggles with accepting a 

Europeanised pronunciation of her name; by letting another client lead me in dancing to 

her culture’s music during movement therapy, she gains a sense of more powerfully 

connecting to her own culture. My arts-based research recognises the advantages of being 

vulnerable as an immigrant therapist with accented English and with displacement traumas.  

Resting with the ‘dust’ of frustration around my limited cultural competence, I find 

the ‘gold’ fuels an open-minded attitude which in turn becomes a powerful tool for building 

strong therapeutic rapport with my clients from other cultures. When I taste a client’s 

Kawakawa tea and learn that being gnawed by insects gives a Kawakawa leaf more potent 

medicinal properties, my client and I both feel inspired by Māori cultural healing; when I 

learn new Māori words and their significance within my client’s ancestral history, my client 

finds fresh motivation to connect to the spirituality within her own culture. When I sit 

alongside a client and draw the tree from her childhood memory of her homeland, she 

experiences the comfort of connecting with her root culture. My arts-based research 

discovers the advantages of feeling frustration as an immigrant therapist with limited 

cultural knowledge of other cultures.  

Resting with the ‘dust’ of confusion, I find the ‘gold’ of being more tolerant during 

my arts-based research and when accompanying my clients on their recovery journey. This 

arts-based research shows me being confused is a necessary stepping-stone for being 

awakened through arts-making. Through exploring my own confusion and experiencing 

realisations and awakening moments within the space created by arts-making, I become 

more hopeful and patient while waiting for my clients’ own realisations and awareness to 

arise in their therapeutic journey through creativity. This study also shows me that 
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confusion is an important research source for encountering surprising possibilities for arts-

based research. My arts-based research uncovers the advantage of confusion in helping me 

generate the curiosity and motivation for being an immigrant arts therapist as well as an 

arts-based researcher.  

In addition, this arts-based research endorses the different meaning of 落叶归根 

(fallen leaves return to the roots) for immigrants, where it implies finding a sense of 

belonging. Through stopping and resting, I realise how this arts-based research encourages 

me to feel comfortable with “wu-wei” (no-action) or being in stillness. Through the journey 

of studying my identity formation process, I return to my root/stillness and recognise that 

“stillness is the ruler of movement” (as cited in Li, 2008, p. 110). Through stopping and 

resting with my arts-making process, I realise what 落叶归根 (fallen leaves return to the 

roots) really means for me. For me, 落叶归根(fallen leaves return to the roots) is not about 

reverting to my origin but is instead an attempt at finding a stable and balanced place 

between my root culture and adopted culture. With “wu-wei” (no-action) or being in 

stillness, as an immigrant arts therapist, I find a way to 落叶归根 (fallen leaves return to 

the roots) and to find a sense of belonging in between my two cultures.  

This research argues that this attitude of embracing the stopping/resting is an 

important part of arts-based research methods. In arts-based research, making arts, flowing 

with arts and immersing in arts allow the arts-based researcher to be a wounded and joyful 

wanderer in order to discover and gather valuable and insightful research data. However, 

stopping and resting with arts is also critical for arts-based research since being still enables 

the arts-based researcher to revisit the arts-making with a refreshed, balanced and harmonic 

body, mind and heart. I understand that the stillness needs to come after flowing and 

immersing in the arts-making. By gathering arts-research data as ‘dust’ and ‘sand’, I can 

then pan for the ‘gold’ of my research materials from my arts-making process in this 
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stillness. Through this arts-based research, I have discovered that when harmony and 

balance are reached, returning to the root/stillness becomes realisable and attainable.  

 

Awakening   
 

Through stopping and resting with arts, in the harmonic in-between space, I recognise 

that I was once a wounded wanderer but now I am an awakening thinker. In this temporary 

balanced in-between space, as an awakening thinker, I am not absolutely inactive but 

actively being awakened. This awakening process within this arts-based research is 

supported by my ancestors’ knowledge.  

 

 

 

Into this journey  

I surrender to my desire  

For re/finding, re/connecting and re/learning 

I feel something awakening in my body  

With the emotions in my ancestors’ music 

With the wisdoms in my ancestors’ arts  

 

Into this journey 

I surrender to my curiosity  

For re/finding, re/connecting and re/learning 

I feel something awakening in my heart  

My tongue tangled with my ancestors’ tone  

My fingers touch my ancestors’ soul  

 

My Chinese body is awakened  

As well as the imprints  

That my ancestors left in me.  

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2021 
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This research contributes an alternative ontological perspective for the study of 

identity through the concept of harmony. Through critical autoethnographic research and 

arts-based inquiry, I surrendered to my desire to connect to my Chinese ancestors’ wisdom 

and allowed myself to overcome the anxiety of unknowing. I surrendered to my curiosity 

to immerse in my ancestors’ creation of music and to learn about an artform of my ancestors; 

the guqin. I surrendered with my braveness but also my trust in the power of arts, and my 

bravery was rewarded by many surprise encounters within the process of the traditional 

artform-making process. I surrendered to my needs to speak and to express through my 

mother-tongue, and the deeper emotional qualities of my narrative were awakened by 

connecting with the sound, the beauty, and the deep meanings of my first language. This 

arts-based research shows me the important value of re/finding, re/connecting and 

re/learning root culture and ancestral knowledge in the study of identity.  

Through this arts-based research, I showcase how to invite ancestral knowledge and 

wisdom into the study of identity. Birthplace and heritage are important and fundamental 

elements of who I am and am becoming (Cutcher, 2015, p. 133). I surrender passively to 

my desire and curiosity but actively engage in re/finding, re/connecting and re/learning my 

ancestral knowledge. By studying and understanding the concept of in-betweenness 

through the Chinese traditional philological perspective of harmony, I create a new platform 

for exploring, studying and understanding the immigrant identity formation process. With 

the knowledge from the traditional Chinese view of harmony, arts-based inquiry helps me 

to recognise the harmonic relationships of difference, conflict, co-operation, transformation 

and renewal within my identity formation process as an immigrant arts therapist. With the 

arts, I passively surrender in order to discover the hidden tensions of being different and in 

conflict, but actively make arts in order to meet with the transformation and new 

understanding. With the arts, I am able to experience and express, and able to understand 

that being imbalanced and feeling tensions and conflicts is a natural part of the harmonic 
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relationships of in-betweenness. Through this arts-based research, I recognise the unique 

contribution of my cultural background into the study of identity.  

In the process of understanding the harmonic concept of in-betweenness, by surprise 

I find that Māori culture’s perspective on being balanced and in harmony has similarities 

to traditional Chinese philosophy. The Māori cultural concept of Rongoā is about 

maintaining balance in the body, mind and spirituality (Hakaraia, 2019, p. 1). The way to 

know and sense the imbalance is through rongo (use all senses to hear, feel, smell and taste 

excepting sight) (Hakaraia, 2019, p. 1). The Māori term mauri expresses the idea of the 

inner life force and an activity inside of us (Mead, 2006, p. 81; Hakaraia, 2019, p. 10). If 

the mauri is at balance and peace, it is described as mauri tau; if mauri is still, it is described 

as mauri oho (Mead, 2006, p. 82). When mauri oho refers to an awakening, proactive state, 

the potential in Māori bodies of knowledge and wisdom can be unleashed (Pohatu, 2011, p. 

6).   

To reference the Māori cultural concept of being balanced and in harmony, arts-

making helps me to reach mauri tau – peace/balance or solidness/stability through 

exploring my life experience as an immigrant and my professional practice as an arts 

therapist. The embodied intra-action process within arts-making can be compared to rongo 

(use all senses to hear, feel, smell and taste excepting sight) (Hakaraia, 2019, p. 1). With 

embodied experience through arts-making, through entanglement with my images, 

narratives, poems, music and guqin-making, this study shows how this arts-based research 

journey helps me to be in the state of mauri oho – awakening in the stillness. O’Connor 

(2008) links stillness to the Māori concept of oho mauri in his Everyday Theatre to provide 

the uncontested and safe space for children at risk, and he says, “in the stillness of the work 

– in the oho mauri – we finally got to hear each other” (p. 202). Similarly, in the state of 

mauri oho, the tension, the anxiety, the fear and the crises from my displacement experience 

are silenced. I am finally able to discover the knowledge and wisdom within my body as an 
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immigrant arts therapist. Through arts-making and rongo, and through connecting with the 

old knowledge, in the state of mauri oho, the new potential in my Chinese body for 

knowledge and wisdom are unleashed.  

 

Re-membering   
 

Through stopping and resting in the harmonic in-between space, I recognise the 

important role of arts-making in this identity study. Sitting in this temporary balanced and 

still in-between space with my art from this arts-based journey, I discover the important 

fragments and moments in the arts-making process. In the in-between harmonic space 

created by arts-making, I look back at this arts-based research to reflect on the re-

membering journey of my immigrant arts therapist identity formation process.   
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This critical autoethnographic research through arts-based inquiry has showed me a 

way to study my identity formation process through a fresh lens of creativity. Re-

membering my immigrant therapist identity/ies requires a holistic approach to my 

embodied experience, memories and senses. Through arts-based inquiry, I creatively intra-

 

I re-member myself  

Piece by piece  

With my flesh, my blood, my skin and my hair 

With my tears, my scars, my bruises and my pain 

 

I re-member myself 

Little by little 

With colour, lines, shapes and marks  

With sound, rhythm, movement and pause  

 

I re-member myself  

Moment by moment 

With my ancestors, my people and my children  

With past, present and future 

 

I re-member myself  

Step by step 

With my journey from homeland to adopted land 

Within liminal space, third space and harmonic space  

 

I re-member myself  

Layer by layer 

With my body, mind, heart and soul 

With mauri tau, mauri oho and mauri ora 

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2020 
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act with my embodiment to allow myself to remember and to feel my past displacement 

experience and professional experience in order to reflect on and understand my research 

questions. Arts-based inquiry creates an in-between place between my two cultures, where 

the holistic approach becomes tangible and explorable. Through paintings, music, poetry 

and guqin-making/playing, I have been involved in an embodied engagement and 

entanglement through all senses – seeing, hearing, touching, smelling and tasting. Arts-

making allows me to externalise my emotions, struggles and challenges and enables me to 

discover my growth, reward and surprise in ‘tears’, ‘scars’, ‘bruises’ and ‘pain’.  

There are several benefits of exploring the topic of identity through different arts 

forms. Through autoethnographic narrative in my stories, colours and shapes in my 

paintings, poetic and metaphorical language in my poems, textures and materials in my 

guqin-making, and tones and rhythms in my guqin-playing, the various memories and 

emotions are evoked and accessed through all senses – seeing, hearing, touching, smelling 

and tasting. Different art forms create different bridges for me to connect with the hidden 

or forgotten stories in my body. In this in-between space created by arts-making, various 

forms of arts-making process provide different perspectives for me to express and to feel 

the emotions associated with my displacement experiences and professional practice as an 

immigrant arts therapist.   

This study proves the significant role that arts play in the study of identity. This arts-

based research enables me to connect ‘me’ to time, place and other people through arts-

making. Through arts, I re-member my identity/ies as the “me-in-my-world” (Johnson, 

2013, p. 36). In the arts-making process, with poetry, painting, music and guqin-making, I 

re-member my identity by remembering my experiences as an immigrant arts therapist with 

my full body, mind, heart, and soul to find a “self-in-process” (Johnson, 2013, p. 35). In 

this in-between place created by arts, arts-based inquiry allows me to study my identity 

formation process through immersing in and studying the moments of impact from my 
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connection to time, place and other people in words, colours, lines, shapes, textures and 

rhythms.  

Moreover, this thesis provides authentic insight into how to trust and navigate in the 

power of arts. At the beginning of this identity research, I was afraid of entering this arts-

based journey as arts-based research must not be rigidly structured and planned in order to 

allow for its fluidity and flow. Through this arts-based journey, I learn that for me to be 

able to re-member my identity, I need to believe in the power of arts in order to fully 

immerse in the process of arts-making. In the process of arts-making, as an arts-based 

researcher, I learn how to be a knower in search of the known (knowledge) through the 

knowing process of arts-making (Yang, 2005, pp. 58-59). Through this research, I show 

that the known (knowledge) can only be open to the knower when the knower (arts-based 

researcher) is ready in the process of arts-making to realise the known (Yang, 2005, pp. 59-

60). This readiness comes from the belief in arts, the willingness to immerse in various arts 

forms, the ability to explore research questions in the arts-making process, and the 

application of critical thinking to understand through arts.  

In this arts-based journey, arts-making creates the in-between space for me to find 

my transformation, strength, growth and awakening moments by re-membering my body, 

mind, heart and soul, moment by moment and piece by piece. In this in-between space, I 

explore the disadvantages and advantages of my root culture and adopted culture, and 

experience both being wounded and joyful in my two cultures. Arts-making supports me to 

look at my displacement experience and professional experience from a creative 

perspective in order to recognise my strength, growth and potential and enlarge them into 

manifestation. I re-member this manifestation piece by piece in arts-making, and let my 

poetry, painting, music and guqin-making catch these positive movements in my identity 

formation process.  
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Research question one 
 

 
 

 

With in-betweenness trail markers  

Beside the cairn of liminality 

I stop and rest  

I immerse in the dark but fruitful between-and-betwixt     

I reflect on my displacement experience in the liminal space 

Beside the cairn of third space  

I stop and rest 

I study my identity formation in third space  

I allow the different mes to meet, to fight and to surrender     

At these two in-between cairns  

I find the empty space I hope to fill with my arts-based journey  

 

My ancestors come to my dream  

Lead me to an ancient cairn in my homeland  

Tell me the name of the cairn called harmony  

My ancestors 

Show me how to swim through the empty void space  

To invite the difference, tension, conflict in  

Without anxiety and resistance  

Just let them be  

Let them lead me to reveal another in-between space  

 

I follow my ancestors’ voices  

Swimming with difference, tension and conflict 

In crisis I meet opportunity  

In coldness I meet warmth  

My body, heart and soul floating in harmonic clouds 

Travelling in in-betweenness  

Without anxiety or resistance  

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2020 
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What fresh insights does critical autoethnographic research through arts-based 

inquiry yield into immigrant therapist identity study?  

In order to understand my identity formation process as an immigrant arts therapist, 

I firstly explore my displacement memories and professional experiences at the cairn of 

liminality. In chapter four, the story of Poet Tree, through arts-based inquiry with my 

critical autoethnographic voice, I attempt to understand my identity formation as an 

immigrant arts therapist mainly through the concept of liminality. The concept of liminality 

provides the threshold space for me to reflect on my vigorous immigration journey. In the 

“dark and fruitful between-and-betwixt” liminal space (Turner, 1969, p. 63), through 

painting and poetry, I identify different stages of my identity formation process as an 

immigrant arts therapist. In these images and poetic words, I recognise the ‘why, what and 

how’ moments of my emotional, social, cultural and spiritual bonding to my adopted land 

(Farquhar, 2010).  

This critical autoethnographic research through arts-based inquiry helps me realise 

that the concept of liminality only partially represents my identity formation process. In the 

in-betweenness between my root culture and adopted culture, I am not travelling in one 

direction only. In the exploration of Poet Tree, I use the metaphor of transplanting a tree to 

explore my immigration experiences. The order of transplanting a tree is sequential. 

However, my growth and transformation from my displacement experience and practice 

experience as an immigrant arts therapist is not necessarily sequential. Through my research 

journey, in my displacement experience, I find that I travel back from adopted culture to 

root culture too. Every time I have the opportunity to travel back through arts-making to 

there, the past and the old me, I gain more insight and understanding about here, now and 

the new me. Therefore, my identity formation process is not in one direction.  
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Figure 83: Liminal Space, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2020, Watercolour on paper 

 

I then focus on the exploration of the formation process of my immigrant arts therapist 

identity through the concept of third space. In chapter four, the story of De-Chinese and 

Re-Chinese, I explore the in-betweenness between my root culture and adopted culture 

through critical autoethnography and arts-based inquiry through the concept of third space. 

The hybridity of the third space provides the possibility to let my root culture and host 

culture meet, and to generate constant transformation within the formation process of my 

immigrant therapist identity. In this third space, I explore the sense of belonging in my 

adopted land and my identity formation becomes a changeable partial. Arts-based methods 

allow me to observe this changeable partial within the hybridity where “both past and future 

can work together to create a new outlook” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 219).  However, I realise that 

the concept of third space represents a single layer of my identity formation process. I let 

my curiosity continuously guide me to the next phase of my arts-based research into in-

betweenness.  
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Figure 84: Third Space, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2020, Watercolour on paper 

 

Through studying in-betweenness through the concepts of liminality and third space 

with my critical autoethnographic voice and by creatively exploring the in-betweenness of 

my experiences during the trip back to my homeland, I sense a gap or an undefined space 

in the formation process of my immigrant therapist identity. In chapter six, Guqin-making 

and identity making, through intra-acting with the process of guqin-making, I explore 

difference, tension and conflict between my root culture and adopted culture. Through 

exploring my understanding of the theory of harmony, I recognise different stages of 

harmonic relationships in my stories. Through guqin-making, I reveal that the in-between 

concept of harmony creates a dynamic space within the formation process of my immigrant 

arts therapist identity to recognise and appreciate different and favourable elements of my 

root culture and adopted culture. Through arts-making, I invite my guqin to come into this 

in-between place of harmony with me, to experience and realise the different harmonic 

relationships between my two cultures.  
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Figure 85: Harmonic Space, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2020, Watercolour on paper 

 

In chapter 7, Making identity through crisis, I emphasise how crisis becomes the 

‘activating agent’ for my identity development as an immigrant arts therapist in this 

harmonic space. Through arts-based methods, I observe the self through the process of 

rethinking, reflecting and analysing, and I intentionally “move from studying them to 

studying self” in crisis time (Tillmann-Healy, 2003, p. 735). In this harmonic space, I 

recognise the moments when tension and conflict have been intensified by crisis; I 

encourage myself to immerse in arts-making continuously to stay comfortable with tension 

and conflict, and to discover the cooperation step between my root culture and adopted 

culture. Through arts-making, my strength is enlarged and manifested by the activation 

force of crisis. The transformational growth and harmonic moments within my identity as 

an immigrant arts therapist are reached and realised through arts-based methods. Through 

this arts-based research, I recognise the moment of returning to my root/stillness in the 

harmonic space in between my root culture and adopted culture.  
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A unique insight for exploring and comparing the three concepts of in-betweenness; 

liminal space, third space and harmonic space, is provided through an autoethnographic 

arts-based approach. The concept of harmony yields different perspectives for viewing the 

in-betweenness of my identity formation process as an immigrant arts therapist. The in-

betweenness of harmonic space does not follow a one-way direction or sequential order. 

The in-betweenness of harmonic space is not a single-layered interaction between my root 

culture and adopted culture, between here and there, and between the old me and new me. 

Through balancing and harmonising the differences and conflicts between my root culture 

and adopted culture, as well as meeting the crisis as the ‘activating agent’, my “adaptive 

strength” within my identity is manifested in this harmonic in-betweenness in order to 

vigorously unfold the new stage of my identity formation process (Batra, 2013, p. 256). 

This research argues that the concept of harmony provides a fresh perspective for two or 

more cultures to meet, to conflict, to interact, to cooperate, to transform and to renew in a 

spiral movement through the interacting and interchanging nature of different harmonic 

relationships.  

Through this study I was able to meet different harmonic relationships, to feel and 

understand these harmonic relationships, to tolerate the activating agent of crisis, and to 

realise the transformation of my identity formation process. This arts-based research 

supports me to discover a new possibility for identity study where different elements from 

two or more cultural components can be realised, experienced, interacted with, processed, 

transformed and renewed continuously and endlessly in the in-betweenness of harmonic 

space. In comparison with the in-betweenness of “dark but fruitful” liminal space (Turner, 

1969) and the in-betweenness of “ambiguous hybrid” third space (Bhabha, 1994), this 

research argues that the concept of harmonisation provides a more dynamic and forceful 

in-betweenness to explore the different elements and interactions between two or more 

cultures for the study of identity.  
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Research question two 
 

 
 

What does it mean to be an immigrant arts therapist in this research?  

How to immerse in the creativity of arts-based research passively and actively is 

storied in this thesis. There are several ways that this thesis demonstrates how immersing 

oneself in autoethnographic explorations through arts-based research enriches an 

immigrant arts therapist identity. First, I have to learn and re-learn through surrendering my 

being to arts-making without goal-directed behaviour but with “willingness to let something 

be” (Levine, 2015, p. 17). As an immigrant arts therapist, I encourage my clients to use arts 

but in sessions I often find myself anxious about allowing the space for my clients to “let 

something be”. This arts-based research helps me to taste the reward from allowing myself 

‘wu-wei’ (no action) in order to be present and engage with my embodied experience. The 

action of surrendering to arts-making helps me as an arts-based researcher to deal with the 

 

With the arts-based research method  

I let myself get lost in my curiosity 

I jump into this in-between land  

Passively and actively  

I immerse in my doing, being and becoming  

I let my images lead my inquisitiveness  

I let my poetry speak from my unconsciousness   

I let my music sing my difficulties and confusion  

I let my guqin question me and teach me  

With questions in mind  

I learn to navigate in-between space  

With the harmony in my heart 

I become comfortable to float  

In the wandering sea of poiesis 

Ying (Ingrid), 2020 
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anxiety of the unknown and to discover unexpected possibility for identity study. It also 

helps me as an arts therapist to deal with the anxiety of unknown and unexpected possibility 

in my client’s recovery journey within arts-making.  

On the other hand, throughout this arts-based research, I actively engage artistic 

knowing through poetry, narrative, images, guqin-making and music, and actively pay 

attention to my feelings/emotions, embodied memories and embodied sensations. Being 

active in arts-based research is also “a certain attitude” which allows me to be ready for the 

opportunities of unfolding and discovering (Greene, 1980, p. 316). I encountered moments 

when my emotions and feelings become overwhelming or confusing and I actively invite 

arts to speak for me. Through creativity, the invisible, intangible and unsayable moments 

of being become sound, smell, texture, shape, line, colour, rhythm and word. With arts-

making, I experience the in-betweenness of passive-and-active, and surrender-and-catch 

(Wolff, 1986). In this arts-based research journey, I am actively doing arts as inquiry and 

passively being with arts-making as research. I passively “surrender” to arts-making in 

order to actively “catch” the hidden knowledge. Through this thesis I demonstrate how to 

use creativity to gain new knowledge for research. It also encourages me as an arts therapist 

to share my learning from this arts-based research in my professional practice, in order to 

support my clients to “surrender” to the process of arts-making and to actively “catch” the 

moments of enlightenment and recovery.  

Second, critical autoethnographic research through arts-based inquiry highlights how 

curiosity with different forms of arts-making generates different levels of awareness and 

understanding of embodiment for arts-based research. Before this arts-based research, my 

main creative methods were painting and poetry. I let my curiosity speak to me, and I let 

my ancestors guide me. I bravely bring another new art form, guqin-making and guqin-

playing, into my arts-based research journey. Through immersing in guqin-making and 

guqin-playing, I discover the significance of my ancestors’ wisdom and knowledge for my 
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identity formation process as an immigrant arts therapist. I confront new embodied 

experiences and enter different embodied memories through doing and being with this new 

art form. Painting, poetry, guqin-making and music enable me to access different parts of 

myself within different moments of consciousness and unconsciousness. My arts-based 

research encourages other arts-based researchers to design and create their own arts-based 

methods to engage with their own unique embodied experiences. This arts-based research 

also helps me to understand the importance of encouraging my clients to explore different 

forms of arts-making in my arts therapy practice.  

Third, arts-based research highlights the importance for me as an immigrant arts 

therapist of continuing practicing arts-making as a way of knowing in research as well as 

in professional practice. As an arts therapist, I often encourage my clients to open 

themselves in the process of arts-making and to unleash the power of artistic knowing. 

However, as a help practitioner, I have often lost my own creative willingness in the busy 

and sometimes stressful profession. This research reminds me that it is important to connect 

to arts and continue the surprising creative arts-based inquiry as a life-long journey for 

personal and professional growth. This critical autoethnographic research through arts-

based inquiry is an invitation for me, as well as other arts-based researchers, helping- 

professionals and educators to trust in creativity, to continually jump into the chaotic and 

often surprising creative moments, and to use artistic knowing as a life-long journey.   

As an immigrant arts therapist and arts-based researcher, I have navigated this journey 

through arts-making. This arts-based research has now become a milestone for the cairn I 

want to leave on the landscape. At the beginning of my arts-based identity research journey, 

I discovered the cairns left by other researchers and theorists. With these trail markers, I 

was able to travel within my own identity story with a sense of direction and purpose. With 

the stillness and stability in my heart, through this identity study, I am leaving a solid and 

stable mark in the wild world of arts-based research for arts-based travellers yet to come. 
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These later travellers/arts-based researchers will have their own desired destination for their 

research, but my arts-based research journey, as a trail marker, provides a resting spot. They 

can rest and immerse in my identity story about finding this milestone, in order to encourage 

them to lay their creative stones on top of mine. With their own curiosity and braveness, 

these later travellers/arts-based researchers will push further along this arts-based research 

trail with their culturally and historically inspired art forms, just like my guqin did for me.  

 

Research question three 
 
 

 

 

How can arts-based research create a space for conversation and 

communication for this and other identity studies?  

 

With my tree, my stone and my guqin   

I am able to speak with different voices  

To narrate my story from different perspectives  

My tree allows me  

To speak from my light as well as my shadow  

My stone encourages me  

To speak from different layers with deeper and deeper unconsciousness 

My guqin helps me  

To speak from my blood, my flesh and my body  

With all my different voices  

From my different sides, different parts and different layers 

With arts-making 

I create a critical autoethnography  

From inside to outside  

From self to others  

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2020 
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In this arts-based research, through arts-making, I create multiple metaphorical 

voices. Through the metaphorical tree, I reflect on my painful and traumatic displacement 

experience as well as my growth moments as the process of transplanting a tree. Through 

the voice of my metaphorical stone, the stone becomes “an organic, speaking subject” 

enabling me to understand identity through theory and my own reflection (Jones & 

Hoskins, 2016, p. 77). Through the explorable site of guqin-making, my guqin speaks as 

my trusted friend to let me express, as my honest friend to question me and as my 

instructional friend to teach me. In this critical autoethnographic research through arts-

based inquiry, I use metaphorical narratives to create the self’s voices from different 

perspectives and layers. By engaging with different metaphorical elements of this identity 

study, I enter different moments and layers of being with my embodied experiences, 

embodied memories and embodied emotions.  

Through this research, I perform how to explore the topic of identity through the 

self-lens through different voices. By engaging different metaphors within this arts-based 

research, I deconstruct and unknot the personal-cultural entanglement of “the experiences 

that have salience in our lives, whether these experiences thrill, surprise, intrigue, sadden, 

or enrage us” (Adams et al., 2015, p. 22). Critical autoethnography can be written in the 

first-person voice subjectively, from the second-person voice to invite readers to imagine 

themselves on the same journey but informed by their own experiences, or from the third-

person voice to provide “outsider’s insider” views (Adams et al., 2015, pp, 78-79). I use 

different voices, from a tree, a stone or a guqin, and my own first-person voice, to shift 

my stories between different sides, different parts and different layers from my lived 

personal experience and professional experience. Through different voices, I am able to 

have deep and insightful conversations within myself, in order to invite different 

perspectives from my unconsciousness to come to the surface. The different voices from 

the metaphors as well as from the first-person perspective are all my own authentic and 
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insightful voices. Arts-based research creates the possibility to use different metaphors 

and shift between different voices smoothly. Through arts-making with different 

metaphors and different voices, it is not only possible for me to externalise difficult 

emotions and troubling memories but also to dig out my hidden strengths and forgotten 

power from my deeper unconsciousness. Through different metaphorical and 

autoethnographic voices, the boundaries between the inside and outside, the self and 

other, the past and present, and old and new become blurred. Through these blurred 

boundaries, I access and entangle the different parts/moments of my displacement 

experience and professional experience freely in order to realise the different 

parts/moments of the self-in-process (Johnson, 2013, p. 36).     

This arts-based research provides a meaningful insight into how the arts-making 

process becomes the catcher for “a world of possible experiences – an encounter with ways 

of being in world” (Johnson, 2013, p. 35). Arts from the arts-making process do not 

represent identity itself. However, arts-making creates a space to catch the different 

moments, elements and layers of the identity formation process. Identity emerges in the 

process of arts-making as metaphors, lines, colours, layers, words and rhythms. For this 

identity study, the different harmonic relationships emerge and are explored, reflected on 

and analysed through arts-based methods. Arts-based research enables me to transform the 

research materials gathered from the arts-making process into knowledge and theory, and 

present this knowledge and theory not only in academic language but also in poetic 

language and visual language. In these poetic and visual languages, the intangible elements 

of the knowledge and understanding such as feelings and emotions are contained in 

metaphors, lines, colours, layers, words and rhythms. Therefore, arts-based methods create 

other ways to communicate with my readers to enable them to understand and experience 

my findings and intertwine them with their own stories and creativity.  
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This research highlights that arts-based inquiry provides the safety and protection for 

arts-based researchers to include political impacts into the study of identity. This arts-based 

research offers a safe in-between space for me to provide authentic insight as a critical 

autoethnographic researcher with ethical considerations but without political concerns. 

Through arts-making, I explored my troubling and disturbing anger, frustration and fear 

honestly and safely through different metaphors such as ‘dragon’ and ‘diamond’ in the story 

of A journey in-between. Arts-based inquiry enables me to express my anger, frustration 

and fear about ‘family secrets’ of my root culture through poetic language and visual 

language. This critical autoethnographic research through arts-based inquiry yields an 

example for other arts-based researchers to find their own creative ways to overcome ethical, 

cultural/historical and political concerns and to include their important stories in the study 

of identity.   

Moreover, through arts-based inquiry, I am able to include my first language, Chinese, 

into this identity research. Mother-tongue is an important element of  the immigrant identity 

which cannot be overlooked and neglected. With poetic exploration in my first language 

and with guqin music playing/making in my mother-tongue, I am able to show the 

significant impact of mother-tongue in the identity study of an immigrant arts therapist. 

With these images and music, I am able to fill the gap between my first language, Chinese, 

and adopted language, English, in order to let my readers (especially from other cultures) 

experience, immerse in, feel and understand the significance of mother-tongue for identity 

study. My first language is a powerful link to my identity (Cutcher, 2015, p. 128). Through 

arts-based inquiry, I not only “re-present” my first language as a necessary research 

material in this identity study, but also “re-centre” and “re-claim” the power and importance 

of immigrants’ mother-tongues for other immigrant identity studies (Smith, 2019, p. 13). 

Arts-based inquiry including my first language has helped me to gain a strong voice in my 

mother-tongue in this identity research. I hope my voice in my mother-tongue in this 
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research will encourage other immigrant researchers to “re-claim” their voices in their 

mother-tongues in the academic world.  

 

This critical autoethnographic research through arts-based inquiry has transformed 

me as the metaphorical tree. I as the metaphorical tree might look the same, but I am 

different from the tree at the beginning of the arts-based research. As a tree, I have grown 

deeper roots into the in-between land where I will continue to re-member my identity as an 

immigrant arts therapist through arts-making with my body, mind, heart and soul in order 

to grow stronger and wiser for the people I care for from all cultures who pass by my in-

between harmonic space. Standing at the temporary balanced place, I look at the long road 

of arts-based research ahead of me. I sense the calling of the possibilities of the future as 

well as the challenges and conflicts I will confront. At the end of this arts-based research, I 

am ready for the new beginning.  
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Figure 1: Transformed tree, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2019,  (Ink and watercolour on paper)  
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CHAPTER 9: CONCLUSION - HARMONISING IN-BETWEENNESS   
 

Critical autoethnographic research and arts-based inquiry are exciting and compelling 

strategies that can be a potent way for arts-based researchers, educators and help 

professionals to explore and reveal the power from their own personal and professional 

experiences. Supporting arts-based researchers, educators and help professionals from an 

immigrant background to express and explore their own personal and professional 

experiences creatively can enable them to understand the challenges arising from their 

feelings of displacement and to enhance their research and practice. This research 

encourages arts-based researchers, educators and help professionals with an immigrant 

background to devise unique creative inquiries to meet the needs, desires and curiosity they 

have regarding connecting to their own cultures. This research highlights the crucial 

importance of nurturing creativity in research and practice for arts-based researchers, 

educators and help professionals who are curious about and motivated to explore the power 

and possibility of arts.   

I started this arts-based research journey being curious about the possibilities in arts 

and motivated to find their power. At the end of this journey, I am still curious about the 

potential of arts and motivated, through my life and my practice as an immigrant arts 

therapist, to expand their possibilities and power to others. Writing this final section, I know 

I am still sitting in the in-between space. However, I see this in-betweenness differently to 

how I saw it when I was establishing the research questions for this identity study. This 

critical autoethnographic research through arts-based inquiry has showed me a way of being 

in-between my homeland and adopted land, and how to be comfortable with my immigrant 

therapist identity formation process within this in-betweenness. In this in-between place 

between there and here, I do not have to move constantly in order to find a home; I can stop 

and rest, to let my heart settle, and to find the place where 此心安处是吾家(Home is where 
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the heart settles). In this in-between place between my mother-tongue and my adopted 

language, I do not have to translate them totally; I can leave a space between them and fill 

the space with the language of arts. In this in-between place between the old and new me, 

I do not have to give up all of the old to be the new; I can find the new from the old. In this 

in-between place between my cultures, I do not have to forcefully reach the balance; I can 

learn to embrace differences and conflicts in order to discover the co-operation and 

transformation between them.  

Here at the end of the journey, I ask myself how this arts-based research enhances my 

profession as an immigrant arts therapist and arts-based researcher. In my arts therapy 

practice, I work with clients from various ethnic backgrounds. My clients and I might have 

different life experiences or connect to different cultures. In the in-between space, if we can 

find the balance in our bodies, minds, hearts and souls, our cultures can meet on the spiritual 

level. In that meeting space – the balanced harmonic space – we are transferred and 

awakened together by our whakapapa19, histories, and cultures. We might be different, but 

in this harmonic in-between space, we connect, understand, support, and transform each 

other. My journey into the in-betweenness shows me the balance and harmony in us are 

constantly challenged by our daily encounters with others. With arts, I am able to express 

and able to understand that being imbalanced and feeling tensions and conflicts are all parts 

of the harmonic relationships of the in-betweenness. This arts-based research has taught me 

the way to express and understand the moments of being imbalanced as an immigrant arts 

therapist. I hope to use the learning and discovery from this study in my practice and future 

research, and to help others find their harmonic in-between space, for us to connect, 

understand, support and transform each other.  

By sharing my arts-based research journey with others, I hope other arts-based 

researchers, educators and help professionals with an immigrant background will be 

inspired to find their own ways to deal with the differences, tensions and conflicts in their 
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displacement experiences and professional experiences. Through arts-based methods, they 

will hopefully also express their struggles and conflicts and find the interactive and 

collaborative moments, in order to unlock transformation and growth; more importantly, to 

embrace all these elements of the harmonic relationships in their in-betweenness. This 

research also encourages identity researchers not to overlook the possibilities of connecting 

to the art forms from their cultures and to give power to their mother-tongue languages in 

the academic world.        

As an immigrant arts therapist and arts-based researcher, I followed McNiff’s call to 

design arts-based methods in the study of particular research inquiries willingly (McNiff, 

2013). Through critical autoethnographic research, I applied arts-based methods as inquiry 

to create a “bridge” to link “social structure and individual creativity” (Rapport, 1997, p. 

31). As an immigrant living in an adopted land as a minority, I used arts-based research to 

re-gain my voice, to re-search my lived experience and to make meaning for this study 

through arts (Capous-Desylass & Margaine, 2018). This arts-based journey has helped me 

reach the temporary resting spot in a harmonic in-between space between my root culture 

and adopted culture. However, I cannot stay in the resting spot because I am hearing the 

call from my heart to continue my arts-based journey. Here, at the end of the research, again 

with my curiosity and motivation, I am ready to enter another layer of the imbalanced in-

betweenness between my two cultures and lands.  
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Entering the in-betweenness again  

Within the second week of lockdown, the 4th of April 2020 is the Ching Ming 清明

Festival. It is a traditional Chinese festival, and this is a day for Chinese people to pay their 

respects to deceased ancestors and family members, and to remember them. According to 

my hometown’s tradition, we visit our ancestors’ graves and saomu 扫墓 (sweep the grave). 

On this day, we often bring food and wine to the graveyard, to ‘feed’ our ancestors and to 

talk to them about how the past year has been. On this Ching Ming Festival, I have mixed 

emotions. I am sad, because I cannot pay respects in front of my dearest grandmother’s new 

grave. I am sad, because the number of deaths from the spread of Covid-19 around the 

world is rising horrifyingly fast. In the past few months, I have not been able to talk to my 

friends and relatives in China openly about this outbreak, and I cannot share what I have 

seen and heard about the deadly outbreak in the worst areas of my home country. I know 

many social media platforms which are popular in the Chinese community are not a place 

for free speech. As an immigrant, I am angry that many of my friends and relatives are 

unable to know what has really just happened under their own noses.  

Weighed down by this mixture of sad and angry emotions, the unspeakable words 

stick in my throat. I feel the suffocation which has been following me since the trip back to 

my home country. I need to breathe. I need to express these emotions. I must find a way to 

let this heaviness out. I turn to my comforting space where the guqin waits. It has become 

my dearest and most honest friend during my arts-based research journey. I play it without 

any clear intention but driven by my sadness and anger. The guqin starts to sing the words 

that were stuck in my throat. 
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          梨花雨轻下， 

                                     落地无声息。 

                           堆堆新老坟， 

            可有子孙祭。 

                     梨花雨飘落，                        魂飞魄未尽。 

      鬼魅仍肆孽，   

                                             苟且偷喘息。 

                    梨花雨纷飞， 

                                     尽酒心冤起。 

                         旧侣阴阳隔，                  遗子无人惜。 

         严父留片语，                       慈母成灰烬。 

                   梨花雨吹残， 

                                                别难相送易。  

              浮生多事秋， 

                      无奈留英名。 

                             今妻离子散，                     黄泉汝叹息。 

                                        梨花雨消散， 

                     散不尽愤然。 

              谁视而不见，                     草后墓志铭。 

                             春寒还料峭， 

                                                  斜阳苍无力。 

               梨花雨哭尽，              双烛祭清明。 

                         吾思不敢忘， 

                                           生死两茫茫。 

                 孤灯悲凄泣，                           念亲等黎明。 
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The pear blossom18 lightly falling like rain  

Touching on the ground silently 

Stacks of old and new graves 

Will the children and grandchildren come to visit? 

 

The pear blossom gracefully falling like rain  

The yang part of the souls19 has left but the yin part of the souls is stuck there  

The monsters are still wreaking havoc 

The survivors are hiding not daring to breathe   

 

The pear blossom gently falling like rain  

Finishing the wine in the cup while the feeling of injustice rises from the heart   

Yin and Yang20 have separated the loving couple 

No one would look after this orphan  

The father was only able to leave a few words 

The mother has become ash by herself alone  

 

The pear blossom sorrowfully falling like rain  

It is easy to walk along but hard to say goodbye  

Pity you, living in this troubled time  

Helplessly leaving a hero name  

Now you are separated from your wife and son 

Will you sigh on the road of Huang Quan21 ? 

 

The pear blossom miserably disappearing like rain  

But unable to dissipate the anger  

Who is pretending not seeing?  

 
18 Pear blossom indicates the Qing Ming Festival season. It is from Song dynasty poet 吴惟信 Weixin Wu’s 
poem about Qing Ming Festival in my hometown Hangzhou: 梨花风起正清明（When the pear blossom 
flies, it is the Qing Ming Festival). 
19 According to the Chinese traditional concept, the yang part of the soul hun 魂 represents the spiritual and 
intellectual aspects of the soul, and the yin part of the soul po 魄 represents the bodily and animated 
principle (Oldstone-Moore, 2003, p. 87).  
20 According to the Chinese traditional concept, yin is the place for the souls of deceased people and yang is 
the place for the living.  
21 Huang Quan 黄泉 in Chinese mythology refers to the way to go to the place for dead souls after death.  
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The epitaph behind the newly grown grass  

It is still shivering in the early spring  

But the sun’s rays are so pale and weak  

 

The pear blossom sadly disappearing like tears   

The two candles are the memorial ceremony in the Qing Ming22 

I do not dare to forget  

I am alive but they have died 

The lonely light is crying desolately  

Missing the departed dearest and waiting for the dawn  

Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2020 

  

I write this poem in traditional Chinese five-word rhythmic poetry. This five-word 

rhythm was used in many traditional guqin songs, for example, The moon of Mount Guan 

关山月 and Zhaojun’s complaint 昭君怨. Xingyan Shun 孙星衍 (1753-1818) pointed out 

in his book, Annotations on modern and ancient essays of Shangshu 尚书今古文注疏 : 诗

言志（The poem is used to express people’s will)，歌咏言 (The song is the language of 

prolonged poetry)， 声依咏 (The level of the sounds is matched to sing the long words to 

highlight the meaning of poetry) and 律和声 (The rhythms are used to harmonise the 

singing) (Shun, 2004). My poetry for this Qing Ming Festival cannot completely express 

my mixed emotions. With the guqin, through my music, sound and rhythm, however, my 

mixed emotions are emphasised and expressed at a deeper level. I am not only able to 

express my emotions, but also able to express them safely. I can share this voice loaded 

with my emotions to my friends and relatives in my homeland without fear, and allow 

suppressed people to express their own sadness and anger with me by hearing the voice 

from my qin and me.  

 
22 Qing Ming Festival  
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The night is so quiet, and the moon is so bright. Listening to the crickets’ singing, I 

have the illusion that the unexpected crisis has passed. I sing my poem in my heart with my 

guqin’s voice to express another moment of confliction of being in between my homeland 

and adopted land. Immersing myself in this peaceful, quiet night, I understand that the 

harmonic space I am resting in is temporary. The peaceful night is here but another morning 

is approaching. When the formation of my identity reaches one new stage, the next cycle 

of differentiation, tension/conflict, interaction/cooperation and transformation starts (Li, 

2014, p. 9). Reaching a harmonic state in the formation of my identity is not the final state, 

but another stage of an ongoing identity formation process. Through creating the poetic 

song on the guqin, I understand that my identity formation process as an immigrant arts 

therapist will always be swaying between imbalance and harmony because different 

elements of my two cultures will rise and meet at different times. This process is like the 

“rock cycle” I discussed in A stone in-between, the opposite elements constantly conflict, 

cooperate and transform. “A harmonious relationship” between my root culture and 

adopted culture “is maintained through continuous renewal” (Li, 2014, p. 9). Thus, I 

recognise that my identity formation will never reach a fixed point. The in-betweenness of 

my identity formation process will be constantly renewed and revised in the harmonious 

relationships between here and there, the past and the future, and the old me and new me. 

 

 

 

Hsi 兮 
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Figure 86: Qingxin guqin, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2020 

 

I have reached the end of my guqin making. My guqin is titled Qingxin 清心 which 

means purifying heart. This piece of wood, which immigrated from my homeland, now has 

a new identity in the shared in-between space with me. Within this arts-based journey, my 

guqin and I have grown together and helped each other to enter new stages of the formation 

processes of our identities. I am giving the old piece of timber from my homeland a new 

identity while my guqin is helping me to transform as an immigrant arts therapist. Along 
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the arts-based journey, my guqin and I have supported each other to re-member our 

identities. My leaf-shaped guqin helps me to 落叶归根（return to the root）and return to 

harmony/stability. In the chaotic moments of a time of crisis, it has helped me to cleanse 

my body, mind, heart and soul in order to let me sit in a balanced in-between space. The 

journey with my guqin rescues me from the fear and anxiety of being between the old me 

and the new me, between here and there, between departing and arriving, and helps me to 

sink my newly growing roots into this in-between place between my homeland and adopted 

land.  

Playing the guqin I made during my arts-based research journey, singing my poetic 

song with my newly gained musical skill, newly acquired knowledge from my ancestors’ 

wisdom and newly gained strength and compassion from the arts-based research journey, a 

moment comes when I recognise another tension and conflict that arises from being an 

immigrant and an arts therapist – between what I realise about my homeland and what I 

cannot share with my friends and relatives at home – and I know my identity formation has 

started another spiral cycle of growth. This spiral cycle brings the imbalanced elements in 

my identity formation process to harmonic relationships which include being different and 

being in tension or conflict, as well as being cooperative and collaborative for the next 

impulse of transformation and growth in the formation of my identity. The poetic song23 I 

created is an invitation. It is an invitation for me as well as others to face the continuous 

differences, tensions or conflicts we are experiencing.  

 

So, are we ready to begin the next adventure with arts?  

 

 

 

 
23 Recording for the guqin music-making: https://youtu.be/E9wcJ9ULEDc (Wang, 2020) 
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Figure 87: My qin and me, Ying (Ingrid) Wang, 2020, photograph 
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