Reflection (2023.05.26)

Kevin S.F. Lai 5491142

This reflection is written a week prior to the P4 presentation at which the thesis project would be
discussed in terms of its design translation from its research elements. A go/ no-go would be given at the end of
the presentation, and the project would continue to develop towards P5.

The thesis project began with my ruminations on the new subjectivity I found as a mobile body having
moved to the Netherlands from Hong Kong since 2021. The body was away from home, away from a familiar
place that the body is attached to. A sense of belonging was absent in my new life in the Netherlands. In the
attempt to make sense of this loss, I was gravitated towards scholarships on diaspora study. These texts constructed
a literary foundation for me to problematize my situation, prompting the thesis that my lived experience as a
mobile body is indeed a shared condition by many similar bodies away from their home who also struggle to
construct a new belonging in their new space. Rightfully, the quotidian life of home-making is foregrounded as a
subject of spatial study.

Situating this study in the ongoing mass migration from Hong Kong to the UK since 2019, the thesis
speculates the possibility of researching the diasporic condition of constructing belonging in space through the
lens of hospitality. As a practice, hospitality has emerged as a significant way for the Hong Kong migrants to
negotiate their loss of belonging. As a method, hospitality respects the feminist notion of situated knowledge and
positions the researcher not simply as an outsider, but as an invited stranger who would make themselves
accountable to the knowledge claimed. Acknowledging hospitality as a useful concept, the research proceeded
with a developed ethnographic method, by which one would approach fieldworks researching the migrant subjects
in the event of a meal. The series of happenings before, during, and after the meal were instrumentalized as sites
of observations and conversations for the ethnographic research.

Prior to the visit, the interviewees were communicated to spend half a day for the visit around the event of having
a meal together. A three-step method based around an event of hospitality was introduced, where the researcher
and the interviewee would: 1. Walk together + 2. Cook together + 3. Eat together. (fig. 1) The walk, the cooking,
and the meal were all documented on-site in the forms of photographs, film recording and voice recording. Upon
return from the fieldworks, these materials were later synthesized into architectural line drawings and a food map,
as well as a short 1-minute film montaging the ordinary event of a meal with the greater social background of the
mass migration. (fig. 2)

As the research is situated in Reading, a town 30-minute train ride away from London in the UK, I would have to
pre-arrange the fieldtrips with a limited period of stay. Two trips were made in late-September and late-November
in 2022, each over a span of one week. In the first fieldtrip, connections with 17 household units were initially
established. They were interviewed in-person or via call with a list of 10 questions relevant to their migrant
condition. (fig. 3+4) These conversations were later transcribed and proven a useful background for the research.
In the second fieldtrip, however, as the scope of the study was better clarified in the process, coupled with
scheduling conflicts, 3 household units remained. 2 household units were successfully interviewed with the
developed ethnographic method, while 1 household unit cancelled last-minute. It should be acknowledged that
the limited sampling size could have hampered the liability of the result. If the method can be tested with more
interviewees, a richer profile of the Hong Kong migrants can be claimed. Longitudinal study following up on the
interviewees could also provide cross-examination of the stories told of themselves, e.g. planning to move to
another UK city, find a new job. Indeed, two of the families kept in touch in both fieldtrips have already moved
into a different phase of their new life, with new jobs and an expanded living radius e.g. borrowing cookbook
from public library.

Despite all, given the limitation on time and resources of this research within the TU Delft MSc
framework, the operation of this field research through the event of hospitality has proved to be successful. To an
extent, this success should be credited to the generosity of the interviewed households who offer their stories and
time to experiment with my ethnographic method. For those who wish to adopt this developed method, it should
be noted that accessibility is key to this generosity, i.e. a shared language and cultural literacy. There was an
important process of decoding in the fieldwork that allowed myself to prompt relevant questions, such as a
reference to the term “diaspora” in Cantonese by the interviewees prompted a conversation over its antonym in



the language, that is “-to reunite”. Their stories of their everyday life, from the most banal details of doing grocery,
to the most personal reflections on their outlook of life as a mobile body in the UK, however anecdotal, provide
arich profile of what Hong Kong migrants can be in the UK. They have proved to be not just a homogenous mass;
rather, they all have their own diasporic subjectivities. This understanding of migrants constructively steered the
project away from designing for a fabricated “mass”, and prompted alternative imaginations of a social space for
a collectivity based on not nation-state but cultural encounters.

Also, serendipitous forms of encounters during the fieldtrips were acknowledged as a valid form of knowledge.
Along the planned three-steps method, I was able to encounter other facets of life that are part of the lived
experience of the Hong Kong migrants: I discovered a home-run Cantonese kitchen selling Hongkong-style
barbecued meat; I discovered the ongoing city-bid application by the Reading municipal to be officiated as a city;
I discovered a church in the suburb neighborhood where over 200 Hong Kong families would gather on a Sunday
mass; [ discovered a derelict English pub adjacent to the said church. These forms of encounters were only possible
when the research method necessitates the researcher to embed themselves in the context of their study, such as
long walks with the interviewees in their familiar environment. These delightful encounters provided a more
multi-faceted impression of the site which is scoped within the municipal confine of Reading. The site, therefore,
can also be understood as a collection of situations which do not otherwise fit into one vision. In fact, after some
discussions with my supervisors over the serendipity of the research, I have intended to make intentional of this
serendipity, and allowed the thesis project to be opportunistic in including the multiple anecdotes. For instance,
the derelict English pub emerged as the key site for intervention, where a space dedicated to the making of food
& identity would be designed for the arriving Hong Kong migrants, other migrants, and the local population of
Reading. This becomes the design brief for the Open Kitchen.

Looking ahead, the final part of the graduation will be dedicated to the making of the Open Kitchen in
spatial terms, with the continuous consultation from the Building Technology mentor, the Design mentor, and the
Research mentor. Part of the effort will be dedicated to the making of a book that summarizes the thesis project
from the research to the design, but also includes stories collected in the process as a form of knowledge. The
final presentation is also intended to be an exhibition-presentation where food and music would be served to curate
a situation of hospitality.






Appendix

Figure 1.

il s@ 0O

UK

REREEEZAEFIBREETHET (arrival city)0R&K,
ERRFBROEEIH (hospitality)/FRBMEHBMEBMB (constructing belonging )M
P EMTHRETHFOBREMMABIAM.

BB
3 mEs

REBLEEENESERN, RS FENHIMERXHN, AREPTEARNEN BEER)
HRZMMREZRNFOM, Wik, SHAREERBFEET (Reading@UK)NEEEE, REEHAREY
(ethnography ) WHHERTE, ERHMIASEERAEAE, B (A @) HEQNERSETH
SERUYEEAXTED. THHSEAKRARBRNAVREERFRSE  FARLUEEEEASOMNE -
TMARBER] ME/ER.

R

3-48

)3

23-30th (Nov)

Kevin LAI (+31 06 102801)
agram @wrd.prj
HEEZERE:
ithgs: &T @%
BE: 1X (ABPFI28-HB E8H)
1 2. 3

[16-18] [18-20]

Figure 2.




Figure 3.

Figure 4.

nterview wchart

£5 1 X iR

Room Tous

[TOTAL

nterview guestions

5 [

I i g T o L0 9 g T

UWhat is -he most chelle-ging aspact fras- of the boa? Who < pad
Vot e s i e s st I s o st muny o,
P ol Yo 0RSEIDe 9o "IalASND W YoUT ~RigHBOROY
cormmunit 2t o2

VAT SupnszS Y. the MOS; Sbout Mk °g & horre I 1+ UK

ihat elarre
i ordor

= o yol FINK canat e "home" ? CaL © o Fut hart
o2

1 s st i

N iy uz302E ors there 1~ *he 2750835 o Tioving? And hovw
e T s e st 2

frnich cha Zaeiing you ara in o
g g P, i i

Gould 7o shre
cunent daclle

h s 42 lons: o minor wore! e-ovation at e

1 COMESISCA 1 7 i WU 0L 522 Jourse I

©ona acale of 11 11 = closesth. oould you desziibe che distance
Btween veu thars & now) and vour ' gma" We?

WO 0 S e retuIng

Kong? W ooty 1ot

A A S E

A R TETRES | £ L
T TR ] BRI TS i
L0 ATET, B

TFRR—1R | Z07 %) B o sl TR e

BT

BEDET, BITE AR TR A

ZEEL, B B
DT e

T 2
5=

TR 43 TR

SLERE, 5 FLE, RS

HIR 10 (=R TS, w
FERRT K BER SR

TR, W 3




