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The Hidden Heads of Hongkong´s Street Sweepers
by egine Steenbock

n estern culture the conical rice paddy hat  is an iconic shorthand to indicate sia.

n   shortly a er the Cultural evolu on  ves Saint aurent released his Chi-
nese Collec on . ts signature piece as the sian conical hat, combined ith other 
accoutrements evoca ve of the noble appearance associated ith the bygone empire.
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n , hen the retailer merican pparel at this me already discredited for the company s e ploita ve or-
king condi ons  tried to launch the conical hat as a fashionable item in their clothing range, sian mericans accu-
sed the company of behaving in a racist and o ensive manner.

he conical hat as imported into merica by impoverished Chinese immigrants, ho had been coming to the US 
since the mid- th century, earing it for their ork outside. ut as it as related to the lo est social status, asso-
ciated ith cheap labour, it al ays remained separated from the merican clothing culture. 

nd for the overseas Chinese mericans  a lot of them descendants of those early immigrants  the coolie hat  
obviously remained a symbol of their humila ng treatment as orking slaves in the diaspora.

Street S eepers in huhai/Guangdong and anning/Guang i, 
isi ng South China in  and ,  met the conical hat in the greatest numbers and in myriad varia ons, all 
orn e clusively by farmers and members of the lo er orking class.
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he fong Studio, ac ve from  to around the s, as one of the early photographic studios 
in ongkong, especially serving a estern clientele. he name coolie  as introduced by estern-
ers as a derogatory term for those indentured labourers and orking slaves, ho immigrated from 

sia to the est.

ei hou/Guangdong province, 
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ei hou/Guangdong province, 

Guang hou/Guangdong province, 
ale skin remains an aesthe c ideal in modern China. ut as the conical hat is attributed to the lo er orking class,  

hite-colar orkers  and people from the upper classes ould never consider earing them.
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omen in orking uniforms, serving some golf players, huhai/Guangdong rovince, 

ai o/ ongkong, 
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 ongkong Central, 

 ongkong Central, 
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he center of ongkong seems to consist almost only in shopping malls stu ed ith interna onal fashion brands. Surprisingly there s ll remain 
some very small niches ith ordinary Chinese-style  markets ithin the dense modern skyscraper landscape. t as in this area that  encoun-
tered three omen, ho attracted my atten on because of their ama ing hat styles, hich gave them an in mate feeling of togetherness. nly 
later did  reali e that they ore hat as evidently a modern modi ca on of the tradi onal akka hat, images of hich  had discovered in old 
photographs and travel guides featuring the rural lifestyle in China.

he akka people began to come to ongkong as migrants from the th century on ards, and as the fer le plains ere already occupied, a lot 
of them remained poor farmers and orkers. here s ll remain several small rural villages in the e  erritories of ongkong here the ma ority 
of the popula on is made up of akka people. akka means something like guest people , and before they entered ongkong, the akka people 
already had a long history of migra on behind them. riginally coming from the ello  iver alley, they had to leave their homelands several 

mes, and immigrated to South China in the th century. ven if they are not counted among the Chinese minority ethnies, but are members of 
the an Chinese ma ority, it is said that their communi es never fully assimilated into the na ve communi es. nstead they cul vated a strong 
shared akka iden ty e.g. akka omen never bound their feet . leeing from poverty, they have ended up scattered all over the orld, and the-
re is a huge diaspora living in  ndonesia, auri us, eunion, amaica, US  etc. Some of them became economically very successful, and among 
them are many in uen al poli cal leaders, such as Sun at Sen founding father of the epublic of China , eng iaoping post- ao paramount 
leader of the eople s epublic of China and responsible for modern China s economic reforms and the opening to global markets , Singapore s 
president ee an e , and ai an s president ee eng-hui.
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hy the akka hat style has ironically survived as an individual iden ty marker of ongkong s road s eepers re-
mains a mystery to me.

 as surprised by the similarity  of the akka hat to the architecture of the tradi onal akka rotunda. t is said that 
akkas prefer the circular alls, because in their folk believe evil spirits are attracted by corners.
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odern akka architecture ith a circular opening in the roof in ei hou/ Guangdong, 

akka edding Cultura ndustrial ark , ei hou, 
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ei hou counts as the capital of the orld ide akka community.  didn t see a single akka hat any here in the city, 
e cept in the form of an iconic manifesta on as a brand, and as a monument in front of the ne ly built akka ark .

Footnotes

egine Steenbock is a amburg-based ar st and fashion designer, managing her o n fashion label, Sium, 
since . ecently she has been teaching as a visi ng professor for fashion design and aesthe cs at the 

ei ing ormal University in huhai.  he observa ons above ere made during her informal research trips 
in South China during her stays in  and .

Further Readings:

icole Constable, : Chris an Souls and Chinese Spirits:  akka Community in ongkong

nnette ynch, itchell .Strauss eds. , : thnic ress in the United States:  Cultural ncyclopedia

uan uan u, : Chinese ashion from ao to o
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