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

/n testern culture the conical ͞rice paddy hat͟ is an iconic shorthand to indicate �sia.

/n ϭϵϳϳ ʹ shortly aŌer the Cultural ZevoluƟon ʹ zves Saint >aurent released his ͞Chi-
nese CollecƟon .͟ /ts signature piece ǁas the �sian conical hat, combined ǁith other 
accoutrements evocaƟve of the noble appearance associated ǁith the bygone empire.
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/n ϮϬϭϭ, ǁhen the retailer �merican �pparel ;at this Ɵme already discredited for the companyǲs eǆploitaƟve ǁor-
king condiƟonsͿ 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 oīensive manner.

dhe conical hat ǁas imported into �merica by impoverished Chinese immigrants, ǁho had been coming to the US 
since the mid-ϭϵth century, ǁearing it for their ǁork outside. �ut as it ǁas related to the loǁest social status, asso-
ciated ǁith cheap labour, it alǁays remained separated from the �merican clothing culture. 
�nd for the overseas Chinese �mericans ʹ a lot of them descendants of those early immigrants ʹ the ͞coolie hat͟ 
obviously remained a symbol of their humilaƟng treatment as ǁorking slaves in the diaspora.

;Street Sǁeepers in �huhai/Guangdong and Eanning/Guangǆi, ϮϬϭϲͿ
sisiƟng South China in ϮϬϭϲ and ϮϬϭϳ, / met the conical hat in the greatest numbers and in myriad variaƟons, all 
ǁorn eǆclusively by farmers and members of the loǁer ǁorking class.
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dhe �fong Studio, acƟve from ϭϴϱϵ to around the ϭϵϰϬs, ǁas one of the early photographic studios 
in ,ongkong, especially serving a testern clientele. dhe name ͞coolie͟ ǁas introduced by testern-
ers as a derogatory term for those indentured labourers and ǁorking slaves, ǁho immigrated from 
�sia to the test.

;Deiǌhou/Guangdong province, ϮϬϭϳͿ
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;Deiǌhou/Guangdong province, ϮϬϭϳͿ

;Guangǌhou/Guangdong province, ϮϬϭϲͿ
Wale skin remains an aestheƟc ideal in modern China. �ut as the conical hat is attributed to the loǁer ǁorking class,  
͞ǁhite-colar ǁorkers͟ and people from the upper classes ǁould never consider ǁearing them.
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;tomen in ǁorking uniforms, serving some golf players, �huhai/Guangdong Wrovince, ϮϬϭϲͿ

;Dai Wo/ ,ongkong, ϮϬϭϲͿ
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; ,ongkong Central, ϮϬϭϲͿ

; ,ongkong Central, ϮϬϭϲͿ
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dhe center of ,ongkong seems to consist almost only in shopping malls stuīed ǁith internaƟonal fashion brands. Surprisingly there sƟll remain 
some very small niches ǁith ordinary ͞Chinese-style͟ markets ǁithin the dense modern skyscraper landscape. /t ǁas in this area that / encoun-
tered three ǁomen, ǁho attracted my attenƟon because of their amaǌing hat styles, ǁhich gave them an inƟmate feeling of togetherness. Knly 
later did / realiǌe that they ǁore ǁhat ǁas evidently a modern modiĮcaƟon of the tradiƟonal ,akka hat, images of ǁhich / had discovered in old 
photographs and travel guides featuring the rural lifestyle in China.

dhe ,akka people began to come to ,ongkong as migrants from the ϭϳth century onǁards, and as the ferƟle plains ǁere already occupied, a lot 
of them remained poor farmers and ǁorkers. dhere sƟll remain several small rural villages in the Eeǁ derritories of ,ongkong ǁhere the maũority 
of the populaƟon 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 migraƟon behind them. Kriginally coming from the zelloǁ Ziver salley, they had to leave their homelands several 
Ɵmes, and immigrated to South China in the ϭϯth century. �ven if they are not counted among the Chinese minority ethnies, but are members of 
the ,an Chinese maũority, it is said that their communiƟes never fully assimilated into the naƟve communiƟes. /nstead they culƟvated a strong 
shared ,akka idenƟty ;e.g. ,akka ǁomen never bound their feetͿ.&leeing from poverty, they have ended up scattered all over the ǁorld, and the-
re is a huge diaspora living in  /ndonesia, DauriƟus, Zeunion, :amaica, US� etc. Some of them became economically very successful, and among 
them are many inŇuenƟal poliƟcal leaders, such as Sun zat Sen ;founding father of the Zepublic of ChinaͿ, �eng yiaoping ;post-Dao paramount 
leader of the Weopleǲs Zepublic of China and responsible for modern Chinaǲs economic reforms and the opening to global marketsͿ, Singaporeǲs 
president >ee <ǁan zeǁ, and daiǁanǲs president >ee deng-hui.
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thy the ,akka hat style has ironically survived as an individual idenƟty marker of ,ongkongǲs road sǁeepers re-
mains a mystery to me.

/ ǁas surprised by the similarity  of the ,akka hat to the architecture of the tradiƟonal ,akka rotunda. /t is said that 
,akkas prefer the circular ǁalls, because in their folk believe evil spirits are attracted by corners.
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;Dodern ,akka architecture ǁith a circular opening in the roof in Deiǌhou/ Guangdong, ϮϬϭϳͿ

;͞,akka tedding Cultura /ndustrial Wark ,͟ Deiǌhou, ϮϬϭϳͿ
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Deiǌhou counts as the capital of the ǁorldǁide ,akka community. / didnǲt see a single ,akka hat anyǁhere in the city, 
eǆcept in the form of an iconic manifestaƟon as a brand, and as a monument in front of the neǁly built ͞,akka Wark .͟

Footnotes

Zegine Steenbock is a ,amburg-based arƟst and fashion designer, managing her oǁn fashion label, Sium, 
since ϮϬϬϬ. Zecently she has been teaching as a visiƟng professor for fashion design and aestheƟcs at the 
�eiũing Eormal University in �huhai.  dhe observaƟons above ǁere made during her informal research trips 
in South China during her stays in ϮϬϭϲ and ϮϬϭϳ.

Further Readings:

Eicole Constable, ϭϵϵϰ: ChrisƟan Souls and Chinese Spirits: � ,akka Community in ,ongkong

�nnette >ynch, Ditchell �.Strauss ;eds.Ϳ, ϮϬϭϰ: �thnic �ress in the United States: � Cultural �ncyclopedia

:uan:uan tu, ϮϬϬϵ: Chinese &ashion from Dao to Eoǁ

Picture Credits:

/mage Ϭϭ, Ϭϰ, Ϭϲ-ϭϯ, ϭϱ right side,ϭϳ-ϭϵ: �ttribuƟon: Zegine Steenbock ;Ξ by the authorͿ 

/mage ϬϮ: �ttribuƟon: zves Saint >aurent 
http://ǁǁǁ.makeupmuseum.org/home/yves-saint-laurent/;accessed on Ϯϲ Sept.ϮϬϭϳͿ

/mage Ϭϯ: https://ǁǁǁ.forbes.com/sites/raƋuellaneri/ϮϬϭϭ/Ϭϴ/Ϭϭ/american-apparels-coni-
cal-asian-hat-nothing-neǁ/ηϰecϱfϭϳϳϯbfϳ ;accessed on Ϯϲ Sept.ϮϬϭϳͿ

/mageϬϱ: �ttribuƟon: >ai �fong https://upload.ǁikimedia.org/ǁikipedia/commons/ϱ/ϱa/ChineseͺCooliesͺ
inͺZain-coats.ũpg ;accessed on Ϯϲ Sept.ϮϬϭϳͿ



Garments in Exchange - Changing Clothes Around the World - Voices From Around The World 
Global South Studies Center, University of Cologne, Germany - http://voices.uni-koeln.de

/mage ϭϰ: http://asiasociety.org/northern-california/deĮning-hakka-idenƟty-history-culture-and-cuisine 
;accessed on Ϯϲ Sept.ϮϬϭϳͿ

/mage ϭϱ, leŌ side: �ttribuƟon: ConstanƟne �ugusƟn  
https://biagkensiak.Įles.ǁordpress.com/ϮϬϭϬ/Ϭϭ/hakahat-collage.ũpg ;accessed on Ϯϲ Sept.ϮϬϭϳͿ

/mage ϭϲ: https://ǁǁǁ.easytourchina.com/images/Whoto/fuũian-tulou-china-s-ancient-earthen-castles/
pϵϬϵͺdϮϬϭϯϬϳϬϴϭϰϯϰϱϴ.ũpg ;accessed on Ϯϲ Sept.ϮϬϭϳͿ

dhe author has endeavored to observe all image usage rights. /f this has not been achieved completely, the 
concerned person should report this to the author.


