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If someone asked you to name the most favourite thing in your life, what would you answer? Something you own?
Want to have? Or would it be something that money can’t buy?

In 1998, Oxfam 1 long Kong editor Madeleine Marie Slavick travelled to Southwest China and asked people what they
cherish most, and why. She then collected stories from 11 countries and in 2001, created an exhibition that has been
translated into Chinese, German, Japanese and Spanish. Love Outreach Education Academy in Shanghai expanded the

project, with over 125,000 students conducting interviews across China.

My Favourite Thing - 70 compelling stories from around China and around the world.
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Introduction

Madeleine Marie Slavick(= % %)
Poet, Photographer and Oxfam Magazine Editor

Quietly. Let’s think about what we cherish most in our life, and why we value it so much. Is it some-
thing owned, wanted, purchased, handmade? Or is it something in our minds?

Over the years, I have travelled to Ethiopia, India and Vietnam to document many Oxfam Hong Kong
projects. I have met some very poor yet very strong people, but have often felt distant: a tall white
woman photographer on a short-term task. On a trip to Southwest China, I tried to bridge this gap by
inviting people to name their favourite thing, and to say why. A 67-year-old illiterate woman answered
‘knowing how to read’. An overworked, pregnant farmer replied ‘nothing’ - life was too hard. Her
coalminer-husband said ‘time’. It was an inspiring week, and I vowed to continue the project someday.
Two years later, awarded a grant from the Hong Kong Arts Development Council and support from
Oxfam, I created an exhibition with stories from 11 countries.* Now, Shanghai’s Love Outreach Education
Academy and some 125,000 relatively well-off students have joined, conducting interviews with poorer
people across China (50 stories were selected for publication). How the students and other young people
internalise the huge rise of capitalism and commercialism in the world’s most populous country will
have ramifications for China, and the world.

No one answered ‘money’ as a favourite thing. The most important measure of poverty, then, may not
be cash and the possessions it can buy, and people without many ‘things’ may very well not see themselves
as poor. Family. Home. Faith. Health. Acceptance. Security. Community. These are also cherished.

A cleaning woman in Hong Kong writes letters home to Guangdong to release her frustrations and
experiences of discrimination, while a lonely girl in Anhui values her diary. Animals are prized - from
crocodiles in Thailand and a horse named Rarity in Brazil, to elephants, pigs, bees and a brotherly ox.
The seven-year-old boy featured on the cover — a bamboo-seller - chose a full bowl of rice, a symbol of
income; while an eight-year-old in Mozambique values her bowl, orange and plastic, for carrying water,
eating meals, and for washing her hands.

These voices of ordinary people poignantly reflect the mind-set of today’s China, and at the same time,
reveal global issues: war, sexism, poverty, urbanization, marginalisation, disparity and inequity.

This book is one of my favourite projects, ever. It confirms my love for the intimate, the delicate — to
get closer, to touch, to make connections that may not have existed before.

*The exhibition can be borrowed from Oxfam for free, and is also online (www.oxfam.org.hk).
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4? It is difficult for migrant workers to find a job in Shanghai, so Xifang val-

ues her job as a cleaning woman very much even though it is hard work.
Her son and her parents back home need the money she sends.

My Job
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Every Thursday, Zhenjiao and Jiagi give up their
recess after lunch and volunteer at a nearby spe-
cial education school. They play games with the

B ) 3 ')J;, young children, and to them, the children’s smiles
; . K A} are the most beautiful thing in the world.

Smile
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Three months later, her leg was amputated. Through learning how to
play volleyball, she has found her energy again. She now exercises six
hours a day, and thinks her fate is not unfair: she lost a leg but got the
chance to join games for the disabled.

;g Fengling was diagnosed with bone cancer when she was 16 years old.

Energy
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