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ABSTRACT

Chinese immigrant women constitute a wealth of untapped

potential fo~ Canadian society. Unfortunately their talents have

not resulted in self-actual1zation after immigration. This is

because they are among the most disadvantaged groups, being

discr iminated against on the basis of race, class and gender.

Chinese women encounter difficulties in integrating into Canadian

society. The two major barriers are: the immigration pol1cies

towards Chincse, especially in previous generations, and the

women's Inadequate language skills, even today.

In the preparation of this thesis, an appreciation of the

obstacles faced by Chinese immigrant women was gained by reviewing

the relevant literature and government documents. The concerns of

Chinese-Canadian women were placed in context by reviewing the

history of women's status in China and their graduai influx into

Canada. Participant observation of groups and case studies of

individual women revealed that immigrant Chinese women are a

heterogeneous group in terms of their backgrounds but homogeneous

in terms of their tenacity and their aspirations and hopes for the

future. The present study is the first attempt at recognizing

Chinese immigrant women in Montreal. The conclusion was reached

that through education, hard work and persistence in learning the

official languages of Canada, they can triumph in face of societal

barriers •
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RIl:SUMIl:

Les immigrantes chinoises ont beaucoup a offrir au Canada,

leur pays adoptif. Malheureusement, leurs talents n'ont pas abouti

a leur epanouissement personnelle après immigration. En fait, elles

sont parmi les groupes les plus dèsavantagès, et sont victimes de

discrimination a cause de leur classe sociale, leur race et leur

sexe. Les femmes chinoises rencontrent des difficultès lors de leur

intégration à la socièté canadienne. Les deux barrières majeures

sont, d'abord, la politique d'immigration envers les Chinois,

surtout pour celles des gènèrations prècedentes et, ensuite, leur

maltrise lnadéquate du franiais et de l'anglais.

En préparant cette thèse, une compréhension approfondie des

obstacles auxquels doivent faire face les immigrantes chinoises fut

acquise en considérant les documents governementaux, les recherches

passées et l'hlstolre personnelle de certaines immigrantes. Cette

étude représente la première tentative de reconnaissance des

immlgrantes chlnolses à Montréal. En conclusion, elles peuvent

valncre les obstacles sociaux qui existent actuellement en

s'eduquant •
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Chinese-Canadian Women in Montreal:

Case Studies in the Importance of EducatIon

PART!

IntroductIon

w.bere are the coolIes in your poem, Ned?
Where are the thousands Erom China who swung their picks

with bare hands at Eorty below?

Between the Eirst and the million other spikes they
drove, and the dressed-up act oE Donald SmIth, who
has sung their story?

Did they Eare so weil in the land they helped ta unite?
did they get one oE the 25,000,000 CPR acres?

Is ail Canada has to say to them written in the Chinese
ImmigratIon Act? (F.R. Scott, 1899-1985)

The Canadian national dream was achieved when the Canadian

Pacific Railway was finished in 1885. Thousands of people died for

this transcontinental railway. Among them there were many Chinese

men. They were assigned the hardest work, placed at the most

dangerous places and paid the lowest wages (Berton, 1974).

The lives of these early Chinese labourers, well described

in government archives and historical literature, were marked by

prejudice. The Chinese were discriminated against in all respects.

They were viewed and treated as dirty, un important and ignorant men

while they worked to pay off a "head tax" collected by the Canadian

government on all Chinese immigrants. These men either returned to

China or stayed on in Canada suffering from poverty and loneliness
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in Chinatown where they formed a bachelor society. Their mothers,

wive~ and children were, out of necessity, separated from them.

These women had to raise their children alone and to struggle to

survive; neither in China nor in Can3da were they a~le to express

their feelings and thoughts.

The purpose of the study

The status of immigrant women in Canada has become an

important issue in the analysis of immigration policy, social

welfare, the labour market and educational participation (Poirier,

1985). Many scholars and policy-makers have discussed the

disadvantages these women face in Canadian society, yet relatively

few specifie studies have been conducted. As the former President

of the Canadian Advisory Council on the Status of Women, Sylvia

Gold, said, " ••. the major gaps in polic1es and programs can only be

closed 1f the voices and experiences of immigrant women are taken

1nto account" (Gold, 1989, p. il). The present research 3eeks to

add to the literature on this subject which becomes increasingly

slgn1flcant as Canadian society becomes more and more multi­

cultural.

The main purpose of the study is to explore the importance of

education ln Chinese-Canadian women's 11ves in the past and ln the

present. The study also considers the impact of Canadian

immicoratlon pollcy towards Chinese immigrants, ln particular on

Chinese-Canadian women's social activities, on their employment and

on their education. The results may help policy makers or educators

find better.ways to improve our immigrant women's status and their

2
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participation in Canadian society.

Justification

As will be seen in Chapter 2, Canadian immigration policies

towards the Chinese have had an extremely negat ive ef fect on

Chinese-Canadian women's lives. The lives of the early Chinese

women immigrants in Canada were full of hardship and isolation. Two

ma:lor factors were the discriminatory Canadian immigration policies

and the immigrant women's Inadequate language skills. Together,

these assured Chinese women's alienation from Canadian society.

Chinese women were unable to reunite with their husbands in

Canada because of the 1885 head tax and the 1923 Exclusion Act

which were in effect until 1947. Because of Canadian immigration

pol1cies, Chinese immigrant women who seriously needed language

training could not benefit from government programs and were thus

unable to function in English or French. They were considered

llliterate, even though sorne may have been quite literate in

Chinese. Functionally 1l11terate immigrant women had to work in

factories and in domestic :lobs that demanded long hours of low-paid

work. Similar hardships are still felt by today's new immigraont

women. Many scholars have pointed out that literacy affects health,

employment, social life and educational participation (Lorenzetto,

1968; Hinzen, 1989; Grosse and Affrey, 1989; & Joron, 1992).

Since the abolition of dlscrlminatory immigration pollcles ln

1967, the numbers of Chlnese Immigrants have Increased, especlally,

in the three large metropolltan cities. Comparatively, there are

3
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fewer Chinese immigrants in Montreal than in Vancouver or in

Toronto. According to the 1991 Cens us of Canada, there were 34,355

people of Chinese origin in Montreal. Meanwhile there were 231,820

in Toronto, and 167,420 in Vancouver. Existing research on Chinese

immigrants mainly deals with the Chinese in Vancouver and Toronto.

The experience of Chinese Montrealers, especially the women, has

been essentially ignored. As an Lnmigrant woman myself, l feel

obI iged to understand the problems that marg inalize immigrant

women. My own experiences and those of my personal acquaintances in

Montreal have inspired me to do the research in the Greater

Montreal area.

The statement of the problem

Before the founding of the Republic of China in 1911,

Chinese women were excluded from participating in public life and

developing full citizenship in China. They were isolated

from education, employment and political participation. Lacking

formaI education, the majority of Chinese women were illiterate.

What was the status of Chinese women in the family and society

under imperialism? What kind of education did they receive over

the centuries? What is the meaning of literacy for them? Did

Chinese women's status in the family and society change undl'r

Nationalism after 1911? Have Chinese women been emancipated from

the old traditions under Communism?

Dur ing the last three decades, Chinese women have greatly

improved their status, and have excelled in both their personal and

4
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public lives. Having had access to education, Chinese women, both

in Taiwan ~nd the mainland China, have shown that they arc as

capable as men. In contrast to the earlier generations of

immigrants who had come from rural areas of China and had llttle

formaI education, most Chinese immigrants today are from urban

centres and are well-educated professionals. More than half are

women who are literate. Do these women feel more accepted than the

earlier Chinese immigrants did? Did they adapt weIl to Canadian

society? What are their social and educational concerns? The

purpose of this research is to seek answers by reviewing the

llterature and obtaining first-hand data from interviews with a

selected number of Chinese immigrant women currently living in

Montreal.

Organ i zati on

The study consists of three parts. The first part introduces

the topic, describles the methodology and presents the literature

review. The second part is divided into three chapters which

explain the status and education of Chinese women in China, the

history of Chinese-Canadian women from 1885 to 1993 as weIl as the

social and educational concerns of contemporary Chinese-Canadian

women. The third part describes the background and presents the

cases of three Chinese-Canadian women in Montreal. The final

chapter summarizes the findings, and suggests future research into

the lives of immigrant women in Canada .

5
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Hethodology

Th1s study ma1nly used qual1tat1ve or ethnograph1c research

methodology. The data came from both pr 1mary and secondary sources.

The former were der1ved from part1c1pant observat1on and

1nterv1ews. Consent forros (see Append1x I) have been signed by all

participants. The background of this study was obtained from

secondary sources such as government documents and research

literature. The approach is h1storical. Hater1als from the past

that relate to present events have been selected. The study has a

feminist perspective and the history of women's lives ls used as an

extension of ethnographie techniques (Heasor, 1985, & Purvis,

1985). As Broch-Due (1992) put it,

For sociological purposes it is possible to do research
based on one lUe history, or to construct the lUe
histories of a number of people concurrently and to work
with them as a collection of parallel histories (p. 93).

Permitting women theroselves to tell their life stories is a

very important approach in feminist research. Th1s life-course

approach recognizes the elements ignored in quantitative research

(He1lbrun, 1988 and Broch-Due, 1992). Th1s is particularly suited

to my goal which is to understand the impact of social climate on

ind1vidual lives (Bogdan, 1974).

During the interviewing process, I was conscious of my

position as a researcher and aware of the two-way communication. In

the process of communication, a researcher has to pay attention to

both verbal and nonverbal behavior which affect both parties'

linguistic .messages (Philips, 1993). The significance of an

6



• incident is influenced by the psychological disposition of both

interviewer and interviewee. As Broch-Due (1992) stated,

"Qualitative interviewas a research process in itself is a1so a
process of a change" (p.9a).

l drew my data from various sources. First l found those

important Chinese communities through the Chlnese Dlrectory of

Greater Hontreal (1992). Then l contacted the presidents of the

important Chinese organizations and got to know the administrators

of their sub-organizations. l first obtained the permission to

•

visit their sites and to participate in their activities. 1 was

also referred to other individuals whom l contacted and

interviewed. The research began with participant observation in

Chinatown. The data collection took six months, from February to

August, 1994.

Participant observation

Collecting data through participant observation in a communi ty

is one important approach in ethnographie research. Recently,

educational anthropologists pointed out that research can use the

microethnographic method in participant observation to fi Il gaps in

the traditional ethnographie methodology (Philips, 1993).

Based on the above theories, 1 observed and participated in

the activities of the members of the Chinese Catho1ic Mission in

Chinatown, Montreal. The participation began with the celebration

of the Chinese New Year (February 12, 1994) in the Mission' s

Centre. The Mission is the Most important Chinese organization in

7
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Montreal for the Chlnese communlty. It Includes 300 faml1les wlth

dlfferent backgrounds. 1 partlclpated ln thelr Sunday mass and the

soclal actlvltles of the Women's Commlttee as weil as ln other

Chlnese festlvals. Though 1 had attended thelr actlvltles before,

1 had not really trled to understand those elderly Chlnese members

who do not speak Mandarln as 1 do. As a partlclpant observer, 1

attempted to understand them through the face-to-face Interactlons

and to analyze thelr attltudes through mlcrophenomena ln thelr

soclal 11ves (Phl1lps, 1993). 1 rea11zed that thelr re11g10us 11ves

reflect thelr needs and adaptatlon to the changlng soclety. Durlng

three months of partlcipant observation, 1 se1ected flve female

members from thls group to Intervlew.

Interviews

1 began wlth the Chinese Community Unlted Centre where 1

Intervlewed the admlnlstrator (February, 3rd) who recommended other

communities and Individua1s. On February 4th, 1994, 1 Intervlewed

Father Tou, the prlest of the Chinese Cathol1c Church and he

referred me to many professiona1 Chinese women. The process of

approachlng Intervlewees went very smoothly and 1 dld not encounter

any dlfflcu1ties durlng the interviewlng process itself. The 3S

partlclpants were from the fo1lowlng slx organlzatlons: The Chlnese

Communlty Unlted Centre, The Chinese Catho1ic Mlssion, The Chinese

Famlly Servlce of Greater Montreal, The Montreal Metropo11 tan

Chinese School, The Quebec Taiwan Business Deve10pment Assoclation

and llteracy claSses at John Rennle Hlgh Schoo1.

8
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Of the 35 participants interviewed, 20 female members of the

Quebec Taiwan Business Development Association were intervlewed ln

a group. Their opinions reflected the general opinions of recent

immigrant investors coming from Taiwan and living on the South

Shore and in the West Island. These results were incorpcLated with

those of the administrators whom 1 had selected from the remaining

15 female members of the above six organizations.

Finally, 11 individuals were chosen from among the 15

Interviewees. 1 assembled them into two different groups and the

data categorized as "general" or "individuals" are presented in

Chapter Four. The "general" section consists of the interviews with

eight directors and/or administrators of the Chinese communities

(see Appendix II). Their experiences in the Montreal work place

reflected the stories of Chinese women from different backgrounds

in terms of social class, financial situation, and education.

In the "individuals" section, three Chinese-Canadian women,

referred by the administrators, were interviewed and their life

stories were analyzed in depth. The life stories of these three

women allowed me to analyze the importance of education in their

lives. These three women's lives are unique and represent

individual Chinese women's experiences and thoughts on Canadian

society; yet 1 believe that numerous Chinese, as well as other

immigrant women, may find here many experiences with which they can

empathize •

9
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LimitatiQns

HQst Qf the elderly peQple whQ live in ChinatQwn Qnly speak

Taishanese Qr cantQnese, neither Qf which l understand. They were

similar in many respects tQ the elderly Chinese immigrants whQ

appeared in the film "HQving the HQuntain" (NatiQnal Film BQard,

1993) • While their lives and QpiniQns had SQme bear ing in this

study, they were Qn1y Included ln the general sectlQn whlch was

researched frQm a variety Qf publlcatlQns Qr thrQugh admlnlstratQrs

Qf thelr QrganlzatlQns.

The internal valldity Qf the abQve resu1ts 15 dependent uPQn

the Inslghts and InterpretatlQn Qf the researcher because there

were nQ aval1able recQrds Qf these WQmen's llves priQr tQ these

case studles. Uslng the mlcrQethnQgrahlc apprQach in the

particlpant QbservatiQn a~d havlng the same cultural backgrQund as

the Intervlewees helped.

The research 15 nQt Intended tQ develQP a general theQry Qr

rule; therefQre, the small number Qf WQmen partlclpants WQuld nQt

be cQnsidered a serlQus llmltatlQn ln terms Qf external validlty.

Llterature Revlew

The li terature was handled as fQllQWl5: (1) 1 searched the

literature that deals wlth the status and educatiQn Qf Chinese

WQmen in Chlna. (2) 1 lQQked intQ the wQrks that deal wlth the

hlstQry Qf Chinese-Canadlan WQmen frQm 1885-1993. (3) 1 examined

wQrks that deal with the social and educational concerns of

10
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immigrant women at large.

l.he status and Education of Chinese Women

Chen (1967) wrote Chung-Kuo Fu-Nu Shenghuo Shi (The History of

Chinese Women's Lives) which describes the development of Chinese

women' s education pr ior to 1949. This book is the most

comprehensive study of Chinese women's education under Imperialism

and early Natlonallsm. Under Imperlallsm, Chlnese women were

encouraged neither to be Intelligent nor knowledgeable. The main

purpose of Chlnese women's education, formal or informal, was to

enable women to fulfil Chinese traditional female roles assigned by

the Chlnese elite. According to Chinese Women Through Chinese Eyes

(Li, 1992), the Ideal traditlonal role for Chinese women was that

of a good wife and mother. Therefore, many talented women,

regardless of their achievements, had to assume the duties

enshrlned ln Confuclan Ideology.

During the late Qing Dynasty and early Nationalism, Chinese

women's schoollng was Initiated by Christianity (Chen, 1967 and

Kwok, 1992). Both Chen and Kwok acknowledged the contribution of

Chrlstlanlty to the promotion of Chlnese women's education. Yet

they took dlfferent approaches to analyze the effects. Chen

consldered the mlsslonary schools as a groundwork of Chlnese girls'

formal educatIon. Kwok (1992) belleves that Chlnese women have

found comfort ln the falth of Christ. Chrlstlanlty has had a great

Impact on Chlnese women's lives. This 15 still true today ln the

Chlnese Communlty ln Montreal (Mandel, 1982 and Behlels, 1991).

11
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Hissionary girls' schools inspired the Chinese government and

wealthy families to establish public schools for girls; yet, prior

to 1949, female students still came from the families of the elite

and wealthy, rather than from the rural families and lower classes

(Chen, 1967). According to the Achievement oE Education in China

(1949-1983), in 1974, seventeen percent of rural children above

school-age could not attend elementary schools. Taiwan also had

difficulties enrol1ing all school-age chlldren during the 1970s,

particularly, the daughters of poor farmers (Wolf, 1972; Diamond,

1973; Arrigo, 1984 and Hemmel & Sindb:lerg, 1984). According to

Diamond's research in Taiwan in 1973, girls were often given away

as adopted daughters or child brides. These girls had less chance

to attend school. However, i t is important to understand that

Diamond's research was mainly done at Peitou, a suburb of Taipei

which was characterized by low class hotels and bar restaurants

where young girls accompanied or "entertained" men. The custom of

having young women companions (not wives) or entertalners

originated in the Tang Dynasty (618-907) (Chen, 1967), and was

reinforced by the Japanese for the purpose of exploiting the

colonized Taiwanese. Hany of the negative Japanese eus toms were

still being practised when Diamond conducted her research ln

Taiwan.

Host Western scholars highly appreciate Mao's contribution to

women's emancipation. Yet, they also note that women's liberation

in China is still incomplete in the eyes of Western feminists

(Smedley, 1976; Broyelle, 1977; Croll, 1978; Andors, 1983; Johnson,

12



• 1983 & Arr igo, 1984). Cro11 (1978) believes that there 1s a

conf1ict between the goals of feminism and socialism under

Communism. She questioned, " ... can the strugg1e between the sexes

and between the classes be combined in one strategy?" (Feminism and

Socialism in China, p. 8). Andors (1983) teok the theories of

•

modernization and feminism to ana1yze the problems of Ch1nese

women's deve10pment and conc1uded that the Chinese women's

traditiona1 roles in the family and society had hindered the1r

liberation.

In addition, Johnson (1983) pointed out that fami1y kinship

practices are the major factors causing Chinese women's oppress1on

and limitation in Chinese society. Therefore fami1y reform became

a crucial issue under Communism. The 1950 Marriage Law, the

co11ectivization in the 1950s, the Cultural Revolution during the

1ate 1960s and the Anti-Confucian campaign in the m1d-1970s as weil

as the recent po1icies of population control have changed Chinese

women's fami1y lives in many respects. However, Hemme1 and

Sindbjerg (1984) found that Chinese women work even harder than

before and still have not obtained rea1 equa1ity with their male

counterparts. An idea1 wife is the one who can support her husband

and yet who is carefu1 not hurt to her husband's feelings if he is

a male dependent. This point of view continues to affect sorne of

the high1y-educated immigrant Chinese women living in Montreal

today.

The Hlstory of Cblnese-CIDadlan 'omen, 1858-1993

Diverse publications, such as the Report of the Royal

13
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Commission on Chinese Immigration: Report and Evidence (1885) and

Pierre Berton's The National Dream: The Last Spike (1974), give

graphie pictures of the 1ifesty1es and prob1ems of the Chinese men

in Canada. The Royal Commission to Inquire into Chinese Immigration

into British Columbia revealed that Chinese labourers were useful

to Canadian society. It also showed how prejudiced against them

Canadian society was. Berton's work examines the hard-working

Chinese men and analyzes the anti-Chinese situation which resu1ted

in many discriminatory regulations. He gives the most in-depth

analysis of the situation of Chinese labourers from 1858 to 1885.

The Immigrant's Handbook (The Law Union of Ontario, 1981)

stated that only three Chinese entered Canada during 1924-30 after

the Exclusion Act became law in 1923. The Exclusion Act was

repealed in 1947 after many Chinese Canadians fought in the Second

World War. This meant that Chinese male immigrants could then send

for their wives and chlldren. The numbers of Chinese immigrant

women thus increased significantly after 1947. According to

Statistlcs Canada (1986), 4,240 Chinese women immigrants came to

Canada between 1946 and 1955 compared to 515 in the previous

decade. In 1967, a new immigration law was introduced. Under this

new law, immigrants were selected according to a point system and

this meant that Chinese women could apply independent1y from their

husbands or families for immigration status. From then on, the

male-female immigrant ratio shifted slightly in favour of females.

This shift was in sharp contrast to the past (Li, 1988; Statistics

Canada, 1991 and Knowles, 1992). Chan (1983) and Li (1988) wrote
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about the Chinese immigrants' story from the men's perspective.

In 1992, the Chinese Canadian National Council conducted a

series of interviews which are recorded in JJn Guo: VoJces of

ChJnese CanadJan Women. This book is the first that has dealt

mainly with the llves of immigrant Chinese women and will be

discussed in the next section. In addition, the National Film Board

produced the documentary film, "Hoving the Hountain", in 1993. This

film revealed that 81,000 Chinese males and females had paid the

head tax between 1885 and 1923. There are 1000 of these head tax

payers still alive, and sorne of them are living in Hontreal.

The Social and Educational Concerns

Recently, many researchers have pointed out that most

immigrant women have had difficulties adapting to Canadian society

because Canadian government pollcies have contributed to class,

racial and gender inequalities (Delphy & Roberts, 1981; Seward &

HcDade, 1987; Boyd, 1987; Paredes, 1987; Naldoo, 1988; Roberts,

1990 and Wittebrood & Robertson, 1991). Seward and HcDade (1987)

have done an ln-depth ana1ysls of the dlsadvantages ImmIgrant women

faced because of ImmIgratIon policles. In thelr research, ImmJgrant

Women in Canada: A Policy Perspective, they polnted out that most

ImmIgrant women were sponsored. Sponsored Immigrant women dld not

have access to basIc language traInIng a110wances and were not

ellglb1e for social servIces. If the relatlonshlp between the

sponsor and the ImmIgrant became prob1ematlc, the Immigrant wou1d

have to resort to worklng ln the clothlng industry or domestlc
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areas and had little opportunity to learn an official language or

other job skills (Boyd, 1987; Paredes, 1987 and Naidoo, 1988).

Hany highly educated and skilled immigrant women could not

work in their professional fields because their credentials were

not recognized in Canada. Thus they were doomed ~o stay in low­

paying, low-status jobs, particularly, the newly-arrived immigrant

women from Southern Europe and Asia, who comprised the majority

occupying the lowest ranks of the employment ladder (Seward and

HcDade, 1987; Naidoo, 1987; Pendakkur & Ledoux, 1991). Robert

(1990) identified the cause of their disadvantages to be the

"triple oppression" of ethnicity, c1ass and gender.

In addition, The Glass Box: Women Business Owners in Canada

reported that immigrant women have more difficu1ties in

establishing their own businesses (Be1court, Burke and Lee-Gosse1in

(1991). According to the Canadian Immigrant Women in Transition

(Wittebrood and Robertson, 1991), immigrant women are a "high risk

group" (p.171) because of the tremendous disadvantages they

encounter whi1e adapting to their new environment. Chinese

immigrant women are a minority within the ethnie groups and their

experiences have long been neglected.

Chinese Canadians: Voices Erom a Community (Huang and Jeffery,

1992) consists of four Chinese-Canadian women: a community leader,

a lawyer, an investment professional and a television producer.

All four of these women came from English speaking backgrounds,

were well-educated in Canada and also received the support from

their families and friends. Compared with the early immigrants,
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they did not experience the extreme discrimination nor the long

separation that some women had endured.

Jin Guo: Voices oE Chinese Canadian Women (Chinese Canadian
National Counci1, 1993) inc1udes fort y women's 1ife stories. The

eldest woman included is eighty-five and the youngest is nineteen.

Their life stories span three generations. They talk about their

personal experiences, their relationships with their parents and

spouses as weIl as their problems in chi1drearing. Some women had

been discriminated against in school, in the workplace and in

society. Jin Guo also contains many examp1es of Chinese women who

paid the $500 head tax. The majority of women represented in this

book agreed that education is the most important factor

contributing to women's empowerment. This book is a good example of

life-course approach in doing feminist research because it reflects

the impact of governments' policies on women' s lives and the

changes in society.

The more recent immigrant women from China and Taiwan have

different backgrounds in terms of educational and politica1

systems, and face different difficulties in terms of their

employment and social lives. However, whlle Jin Guo tells their

stories, to date no published works have dealt specifically with

Chinese immigrant women in Hontreal. One purpose of this thesis is

to fill this gap in the literature.

According to 1991 Statistics Canada, there were 34,355

residents of Chinese origin in the Hontreal region, and more than

50 per cent were females. These Chinese immigrant women came from
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different social, economic and political systems, and their

personal backgrounds affect their adaptation to Canadian society.

Their experiences deserve to be documented. To begin my study of

immigrant Chinese women in Hontrr;dl, 1 will describe the

traditional education of Chinese women in China in order to provide

meaningful background material .
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PART II

Chapter 1

The status and Education of Chinese Women

In the late nineteenth century, while Western women were

struggl1ng to gain access to higher education, the ma:lority of

Chinese women were still illiterate. However, throughout Chinese

history, there were exceptional women who achieved high levels of

11teracy. This helped make Chinese women ga1n power and have

1nfluence on men as well as other women. Under 1mperi~11sm, there

were female scholars, rulers and revolut10nar1es. After the 1911

Revolution, when the Nationalists took power, an increas1ng number

of women part1c1pated ln cultural, soc1al and pol1t1cal movements.

Then, in 1949, Nationalists and Communists term1nated their

all1ance and d1vided the country 1nto two d1fferent terr1tories,

Taiwan and ma1nland Ch1na. Women 1 s concerns were always

incorporated with polit1cal and econom1c reforms and the status of

Chinese women was mainly determined by the establ1shed political

system.

Under Imper1alism 1206 B.C.-1911 A.P.1

A large body of classical 11terature was written before the

Han Pynasty (206 B.C.1 and was passed down for thousands of years.

Many li terary works were in the form of songs and poems. They
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descr Ibed love from a woman' s polnt of vlew and volced female

sorrow resultlng from mlserable treatment by husbands or in-laws

(Chen, 1967). Sorne of these songs and poems were wrltten by women.

Their names were only mentloned ln men's wrltlngs and a few of

thelr llterary works occur only ln books written by men. The

tradltlon of unequal treatment thus orlginated even before the Han

dynasty.

The Han and Tang were the strongest and most prosperous

dynastles ln Chlnese hlstory. Durlng these two dynastles,

Increasing numbers of ellte famllles educated thelr daughters for

the sole purpose of marrylng them Into the rullng class. These two

perlods produced the two most famous and talented women.

Pan Chao (-100 A.D.-) was the flrst woman author whose

wr 1tlngs were off lclally publ1shed dur Ing the H.'!1n Dynasty (206

B.C.-219 A.D.). She ls generally acknowledged as the flrst great

female scholar ln Chlnese 11terature. She completed the History oE

the Former Han Dynasty whlch was left unflnlshed by her brother,

Pan Ku 1. Pan Chao was also a teacher ln the Imperlal court and her

students Included the empress, other court ladles and even male

scholars. She advocated the education of women and suggested that

glrls should have the same opportunlt1es as boys ln learnlng to

read and wrlte (Hu, 1992). She elaborated many rltuals and rules

for glrls to follow and her best known collectlon of these Is The

1 Pan Ku was a great hlstorlan ln the Han Dynasty. He was
taken to prlson by one of the favourlte eunuchs of a Han Emperor
and dled ln the prlson. Later, the Han Emperor found out that Ku
had been punlshed unjustly and returned hls tltle and possesslons
and also as~ed Pan Chao, hls slster to flnlsh hls work.
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Lessons Eor Women (Chen, 1967). In this book, she taught the virtue

of humility which gave girls an inferior position to boys ln the

famlly and in Chinese society. She probably did not expect her

training for elegant ladies to result in the systematic oppression

and subordination of Chinese women for the following 18 centuries.

Yet this is what happened and it may be partly because Pan's ldeas

of refining women were manipulated by later authorities and

scholars to serve their own needs and purposes.

Between the Han Dynasty and the Tang Dynasty (220-617), there

was an unstable period when many dynasties succeeded one another.

The literature of this period reveals the inhumane treatment of

women. Women's lives were miserable and their writings expressed

their sorrow. Talented girls from poor families were often sold to

rich families or brought to the ruling classes to be servants. They

were trained to be l1terate for the purpose of understanding men's

writing and serving them better (Chen, 1967). However, many capable

g1rls advanced themselves and were able to become involved ln

politics. When a king fell ill or died and his heir was too young,

the dowager empress took control and gained power through

regencies. This was often the case in the Tang Dynasty (618 A.D.­

959) .

In that period, one woman even managed to become Emperor. Wu

Chao founded her own dynasty (690-705) and invented many new

Chinese words. She made a sharp break from Chinese tradition when

she invited Buddhists to be her advisors and changed the official

Dynasty's name from Tang to Chou. These actions eventually caused
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her defeat. She was severely criticized by later Confucianists and

the old Tang Dynasty's ruling family. When she died, the Li family

reestablished the Tang Dynasty immediately. Compared to Pan Chao,

Wu Chao was considered an aggressive and rebellious woman.

Towards the end of the Tang Dynasty, Emperor Li-Huang had a

preference for girls with small feet, he ordered one of his ladies

to dance for him with bound feet. This marks the beginning of

women in the court having their feet bound (Chen, 1967). According

to Ch'en Heng-che 2, the practice of foot-binding "never became a

universal custom lin ChinaI until the Sung Dynasty 1960-12761 and

was practised only in tolerable measures, perhaps not any worse

than the tight shoes and high heels that our modern ladies wear,

East or West" (cited in Li, 1992, p. 6l.). Yet this cruel custom was

able to spread gradually in China, and it showed that men inflicted

an incredibly painful practice on women for thelr own pleasure.

Hothers had to bind their daughters' feet when they were young,

otherwise they would have difficulty in marrying off their

daughters with big feet. Throughout Chinese literature, while male

writers describe the beauty of small feet, female writers reveal

the pain and torture caused by foot-binding. According to Blake

(1994), foot-binding represents "the historical domination of

women's bodies" (p. 677). Those Chlnese men who encouraged the

dehumanizing custom did so because they saw women as toys. In the

early Ching Dynasty (1644-1911), when the Ching Court and many

2 Ch'en Heng-che (1890-1976) was notable writer and
historian. In 1920, she became the flrst woman professor at Peking
(Beijing) University (Ll, 1992, p. 59).
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scholars tried to free Han women's feet, Neo-Confucians opposed the

proposals (Chen, 1967). This physlcal and mental torture of women

lasted for a thousand years and even continued well lnto the 20th

century (Ch'en, 1992). It ls hlghly symbollc of women's servltude

and oppression in human history.

The form and style of Chlnese 11 terature changed over the

years. The Han Dynasty was noted for i ts fu (essay), the Tang

Dynasty was famous for its poems and the Sung Dynasty (952-1279)

for its new poetic styles. As women were becoming more literate

during the Tang Dynasty, they particlpated ln the Ilterary trends

of the period. Thus, Tang women wrote mainly poetry. Their ability

as poets helped them master the tz'u (a new form of poetry) which

reached its peak in the Sung Dynasty.

Li Ching Chao (1081-1141?) wrote many high quality tz'u and

was one of the most famous and talented writers in the Sung Dynasty

(960-1276). She and her husband both came from cultured and refined

families. When her husband died, Li Ching Chao never thought of

earning her own money because ln her time, a woman from a good

family was not supposed to be self-sufficient. A woman's talents

served her primarily in becoming a good wife. In her later tz'u,

she achieved the peak of her expressive powers; yet, these literary

works mainly describe her self-plty and loneliness during

widowhood. Many later poets, particularly women, imitated her style

in writing and admired her married lUe to a lovlng scholarly

husband •

Both Li and Pan, coming from scholarly families, were not as
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offensIve to the elltlst, patrlarchal socIety as Wu Chao. Thus they

were both hlghly pralsed by men and women of the upper classes.

Although not many of thelr wrltlngs were preserved, they were weIl

known and valued for provldlng female role models accordlng to the

Confuclan Ideology.

Confuclan Ideology had been changed and blended with Buddhlsm

and Taolsm by Neo-Confuclans ln the Sung Dynasty. The Neo-

Confuclans became the leading phllosophers durlng the MIng Dynasty

(1368-1643). They urged Increaslng control over women, advocatlng

premarltal vlrglnlty and cellbacy after wldowhood (LIn, 1992). Lie­

Nu Chuan is a book whlch glor if led such behavlor. Dur Ing thls

per lod, even women of the ell te, were usually only taught the

rudIments of readlng, wrltlng and arlthmetlc by thelr mothers or

members of thelr famlly. More serious education for women was not

encouraged. The saylng that "lack of talent ls a virtue in women"

originated durlng the MIng Dynasty (Chen, 1967). It continues to

affect Chlnese thought even today. Although women's education was

limited in thls period, the number of women's writings increased

and continued to Increase in the Ching Dynasty (1644-1911).

Unfortunately, most women writers dld not have a chance to publlsh

their works.

Nevertheless, in 1931, Hu Shih 2 identified the existence of

2. Hu Shih (1891-1962) is a famous modern Chinese scholar,
writer, educator, and diplomat. He had a great impact on Chinese
modernization, especially in the areas of education and philosophy.
He was from a high class family, studied in westernized schools in
Shanghai and travelled to the United States in 1910, when he was
nineteen, on one of the scholarships that the Americans had
established. with Boxer indemnity money to brlng brlght young
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2,310 female writers from the previous three hundred years and

showed that ninety-nine percent of their work was poetry. Hu Shih

also claimed that many great politicians and scholars became great

because of their literate widowed mothers. He believed that the

status of women in the family was elevated because of the positive

effects of this education (cited in Li, 1992).

This informaI literary education was inaccessible to the

majority of Chinese women before the modern era when formal

schooling, following the industrial model, was first established

(Hayhoe, 1987). The first school for girls was founded by a

Christian missionary in 1847 at Ningpo, Fujian Province. In 1849,

1851 and 1853, other missionary schools were opened. They readily

accepted illiterate girls from poor families and wealthy families

as weIl (Kwok, 1992).

The first reliable statistics of missionary schools appeared

in 1902. At that time, there were 4,373 female students among the

10,158 students and female students were represented at aIl levels

of schooling (see Table 1). The majority were at the high school

level (Chen, 1967 and Kwok, 1992). This shows that many girls had

already received basic education before entering the missionary

schools.

Chinese to U.S. schools. Hu took his B.A. in philosophy at Cornell
University and then enrolled at Columbia University to study
philosophy with John Dewey among others. Hu invited Dewey to visit
Chin during 1919-20. In his speech in 1931 at the American
Association of University Women in Tientsin, Hu revealed his
thoughts about Chlnese women's liberation ISpence, 1990 and Li,
1992).
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Female students in China, 1902

School
Bible lns.
College
Elementary
High school
Medicine
Vocational

Total

Number of schools Total student Total females
66 1,315 543
12 1,814 96

6 194 97
166 6,393 3,509

30 251 32
7 191 96

287 10,158 4,373

•

Source: Missionary schools cited in Chen (1967, p. 349)

Moreover, at this time, sorne girls went directly abroad to

pursue higher education. When they returned to China, sorne of them

establ1shed gir ls' schools and promoted women' s education. They

also inspired women to becorne involved in political, educational

and social activities.

Literacy has been defined by Freire (1970) and others as a

political act which empowers and emancipates. Literacy did empower

and emancipate sorne Chinese women, for example, Qiu Jin, an early

female activist and revolutionary. Qiu Jin was born into a family

of government officiaIs in 1875 and received a classical education

before going to Japan to study. There, she joined the Revolutionary

Alliance which was to lead the 1911 Revolution. She returned to

China in 1906 to devote her life to the emancipation of her country

and Chinese women. She founded a women's association and a women's

magazine as weIl as a branch of the Revolutionary League. In 1907,

she was arrested for her role in an upr ising against the Qing

government and was subsequently executed; but her ideas and spirit
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inspired many young women to continue her work.

Qiu Jin wanted to do more than just stimulate Chinese women's

awareness of their inferior status in the family and society. She

urged Chinese women to advance their educational and social status.

She empowered people to improve their health and economic and

political situations. She died because of her role in overthrowing

the Ching Dynasty. Qiu Jin devoted her life to the liberation of

China and of Chinese women and is considered by both Nationalists
'.

and Communists èls a heroine in the history of Chlnese

modernization.

puring the Nationalist Regime 11911-) 4

From 1911 to 1927 there was a period of cooperation between

the ruling nationalist Guomindang Party and the Communist Party.

They both fought against imperial-feudalistic traditions and

directed China towards democracy and modernization (Djung, 1934 and

LOfstedt, 1980). Hodernization pitted traditional Chinese attitudes

towards women against Western feminist Ideals. For example, the

Education Act of 1907 had recommended the establishment of new

educational facilities for women, but at the same time it declared

that women should remain subject to their fathers, mothers and

husbands. Women's freedom in public and social activities was still

limited by traditional ideas (Croll, 1978). The Act certalnly did

not encourage women to question and criticize their status in the

• The Nationa1ist Regime started in 1911 and moved to Taiwan
in 1949. Th~ Regime is still in power today in Taiwan.
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family and in society. However, female Chinese teachers did

contribute a great deal to increasing the Chinese population's

literacy during the Nationalist period. At the beginning of the

20th century, the majority of the Chinese population (about 90%)

was illiterate. The National1sts recognized this as a crucial

problem for China's development. Therefore, since 1911, literacy

has been a major focus for the modernization of the country (Djung,

1934) .

One of the most sign1ficant reforms in Chinese l1terature

resulted from the Cultural Renaissance begun in 1916. This

"l1terature revolution" was inaugurated by Hu Shih and Chen Duh-Xiu ..

in 1917 and helped make mass education possible. Reformers

encouraged scholars to write in a more informal manner resembling

the way they spoke. Chinese written language was traditionally

highly structured and styl1zed. Even a simple letter when read

aloud was Incomprehensible to the majority of the Chinese

population. In 1920, the Minister of Education established Pai-Hua

(Mandarin) as the language of instruction in elementary schools

(Djung, 1934 and Spence, 1990). Learning to read and write Mandarin

was easier for chlldren and illiterate adults than learning to

understand classical literary Chinese.

The development of women's education in China was slower than

that in Canada. For example, in China, the leading educational

.. Chen Duxiu (1879-?) was from a wealthy official family and
he studied in Japan and join sun Yat-sen's revolutionary AllIance.
In 1920 he became one of the first members of the new Chinese
Communist party. He advocated women's Ilberatlon and he wrote many
artIcles to.help bring It about.
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institution, Beijing University, only opened its doors to female

students in about 1920. Meanwhile in Canada, McGill University had

been admitting female students since 1884 (Gillett, 1981), thirty

six years earlier than Beijing University. However, once female

Chinese students were perlllitted into higher education and co­

educational institutions, more of them participated in the

polltical movements. For example, Dong Ying-chao (Chou En-lai 's

wife and a1ready a Communist) was one of the students invo1ved in

the May 4th movement in 1921. Students were being influenced to

participate by both the Guomindang and the Communist parties during

this period. The students' political movement was not well

organized and that caused chaos in terms of social order and

national stability. This was the beginning of a pattern. The May

4th movement of 1921 was very similar to the June 4th, 1989 student

protest in Tiannamen Square.

In 1922, students in the Women's Higher Normal School and the

Peking Law College founded the Women's Suffrage Association. The

Association worked for the establishment of equal r ights to be

guaranteed by a Constitution. It also insisted on the prohibition

of licensed prostitution and foot-binding, equal pay for equal work

and paid maternity leave (Croll, 1978). Their claims were

addressed in 1924 at the First National Party Congress where

resolutions on improving women's status were passed. The most

important resolution required equallty between men and women in

ownership, marriage, employment, education and child care. These

resolutions led in the 1950s to the Harriage Law and a law
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prohibiting the sale of women.

From 1927 to 1949 China was in a period of transition. The

Goumindang and the Communist parties united to fight against the

Japanese invasion during Wor1d War II. HO~lever, the partIes

continued to attack each other and to fight for their own

expansion. The situation of peasants in China during this period of

struggle did not improve. The majority of Chinese remained very

poor. Most of the farm work was still done manually, infant

mortality was high and life expectancy was low (Spence, 1990). The

situation of Chinese women varied great1y as did that of the

Chinese in genera1. The wea1thy, living in large cities like

Shanghai, were as comfortab1e as those in any modern Western city.

However, the majority of the people 1ived in poverty. Spence (1990)

described the situation of Chinese women:

Many girls were still made to bind their feet, the
practice of arranged marriage endured, village localisms
were perpetuated, educat ion was min imal or nonex istent ...
In cities and towns, younger women wore short skirts and
high hee1s ... (p. 368).

From 1927 to 1945, while China was fighting against the

Japanese invasion, male labourers were replaced by women both in

the industria1 and the agricu1tura1 sectors. The women's movement

was directed by the two parties under two different political and

social systems. In 1934, the Nationalist Guomindang in reaction to

the Communist movement and socia1ism, launched a New Life Movement.

chiang Kai-shek was the nationalist leader and his wife, Song

Meiling, was director of the Women's Department of the Guomindang .

The New Lif~ Movement reinforced Confucianist Ideologies concerning

30



•

•

famlly discipline, social order and national unity. It hoped to

achieve the social and moral rejuvenation of the Chinese people as

weIl as a weakening of Socialism and Communism. Chinese women had

to maintain their tradltional female roles ln the famlly and

society even under the New Life Movement:

Chinese women were urged to cultivate the "four vlrtues"
of "Chastity, appearance, speech, and work," and were
told not to be hoodwinked into blindly following feminist
ideas .... IChiang Kei-shek 1 left no doubt that Chinese
women's central tasks were "to regulate the household"
through chores, sewing, cooking, arranging the furnlture,
and designing the home and garden." (Spence, 1992, p.
416).

The principles of the New Life Movement were upheld even after the

Guomindang moved to Taiwan in 1949. They continue to affect many

Chinese women from Taiwan living in Montreal today.

When World War II ended and Taiwan was returned to China after

flfty years of Japanese colonization, the Guomindang moved to

Taiwan and the Communists gained control of the Chinese mainland.

The Nationalist government implemented land reforms, made nine

years of public education mandatory and sponsored a rapid

industrialization program (Salaff and Sheridan, 1984). Equal rlghts

for women were guaranteed in the Constitution which was officially

passed in 1946 and is still in effect in Taiwan today (Chung-Hua

Book Publ1sher, 1956). At that tlme, the goal of the New Llfe

Movement was transformed into fightlng the Communists, and it

continued to affect the organizations and institutions of the

Guomindang party. It also affected the educational system up to tt,,·

late 60s in Taiwan .

The women in Taiwan never participated in political activitlcs
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as fully as those living in Communist China. Those who did were

mainly either members of the Guomindong or students in high schools

and universities. Although the women's movement only existed as a

part of the Guomindang ideology, the status of Taiwanese women

improved from what it was under the Japanese. Now many women occupy

high government positions in Taiwan. For example, Li Chung-Guei

studied in France !.n the late 1960s and is the director of the

youth department of the Central Committee of the Guomindong party;

Su Wan-Rllng, a former graüuate student from the United States, was

the Minister of Finance in 1992; and other female scho1ars had been

appointed to academic and administrative positions in univcrsitles

throughout the country (Chung-Kuo Guomindang Fu-Nu Gung-Zuo Wei­

Yan-Huei, 1995, April). However, the Taiwanese still maintain

traditional Chinesc culture and values in terms of the moral

expectations of men and women. When Communist China rejected aIl

Confucian teachings and Chinese traditions, Taiwan used them to

promote anti-Communism. Heanwhile, under Commun i S'1\, education

developed differently.

Under Commun~sm 11949-)

As early as 1927, Mao zedong (Hao Tze Tung), the Communist

leader, called for women's support in the fight against imperialism

and nationalism. He also used the issue of women's liberation for

his own economic and politica1 purposes. To gain more support, in

1931, his Communist Party guaranteed women's suffrage and let women

:loin the Red Army. It encouraged women to participate in land
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reforms and class struggles. However, the issue of women's

oppression was a dell~ate one at that tlme, because If Mao

emphaslzed women's rlghts, he would rlsk losing the support of his

male soldlers and peasants. Thus, in splte of the Communlst

offIcIal polle les, women were really bralnwashed to devote their

talents and efforts to the Communist revolutlon, not to gender

equallty. They were expected to fight for Mao's revolutlon rather

than for their own.

The Marriage Law of 1950 defined marriage as an equal union

between men and women. It forbade child wives and concubinage and

permitted women to own property and upgraded the status of women in

the family (Johnson, 1983). However, Implementation of the Law was

still hindered by traditional culture and the roles it assigned to

women (MacKle, 1991 and Folbre, 1991).

During the Collectivization drives of the 1950s and the Great

Leap Forward, women became an important labour force in the

agricultural and industrlal sectors. Women were also involved at

all levels of sociopolitical activity in the Cultural Revolution

from 1966-75 and the anti-Confucian Campaign in the early and mid­

1970s (CroU, 1978; Johnson, 1983 and Andors, 1983). The

implementatlon of population control programs in the mid-1970s is

another reform which gave women more time to participate in

economic production outside of the domestic sphere.

Mao asked women to participate fully in economic development

and political affairs. Women then dared to challenge their

husbands' authority ln the famlly. The results did not brlng
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happiness to women as Johnson (1983) commented:

Just as the increase in women's participation in
collective remunerative labour outside the home did not
bring about an automatic redefinition of their family
roles and status, women's public political participation
and status did not automatically increase along wi th
increases in their labour participation ....The Cultural
Revolution ... , merely tried to override them with the
necessarily temporary mobilizational force of the
movement (pp. 186-7).

Mao's regime also encouraged women to pursue education in the

scientific fields, and, by 1957, one-seventh of the researchers at

mathematics research institutes were women. Yet, Chinese women's

education did not grant them equal1ty with men. Andors (1983)

concludes that, " .•• , the process of female liberation in China

remains unfinished" (p. 174). Andors found that even in 1978, male

workers held the higher positions and made the economic and

pol1tical decisions in the work places, although women had made

significant progress by the end of the Cultural Revolution. In the

countryside, despite the fact that boys and girls had equal

educational opportunities, many girls still had difficulty in

getting an education. Poor peasants often chose to keep their

daughters from school to help work in the fields or help wi th

family affairs (Hemmel and Sindbjerg, 1984).

According to Achievement of Education in China, 1949-1983 and

1978-90, the majority of female students remained in the lower

levels of education (primary and high school) and less than two per

cent of female students went on to hlgher education (Mlnlstry of

Education, 1991). However, the number of female graduate students

has Increased ln the last 10 years (see table 2). Many Chinese
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women who graduated during that period went abroad and began new

independent lives. Thls will be illustrated by the case studies in

Part III of this thesis.

Table 2

Female students in China, 1978-90 Unit:l0,000

year Postgraduates Postsecondary Secondary

1978 .082 20.65 2,715.48
1979 (na) 24.57 2,410.52
1980 .260 26.81 2,180.08
1981 .270 31. 24 1,895.37
1982 .360 30.54 1,777.44
1983 .530 34.49 1,735.12
1984 .920 39.98 1,821. 87
1985 1.620 51.06 1,893.13
1986 2.270 59.35 1,987.86
1987 2.480 64.66 2,018.62
1988 (na) 68.94 1,951.18
1989 2.000 70.16 1,887.32
1990 (na) 69.51 1,920.11

Total 11. 530 589.96 26,194.10

Adapted from Achievement of education in China, 1978-90 (pp. 39-43)

In summary, although Chinese women were freed from many

Chinese traditions, they were still dlsadvantaged. For example,

although the Harriage Law was passed in 1950, implemented in 1953

and revised in 1980, the sale of women and girls into marriage and

wife beatings remained common (Spence, 1990). Accordlng to Bossen

(1991), during the Collectivizatlon, " ... women do not inherit

individual legal rights to control •.• household land" (p. 60). The

highly educated women were those from wealthy and modern familles.

In rural area, women's status in the family and society was still

low despite many social and policies changes •
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Chapter II

History of Chinese-Canadian Women, 1885-1993

In the mid-19th century, foreign invasions and civil wars

caused the collapse and economic ruin of the Ching Dynasty. The

Nanjing treaty following the opium War (1839-42) forced the Ching

Dynasty to open China's doors officially to foreigners for trading

and missionary preaching (Hayhoe, 1987). This treaty with the

British and other treaties with other power fuI capitalist countries

had a strong impact on Chinese development. The negative effect was

the weakening of China's economic and political power during the

period from 1842 to 1945; the positive effect was the awakening of

the Chlnese people both at home and abroad and thelr search for

modernization.

The Immediate reactions of the modern-minded authoriti!!s were

to look for change and to attempt to learn new technologies from

the Western World. However, the conservatives of the Ching Court

expected sorne sort of protection in the old Chinese religions and

Buddhism, so that internaI tensions were Inevitable. In 1900, the

Boxer Rebellion, a conflict between the Chinese and foreign

missionaries, broke out. This struggle caused eight stronger

countries, Britain, France, the United states, Russia, Germany,

1taly, Austria and Japan to unite and to send their armies to China

on the excuse of protecting their citizens there. China was

defeated by their modern weapons and signed unequai treaties with
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each country. In general, those treaties satisfled the other

countries' demands in terms of money, land, power and rlghts ln

China to the detriment of China itself.

In addltion to the humlliatlng internatlonal relatlonshlps and

the internal conflicts between the old and new phllosophles whlch

led to civil war, China suffered many natural calamltles such as

floods, typhoons, earthquakes, droughts, plagues, and famines

(Chan, 1982). These caused tens of milllons of Chinese to be kllled

or left homeless. The surviving Chinese poor looked for somewhere

else to live. They mlgrated to Southeast Asla and Indonesla, to the

Caribbean, to Australia, to the northern countrles of Latln

America, to the western coast of the United States and to Canada.

The gold rush of 1848-1849 attracted many Chinese to Callfornla,

and from there they moved to Canada (Spence, 1990).

Chinese Immlgratlon to Canada

In 1858, many Chinese migrated to Canada from Callfornia ln

response to the gold rush in the Fraser Valley, Britlsh Columbia.

They found employment as domestic workers in victoria, as coal

miners' helpers at Nanaimo, and as seasonal workers ln the New

Fraser River salmon canning industry (Tan and Roy, 1985; Con et

al., 1982 and Li, 1988). When in 1881, the construction of the

Canadian Pacifie Rallway faced flnancial problems and the most

difficult work in the Rocky Hountains wanted to be done, the

Company brought 17,000 coolies directly from Guangdong (Kwantung)

Province, China, to do the hardest and most dangerous work (Pierre
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• Berton, 1974). The low wages Chinese men accepted for their work

angered the white labourers. Economie fears and racial prejudice

soon developed
attention of

into antagonism. When the is~ue was

the "Royal Commission to Inquire

brought to the

into Chinese

•

Immigration into British Columbia", Sir Matthew Begbie, Chief

Justice of British Columbia, commented, "1 do not see how people

would get on here at aIl without China men. They do, and do weIl,

what white women cannot do, and do what white men will not do"

(Royal Commission on Chinese Immigration, 1885:75).

However, despite their clearly recognized usefulness, Chinese

men were not welcomed by Canadians. According to Pierre Berton

(1974), the strong "Anti-Chinese feeling" (p.359) spread:

By 1878, when their employment in public works was
banned, there were sorne three thousand Chinese in the
province. AlI were prepared to work for lower wages than
any white labourer, and that was the chief cause of the
discontent. It was considered pol1tical suicide for a
public figure to take any stand but one that was anti­
Oriental (p. 359).

Thus, without any defenders, the Chinese became scapegoats, and the

federal government enacted the Chinese Immigration Act. The first

anti-Chinese bill, which introduced the "head tax", was issued in

1885 immediately after the completion of the CP railway. The major

provision was that:

Chinese immigrants had to pay a $50 head tax to enter
Canada, ... Once the Chinese person was admitted, he or
she was issued a certificate containing a personal
descr iption. In order to leave and return to Canada,
Chinese required special certificates. Chinese who
violated the Chinese Immigration Act were subject to a
general penalty of $500 or 12 months in jail or both (The
Law Union of ontario, 1981, p. 22 and Statutes of Canada,
1885, ch.11).
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In 1903, the head tax was raised to $500. This only applied to

the Chinese immigrants because China, at this time, was a weak

country with no international power. Therefore, the Canadlan

government was able to enact anti-Chinese immigration laws without

fear of reprisal (The Law Union of Ontario, 1981). This again

reflected the unequal relationship between China and the Western

capitalist countries. The Chinese government had no power to

protect its overseas citizens. For example, in the 18505, after an

influx of immigration fo11owing the discovery of gold, the

Australian colonies began erecting a "great white wall" to

terminate further Chinese immigrat ion. This became the avowedly

exc1usionary "White Australia" policy that was not revoked unti1

the second half of the 20th century. In 1882, the United states

also passed an exclusion act on Chinese (Tan and Roy, 1985). This

had made Overseas Chinese very patriotic and wlll1ng to fUlly

support the Nationalist Revolution in the late Ching Dynasty.

The Canadian head tax was not only a discriminatory policy in

terms of race, but was a1so based on class distinctions. Diplomats,

merchants, tourists and scientists were exempt from paying the head

tax. Only the labourers, the "undesirables", were affected by the

tax once the railroad was completed. The labourers were exp10ited

and oppressed (Li, 1993). They were forced to live in an isolated

place named "Chinatown". However Chinatown became a place to escape

discrimination and a place where Chinese immigrants could maintain

their identity and self-esteem (Kwang, 1972) .

Racial hostllity did not end with the head tax, but was
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extended to the school system. Chinese children were humiliated in

the public schools. For example, Li described discrimination in the

schools of Victoria:

In 1901, there were only sixteen Chinese students
attending the public schools in Victoria and the public
revealed a strong des ire to segregate them from white
students. In 1908, the Victoria School Board accepted a
recommendation to have separate classes for Chinese
chlldren. In 1922, the Board decided to put all the
Chinese students in one separate school •... By that time
there were 216 Chinese students in four city schools.
When the pr incipals of these schools called out t!·~

Chinese students and marched them to King's Road School,
the Chinese students and their parents started a boycott
that lasted a year, until the board permitted the Chinese
students to return to their schools (Li, 1988, P. 33).

We have the testimony of one Chinese girl of the period. She

is Jean Lumb who was born in Nanaimo, B.C. in 1919 and whose father

was a coal miner. She went to school in Nanaimo. Only children

whose parents were black, native or Chinese went to her school. The

segregation was a very painful experience for her. She wrote:

l had a terrible feeling of gullt or shame that l was
born Chinese ..•. For a long Ume afterwards l had that
terrible feeling that the English, the white people, were
fan gui - foreign devils or ghosts, really bad people.
That feeling stayed with me because the only time that
the parents of these white kids allowed them to come to
our Chinatown area was once a year on Hallowe'en night.
On that night they had their masks on, with coloured hair
or whatever. They came here and broke our fences down.
They marked windows, drawing all klnds of very bad
things. This is how we grew up, ••• (Chinese Canadian
National Council, 1993, p. 51).

Discrimination also tainted other aspects of the immigrants'

lives. In British Columbia, the 1893 Provincial Home Act excluded

Chlnese from admission to homes for the elderly. The Coal Mines

Regulation Act of 1903 banned Chlnese labourerll from worklng
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underground and occupying sk1l1ed jobs in mines (Tan and Roy,

1985). However, the matter did not stop there.

In 1923, the Canadian federal government passed the Act

Respecting Chinese Immigration or in short, the "1923 Act" or the

"Exclusion Act". This prevented further "entry into or landing in

Canada of persons of Chinese origin or descent, irrespect ive of

allegiance or citizenship ••• " (statutes of Canada, 1923, Ch. 38 and

Halarek, 1987, p. 9). Thus, Chinese immigration was totally banned,

50 that there was not one single Chinese entry into Canada from

1924 to 1928. Later, during the economic depression, from 1929 to

1945, all Asians were banned from entering Canada except the wives

of the labourers, their unmarr ied chlldren under eighteen and

Asians who were Canadian citizens.

From 1929 to 1935, only seven Chinese entered Canada (Halarek,

1987). Due to the difficult living conditions in canada, the number

of Chinese in Canada declined during the twenty years from 1931 to

1951 because many Chinese-Canadians left for China. According to Li

(1988), the "Chinese population in Canada shrank about 12,000 from

46,519 in 1931 to 34,627 in 1941, and it continued to decl1ne

slowly from 1941 to 1951" (p.85). It decreased by around 2000

people from 1942 to 1951. The decrease during that decade was less

than that of the previous decade for two reasons. Firstly, few

Chinese wanted to go back to China or settle in other places

because of the instabi1ity caused there by Wor1d War II. Second1y,

there was an increase of Chinese immigrants who came to Canada

after 1947 when the Act of 1923 was repealed.
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The period from 1947 to 1967 was sign1ficant for both the

Chlnese ln Canada and their relatives in China. Host of the Chinese

Canadians had suffered a long separation from their families in

China and wanted to reunite with them. Therefore, they 10bbied for

changes in the Chinese Immigration Acts. The 1923 Act was repea1ed

on1y in 1947 after many Chinese-Canadians fought in Wor1d War II

(Li, 1988). In that same year, the Chinese in British Columbia were

a110wed to vote (Li, 1988). Because of the Japanese invasion of

China (1937-1945), World War II ln the Pacifie (1941-1945), and the

clvil war between the Nationalists and the Communists (1946-1949),

many Chinese hoped to find refuge away from China or Taiwan. Those

with relatlves in Canada, usually women wlth husbands or fathers,

hoped to reunite with them. Though the Chinese Canadians were still

subjected to many restrictions as an Asian Immlgrant group, manyof

them were allowed after 1947 to sponsor thelr wlves and dependent

chlldren. Because of this, the number of Chinese Immlgrants

Increased by about 25,000 ln a ten-year perlod, "from 32,528 ln

1951 to 58,197 ln 1961" (Ll, 1988, p.61).

Durlng the 1960s and early 1970s, It was very hard for the

people to emlgrate from Communlst Chlna. When PrIme Hlnlster

Trudeau vislted ChIna ln 1973, he slgned an agreement whlch

facilltated the Immlgratlon of the relatlves of Chlnese Canadlans.

In one year, 1973-74, 15,000 vlsas were lssued to Chlnese

Immlgrants so that the number of Chlnese Immlgrants doubled agaln

ln the 1970s (LI, 1988). In 1978, the polnt system flrst Introduced

by the federal government ln 1967, formally replaced the old
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immigration regulations. The point system removed all legal

discrimination (The Law Union of ontario, 1981). Points were

allocated according to age, education, adaptability, occupational

demand, occupational skill, pre-arranged employment, knowledge of

Engl1sh and French and whether the candidate had relatives in

Canada (Seward and McDade, 1988 and The Law Union of Ontario,

1981). Thus, the number of Chinese immigrants doubled that of the

previous decade (Li, 1988). More unsponsored women, including

educated professionals and skilled workers, entere?-Canada in this

period.

In spite of this positive development, in 1994, potential

Chinese immigrants still faced many barriers. The "adaptability"

criteria in the point system is a measurement that can be easily

used by an immigration officer to judge a Chinese applicant unfit

to enter Canadian society. "Knowledge of Official Language(s)" is

another major barrier to non-English-speaking or non-French­

speaking Chinese. This barrier not only lowers their possibilities

of immigrating to Canada, but it also limits their Integration into

Canadian society once they arrive.

The language barr ier was also a major problem for pioneer

immigrant Chinese women; yet, most of those women stayed home and

did not need such a broad range of skills as do today's immigrant

women. The only documentation we have of the pioneer days concerns

the numbers of Chinese women in Canada but little i5 known of the

quality of their lives •
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Immigration trends of Chinese women to Canada

Although there were about 1,577 Chinese men in Victoria's tent

town, no Chinese female appeared there until 1860. At that time,

Chinese men were already isolated in "Little Canton" which was

named by Amor de Cosmos, the future premier of British Columbia

(Chan, 1982, p. 49). The street in Victoria where Chinese

immigrants lived and operated shops became Chinatowo. There, a

merchant from San Francisco called Chong Lee opened a store selling

Chinese goods. His wife and child came from China in the spring of

1860. Thus Hrs. Chong Lee was the first Chinese woman in Victoria

and she helped form the first Chinese family in Canada (Chan, 1982;

Tan and Roy, 1985). Later, their family business expanded to

Vancouver.

The significance of Hrs. Lee's arrivaI in Canada was to bring

Chinese culture and traditions to Canadian society. Her home became

the spiritual centre of the Chinese community. Later, a few other

Chinese men brought their wives and children. Chan (1982) commented

that the frontier Chinese families "blended Confucian values with

Christian teaching; these families were to provide stability and

continuity in a Chinese community that was overwhelmingly made up

of bachelor workers" (p. 49).

By 1885, in Victoria there were about 53 Chinese women

compared to 1,495 Chinese men. In 1902, in Victoria there were only

92 Chinese women compared to 3,263 Chinese men, whereas in

Vanacouver there were 27 Chinese women to 2,053 Chinese men

(Chinese Canadian National Council, 1992). Between 1885 and 1947,
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the discriminatory Chinese Immigration Acts previously described

made it very hard for Chinese men to build a family here, for the

number of Chinese women compared to the Chinese men remained very

low.

Nevertheless, the trend was upwards. Table 3 shows the rising

percentage of female Chinese immigrants from 1858 to 1986:

Table 3

Chinese Immigrants in Canada

Year Total Total female Percentage of
immigrants immigrants Female

1858-1945 2,280 515 23\

1946-1955 12,240 4,240 35\

1956-1966 23,905 13,840 58\

1967-1977 118,100 60,565 51\

1978-1982 90,520 46,065 51\

1983-1986 43,740 23,650 54\

Total 290,790 148,875 51\

Total Chinese 414,040 208,100 50\
in Canada

Total Chinese 24,185 12,215 51\
in Montreal

Derived from Table 2, 1986 Census of Canada (93-154, p. 2-25 and
p. 2-27).

The increase from 1946 to 1966 can be attributed to the repeal

of the 1923 Act (the Exclusion Act) in 1947 after World War II, and

to the unstable political situation in China. This table also shows

clearly the effect immigration policies have had on female Chinese

45



•

•

Immigrant populat Ions. The major 1ty of these Chlnese women, who

applled for Immigration status before the point system was

Introduced ln 1967, were sponsored by thelr Canadlan relatives. As

sponsored Immigrants, they were not entltled to the training

programs and social services offered by the federal and provincial

governments. In the followlng section, these programs and services

will be presented ln detall. In contrast to the sponsored

Immigrants, Independent Immigrants, malnly men, could beneflt from

such programs and services. Thus, It is clear that the introduction

of the point system was advantageous for female immigrants because

those wi th professional sk 11ls and higher education could apply

independently without sponsors. Once they had arrived in Canada,

they could beneflt from training programs and social services,

establish themselves more easily and then sponsor their own

families. This will be demonstrated in chapter four.

Chlnese female Immigrants ln Montreal

The earliest Chinese immigrants to Montreal came in 1863. They

came from the western part of Canada. In 1880, there were 30

residents who worked ln laundries and other small family businesses

in the city of Montreal (Chan, 1982). In 1900, there were almost

1,000 Chinese in Montreal which was then Canada's largest city with

a population of more than 328,000. Yet, the Chinamen were still not

welcomed (Lazar &Douglas, 1992, Law, 1967 and Officer, 1979). Many

of them first came to Montreal as teenagers to work as domestic

servants or other cheap labourers. Later, they went back to China
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to marry and returned there periodically to visit their wlves and

to father chlldren. They were forced to do this because the

immigration policies and poverty prevented them from bringing their

famllies to :loin them in Canada (Tan & Roy, 1985 and Lazar &

Douglas, 1992). Thus, there were almost no Chinese women in

Montreal or in other Canadian cities (Tan & Roy, 1985 and Lazar &

Douglas, 1992).

The experiences of sorne Chinese immigrants to Montreal during

the era of the "head tax" were presented in the National Film

Board's 1992 documentary "Moving the Mountain". In this film, sorne

elderly Chinese Canadians who paid the "head tax" described their

long separation from their spouses. When James Wong, a 75-year-old

resident of Montreal, referred to his separation from his wife,

left behind in China, he said, "My wife already prepared for

that .••• " Sorne women also talked about the long separation they had

endured and their situations after arriving in Canada. These women

agreed that they were able to tolerate this situation because of

the passivity instilled in them by their traditional upbringing and

because of their Inadequate education (Li, 1993).

Since they h'3d very little education in China and were

illiterate in both Canadian official languages, their whole sphere

was their family. Sorne of them helped in the family business or

worked in Chinese-owned factories that did not require more

language skills than the Chinese dialects. The majority came from

the villages of the province of Guangdong. However, today's

immigrant Chinese women are different.
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Today's Chinese immigrant women are ski11ed workers, educated

professionals and students with the knowledge of one or both of the

Canadian official languages. They are from Hong Kong, Taiwan, and

the bigger cities of China. Table 4 shows the number of women from

these three different political regimes:

Table 4

Chinese female immigrants in 1991

Country Total Females Percentage

Hong Kong 22324 11830 53%

Taiwan 4488 2260 50%

China 13913 6695 413'

Total 40743 20785 51%

Data extracted from Table 1m7, Immigration Statistics (im-087-12­
92).

Women from Hong Kong now represent about 53 percent of the total

immigrants from Hong Kong. Women from Taiwan represent about 50

percent of its total immigrants whi1e women from China represent

about 48 percent.

Chinese immigrant women in Montreal are as much affected >y

their famlly backgrounds as are women of any other national1ty.

Girls from wea1thy and educated fami1ies are more 1ike1y to achieve

their l1fe goals than those 1ess fortunate. Most of the new

immigrant women from main1and China start as emp10yed workers

and/or students in the city of Montreal. Rich investors from Hong

Kong or Taiwan, however, live in the suburbs where they have bought

houses and cars. Table 5 shows that half of the Chlnese live in the
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el ty of Montreal and the other half is spread throughout the

different munieipalities of the Greater Montreal:

Table 5

Total Chinese population in Montreal in 1991

No. of Name of Population Population Famlly' s
eolumn city of Chinese of Chinese average
and ro'" by mother by ethnie revenue

(1) tongue ( 2) origin (3 ) ($ ) ( 4 )

1 Montreal 12985 15700 40000-
50000

2 st- Laurent 3430 3985 48330

3 Brossard 3315 4500 60150

4 LaSalle 940 1380 44960

5 0.0.0. 635 820 63187

6 Longueuil 605 960 45561

7 Verdun 560 825 44626

8 Pierrefonds 500 965 54105

9 Laval 415 600 51582

10 Kirkland 265 410 79397

11 Pointe 255 300 65033
Claire

12 Greenfie1d 245 285 46946
Park

13 cOte-Saint- 235 390 69199
Lue

14 Outremont 220 350 80538

15 1. Saint- 210*2 1- 240 1- 43912
L6onard,
2. Saint- 2. 280 2. 49073
Hubert

16 1. Lapraire 180*3 1- 160 1. 52001
2. Dorval 2. 215 2. 57924
3. Wellt- 3. 430 3. 140102
mount
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No. of
column
and row ( 1) (2 ) (3 ) ( 4 )

17 Anjou 160 260

18 Beacons- 155 270 92200
field

19 Hont-Royal 135 250 104549

20 other less than Less than
cit1es 100 150

Total Greater 26695 34355
Hontreal

Total Greater 13500 17400
females Hontreal

Column (1 ) (2) (3) (4 )

Data extracted from Table 2, 1991 Immigration Canada and Profile of
Census Tracts in Hontreal (Catalogue 95-329).

The places they choose to live depend on their flnancial

resources. For example, there are 3,430 Chinese-speaking immigrants

living in St-Laurent and 3,315 in Brossard. The latter are newly­

arrived immigrants who still speak their mother-tongue at home. The

majority of Chinese residents in St-Laurent are middle-class owners

of small businesses or are skilled workers. Those in Brossard are

mainly investors from Taiwan or Hong Kong. They have established

Chinese shopping centres, Chinese schools and are served by a

branch office of the Chinese Family Service of Greater Hontreal.

The Chinese who live in Town of Hont-Royal and Westmount belong to

rich business families or professionals having higher revenues. In

column (4), the family's average revenue is the average income of

aU the fa~lllies who live in the same city. Host of the families'

revenues consist of more than one person's incomes. In particular,
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the newly-arrived immigrant women who live in the city of Hontreal

and work in the low-paid jobs, contribute to their family revenues.

However, all of the newly arrived Chinese immigrant women

still face problems in adapting to Canadlan society. Their

concerns, compared with those of the earlier immigrant women, are

far more complex. These will be dealt wlth in the next chapter •
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Chapter III

Social and Educational Concerns of Chinese-Canadian Women

Chinese immigrant women face many disadvantages as do many

other immigrant women in Canada. According to Seward and HcDade

(1988), most immlgrant women come to Canada as family members or

sponsored relatives which means the women are sponsored by someone

who flnancially supports them for a designated period of time.

During this period they are neither entitled to training allowance

offered by Employment and Immigration nor able to access social

welfare programs. In addition, these women are among the most

disadvantaged of immigrants having comparatively little knowledge

of Engl1sh or French. They usually form the majority of the

immigrant women working in the clothing industry.

Roberts (1990) states that most immigrant women in Canada and

Quebec suffer from triple oppresslon or trlple jeopardy. She means

that:

In Canada the ethnlclty and femlnlnlty systems are l1nked
to the class system, whlch dlstrlbutes lnequallty along
what used to be called race and sex llnes •••• "Ethnlclty"
in Canada and Quebec ls a system, and ls not the same as
slmply be1ng an immigrant. In thlnking about the fact
that sorne people who are legally lmmlgrants are not
treated as such and are not subordlnated, and others who
are not immigrants are subordlnated, it becomes evident
that class, gender, and ethnlclty are lntertwlned (p.6).

Wltteabro·'d and Robertson (1991) also pointed out that

lmmigrant women are a "hlgh r lsk group" (p.71) because they

encounter tremendous disadvantages and experience ~uch stress while
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adapting to their new environment (Canadian Task Force on Hental

Health Issues Affecting Immigrants and Refugees, 1988; Naidoo, 1987

and 1988; Boyd, 1987; Seward & HcDade, 1987 and dacosta, 1993).

Weatherford (1986), has described all the difficulties that

immigrant women faced in America from 1884 to 1930. Those immigrant

women's experiences are still common to our immigrant women ln

Canada in the 1990s. They must face changes in weather,

environment, food, facillties, educational systems, social

interactions and childrearing. Hinority immigrant women who are

wives, mothers and labourers face even more dlsadvantages (Naidoo,

1980; Boyd, 1987 and Roberts, 1990). These women need support and

help in coping wlth their difflculties ad:lustlng, yet research

shows that minority groups generally have smaller support systems

avallable compared to people of Anglo-Saxon origln (Knowles, 1992).

In addition, if women start a business, they experience more

difflculties than their male counterparts. They are faced wl th

"eight obstacles lthatl prevent women entrepreneurs from breaking

through the walls of the glass box" (Be1court, Burke, and Lee­

Gosselin, 1991, p.66). The three most important obstacles are that:

1. Women entrepreneurs are dlscrlminated agalnst based on

their gender. They are often treated dlfferently by creditors,

suppliers, customers, and even by their employees.

2. Women do not change their workload and status in a fami1y

accordlng to their role as female entrepreneurs. Successful male

entrepreneurs are assumed to be real providers and pralsed as good

husbands and fathers, yet female business owners are :ludged
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dlfferently. For example, one woman testlfled:

Whl1e sorne of our respondents clalmed that they recelved
emotlonal support from thelr husbands, few were able to
rely on thelr husbands for anythlng but token help. Thls
contrasts starkly wlth most buslnesses run by men, where
the wlfe ls the (often unpaid) book-keeper, secretary, or
office manager. The help given by the husbands tends to
be one-shot (such as helping with an office move), but
nothing close to the continuing responsibility taken on
by many wives of male small business owners (p. 69).

3. Women are rarely perceived as business leaders; they are

not even trained in the famlly business by their husbands or

fathers. Besides, these women work in an isolated environment

because of language and cultural differences which l1mi t their

ability to tap sources of peer financing and informaI advice needed

for survival and growth.

Furthermore, Griffiths (1993) points out that two groups of

immigrants, the domestic servants and the children, need the most

help and protection and that both of these groups are composed

mainlyof females. Despite limited government aid, immigrant women

manage to achieve a great deal. They also manage to help those who

are suffering (Weatherford, 1986) and give the same kind of help

that Anglo-Saxon immigrant women have provided by their Christian

and social service organizations (Knowles, 1992).

Usually, Chinese women seek support from their Chinese

relatives or others in the Chinese community (Nann and To, 1982).

According to Christensen (1987), Chinese immigrants in North

America usually do not use mainstream mental health resources and

social service agencies, probably because of the typical Chinese

emphasis on .individual responsibllity and reluctance to expose
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personal problems to strangers. However, recent Immlgrants and

Canadlan-born Chlnese are more aware and acceptlng of the help that

ls avallable and they are startlng to look for help through

Interpreters and Chlnese communlty organlzatlons. Mandel stated ln

1982 that there were increaslng numbers of Chlnese women actlvely

Involved ln Church actlvltles and voluntary works ln varlous

Chlnese organizations. Now, ln Montreal, Chlnese women help each

other deal wlth thelr personal problems, as well as share and solve

thelr soclal and educatlonal concerns through dlfferent programs

offered by the publlc and prlvate sectors.

Persona} Problems

Though personal problems vary due to the Indlvlduals'

personalitles, economlc and educational background, ln general,

immlgrants seem to have more personal problems than non-lmmlgrants

(daCosta, 1993). For Chlnese Immigrants, any problems related to

their faml1y (even employment and education) are consldered

personal problems. However, ln thls study, the context of personal

problems ls 11mited to the sociallzatlon between the faml1y members

and frlends. Problems withln each age group are different. The

elderly Chinese immigrant women are lonely and lso1ated. The

mlddle-aged women have conflicts wlth thel~ husbands, chl1dren an~

in-laws and the younger women struggle with their cultural

Identlty.

Host elderly immigrant women (75 and up) came to Canada at an
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• advanced age • because of the discriminatory immigration policies.

Their ignorance of English and French as weIl as their lack of

education in China made it difficult for them to adapt to Canadian

society. These women expected to live with their children and

•
••

grandchildren in their later years. Their Chinese upbringing caused

them to view extended families as the norm. However, their sons,

daughters or relatives have their own affairs and families to take

care of. When the women are placed ln senIor cltizen's homes, they

feel lonely, ostraclzed and often turn to religIon. Now, the

federal government, local social servIces as weIl as charIty

organizatlons have designed programs for these senIor cltlzens.

The recent ImmIgrant women, 50 years and over, who have no

knowledge of Engllsh or French, often find It hard to communicate

wlth thelr grandchildren or In-1aws who do not speak the same

language as they do. Nevertheless, their Chinese educatIon he1ps

them to partlclpate ln many actlvitles ln the Chlnese communlty and

they are able to do sorne volunteer work ln Chinese organlzatlons.

Sorne of these women had a hlgh school educatIon and now feel more

comfortable learnlng new languaq~s and trying to assoclate with

Canadlan friends.

Kiddle-aged women wlthout professlona1 ski11s ëand wlth school-

aged chlldren malnly stay at home to manage famlly affairs. These

-. Examples were 111ustrated in the Chapter of Harrlage and
the Famlly (LI, 19881, one woman was on1y able to joln her husband
in Canada in 1964 whlch was 45 years after her marrlage, her
husband testlfled that: "1 came ln 1913 •••• 1 got marrled ln
1919•••• 1 went back to ChIna •••• Ky parents matched Us. 1 was
back for one year or 150 •••• Ky wlfe came when she was slxty-three
years old [1~64]. Now [1980] she 115 seventy-nlne (p. 641.
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women often become depressed (stoppard, 1993). According to the

1993 Annual Report oE the Chinese Family Service in Greater

Hontreal, Chinese women are looking for help with their personal

problems.

The young Chinese in Canada often realize that they have to

struggle to understand their original culture and learn their

parents' language to be able to appreciate their heritage. Sorne

young Chinese-Canadians who were educated in Canada have difficulty

identifying wlth the Chlnese communlty. Sorne feel rejected because

of thelr Inabillty to speak Chinese or thelr dlfferent values.

Handel (1982) found that Chlnese Immigrant women are Inclined to

Identlfy wlth thelr Chlnese background more easlly than Chinese

men. In general, young Chlnese women seem more concerned with thelr

Identity than young Chlnese men. For example, Ramona Har said that

ln Jin Guo:

••• , when 1 walk down the street, people don't say, "Her
famlly's been here for generations." They say, "There's
a Chlnese woman." They don't say "Chlnese Canadlan."
••• It Identlfled somethlng 1 had yet to label: Chinese
Canadlan cultur.e. It 15 not 501ely Chlnese, nor 15 It
whlte Canadlan •••• We have a hlstory here in thls
country: the ral1road, the head tax, the excluslon
Act ..••Chlnese Canadlan culture 15 somethlng entlrely
dlfferent from Chlnese culture. We need to correct
images of ourselves •.• , we have to be more vigilant
monltorlng the Images whlch appear, or more often than
not, the lmages whlch do not appear. Also, 1 thlnk we all
need to see ourselves ln non-tradltlonal roles. We mlght
stlll run restaurants, laundromats and corner stores, but
we should also see ourselves as polltlclans, scholars,
flreflghters, and 50 on (Chlnese Canadlan Natlonal
Councll, 1993, p. 111).

Host of the Chlnese Immlgrant women encourage thelr chlldren

to malntaln thelr Chlnese culture and famlly tradltlons. In
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particular, the first-generation immigrant women have greater

influence than subsequent generations on their children's attitudes

and values. This is regardless of their economic background.

Economlc dependence

Most elderly Chlnese Canadlan women (more than 10 years ln

Canada) who 11ve alone or ln senlor cltizen homes, recelve

government penslons or soclal welfare. The recent elderly immigrant

women (less than 10 years in Canada) are either dependent on thelr

families or on their savlngs (retired immlgrants). Two decades ago,

most of the mlddle-aged Chlnese women with small chl1dren stayed at

home to raise thelr chl1dren or help in the family business. Now,

there are increaslng numbers of Chinese women working outside the

home or doing piece work in the house in order to survive (Chinese

Family Service of Greater Montreal, 1993).

Those wi thout profess ional sk 111s, or wi th Inadequate language

skl11s, have to take low-paid positlons or work long hours yet they

are not considered breadwinners. Rather, their incomes are

consldered a supplement to the family revenue because their jobs

are not important and their pay is low. Once these women take these

jobs, their occupational mobility is very limited because they will

have little opportunity to learn an official language or other job

skills. In recent years, the clothing industry is one of the most

vulnerable industries in the Canadian economy and workers are often

laid-off. If sorne are home-workers, they must have their own

equlpment and pay aIl the costs. They do not have job security,
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employment beneflts, yet they must take care of thelr chl1dren and

shoulder other domestlc responslbl1ltles (Roberts, 1990). Thelr

long hours of work and contrlbutlon to the faml1y do not brlng them

economlc Independence. They are still consldered "unproductlve

housewlves" (Folbre, 1991).

Hany Chlnese women workers exper lence unfalr treatment or

sexual harassment ln thelr workplace, but they dare not volee thelr

grievances because they fear 10slng thelr jobs, they have poor

language skills and they are not aware of thelr legal rlghts

(Chlnese FamI1y Servlce of Greater Hontreal, 1993). Thls sltuatlon

ls slmllar to that of aH other Immlgrant women from minor 1ty

groups (Seward and HcDade, 1988).

Though the Department of Secretary of State offers free

offlcla1 language courses, It offers no 11vlng or travel

a110wances. Wlthout flnanclal ald, Immlgrant women obvlous1y cannot

attend as full Ume students. Women wlth low Incomes and long

worklng hours cannot posslbly attend part tlme classes elther

(Boyd, 1987 and HcDade, 1987). Thelr low economlc status hlnders

thelr development.

Educatlon

EducatIon ls the most Important thlng for aU Immlgrants.

However, the research ln thls study only deals wlth the problems

that the Chlnese Immlgrant women encounter ln thelr adaptatlon to

Canadian society. Statistics canada showed that in 1991, Chinese

women immigrants still had very low levels of llteracy, and,

further that Hontreal had the greatest number of Chinese immigrant
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women who were unable to speak English or French (Statistics

Canada, 1991 and Pendakkur & Ledoux, 1991).

Chlnese women try to register ln language courses and

professlonal training programs to advance themselves ln order to

get establlshed ln Canadian society. Host immigrant women come to

Canada as famlly members or sponsored relatives and they are not

able to access income assistance and social welfare programs.

However, they have to learn Engllsh and French ln the workplace or

through rellgious organlzations. They often feel that their

language skills are Inadequate. Lily Welsh made a very interesting

remark in Jin c,uo: Voices of Chinese Canadian women,

Sometimes 1 feel very Inadequate ln my Engllsh. Haybe
lt's because 1 went through so many years of belng very
quiet. 1 find that that's the case wlth a lot of Chlnese.
When you're ln a mlnority, you feel dlfferent. And when
you feel dlfferent, you feel klnd of Inadequate. It 's
only when you get older that you realize how silly that
thlnking ls. But then, the thlng is that when you go
through Ilfe belng so quiet, that quiet becornes a part of
you. (Chlnese Canadlan National Councll, 1993, p. 171).

Walsh points out that language sk i Ils are not only a tool to

survive, but also allow one to lead a more comfortable social and

pol1tlcal life.

ln addition, Li (1988) points out that Chlnese Canadians lack

political power ln Canada due to the dlscrlmin&tory Immigration

pol1cles whlch delayed the birth of second generation Chinese-

Canadlans ~. The pollcies not only produced broken familles, but

~. Li (1988) claimed, "75 per cent of the Chlnese ln Canada
remained forelgn-born as late as 1981, 123 years after the arrivaI
of the flrst Chlnese in Canada •••• In 1981, for example, 86 per
cent of the employed Chlnese in the Canadian labour market, 15
years of age ~nd over, were foreign-born." (p. 68).
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• also hlndered Chlnese Canadlans' partlclpatlon ln educatlon whlch

leads to better employment opportunltles and soclal 11fe. Indeed,

those Chlnese Canadlan women who succeeded ln thelr professlonal

lives were educated ln Canada, for example, Susan Eng and Adrienne

Clarkson (Huang and Jeffery, 1992). They represent women who have

no language barrler and have access to hlgher education ln Canada

so they can fully develop the Ir potentlal. The Lleutenant-Governor

of Brltlsh Columbla, David Lam (1995, Janu?~y), suggested the A B

C method of lntegratlng lnto Canadlan society. Comlng from Hong

Kong, he had no language barrier and certalnly dld not experlence

the hardshlp of learning the official languages; but for others,

"Acceptance (Al, Belonging [BI and Contribution (Cl" ( Lam, 1995,

p.29) are dlfflcult to achieve when lndividuals are re:lected

because of their Inadequate language skills. Sorn~ r~cent Immigrant

women, even those wlth professional skills and hlgher education,

also face difflculties in finding :lobs or establlshlng buslnes~es

and furthering their education because their professional or

academic preparation ls not recogrized and thelr language skl11s

are poor (see example in the caze studies).

Chlnese immlgrants' greatest concerns are accesslng ...
'" •• t:

•

opportunlty to learn new languages and professlonal skills and

advancing their children's educatlon. Wlthout Canadlan education,

the ma:lor i ty of immigrants feel Inadequate ln many ways. The

Secretary of State helps permanent residents become citizens. When

individuals obtain their citizenship, they are no longer ellgible

for language courses (Boyd, 1987 and HcDade, 1987). For example,
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Wong Sin was Iefused the English COUIses of the immigrants' ploglam

because she was bOln in Victolia and thus was a Canadlan citizen.

HoweveI, she neveI had the chance to lealn English since she had

gone back to China at the age of six. When she returned to Canada,

she W?~ a mlddle-aged woman wlthout language skills or job tlaining

and could o~ly find wOlk ln a factolY (Chinese Canadian National

Council, 1993).

Chlnese immiglant women have one of the highest unemployment

Iates ln Canada. Because of theiI Iesponsibilltles in the famlly,

many Chlnese immigrant women cannot attend training courses. The

univeIsal phenomenon fOI most immigrant women (Paredes, 1987) is

one of triple 0pplession.

In Quebec, the HinistlY of Immigration has established the

Adaptation Depaltment thlough community groups and ethnic

oIganizations to help immiglants establish themselves and adjust in

Quebec. Its main focus is on language training. The Centre

d'orientation et de formation des immigrants (COFI) offers

intensive Flench COUIses at different levels. The Bureau des

services aux communautés culturelles (under the HinistlY of

Education) has many ploglams to help immigrant children and adults

lealn French. In addition, the Plogramme d'enseignement des langues

d'oIigine (PELO) is one of Quebec's "intercultural education"

proglams •. Its main goal is to integrate immiglants into Quebec's

• While the fedelal government plomotes multiculturalism as
its goal in political socialization in education, Quebec government
uses "intercultula1 education" to achieve its goal of socializing
the non-French into Quebec society. In 1977, the Quebec Hinistry of
Education es~ablished the PELO (Programme d'Enseignement des
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society while maintaining their own identities. Now, in Montreal,

many Chinese communities receive funds from these programs to help

Chinese workers, especially Chinese women workers, get into

training classes in their workplace. Chinese women have improved

their social lives by attending language training courses in the

factories. In the meantime, Chinese immigrant children are able to

learn their own language and the official languages at school

through the PELO (see example in the case studies).,
The meaning of 11 teracy includes essent ial knowledge and

skills in reading, wrltlng and arithmetic which enable a person to

function in his group and commun ity. These sk i11s lead people

toward their own and their community's development (UNESCO, 1962,

U.S. Census, 1962 and Statistics Canada, 1992). Chinese women

understand that they need to improve their language skills so they

can break their silence and enable themselves to act in solving

their own problems (Sleeter, 1991). Furthermore, they then can not

only express experiences of their community, but can also learn

from the experience of other immigrants (Giroux, 1988). In these

ways, they are able to improve their status in the famlly and in

Canadian society.

Most immigrant women exper ience many disadvantages dur ing

their integratlon into Canadian society. Chlnese women are

particularly disadvantaged in the work place, as weIl as in social

Langues d'Origine, i.e., Heritage Language Program). It supports
the students of minority groups learn their own languages and also
funds 80' of costs in ethnic private schools that meet the
province's requirements for curriculum and language of Instruction
(HcAndrew, in. press).
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and educational situations because of their Inadequate language

skills in English and French. The next chapter will reveal sorne of

the problem5 that three Chinese-Canadian women have encountered .
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Chapter IV

Case Studles: Chinese Women ln Montreal

General

Chlnese Communlty

Chinatown ls no longer the place where wealthy and new Chlnese

immlgrants choose to live yet, ln Montreal, It remains the centre

of the Chinese community. It ls where the Chinese seek business

opportunities and re-connect with Chinese culture, heritage and

society. The three important non-profit organizations, namely the

Chinese Community United Centre, the Chinese Catholic Mission and

the Chinese Family Service of Greater Montreal which 1 visited are

located there. They a~e Interrelated and serve the Chinese

population. They not only provide social, cultural and educational

services, but also actl"Jely help Chinese immigrants integrate into

Canadian society. In addition, these organizations occupy a large

part of Chinatown and have played an important role in Chinatown's

new image. They have contributed to upgrading Chinatown's former

rundown aspect and transformed it lnto a structured community. A

brief description of each one of these organi~ations follows:

1. The Chinese Community United Centre is an umbrella

organization helping the Chinese community to gain access to

government funds. In the 1980s, the federal government had a
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special fund to finance the Chinese community's development. This

fund was used to build the Montreal Chinese United Building in 1984

and to renovate the Montreal Chinese Community Centre in 1988. Both

buildings are located in Chinatown where there are apartments for

low income residents as weIl as a centre for social and cultural

activities. For example, the Chinese Family Services hold their

activities and programs in the Community Centre.

2. The Chinese Catholic Mission started in 1917. It is the

oldest religious organization for the Chinese community in

Montreal. Now, it has 300 family members. Most of them are

Cantonese. Besides a historical Church, the Mission owns a building

including apartments, offices, shops, a Chinese school and a

community centre. In addition, it administers three senior citizen

homes. Father T. Tou, the pr iest \)f the Mission, is often

considered as a leader of the Chinese community as weIl as a

religious leader.

3. The Chinese Family Service of Greater Montreal was

established in 1976. It is a member of Centraide and is financed by

both the federal and provincial governments. The Service also

raises money through fund-rais ing campaigns. It has four branch

offices in other parts of Greater Montreal. Its 1992-93 annual

report stated that there were 16 paid professional staff and 78

volunteers who had helped more than 10,000 Chinese immigrants with

social, employment, educational and family problems. It also helps

prepare Chinese immigrants, particularly women, to achieve their

full Canadian citizenship.
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Chinese society is still a patriarchal society. Women do the

work and men ho Id the titles. AlI the important organizations that

1 visited have at least one significant characteristic in common:

women are the majority. Despite the fact that the members of the

organizations - volunteer and paid, professional and support staff,

administrators and directors - are overwhelmingly female, aIl the

presidents of these organizations are male. For example, aIl three

organizations mentioned above have always had male presidents, even

though the Chinese Family Service group was founded by women. 1

interviewed many female directors and administrators (see Anpendix

III. They provided helpful Information about Chinese women's

problems. 1 summarized the data they provided under the following

headings: family life, social actlvities and educational concerns.

It might be noted that there are many other organizations that deal

with these issues. However, they are not directly relevant to my

topic and 1 will introduce them only to describe their roles in

different areas of activity.

Family Life

The oid large Chinese traditional family is rare in the 1990s,

even in Montreal. In recent years, the nuclear family has undergone

a sad change as far as elderly Chinese are concerned. Ol~ people

feel isolated and rejected. They are not respected as their parents

were in the pasto They must adapt to the new situation and either

live alone or stay in a senior citizen's home. They also have to

adjust their social Ilv~s.
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Host Chlnese women stlll belleve that marrlage ls Important

for both men and women, that famlly llfe ls essentlal for women and

chlldren. In a mlddle class famlly, wl ves usually stay home to

raise the chlldren. When the chlldren grow up, mothers flnd jobs

or enjoy soc laI Ilfe. Because of flnanclal pressures, however, more

wives have to work outslde of the home ln order to make ends meet.

Accordlng to Cynthla Lam (see Appendlx II), sorne restaurant owners'

wives have to work ln the factor les.

Young Chlnese, born ln Canada or not, are Incllned to adopt

Canadlan Ilfestyles and llve accordlng to western norms. Yet most

Chlnese famllles stlll malntaln thelr Chlnese culture. Parents try

to ralse thelr chlldren wlth thelr Chlnese norms and Insplre thelr

chlldren to excel ln school. Accordlng to these criteria, Yln-Ru

Hsu (see Appendlx II) ls an exemplary mother. She sald:

We are always very busy wlth our tofu factory and
Chlnese school. 1 don't have tlme for social actlvities.
Durlng the day 1 work in the factory's office. After, 1
have to go home to manage our family affairs. Our
children always help with the family business, take good
care of themselves, study hard and do weIl in school. 1
have never had any problems while raising them. 1 prefer
that they marry someone from the same background and they
have the same belief too. 1 think that it is best for
the younger Chinese to maintain the traditional Chinese
culture.

However, not aIl Chinese families are like that. Cynthia Lam

pointed out that there are marriage problems. She said:

Conjugal violence has became more and more serious.
Since 1988, the amount of conjugal violence has
increased. Thus the Service has started a series of
consultation programs and sent out information pamphlets
to where women can be reached. The Service has also
advertised on Chinese T.V. and radio stations. It also
encourages Chinese women to use government or social
servlce~ which offer women help. Now, more Chinese women
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change their attitudes towards family problems and male
abuse. They don't consider these matters as a privacy
and to be discussed only with immediate family. They
are more open and try to get outs1de help. They also 11ke
to join various social activities.

In addition, Cynthia Lam pointed out that most investors from

Taiwan return there and leave their children here. Sometimes, the

mother stays as weIl and must encounter the diff1culties of raising

the children alone. One of the major difficulties is education

which will be discussed later.

Social Actiyities

Hing-Sinm NG. (see Appendix II) sa id that most residents who

live in the Senior Citizen Homes of the Chinese Catholic Church are

not financed by their families. They depend on government pensions

or welfare. The majority of elderly Chinese women (75 and over) who

live in Chinatown did not have much schoollng in China and are

llllterate in both Canadian official languages. Illlteracy has

obviously hindered their social and educational participation. In

their loneliness and isolation, they turn to God for comfort. They

entrust God with the remaining years of their lives. In the

meantime, they preserve their old Chinese traditions ànd culture.

Actually, they believe in Christ because Christians uphold the same

moral standards and values as Confucianists. They bel1eve that God

will bless and reward them based on merit. Therefore, they live

modestly, save money and participate in Church activities. Besides

going to Church and playing Hah-Jong at the Commun1ty Centre, they

watch Chinese T.V. and video tapes •

The healthy and active elderly Chinese join the Long Life
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• Association which was organized by Wei Wu (see Appendix II) who is

vice president of this group organized under the Family Service of

Greater Montreal. Wei Wu felt that elderly Chinese people were very

lonely and isolated from both Canadian and Chinese communities;

therefore, five years ago, she gathered ten people to organize the

Association. It now has 400 members and three quarters of them are

women. Most of the male members are female members' husbands. Very

few single men have joined. The Association only accepts people who

are 55 or older. The aim of the Association is to help old people

have better social lives. Most of them are Cantonese. The

Association's activities include singing in the choir,

•

participating and lor attending performances of Chinese opera,

playing games and visiting elderly and sick people. The Association

also gets government allowances to buy equipment and gains access

to free language courses. Wei Wu said proudly,

Once, the Chinese Family Service invited government
officiaIs to attend our activities. l represented the
elderly people and spoke in front of a large audience.
Government official were very pleased to see me stand up
to express my opinions about Canadian policies and
programs for Chinese immigrants. The government officiaIs
were happy to know that today's immigrants are different
from those of earlier times.

Some earlier immigrants who had paid the "head tax" still live

in Chinatown and are members of the Association, too. They are

becoming more active and are willing to participate in social and

public activities.

Hiddle-aged investors, recently arrived from Taiwan, have

contributed to the development of Quebec's economy by investing

money in the province, establishing businesses in Montreal and thus

70



•

•

creating jobs. They organized the Taibec Investments Group in 1991.

Huei-Fen Chan (see Appendix III was the first female member to be

elected president in 1992. She and other female members have

planned many social, cultural and educational activities for adults

as well as youths. For example, special language courses were

established for Chinese immigrant women lacking the opportunity to

practise their English or French conversation skills. These women

felt embarrassed by their Inadequate language skills which made

them reluctant te communicate with any non-Chinese. The Tëlibec

Investment Group also regularly invites special guest speakers to

discuss social and educational problems.

In general, most young Chinese are adapting easily to the

Canadian lifestyle. This does not mean that young Chinese

immigrants do not have adolescent problems. Often living separate

from their parents who have returned to Taiwan, young Chinese

immigrants, lacking parental supervision, are less disciplined than

they were in Taiwan. They are inclined to go out during the school

week as well as on week-ends. Their parents feel alarmed by the

potential problems this could cause.

Educational Concerns

The main educational concern of newly arrived Chinese

immigrant women is language. It prevents Chinese immigrant women

from furthering their education, communicating in the workplace and

communicating with their children who do not speak Chinese •

Heanwhile, the educational concern of most Chinese women in
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Montreal ls how to educate thelr chl1dren. Not only do they want

thelr chl1dren to excel ln school, but they alse hope to instil a

sense of cultural Identity ln thelr children.

There are highly educated Chinese Immlgrant women who have

learned Engllsh or French before arrlvlng ln Canada yet, they still

feel that Inadequate language skl11s prevent them from furthering

their studles. For example, Florence Fan (see Appendlx II) had

taught Chemlstry at the National Normal University ln Talpei for 18

years. She decide~ to pursue her studles at McGlll's Faculty of

Educatlon ln 1971 when she arrlved ln Canada. However, due to her

Inadequate proflclency in Engllsh, she had to work twlce as hard as

her anglophone classmates although she was already a knowledgeable

educator.

Many professlonal immlgrants from Chlna have had to be

retralned or study to again in a Canadian educational institution

to be able to contlnue thelr careers. But they flnd that thelr lack

of language skills, in both conversation and writing, hinder their

advancement. Slnce 1989, there has been a wave of Chinese students

who have decided to stay in Canada. Because of flnancial pressures,

they have been forced to accept any available jobs. Thus, many

highly educated female students from China work as sewing machine

operators. For example, Roying (see Individuals Section), who was

an English teacher in Chlna, finds that her language skills are

still not adequate to allow her to flnish her studles in a short

time. Under economic and family pressure, she has had to take any

job she could get, despite low wages.
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Language also affects ImmIgrant women ln the workplace. For

example, women worklng ln factor les are unable to communlcate ln

French or English with their colleagues and supervlsors. They are

often treated unfalrly, or mlsunderstood in arguments. Sometlmes,

regardless of their health, they are forced to work overtlme to

meet factory deadlines. They work long hours and have no tlme to

improve their language skills. The Chlnese Famlly ServIce of

Greater Montreal has negotlated with factory workers' unIon and the

Minister of ImmigratIon to initiate a program whereby the unIon

gives workers pald tlme to learn French from 4:00 to 6:00pm. Slnce

1992, this French language course has been glven twice a week for

a maximum of 200 hours.

The women who have taken the French courses say that they can

now communlcate with thelr children and voice thelr concerns ln the

factory. They are much more respected by thelr chlldren as well as

by thelr colleagues and supervlsors.

The Idea that a scholar ls a first-class cItIzen is still

rooted ln Chlnese socIety. Most Chlnese mothers ln Montreal push

thelr daughters as well as their sons to excel ln school. For

example, there are scholarshlps awarded to young Chlnese students.

One of the Chinese Youth Scholarshlps ls donated by a group of rlch

Chinese business men who entrust the Chlnese Cathollc Church wlth

the funds. Every year, the Church's SelectIon Commlttee chooses

flve outstandlng Chlnese students from all the hlgh schools ln

Hontreal. Cecilia Lai (see Appendlx Ill, member of the Committee sald:

Durlng the last few years, it has become very
competi~ive. The students' academic performance has been
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Dur Ing the last few years, 1t has become very
competltlve. The students' academic performance has been
very simi1ar. The averages of the students were 97', 96',
95',... Jt was very hard to judge them because the
appllcants a1most a11 had the same marks. Therefore,
startlng 1ast year, we not on1y 100ked at thelr academic
achlevements, but a1so measured thelr extra-curricu1ar
and social activlties as we11 as other rewards won
outside of schoo1. For examp1e, 1ast year, the one who
won first prlze was the Canadlan judo champion anC he
will represent Canada ln the next 01ymplc Games. The one
who won the fourth prlze won many contest ln the piano
contest ..• The 1ast few years, glr1s have won more tlmes
than boys.

Shlr1ey Tarn (see Appendix II) stated that most Chlnese mothers

encourage their chl1dren to learn the Chinese language and culture

and to participate in Chlnese community activities. Many are

vo1unteers in Chinese schoo1s. There are more than 2500 Chinese

students attending Chlnese language and culture classes on week-

ends in seven Chinese schoo1s in Montreal.

The Chinese Catho1ic Schoo1 is the oldest (1957-) and biggest

of a11 the Chinese schoo1s. It has more than a thousand

students whose mother tongue is Cantonese. The principal, staff and

95 per cent of the teachers are fema1es. The Metropo1itan

Montreal Chinese Schoo1 is the first Mandarin Chinese schoo1. It

has existed for 18 years and is the on1y one that registered

with the Ministry of Education to give credit courses. Yin-Ru Hsu

(see Appendix II) said:

In the beginning, both federa1 and provincial
governments financed Chinese schoo1s under the
mu1ticu1tura1 education program. But slnce three years
ago when ~overnments funds were cut, Chinese schoo1s are
se1f-supportlng and thls schoo1 has 482 students so there
is no finance prob1em. The schoo1 has 25 classes, 26
teachers and on1y three of them are male.
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In general, today's Chinese immigrant women are different from

those of the pasto They are u.ore liberated and active. They have

achieved economic independe~ce through education. Thus, they

are able to make their own personal choices and have the right to

make family decisions.

Indiyiduals

"NorIa," "Lilia" and "Roying" are the three women whom 1

have chosen as case studies because they represent three different

cohorts of Chinese women in Montreal. NorIa is a retired senior

citizen of the Town of Mont-Royal and has done volunteer work in

both Canadian and Chinese organizations. She represents

Canadianized Canadian-born Chinese women. Lilia has been ln Canada

for over 25 years and owns a small busIness ln N.D.G. During the

1970s, the political tension between Communist China and Taiwan

made many Chinese seek refuge overseas. Lilia's family rapresents

a large number of Chinese families that came during that time.

Lilia's story is the saddest and most co~~licated of aIl the three

and is known by most of the older immigrants from Taiwan. The story

not only reveals her personal and family life, but it also shows

how the Chinese community helped her and demonstrates Canadian

society's attitudes toward poor widows and single mothers. Roying

is the youngest woman of the three. She lives in St-Laurent. Her

story represents those newly-arrived immigrant women from the

Chinese mainland. They are very competent and able to overcome
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thelr dlfflcultles relatively quickly. Each of these three women is

dlfferent from the others in terms of age, family, politlcal and

educational background. Pseudonyms have been used to protect their

privacy.

Norla

As a third generation Chinese-Canadian, Norl? is fully

integrated into Canadian society. She attributes this facility to

her parents' giving priority to her education while raising her.

Her story is representative of many earlier Chinese immigrants who

considered education extremely important. Their encouragement and

support have made a positive impact on their chlldren's lives.

Norla's views also illustrate many thoughts and attitudes towards

life shared by numerous fully Canadianized Chinese.

My grandfather came to Montreal in 1893. He came
from the United states and my grandmother came from Hong
Kong. My father came to Montreal to work as a house boy
at age 18. My mother was born here. She supported herself
while getting an education and learned to play the piano
too. She was a soloist in a Church choir. My father did
not have much education, yet he was nonetheless very
capable and never let it hinder him. My father spoke
English well, without an accent. He learned to speak
English from an English lady at a Protestant Church. He
became an insurance agent at the Sun-Life Insurance
Company. He was the Hrst Chinese insurance agent in
Montreal. He also opened a restaurant in Chinatown. He
was a good provider and never asked us to help in the
family business. He wanted us to be educated. He
encouraged both his daughters and sons academically. If
1 had wanted to be a doctor like my brother, my father
would gladly have let me. However, girls were not as
ambitious then as they are today. Due to peer pressure,
marriage was consid",red more important than a profession •
Becoming a nurse was considered appropriate for a girl.
My sist~r applied to the ROYal Victoria program to be a
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nurse but she was refused. So she went to Toronto to
finished her nurse's training, then went to Chengdou ln
1939 to work. There she met my brother-ln-law. He was a
doctor. I too became a nurse. In 1942, I was the first
Chinese woman to enter the nurse training program at the
"Royal Vic."

After graduation, I married a gentleman from
Shanghai. I did not work, but stayed home and took care
of our four children. In 1963, as my children no longer
occupied my time, I enrolled at Concordia Unive::sity.
Then I continued to study at HcGill. In 1982, I obtained
a teacher's certificate enabling me to teach English as
a Second Language. From 1982 to 1988, my husband went to
Taiwan to teach at Tai-Ta University. Heanwhile I taught
English at both the Chinese Culture University and Taiwan
Normal University. Also, we visited China in 1982. It was
the first time my husband had been back to China in fort y
years. We returned a second time.

Besides teaching, I have done much volunteer work.
I was the President of Royal Victoria Alumnae Association
and on the board of YWCA. I was president of the latter
in 1968. In 1975, sorne friends and 1 started a Chinese
family service centre under the Ville Harie Social
Service Centre. Later other social workers continue( the
service and it became an independent social service for
the Chinese community. From 1988 to 1991, I worked in the
Chinese United Centre. Since my husband's death in 1992,
I am retired.

I play golf, visit friends and my families. Hy two
daughters and sons were very good children, good students
and I did not have any serious problems raising them.
Now, they all have their careers and family. However,
today's society has a stronger influence on the younger
generation than before. It is much harder for parents to
raise children now because they have less influence over
them.

I don't encounter any dlfficulties socially. I have
friends from Many different backgrounds. Their ethnie
backgrounds do not affect my relationship with them in
any way. Although I only speak English, I don't have any
probl('ms communicating with people. I only learned a
little Handarin when I was in Taiwan; Most of my friends
speak English with me.

Although I am a feminist and am ·.ery actively
involved in the YWCA in helping the women's movement, I
still think it is worthy for women to stay home and raise
their cbildren properly. I don't view it as necessarily
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negative, it is a personal choice. A lot of women don't
want to be cons idered as feminists. They think that
feminists are misogynists, aggressive and radical. They
have the wrong image of feminists.

NorIa did not encounter any majo~ difficulties while growing

up, neither in her education nor in her marriage, and she

attributes this to her support ive parents. Indeed, both her

grandparents and her parents made a great difference in Norla's and

her sibl1ngs' lives. As in the lives of many earlier immigrants,

the first generation struggled and endured more hardships than the

subsequent generations and this is still true.

Lilia, a first generation immigrant in Canada, was not as

fortunate as NorIa for she had to overcome many hardships.

Lilia

Lilia was born in China in 1934 and educated in Taiwan. Since

she has been in Canada, she experienced sickness, the death of her

husband and the difficulties of b~ing a single mother. She

struggled against poverty and prejudice. Her story was chosen

because it illustrates the importance of education in overcoming

obstacles. Her exper iences are shared not only by other female

Chinese immigrants, but also by many other women immigrants who

have come to Canada.

The following excerpts from the interview have been translated

from Mandarin.

During the 1970s, Taiwan and Communist China fought over who

should represent China in the United Nations. When Communist China

entered the U.N. in 1972, Taiwan lost its membership to many other
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Internatlonal organlzatlons as weIl and was denled state status by

many countrles. People Ilvlng ln Talwan were afrald of the

Communlst Invaslon and rushed to move off the lsland. Overseas

Chlnese also wanted to flnd a secure country ln whlch to settle

down, Instead of returnlng to Talwan. Lllla's famlly was among the

Overseas Chlnese who had roots ln Talwan and a relatlonshlp wlth

the Natlonallsts.

People who are born ln Canada take the prlvlleges and beneflts

of Canadlan cltlzenshlp for granted. Most Immlgrants must go

through many dlfflcult prC'cedures before obtalnlng them. Lilla

beglns her story by telllng us how her famlly carne to Canada.

In 1969, our famlly travelled to Montreal and
applled for Immlgratlon status. Before It was approved,
my husband was offered a job ln England and we went to
London Instead of waltl~g here wlthout a job. At that
tlme, our passports had almost explred, so we asked
Talwan's Mlnlstry of Forelg~ Affalrs to extend them. They
dld not reply. An Engllsh frlend from my husband's
workplace helped us by call1ng the Chlnese Embassy ln
London to lssue our passports. The Chlnese Embassy agreed
to lssue the new passports for us. At that tlme, there
was much polltlcal tenslon between Chlna and Talwan. If
we had become cltlzens of Chlna, my father la general ln
Taiwan's Army service) ani my famlly would have been ln
a very dlfflcult posltion. The Talwanese government mlght
have accused us of politlcal Involvement. Then, my
famlly's ~ltuation would have been dangerous. We dared
not communlcate further wi th the Chlnese embassy and were
scared to contlnue stayln~ ln London. Therefore we
returned to Montreal in April, 1970, before our passports
expired.

While we were waiting for immigrant status, Father
Tou from the Chlnese Catholic Misslon helped us obtaln
permlts to stay in Montreal. 1 had my fourth chlld on
December 18, 1970. The delivery was very olfficult and 1
lost too much blood. 1 had to stay in the hospltal longer
than was normal. We had to pay aIl the expenses as our
Immigration permits had not been appraved yet. On January
22, 1971, our Immlgration permlts were lssued and my
husband ~earned that he had passed the Canadian Medlcal
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Board exam, becoming qualified to work in Montreal as a
doctor.

Had matters rested there, Lilia's life would have been a happy

one. Unfortunately, that was not to be. Her husband's sudden death

left Lilia in a very miserable ~nd poor situation. She recalled:

ln February, 1971, we celebrated Chinese New Year's
Eve by invitlng a few friends over. As soon as the guests
left, my husband told me that he had to go to the
hospital. 1 was shocked and sensed the serlousness of his
illness •.. so we went to the Royal Victoria Hospital. My
husband had to stay ln the Hospltal and 1 had to go home
to take care of my chlldren. It was too late to call
anybody to help me. l remember there was a storm that
night. It was freezing cold. The road was very lcy and
sllppery, 1 could not walk. Whenever 1 stood up, 1 fell
down again. As 1 kept crawling, 1 lost sensation in my
toes and fingers. Normally, it only takes 20 minutes to
walk home. That night it took me two hours.

The next morning when 1 went to the hospi tal, 1
found out that my husband had liver cancer •.. A doctor
told me that they did tests on my husband and found out
that an operation would not help hlm at all, suddenly 1
felt the blood drain from my head towards my toes. When
1 woke up 1 found mysel f lyin3 on my bed wi th many
Chinese women around me. 1 also found a group of Chinese
men in my living room. Father Tou had sent the Church's
members there.

Father Tou went to the hospi tal to talk to my
husband and asked him to write his will and give me the
power of attorney. 1 would be able to withdraw the money
from the bank in New York. Since 1 had never gone
anywhere in North America alone, and 1 did not have a
visa allowlng me to go to the U.S., Father Tou wrote a
letter to the immigration office asking for a special
permi t.

He also accompanied me to New York to get the money
that would pay for the funeral expenses. After 1 came
back from New York, 1 spent the last day in the hospital
with my husband. 1 was holding him while he was dying. As
soon as the nurse removed his body from my arms, 1 lost
consciousness. When 1 regained consciousness two days
later, my apartment was full of people. They had come to
take care of the chlldren and myself as weIl as ta
arrange my husband's funeral. There were Chinese,
Hungari~ns, Greeks and many others 1 did not know.
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After my husband dled, the land lord asked us to move
out for fear 1 would not pay the rent. One of my frlends
helped me look for an apartment. We vlslted 32
apartments, but no one wanted us as tenants. At that
tlme, 1 had four chlldren aged elght, four, two years and
two months. 1 had no marketable job skllls. Flnally, we
moved to a 75 dollar month basement and one of my frlends
slgned the guarantee.

For most Immlgrants, learnlng a new language ls an Important

step towards Integratlng Into Canadlan soclety. In Lllla's case,

she not only had to learn a forelgn language, but also had to learn

a marketable job sklll ln order to support her famlly. In addltlon,

she had to deal wlth the hardshlps of ralslng chlldren. Her story

shows the many obstacles a slngle mother faces when she goes back

to school.

Father Tou advlsed me to take a French course
offered by the Immlgratlon office. 1 would recelve famlly
allowance whlle studylng. However, 1 could not learn any
French because whenever 1 entered the classroom 1 would
begln crylng. After a week, the teacher proposed 1 leave
whenever 1 felt llke crylng. She would not mark me absent
so 1 could contInue recelvlng the famlly aUowance check.
Then, 1 declded to Improve my Engllsh. 1 hoped It would
be easler than French because 1 had learned a llttle
Engllsh ln Talwan.

Every mornlng 1 woke up at 5.00. 1 had to prepare
mllk and aU the food for the baby and lunches for
everyone else. 1 would flrst take the baby to the baby
sltter before brlnglng my two chlldren to my Engllsh
course and lettlng my eldest daughter go to school by
herself. The three of us travelled by bus and durlng the
trlp, both chlldren would eat thelr breakfasts whlle 1
combed and bralded thelr halr. At the school, I would
take them to thelr nursery class whlle 1 went to my
classroom. Durlng lunch tlme, 1 would feed the chlldren
and eat whatever was left for me after they had flnlshed.
~fter classes, 1 would plck them up, go home, cook and
bôthe them. Then, 1 would do my homework.

After flnlshlng my Engllsh course, 1 took an
accountlng course ~ffered by Hanpower at a hlgh school.
The cour~e was from 7:00 to 10:00 at nlght. Every evenlng
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• before l left for class, l would set three different
coloured alarm clocks. The ringing of the white alarm
announced the beginning of the chlldren's television
program l had chosen for them to watch. The blue alarm
reminded Lucia to feed the baby a bottle of milk, and the
yellow one signalled her to change the baby's diaper.
When l came home, l would bathe them and put them to bed
before 11. 00 p. m. Usually, my neighboun. and fr iends
would check on them during my absence.

l remembered how the teacher used to pick on me.
Every time he asked me a question, l could not answer. He
asked me questions often, believing me to be the worst
student. He thought that if l could understand, then the
other students must also understand. This upset me and
one day as l discussed it with a group of classmates, a
solution was found. My classmates suggested l prepare a
note in English explaining the difflculty language was
causing in my accounting studies and read it to him.

Next class, l was very careful in reading my note.
l said that l could not answer his questions only because
l did not understand English well. Thus my inability co
answer was not a sign of my ignorance of accounting
concepts. In fact l had already covered 1Il0st of the
lIlaterial before in Taiwan. He was furious and said,
"Fine, come to the board and do this problem. If you can
prove that you know the material, l will stop bothering
you." The exercise was on the Trial Balance. l went to
the board, illY mind blank. Yet l wanted to show him that
l knew how to do it. l blocked everything out and focused
on the problem on the board. Finally, l was able to work
it out correctly. He came to me, shook my hand and, from
then on, he never bothered me again.

After she graduated from the training program, Lilia found a

job. But her children often got sick and she had to quit. Lilia's

case was just like that of most women who have family

responsibilities which greatly llmit their employment

•
possibilities. With younger children, Lilia had to be self­

employed. Despite the help of friends and her father who was still

in Taiwan, she experienced many dlfflculties. She attributed her

hardship to Inadequate language skllls and the lack of special

knowledge in.Canadlan business. She said:

82



•

•

When we moved into the triplex, l found that thcre
were three unpacked boxes of merchandise my father had
given to me. A friend and l discovered that the three
boxes were full of small Chinese gift items. Christmas
was near. My friend helped me sell them to her frlends
and l made $300. l sent back the $300 to my father and
asked him to buy some more merchandise. When the
merchandise arrived, Father Tou bought it for the
Church's bazaar and pald me $500. l agaln sent my father
the money and asked for more goods. This tlme the goods
were.not sent directly to my home, instead, l had to plck
them up at the Canada Customs Offlce and pay duty because
the goods were over the 500 Dollar 11mlt. l did not know
how to do it. At thls point, l met M•. Lal, from Hong
Kong who had much experience in import.ing and exportlng
of goods. He helped me fl11 out all the forms needed for
the goods to pass through customs.

Later, Mr. Lal helped me flnd a lawyer so l could
offlclally open a company in whlch he was an equal
partner. In 1972, we found a place ln a shopping ma11 to
open a glft shop. The businessoccupled a lot of my time,
50 l asked soclal servlces to flnd foster parents to take
care of the two youngest children. They were fostered for
four years and came back home when they started school.

In 1975, the shop was forced to close because of the
problem of relocatlon. l dld not know that the landlord
had informed us to change locatlons. Mr. Lai had not told
me. When l went to see our company lawyer, l also found
out that Mr. Lai had named himself president while l was
only recognized as a secretary. He owned half of the
company's shares whlch ln reality should have belonged to
me. l told the lawyer that Mr. Lai had cheated me. The
lawyer sald that when we had both come to slgn the
contract l had nodded my head ln agreement to all that
was sald. l told him that l did not understand Engllsh
then. l had mlstakenly trusted Mr. Lal to handle our
affairs. l declded to sue Mr. Lai and asked the lawyer to
help me. He referred me to another lawyer yet, It was a
hopeless case because l had signed my name to every
paper.

In 1976, Mr. Lai got half of the company's shares.
He opened another shop and we separated our buslness. In
1978 my company participated :~ an exhibition to promote
Chinese (Taiwanese) products at Place des Arts and l
opened a shop there. In 1980 my company became an agent
of the General Chamber of Commerce of the Republic of
China (Taiwan). My company participated in many
exhibitions and shows in many places as we11 as in
various.trade fairs.
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In 1985, 1 used my big house in N.D.G. to open a
day care centre. 1t was only opened three weeks. 1
decided to close i t because the children were continually
flghting with each other and the teachers could not
control them. Later, my housekeeper suggested 1 open a
senior citizens' home. 1 found elderly people very quiet
and much easier to take care of than children. So,in the
beginning, 1 joined Villa Maria Social Services and
worked with them. Seeing older people everyday, 1 felt
very depressed. In 1986, 1 decided to open the extra
rooms to tourists.

In 1989, 1 bought two triplexes, rebuilt, and
renovated them according to the city laws. There, 1
opened a private senior citizens home. In 1990, 1 sold my
business at Place des Arts. Now 1 manage my businesses
well. 1 have doctors and ambulances nearby. The elderly
people are well cared for. My rooms for tourists are
also renting well. 1 hire people to work for me and
language is not a problem any more.

Lilia's strong and compassionate personality was demonstrated

in the way she accompanied her husband to the hospital and cared

for her children at home. She had to overcome many difficulties to

survive in the Canadian society after her husband's sudden death.

Despite her helplessness and poverty, she preferred to stay alone

in Canada to raise her children rather than return to Taiwan, or to

remarry. This shows her devotion to her husband and her great

strength and will1ngness to take on a hardship that was almost

impossible for a woman wi th four toddlers and no language or

m~rket~ble job skills. Lilia's hard work, courage, self-denial and

intelligence show that women have the potential to be independent

and capable of achieving their goals. Another factor contributing

to her success was the Canadian government's immigration policy at

that time whereby recent immigrants were offered language and :lob

training. She also benefitted from social services usually reserved

for indepenqent immigrants because of her status as a single
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mother. Meanwhile, her business flourished because of the special

rates the Taiwanese government offered her on merchandise. Her

business acumen also enabled her to take advantage of the economic

recession of the early 1980s. She purchased old houses at cheap

priees and subsequently renovated and transformed them into hotels

and senior citizens' homes. She also got subventions from the city

of Montreal to complete these projects in the late 1980s.

Lilia's story reflects the economic situation of both

Nationalist Taiwan and Canada. Taiwan has emerged as an economic

power on the international scene since the 1980s while Canada

suffered from a recession in the early 1980s. In addition, Lllia's

adaptability allowed her to change from a traditlonal Chinese woman

to a successful entrepreneur. Roying's story is dlffercnt.

Boying

Roying came to Canada as a visiting scholar at the McGlll

Faculty of Education. She was sponsored by a McGlll medical

prof essor who had visited China in 197E. At that Ume she ...,as

teaching English at Beijing University and became a translator and

interpreter for him. After one year of studies, she found her

language skills were not good enough to enable her to finish her

degree as she had planned at the beginning. She had to work harder

and spend more time to prepare her assignments. She couId not

afford to continue her studies. For economic and family reasons,

she had to find any availab12 job to stay in Montreal. She worked

very hard and saved enough money te bring her daughter, husband and
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mother to Canada in 1992.

Roying's story typifies those of the modern Chinese female

students who come to Montreal alone, then sponsor their families to

come. Their success is attributed to their education in China.

However the conflict between Chinese traditional female roles and

We~tern women's liberty remains a problem. Roying gave her opinions

about this matter while telling her story (translated from

Mandar in) .

Chinese women who immigrate to Canada are eager to
adopt Canadian ways of living which are very liberating
compared to traditional patriarchal Chinese society.
Their potential can be developed here. When they compare
their status here wi th that of women in China, they
realize how much better off they are in Canada. On the
positive side, they gain independence and power as th~y

become bread-winners of thefamlly. However, on the
negative side, they must assume responsibility for their
husbands, children and parents. Family crises and
divorces are often the result when the wives arrive in
Canada before their husbands.

l maintain my tradltional Chinese female role. l
worked as a janitor in a restaurant because my inability
to speak Cantonese prevented me from being hired as a
waitress. l had to take on odd jobs and worked as a
domest ic servant, a cleaning lady and a housekeeper.
Finally, l found a job cooking and cleaning in an English
lady's house. She provided me ~ith food and board. In
fact, we became friends.

1 worked very hard, saved $30,000 in three years and
helped my husband and daughter come to Canada. 1 also
helped my husband establish a small business. 1 hard1y
spent any money except for groceries. 1 had everything
e1se 1 needed brought from China. In 1992, 1 joined Sun
Life of Canada as a life insurance representative and 1
sponsored my mother to come to Canada. Hy mother he1ped
me take care of my daughter. 1 could work lonçer hours
than ever; 1 earned the highest commission among Sunlife
repre~entatives in Canada in 1993. Host of my customers
are from China. They feel insurance is important and are
willing to pay for it no matter how hard they must work •

In.the beginning, my husband cou1d not get used to
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Canadian life. We argued a lot. But now since I can
provlde a comfortable life for the family, my husband has
agreed to stay here. We are plannlng to buy a house where
we will 11ve with my mother and our daughter. My daughter
is unhappy because we hardly see each other.

Roying tried very hard to keep her female role ln the faml1y

and society according to Chinese traditlon. Being a wife, mother

and career woman is certainly not easy. She has had to work very

hard to bring her family here. She feels that pursulng a career has

conflicted with her abillty to fulfill the trad1tional Chinese

woman's role. Although her husband and her mother take care of her

daughter, she still feels guilty that she cannot spend more tlme

with her. Her situation is becoming increasingly common among

professional women, yet thls conflict ls never felt by professlonal

husbands and fathers.

However, Roying's education and training during the Cultural

Revolution have had a great impact on her. She was involved ln the

Red Guard Revolution. She also wl tnessed the Tlannamen Square

massacre on June 4, 1989. She does not adhere to any rellgion. In

keeping with Mao's theories, she is atheist and believes people

have to work hard to get what they want. Mao radically changed

Chinese mentalitles, especially concerning women. Women were freed

from the bondage Inherent ln the old tradltions and absorbed the

new attitudes of modern socletles.

Summary

The three women's stories show sorne slmilar characteristics .

AlI three women hold positive attitudes and belleve ln the
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importance of education. Meanwhile they are also devoted to thelr

famIlles and try to instlll Chinese values ln their chlldren. AlI

three had to struggle to attaln thelr goals because of thelr

gender. Even NorIa, who was fortunate compared to LIlla and Roylng,

still gave up her profession and stayed at home to ralse her

chlldren because it was the mentality of her times. She was able to

go back to unIversIty and change professIons because of ~er good

language skills, hlgher Canadian education and family supp0rt. AlI

these factors helped her to advance herself after so many years of

stayln~ at home. LIlla is the most unlucky one of the three. She

has had the most setbacks ln llfe yet, she overcame aIl the

hardshlps and flnally achleved her goals. As an entrepreneur, she

feels that Canada ls still the best place to live and develop one's

potentlal. Roylng is the young~st and most recent Immigrant woman

among the three. She was able to attaln lndependence ln a short

perlod because of her education and traInIng in ChIna which

prepared her to accept new challenges and work hard. Compared to

LIlla, she was able to achleve her llfe goals more easlly because

her Engllsh skllis are valuable ln the workpiace. She aiso has

fewer famlly responslbliities because she receives help from her

mother and her husband.

Lilla and Roylng both preserve more Chlnese culture and

soclalize more wlth other Chlnese than NorIa who ls more

Canadlanlzed. NorIa partlclpates ln varlous non-Chlnese socIal,

polltlcal and educatlonal actlvltles. In partlcular, she 1s more

open ln her discussion of personal and famlly problems, women's
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19~ues and retirement as weIl as social problems concernlng the

younger generation.

In general, Chinese immigrant women are similar to aIl other

Immigrant women in their adaptation to Canadian society. They are

affected by national and provincial immigration policies, their own

personal characleristics and their family backgrounds as weIl as by

their education. These case studies showed that aIl three women

have improved their personal and public lives through education .
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Chapter v

Summary and Conclusions

One hundred and thirty five years age, in 1860, the fir::;t

Chinese woman arrived in Victoria. Her arrivaI marked the beginning

of the Chinese family in Canada and the establishment of the

Chinese community. Throughout the community's development, the

experience of its women remained a mystery: the voices of Chinese­

Canadian women were hardly ever heard. Their silence was an

extension of a thousand-year-old tradition in which women's lives

were entirely dictated by men.

Traditionally, Chinese women were tolerant, passive and

submissive. In addition to their illiteracy, they suffered from

physical torture and emotional pain, for example, a thousand-years

of foot-blndlng, unhappy-marriages, and Inequallty ln the family

and soclety. In reactlon to that negatlve envlronment, they learned

to manage money wlsely, to work hard, to establlsh very strong tles

to their famlly, and to preserve Chinese culture and traditions ln

their lives and childrearlng customs. Thelr Chlnese upbringlng

continued to affect them when they joined thelr husbands ln Canada.

In order to understand the hlstory of Chlnese women ln Canada, the

hlstory of Chlnese men must be known.

The hlstory of Chlnese men ln Canada was marked by prejudlce

and hostillty. The antl-Chlnese pressure, ln the early days, led

the federal and provlnclal governments to adopt many dlscrlmlnatory
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pollcies t;owards the Chinese. Thus, they were the only immigrant

group which was officially discriminated against for over 82 years

(from 1885 to 19G7). The "head tax" was enacted by the federa1

government in 1885 after the Canadian Pacifie Railway was finished.

This head tax made it very difficult for the Chinese labourers to

bring their wives to Canada. Furthermore, the Exclusion Act of 1923

excluded Chinese from migrating to Canada from 1923 to 194G. In

fact, these two severe Chinese Immigration Acts prevented Chinese

women from joining their husbands in Canada and resulted in

Canadian Chinatowns becoming "bachelor societies". This situation

was changed onl~· after 1947 when the 1923 Act was repealed and

Chinese Canadians could reunite with their families. However, even

then, Chinese-Canadians continued to be subjected to many other

discriminatory immigration regulations until 1967.

From 1967 to 1978, the new immigration policy, the point

system, was gradually implemented. Many Chinese from different

places migrated to Canada because of the threat of a civil war

between the Chinese Communists and the Nationalists in Taiwan. Most

of the Chinese women who came to Canada during this period were

sponsored, but were treated as second class immigrants. Indeed,

they did not qualify for certain type~ of financial aid available

to independent immigrants. In 1978, the point system was officially

imp1emented and replaced aIl the earlier niscriminatory practices.

Thus, after 1978 many more Chinese women came to Canada as

independent immigrants. They were able to gain access to training

programs and benefit from social services, wh1:ch helped them
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integrate into Canadian society more easily than earl ier

generations of women immigrants.

However, many Chinese immigrant women still f~ce difficulties

integrating into Canadian society. Inadequate language skills arp

a major obstacle, especia1ly for those immigrants who want to

devel0l> their potential through higher education. Women who are

sponsored by their relatives or husbands may also have particular

difficulties because they could be Ineligible for government

financial aid to atter,j training programs. Lack o~ fluency in

English or French and lack of professional training are serious

barriers to their economic independence.

In Montreal, there were approximately 40,000 people of Chinese

origin in 1991. Flfty two per cent of these were women. Of these,

35 women were lnterviewed and three told the!r storles in detail.

Their autobiograhlcal accounts reveal immigrant women's problems

and concerns as weIl as illustrate the importance of education in

helping women achieve self-fulfillment. The stories of NorIa, Lilla

and Roying exemplify the experiences of third-generation and first­

generation Chinese immigrant women of today.

NorIa, a third-generation Chinese-Canadian, was the first

Chinese woman to enter the nurse trainIng program at the Royal

VictorIa Hospital in 1942. By then, the Chinese were less

discr iminated against and NorIa exper ienced less hardsh i p than

earller Chinese immigrants. She was also able to integrate more

fully into Canadian society because of her family background and

Canadian educatIon.
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LIlla 15 a flr5t generatlon Chlne5e ImmIgrant. She experlenced

more dlfflcultles than the other Chlnese ImmIgrant women of the

1970s because of her husband's sudden death leavlng her wlth four

young chlldren. Fortunately, wlth the help of her famlly ln TaIwan,

her Canadlan frlends anè the Chlnese communlty, she was able to

overcome her dlfflcultles. In addItIon, she also beneflted from

Canada Manpower's language and job traInIng courses as weIl as

Québec socIal servIces. Her flnanclal acumen contrlbuteè to her

success ln the busIness world. Besldes the support of the Talwanese

government, she also profltted from low prIees durlng the economlc

recesslon ln Canada to re-dIrect her busIness.

Roylng 15 from maln1and ChIna where eguallty between men and

women ls apparent through the dlst:clbutlon of work. Roylng 15

typlcal of women from malnland ChIna who, in the last decade, have

adapted to Canadian socIety relatlvely easlly. They are more

accustomed to hardshlp and more willing to accept challenges. ThIs

ls in contrast to the investors from TaIwan or Hong Kong (several

of whom were interviewedJ.

All the women in the case studies believe that women can be

empowered by education. Education enables theili to develop their

potential and become productive citizens whose stories can help

others in society to understand our world better and encourage them

in their struggles. It 15 very important that the traditional

silence of Chinese women be broken. The telling and recording of

life stories can contribute to the rurther education of Chinese

Canad1an women. These three biographies, whlle typical, do not
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encompass all the experiences of Cninese Canadian women. There are

many more stories to be told. Perhaps the format of indivldual ca:5e

histories may be used in the future as an example or prototype from

which others may learn.

Untll recent~y, there has been a pauclty of research about

Chinese-Canadian women. There are many areas which still need to ne

examined:

1. The stories of the elderly Chinese women who endured a

long separation and then had to pay the head tax to enter Canada.

2. The situation of women who have no choice but to work in

factories or menial jobs.

3. The difficulties of the investors from Hong Kong and Taiwan

who are an important group bringing money into Canada and creating

new jobs.

4. The problems of immigrant women in their marriages and the

conflicts between being a traditional Chinese woman and being a

Chinese-Canadian woman.

5. The difficulties encountered by Chinese immigrant children

and adolescents in Canadian schools.

6. The achievements of students who attend Chinese schools

compared to that of students who do not attend heritage programs.

Findings on these issues will greatly facilitate government

policy-making in economics, social services, multicultural

education and immigration.

Although Bissoondath (October, 1994) states that

multiculturalism has negative effects on the culture of immigrants,
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preserve their culture. Flrst generation Chinese immigrants usua11y

maintùln close ties with their fami1ies in the mother country. For

examp1e, they often send their chllùren to vislt China. Their

strong links to their fami1ie~ and friends in China encourage them

to succeed in their careers and to emphasize their chlldren's

education. Indeed, their reputation among friends and famlly in

China depends on their success in their adopted home1and (This

situation 1s a1so observed among Portuguese immigrants as

demonstrated by the research of Anderson and Higgs, 1976). As a

resu1t, second generation Chinese immigrants are usua11y high

achlevers; however, they are a1so 1ess traditiona1 and do not

preserve ~helr culture.

The recent history of Chinese i~lgrants in North America and

the1r aspirations for the future may be seen in microcosm in the

fo11owlng statement made by a third-generation Chinese student:

My grandfather was
Pacifie Rai1way, my
restaurant, l want
conferences.

a labourer who bull t the Canad ian
father is a businessman who owns a
to be a scholar who speaks at

•

Indeed, the student traces her family's rise from lowly labourer to

respected scholar, a success achieved through education. The

progress ion towards prosper i ty and professionalism through

education is apparent. F.R. Scott wou1d rejoice to know that Canada

has provided more opportunities for them than what was "written in

the Chinese Immigration Act" •
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Appendix l

CONSENT FORH

For aIl research undertaken by a member of the Faculty of

Education, McGi11 University, the Research Eth1cs Committee

requires, as a rule, a written consent of aIl participants. This

measure is only meant to assure total respect and conf1dent1ality

for the participants.

l freely accept to participate in this study, l grant Sharon Li, a

M.A. student of Administration and Policy Studies in Educat1on,

permission to use, for research pur poses only, aIl personal

information furn1shed. In return she ls to keep under the seal of

secrecy the informat1on contained in th1s questionnaire or

interv1ew.

Signature: Date: _
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Appendix II

List of Interviewees

1. CynthIa Lam Is the General Director of the Chinese Fami1y

Service. She came from Taiwan and graduated from McGi11 University

in SocIal Work. She has worked in the Se.cvIce since 1981. She

speaks Mandarin, Cantonese, English and French.

2. Wei Wu is the Vice President of the Long Life AssocIation

(Centre Man-Sau Des Atnés Chinois), a sub-organization of the

Chinese Famlly Social Service in Great Montreal. She is also a

member of the Chinese Catholic Mission and presently lives in the

Senior Citizen Home of the Chinese Catholic Church in Chinatown.

She was an actre!'ls and was featured in many movies which were

produced in Taiwan, Hong Kong and Montreal. She speaks Mandarin,

Cantonese and sorne Eng1ish.

3. Yin-Ru Hsu is a teacher and administrator, who takes care

of the finances of the Montreal Metropo1itan Chinese School. Her

husband is the principal. She and her fami1y immigrated to Canada

in 1967. She stayed at home to raise the chi1dren and he1ped with

her husband 's business. She graduated from a special business

col1ege in Taiwan. She has adequate language ski11s to function

professiona11y and socia11y.

4. Florence Fan is an administrator in the Montreal

Metropoiitan Chinese School. She immigrated to Montreal with her

fami1y in 1971. She graduated from McGi11 University with a

Master's Degree in Education and worked there. Now, she is retired

from McGi11, lives a10ne and does vo1untary work for the Chinese
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community.

S. Ming-Sinm NG is the responsible person for three senior

citizens' homes of Chinese Catholl~ Chur ch in Chinatown. Sne and

her husband, Deacon Wang, have worked for the elderly pt~opl(' in the

Chinese Catholic Mission =or more than lS years. Mrs. Wang also

teaches French on a voluntary bases on week-ends. She learned her

French in the University of Fribourg, Switzerland. SIle also

graduated from the Quebec Hotel Management S~hool and worked as a

hotel manager for many years. She has adequate language skills both

in Canadian official languages and Chinese dialects.

6. Cecilia Lai worked in the Chinese Catholic School as the

principal from 1987 to 1990. In 1989, she was the chairperson of

the Third National Conference on Chinese Education in Canada held

in Montreal. The Conference is held every two years and gets funds

from the Multiculturalism and Citizenship Canada and the donations

of Chinese communities.

7. Shirley Tam, a member of the Chinese Catholic Mission where

she has done a lot of voluntary work. Since she was a teacher in

Hong Kong and her Engllsh is good, she often translates Church

documents from Chinese into Engllsh. Sometimes she acts as an

interpreter for the Church's big celebrations when there are

~nglophones present. Presently, she is a teacher of handicapped

children in Montreal.

8. Huei-Fen Chan was the President of Taibec Investment Group

in 1992. Now, she is a representative of Sun-Life Insurance Company

and an organizer of a social group for new immigrant Chi/lese women.
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