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Preface

This report offers an analysis of immigrant women
in contemporary Canadian society which begins from
their own perspective. It is written for those who find
existing theories on immigrant groups unsatisfactory
in illuminating the lives of immigrant women.

The data generated for this study were gathered
from interviews conducted in two stages: first in 1976
and then in 1979-80. The women interviewed were
mainly from rural or semi-rural backgrounds in indus-
trially underdeveloped countries. Their husbands
migrated to Canada to fill skilled or semi-skilled blue
collar jobs, and many of the women, out of financial
necessity, also found themselves in the immigrant job
ghettos.

While the majority of the women we interviewed
were from Italian, Portuguese, and Spanish back-
grounds, we deliberately did not restrict our infor-
mants to particular ethnic groups. We found that,
despite their divergent cultural backgrounds, they all
shared remarkably similar experiences in Canada,
especially if they spoke little or no English.

Most of the 1976 interviews were conducted in the
mother tongue of the informants and recorded in
English. The later group of interviews was conducted
in English in the presence of an interpreter, but trans-
lation was only necessary whén the informant wanted
to express a particularly difficult concept or a com-
plicated situation. We are indebted to all the women
who generously shared their experience with us. In the
report, their names have been changed to protect their
identity.

Thanks are also due to the Wintario field officer
Patty Jacobs, for her encouragement and assistance7
and to the Multicultural History Society, the Women’s:
Research and Resource Centre, and the Immigrant
Women'’s Job Placement Centre for their help and co-
operation. Finally, we wish to thank Mariarosa Dalla



Costa and Dorothy E. Smith for their important
theoretical contribution to women’s studies. Though
not explicitly stated, their theories and methods of
analysis provided the political and methodological
underpinnings for this report.

Roxana Ng
Judith Ramirez

Toronto, February 1981

Preface

Introduction:

Section I

Section II

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Section III

References

Table of Contents

A Historical Note
by Judith Ramirez

The Standpoint of Women: Conceptual
Framework and Methodology

The Condition of Immigrant Women
Introduction

Organizational Changes

A. Integration of the Family into the
Money Economy

B. Women’s Work Inside the Home
(1) Housework
(2) Management

C. Women’s Work Outside the Home

Instituti(_)nalized Processes
A. Immigration Policy
B. A Segregated Labour Force

A Way to Begin, A Way to Go. ..



.

Introduction: A Historical Note

The Immigrant Women’s Centre opened its doors on
April 26, 1975 without much fanfare. It was Inter-
national Women’s Year and Toronto finally had its
first autonomous centre run by and for immigrant
women. We began as an outreach project to Italian
women—*‘‘Centre Donne”” we called ourselves—and we
consisted of two Italian community organizers, a shoe-
string budget from the federal Local Initiative Pro-
gram, and a tiny two-room office above a dry-cleaner’s
on College Street.

Our objective in creating the Immigrant Women'’s
Centre was to provide a visible point of reference for
the least visible sector of the immigrant community:
the housewives and mothers.

Through public service announcements, radio talk
shows, and coverage in the ethnic press, we were able
to reach women in their homes and to establish our
presence in the community. We deliberately developed
an ‘‘open door’”’ policy, inviting women to contact us
for whatever problems were most pressing to them.
Soon, they were calling for help with marital problems,
conflicts with their children, questions about contra-
ception, employment, mental health, and in great
numbers “just to talk to someone.” We were thus in
da'ily contact with the pain, anger, and urgency im-
migrant women experience as they battle—alone—the
pressures of their undervalued role as the *“pillars’ of
the immigrant family and community.

By the fall of 1975 we had expanded the Centre to
include Spanish, Portuguese, and West Indian
women. We were acutely aware of the fact that many
of the forces which shape the lives of immigrant
women cut across cultural and racial lines. And we
needed the broadest possible base to drive home the
need for a centre such as ours to our own communities
and.to Canadian society at large.
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Immigrant women had not yet become a “trendy’’
minority, and money for projects such as ours was
practically non-existent. Each woman on our staff was
paid a bare subsistence wage to work with other
women of her own ethnic background. The hours we
logged in office time, evening meetings, and perpetual
fundraising added up to a work week the length of
which should be illegal!

Very early in our work we felt the need for a study

about the daily life of the working class immigrant
woman, since so little attention is paid to her role and
contribution to Canadian society, and even less to her
own perceptions of these. We decided to conduct a sur-
vey by personally interviewing a broad sample of the
women who were coming to our Centre. Because our
main target group was the immigrant housewife gnd
mother, her work in the home became the starting
point and pivot for the questionnaire we drew up.

We wanted the study to serve as a more permanent
record of the accounts women were so eagerly giving
us in individual counselling sessions. We had become
keenly aware of the need to go beyond the mere pro-
vision of individualized services and to fashion tools
which would give immigrant women the means with
which to express themselves more collectively and
publicly. We wanted to promote greater awareness of
the immigrant housewife and mother as the forgotten
protoganist in the often protracted drama of immigra-
tion.

In the year that followed we interviewed one h.un-
dred immigrant housewives from Italian, Spanish,
Portuguese, and West Indian backgrounds. The ques-
tionnaire took an average of two hours to administer
and most women wanted to talk more. One 40-year-old
Italian woman said, “I’ve wanted to say these things
for so many years but nobody ever asked me before.”

In 1977, the daily pressures of operating the Centre
and trying to keep our heads above water financially
prevented us from completing the study. In the two
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years that followed we decided to narrow our service
focus to contraception and related health problems
and we waged a successful struggle for permanent
adequate funding from the Ontario Ministry of
Health. In addition, we were able to expand our Cen-
tre to include services to Chinese women and younger
unmarried women.

Finally, in 1979 we could again turn our attention to
the interviews, and with a partial grant from Wintario,
we set about completing our survey and preparing
this report. We conducted an additional ten in-depth
interviews and tabulated the results of the 1976 inter-
views. We believe our study is a first in that it strives
to define the situation of immigrant housewives from
their own autonomous perspective. We see it as a part
of the overall struggle of immigrant women to emerge
from the shadows and make visible the exact nature
and extent of their contribution to Canadian society.

In many ways the history of the Immigrant
Women’s Centre parallels the lives of so many immi-
grant women; in our fight to survive and gain recogni-
tion for the value of our work, we sometimes grew
weary and angry. But the loyalty of the women we
serve and the assistance of our many friends gave us
energy and determination; we note especially the
sisters at the Birth Control and Venereal Disease In-
formation Centre, Alderman Anne Johnston, Dan
Leckie of the Toronto Board of Health, David Fischer
and the Administration of Doctors Hospital, and Dr.
Peter Cole of the Family Planning Services.

It is our hope that this study will not only analyse
the situation and oppression of immigrant women, but
will also bear testimony to our ongoing struggle to
transform the conditions of our lives in Canada, our
new home.

Judith Ramirez, Founder
Immigrant Women’s Centre

11




A BINR S IR TR Ve

SECTION I
THE STANDPOINT
OF WOMEN:

CONCEPTUAL
FRAMEWORK AND
METHODOLOGY

This report offers an analysis of immigrant women'’s
experiences in contemporary Canada. Our primary
focus is on non-English speaking immigrant women,
from rural or semirural backgrounds, who im-
migrated to Canada as housewives with their families.
This is because, although there has been an increasing
number of studies on immigrant groups in recent
years,' immigrant women have not been the central
focus of these works. Commonly, what is known about
immigrant women is presented through the eyes of
others, and not by themselves. As Jacobson points
out, immigrant women’s experiences are simply
subsumed under those of men.” Thus, in our work, we
have deliberately taken up the standpoint of women,
and put immigrant women’s concerns in the forefront
of our analysis.

For a long time, women had no language or concep-
tual system to express their situations and experi-
ences. In the past, modes of expression and communi-
cation, as well as ideological structures within which
forms of thought and images are developed, were
largely appropriated and controlled by men.? Social re-
alities were presented to us from the perspective of
men. If women were dealt with at all, they were

12

‘

treated as objects, and not as subjects.*

Although women’s situations and perspectives are
still not fully presented and legitimated, women have
made important gains in our struggle for recognition.
The women’s movement has created a place for
women to share our common experiences, define our
situations, and seek solutions to our own problems.
We now have women writers, artists, and poets who
make women’s experiences and perceptions the focus
of their work. There are feminist social scientists who
seek to redress the imbalance of a previously partial
and one-sided interpretation of social reality. And in
spite of some serious setbacks, we have made signifi-
cant progress in our demands for daycare, health and
social services, and in legislative reforms (for example,
in the area of family law and equal pay legislation) in
the last decades.®

However, the struggles waged by Canadian women
have not automatically touched the lives of many im-
migrant women. We still occupy most of the jobs un-
protected by labour standard legislation. We have the
least access to daycare or health care facilities. Many
social and educational services which other Canadians
take for granted are denied to us.® Our concerns and
problems have not been addressed seriously or proper-
ly by researchers, policy makers, or politicians. But
perhaps most important of all, immigrant women have
not spoken up. We have not come out to press for our
needs and demand our rights. To a large extent, im-
migrant women, especially non-English speaking im-
migrant women, have remained silent.

Frequently, our seeming inertia and silence are at-
tributed to our cultural backgrounds and traditional
values about sex roles. Not only do immigrant women
fail to speak up about our rights as women; we are not
very active outside the home. In the union movement,
for instance, involving immigrant women is an
ongoing problem which union organizers must deal
with.” The following comment by a retired union or-



ganizer illustrates the common problem that unions
have to handle:

Right now, the union is not strong. When you belong
to a union, it’s up to you to get up and say what you
think (at union meetings). Not go out and say it later ...
Now, it’s mostly the Oriental person (who is employed)
in the shops like Jantzen. They are not used to stand-
ing up. So they work regardless of what they make. To
them, it’s money. You get the odd one (who supports
the union), but not the majority.?

For those who work with immigrant women on a
day-to-day basis, such as social workers, teachers, and
educators, the problems faced by immigrant women
are usually seen to be a problem of “‘cultural adjust-
ment” and ‘‘value conflict.””” These assumptions are
implicit in many government policies on immigrant
services. For instance, the Immigrant Settlement
grant, available to community organizations from the
Dept. of Immigration, is provided for services to im-
migrants for a period of up to 36 months after their
arrival in Canada. Presumably, this period corres-
ponds to the period necessary for new immigrants to
adjust to Canadian society, and therefore funding is
made available to meet their “special”’ needs. The pre-
sumption is that, given three years’ time, immigrants
will ‘“‘adjust’’ to their new environment, and the
various problems which confront them will disappear.

Unfortunately, this kind of theory has done nothing
to foster understanding of what goes on in the every-
day lives of immigrant women. Those of us who work
with immigrant women at the grassroots level are wit-
nessing a steady increase of what can loosely be called
“family problems,” regardless of how long immigrant
families have been in Canada. In fact, most of the
workers we talked to think that family problems don’t
arise until after the 36 months official ‘“‘settlement’
period. Non-English speaking immigrant women do
not “‘adjust’ in the sense that their situations do not
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markedly improve over time. Their situations
probably worsen, especially if they become separated
from their husbands. In the job market, they continue
to occupy the lowest-paid menial jobs. Incidents of
wife beating are on the increase.'” Immigrant children
continue to have tremendous problems at school and
to be streamed into vocational rather than into aca-
demic programs.'' At least two questions can be
raised here: firstly, why don’t these theories illumin-
ate immigrant women’s situations in the everyday
world? and how can we begin to understand these
phenomena? Where do we begin?

Let us examine the first question. It seems that a
parallel can be drawn here between what Rowbotham
has described as “the struggle between the language
of experience and the language of theory’” of the
working class,”” and the experience of immigrant
women. There is what Smith identified as a *‘disjunc-
ture’”’ between the experience of women and the forms
in which their experience is socially expressed.”’ This
is, of course, the problem against which the women’s
movement has struggled; and it has been partially
successful in achieving a language which can address
women’s experiences and concerns. :

The same applies to the situation of immigrant
women. The concepts and theories used to express our
experiences, such as ‘“cultural adjustment”, “value
conflicts” and so forth, originate in the social scienti-
fic discourse. They are the language of a ruling ap-
paratus from which immigrant women are excluded. ;
These concepts, although they have become
legitimate as forms for expressing immigrant
women’s situations, define these situations from a
position external to immigrant women’'s own ex-
periences. The concepts arise from ideological institu-
tions, which women have had no hand in making.
More importantly, their credibility has depended on
the silence of those whose conditions they purport to
describe.
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This disjuncture is a problem which people working
with immigrant women have to grapple with con-
tinuously in their daily work. The concepts and cate-
gories that they have been taught to use in thinking
about immigrant women'’s situations do not match the
reality which confronts them on a daily basis. But,
somehow, they have to make immigrant women’s ex-
periences ‘‘fit” and conform to these categories, before
they can get funding to do their work, refer a client to
proper psychiatric care, or simply make the bureau-
cracy recognize that there is a problem.

Given that the theories and concepts mentioned
above are inadequate to articulate immigrant
women’s concerns and experiences, we cannot merely
borrow them to do our work. If we are serious about
addressing the problems of immigrant women, then
we are committed to a rather different method of work
than is commonly undertaken in the social sciences.
Thus, in conducting this study, we did not start from a
preconceived notion or hypothesis as to how things
might be for immigrant women, and proceed to find
instances in their actual situation to prove or falsify
the hypothesis. Nor did we attempt to fit their exper-
iences into an existing theory or analytic model.
Rather, we began from the standpoint of women,
which committed us to examining immigrant women’s
experiences, not from the perspective of those who
studied them from institutions, but from their own
perspective. We sought to discover the topics and
events that immigrant women saw as relevant and
central to their own lives. When we took up the stand-
point of women, a different picture of their lives
emerged. In the next section, we shall see how the

women’s perspective makes visible certain features of
the family which were obscured before. It is this other
picture that we are putting forward in this report.

We began with immigrant women’s experiences, but
we did not end there. In a highly complex industrial
society like Canada, people’s experiences are shaped
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by many processes which are not directly known to
them and which are outside their immediate control.

For example, a phenomenon which affects people’s
lives directly in this way is urban renewal. Residents
frequently find their homes expropriated and
demolished to make way for development projects and
transportation systems. The urban renewal scheme in
the Strathcona (Chinatown) area of Vancouver during
the 60s and early 70s is an example of this. In 1960,
Strathcona was declared by city hall to be a prime ur-
ban renewal area for high density development projec-
ts and a major transportation route because of its
strategic proximity to the central business district,
the waterfront, and False Creek. In the years
following, the residents of this area, including many
Chinese immigrants who had lived there for many
years, found their homes destroyed with minimal com-
pensation from the government. Many residents were
forced to move out of the neighbourhood and to relo-
cate somewhere else.”® In this case, we see that the
destiny of local residents was determined by processes
beyond their direct control. These processes
originated in the plans of development and real estate
companies in conjunction with city government and
local businesses. While such operations are most often
irrelevant to the everyday lives of the local residents,
these decisions came to dictate and shape their ex-
periences and to impinge upon their everyday lives.

It is important to point out that these processes are
not immediately visible or readily available to local
residents, especially to those with minimal Canadian
education and language skills. Non-English speaking
immigrants, in particular, are cut off from many
avenues of information (such as newspapers, journals,
reports, etc.) and resources which would otherwise
enable them to make the connection between their
lives and the larger political and economic processes
to which their lives are inextricably tied.

The situation of immigrant women is particularly
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exacerbated because of their social location and
physical isolation, with the result that they find many
of their own experiences inexplicable. One of our in-
formants still finds her husband’s departure from the
family perplexing; to this day, she cannot understand
why her husband walked out of the marriage one day,
without warning, after ten years of marriage. Within
two weeks of his departure, she lost the house (taken
by the mortgage company), and was out in the street
with four young children and nowhere to go. When-
ever she thought about it, it was like a nightmare
which had haunted her all these years. At times, she
still tries to figure out what actually happened.

But when she describes her life to us, it was obvious
that her married life was full of financial difficulties
which at times appeared insurmountable. Her
husband tried to start his own business once and went
bankrupt. They bought a new house and could not
manage the mortgage. He was a man who enjoyed
luxury and was prepared to go into debt to get what
he wanted. Prior to his departure, she was forced to
work outside the home, and they were at a very diffi-
cult time financially. However, she found it unbeliev-
able that he would leave for economic reasons, because
she had not done anything to provoke him. She felt all
along that they had a very good marriage.

In sum, our analysis proceeds on the understanding
that the subjective experiences of individual members
of society are determined by and are part of an objec-
tive organization of society. What people may ex-
perience as inexplicable, as well as what researchers
and social workers call the ‘“adjustment problems” of
immigrant women, are not merely psychological
states of affairs: they arise out of a context, in an ob-
jective social organization which is discoverable
although not immediately visible. It is our task in this
report to make visible aspects of this social
organization, and the ways in which they structure
immigrant women’s lives in Canadian society.

18
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The data for the study were primarily gathered
through interviews with immigrant women and people
who work with immigrant women, including health
care workers, community workers, and employment
counsellors. In this report, we will not attempt to
quantify the materials that we collected. Rather, the
data will be used in such a way as to illuminate aspec-
ts of a larger social organization which has a temporal
dimension. The intention of the report is to provide a
systematic account of the processes inherent in this
social organization. In places where we cannot fully
explicate the workings of this organization, we will
make use of other research which offers insights into
the processes we have identified in our work.

Insofar as our attempt to provide an alternate
analysis on immigrant women is concerned, this
report is only a beginning. We have tried to capture
key moments of immigrant women’s everyday lives as
they are located in a larger social context. Owing to
the limitation of time, funding, and human resources,
we could not develop many points fully in this report.
Where possible, we have pointed to gaps in our
knowledge and suggested directions for further
research.

More importantly, the intention of this report is to
open up a dialogue on immigrant women, both among
immigrant women ourselves and among other
Canadians. It is a dialogue which many of us have
engaged in privately for many years. It is a dialogue
prompted by the desire to understand our sisters and
our own experiences in Canadian society, and to make
sense of that mysterious transformation which took
place when we came to Canada, which is unavailable in
text books, government statistics, or other public
sources of information. It is time to make our concerns
public. It is time that our voices were heard. Thus, this
report is not simply an academic study: it is an in-
strument through which immigrant women speak out
about our lives, our situations, and the problems
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which we have carried for a long time in silence.
Through this report, we want other Canadians to be
more aware of and to recognize the contributions that
immigrant women have made to Canada, and the
enormous debt owed to our country’s immigrant
women.

Footnotes

1. For example, Harney & Troper (1975; Montero (1977).
2. Jacobson (1979).

3. The exclusion of women in ideological structures has been
thoroughly explored by de Beauvoir (1974); Millet (1970);
and Smith (1975).

4. See Smith (1975: 365-367).

5. For a review of women’s accomplishments in the 70s in
Canada, see the Special Issue on ‘“The Decade” of Cana-
dian Women's Studies (summer, 1980).

6. The inadequacy of services to imnﬁgrant women has been
documented elsewhere. See Ng & Sprout (1978); Bodnar
& Reimer (1979).

7. See Winnie Ng (1979).

o

_This is taken from an interview conducted by Marie Camp-
bell with a retired union organizer (see Campbell, n.d.).
We wish to extend our thanks to her for permission to make
use of this unpublished material.

9. This is a commonly held assumption. A series of three pamphlets
on the Italian, Portuguese and Greek communities, published
by the Ontario Ministry of Culture and Recreation, focused
on the ‘‘adjustment problems’’ of immigrant families. The issue
paper, ‘‘The Bias of Culture,” released by the Toronto Board
of Education and used as a basis for the work of the Multi-
cultural Workgroup, identifies “‘value conflicts’ as the major
problem of immigrant children in the schools.

10. See Epstein, Ng & Trebble (1978); Bodnar & Reimer (1979).
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11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

The Toronto Board of Education (1974).

See Rowbotham (1973: 33).

Smith (1979c: 135-146).

The way in which this arises is succinctly explicated by Smith
(1975). How sociological fieldwork can be carried out to exclude
or overlook people’s experience has been treated by Ng (1979).

The Strathcona Urban Renewal is fairly well documented by
SPOTA and the Chinese Cultural Centre in Vancouver. The
information quoted here is from a background paper entitled,
“A Brief Summary of Strathcona and Urban Renewal,”” pre-
pared by Hayne Wai and given in a course on “The Anthro-
pology of Vancouver,” U.B.C., May, 1975.
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SECTION II

THE CONDITION
OF IMMIGRANT
WOMEN

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

From an immigrant male worker’s vantage point,
the home is a place to rest, eat, and relax. It is a place
of leisure, where he can watch TV, read the newspaper,
listen to the radio, and engage in a variety of hobbies
if he wishes.! Here is how a woman we interviewed
describes the scenario at the supper table:

Q. You eat at six?

A.I eat at six.

Q.How long does it take?

A.15 minutes and already finished. My husband takes
long because he reads the newspaper when he eats.

Q. Oh, he does, eh? How about the kids?

A.Oh, the kids. . . . Ten (minutes) it’s already
finished. We don’t wait. He's ready (to) start his
soup. . . . He's not finished the first one, we're
already finished everything, you know.

Q.So by the end of the meal he’s alone at the table.

A.He don’t care, because he’s coming back from work.

Q.He doesn’t talk to the kids?

A.No, no, he reads the paper. Forget about it. He lis-
tens to the radio and forgets. He wants every-
one at the table.

Q.But he doesn'’t talk to them?

A.When they’re finished, he don’t care.

photo: F. Wyland 23
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What is obscured, from the perspective of men, is the
work process which provides the material basis which
enables them to engage in their leisure activities. The
same scenario we described above looks very differen-
tly from the woman’s point-of view. Supper does not
appear on the table by an act of God. It involves the
purchasing of the various ingredients of the meal,
planning, and preparation. After supper, there are
dishes to wash, the table to clean, and the floor to
sweep. In the case above, since the husband wants all
the children at the supper table, it is the woman'’s job
to ensure that the children are all there. This involves
knowing the schedules and activities of the children
and rounding them up from their various preoc-
cupations to appear at supper time.

From the standpoint of the woman, then, the home
is not simply a constellation of family relationships to
be enjoyed. The home presupposes a work process
which has to be continuously managed and organized.
The work of holding a family together is essentially
the work of the woman. It is her labour which
produces what we can identify as “‘a family.”” When we
bagin from the woman'’s perspective, the home comes
to look very different from how it may look from the
perspective of a man.?

What we have described so far is not peculiar to
immigrant women. The work process inherent, but
ordinarily invisible, in the family is primarily
relegated to women across class and ethnic groups.’
This is usually referred to as ‘“‘housework,”” and recent
studies by feminist sociologists have shown that it in-
volves much more than cooking, cleaning, and child
minding.* It is in part the purpose of this report to
make visible the diverse activities that women do
which are subsumed under ‘‘housework.”

What is special about the work of immigrant
women, then? From our inquiry, what comes to light is

that, when immigrant families first come to Canada,
the woman’s work in the home is intensified. Together
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with this work intensification is a concommitant in-
crease in, and indeed enforcement of, the woman'’s
dependence on her husband. Thus, immigrant
women’s situations are actually worsened as a result
of the immigration process. This means that the home,
which is a refuge for immigrant male workers,
becomes a trap for immigrant women, much more so
than it is for other Canadian women. This con-

tradictory dynamic of the family is crucial to our un-

derstanding of the condition of immigrant women.

In our study, we have identified two sets of
processes which create the work intensification and
dependency of immigrant women. For conceptual
clarity, we call the first set of processes
‘“organizational changes,” to refer to those changes
which bring about a drastic re-organization of im-
migrants’ everyday lives. These changes affect how
immigrant women can conduct their work in a proper
and competent manner. It is worth noting that “‘com-
petence’ is often seen as a personal atrribute. We
have come to discover that what can be seen as per-
sonal competence is in fact determined by a larger
social organization which defines and limits how an
individual can conduct her work. This will become
clearer as we proceed.

We call the second set of processes ‘institution-
alized practices,” to draw attention to those elements
in the social structure, such as government policies,
which contribute to a deepening of sexual and racial
inequality in our society. While we have isolated these
processes for the purposes of presentation, it is impor-
tant to note that they are not independent of human
activities and intentions. To give a simple example,
immigration policy must be implemented by immigra-
tion officers for it to take effect. Welfare and educa-
tional policies don't just happen; they must be enac-
ted on a daily basis. The processes which we have
identified are therefore not static and unchanging.
They are accomplished by people, and this gives them

25
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a dynqrnic and determinate character. What we are at-
tempting to do here is to provide a “skeleton,” if you
will, of these processes. We have also captured some
Instances of how they work at a particular moment in
time. But as time changes, they too will change. What
these processes look like, and how they affect people,
need to be “filled out” continuously. Thus, no study
which truly reflects people’s experiences can remain
unchanged over time, and it is with this understand-
ing that we put forward the findings of our study.

CHAPTER 2
ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGES

Most non-English speaking immigrants come to
Canada to fill those strata of the labour market which
require skills — such as brick-laying, plumbing, and
light manufacturing — that do not involve a high level
of technology.® Some of them also enter various occu-
pations in the service sector. These immigrants
usually come from industrially less advanced or third
world countries. Many are from rural or semi-rural
areas.® Whereas in the past, immigrants from Scandi-
navia and Eastern Europe were recruited to open up
the western frontiers and develop an agricultural base
for Canada, many recent immigrants tend to settle in
urban centres, where more jobs are available. The
Department of Immigration has attempted to re-
direct the flow of immigrants away from urban areas.
However, it has not been entirely successful,
especially since a larger proportion of immigrants en-
tering the country in the seventies came as ‘“‘family
class’” immigrants’ to join their families and relations
already residing in cities. According to the estimates
of Employment and Immigration in 1978, about half
of the “‘family class’”’ immigrants and half of the
assisted relatives will settle in Toronto, Montreal, and
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Vancouver, with the remaining half going to the next
five or six largest cities.®

Wherever they go, these immigrants find them-
selves transplanted overnight from a rural environ-
ment to a highly industrialized setting with a totally
different kind of social organization. This is more true
for a woman than for a man, because he has usually
had some experience in an industrial centre as a
migrant labourer before emigration. This change in
organization is not merely a cultural difference. It
goes beyond changes at the level of appearance, such
as in language, dress, customs, and eating habits. Nor
is it simply a matter of different attitudes and values,
which are determined by a definite material basis. We
want to draw attention to the underlying
organizational bases of different forms of societies,
which the term “‘cultural difference’” presupposes but
does not make visible. It is this underlying organiza-
tion which brings about the phenomena which we can
observe as ‘‘cultural differences.” It is the same
organization which determines, to a large extent, how
individuals in a given society can do their work and
develop their potentials. It is our aim here to explicate
some of the elements which bring about a re-organiza-
tion of immigrant families and an intensification of
the work of immigrant women.

A. Integration of the Family in-
to the Money Economy

When immigrant families come to Canada, they
become totally immersed in a money economy. We do
not mean to suggest that immigrant families were un-
touched by the process of industrialization and the
money economy prior to immigration; industrializa-
tion has long disrupted traditional peasant economies
It is precisely the penetration of a wage economy intc;
the farm economy which forces many immigrants to
leave their home countries in the first place. The pat-
tern of the worker, who goes from industrial centrg to
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industrial centre in search of wage work, leaving his
(and sometimes her) spouse and children in the village
or home town, is very common in less developed parts
of the world. However, in this kind of situation,
women’s work in the home is not fully incorporated in-
to a money economy and appropriated by modern in-
dustries. To a large extent, the woman remains in con-
trol of the pace of work within the family unit. Her
labour is directly visible in the products consumed in
the home, such as the bread and noodles that she
makes. In many instances, she may also produce a
variety of products for home consumption, such as
gardening the vegetable plot, making the children’s
clothes, etc. In a rural or semi-rural setting, the
woman’s work is indispensable in sustaining the
economy of the household unit.

In an industrially advanced country like Canada,
production of family goods has been taken out of the
home and appropriated by business enterprises.’ If we
look around us, it is not difficult to see that practically
everything that a housewife does or produces can be
purchased with money outside the home, from TV
dinners to laundry service. There are many services
available in the city, from dry-cleaning facilities to
fast food outlets, which replace the services which
could hitherto be obtained only in the home. This is a
process which is identified by Eichler as the “in-
dustrialization of housework.”’

In Canada, the immigrant housewife finds herself
becoming increasingly reliant on consumer goods, not
only because they reduce her work load and make her
work easier, but more importantly, because the
material conditions in Canada do not lend themselves
to the production of subsistence goods within the
single family unit."" Virtually overnight, immigrants
are forced to become consumers, even though many
immigrant women still produce many of the basic food
stuffs, such as canned foods, themselves. (In fact, one
of our interviews was conducted in the midst of
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tomato-sauce making!) However, such efforts should
not be interpreted simply as an exhibition of tradition-
alism, but more practically as a way of cutting down
costs when family income does not permit the indiscri-
minate purchasing of processed food-stuffs.

Together with this increasing commercialization of
household products is the need for what were previously
luxury goods, such as colour T'Vs, automobiles, and a
paraphernalia of electrical appliances from dishwasher
to electric razor. But in Canada these items are not
luxuries; they are basic to a normal standard of living
in an advanced industrial country. Thus, whereas
previously only the wage earner was directly tied to a
money economy, when the immigrant family comes to
Canada, the entire family is placed in the centre of the
money economy. Everything now requires money. In
addition, immigrants also find themselves articulated
to an elaborate and formal credit system, either
through buying a house or a car, or simply through the
use of credit cards. In order to acquire the goods and
services necessary to maintain a minimum living
standard in Canada, immigrants have to work doubly
hard in the paid labour force.

It must be reiterated that the majority of non-
English speaking immigrants come to Canada to fill
the lower, and frequently non-unionized, strata of the
labour market. They are in jobs which pay subsistence
wages barely covering the necessary expenditures of
the household. The jobs that they occupy are what can
loosely be called “blue collar’”’ occupations; these are
less secure and permanent than white collar occupa-
tions.'” These jobs are prone to lay-offs and industrial
accidents.” Indeed, one woman told us that her hus-
band had been unemployed for four years owing to an
industrial accident. Those women who participate in
the paid labour force themselves have invariably suf-
fered from work-related health problems at one time or
another.

As we shall see later, the integration of the family
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Into a money economy has tremendous implications
for women and their work. In a money economy,
people need a wage to live. Since women’s work in the
home does not directly bring in a wage, it does not
have the same importance socially or in the family.
The family’s reliance on a wage puts an immigrant
woman in a dependent position vis-a-vis her husband,
because it is on his wage that she and the children rely
for their livelihood. But the fact that the wage is paid
to the husband as an individual obscures the fact that
it is not just for him; it is for him to maintain his wife
and children. He considers it his money because it is
paid to him as an individual," and in this process, the
women’s work in the home is seen merely as her
private service to a man. At the same time, immigrant
men find that they have to depend more and more on
the services of their wives for maintaining the family
because their own wages are inadequate to meet all
the family expenses. Thus, the woman’s unpaid labour
is an essential component in the maintenance of the
immigrant worker and the immigrant family.

B. Women’s Work Inside the Home

Although many of the women we interviewed have
worked or are working outside the home, they still
consider themselves to be housewives and see the
family as their primary responsibility. Thus, it is im-
possible to gain an understanding of immigrant
women’s lives without considering their work inside
the home and how it determines the nature of their
participation in the paid labour force. Our study
reveals that women’s work in the home undergoes a
qualitative change when immigrant families come to
Canada. This change is a result of the integration of
the family into a money economy, and is brought
about by changes in the material basis of household
organization and the technological basis of
housework.
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(1) Housework

As we saw earlier, housework in Canada is more
“industrialized’’ than in less developed countries.
There are basic utilities such as running hot and cold
water, as well as electrical appliances which are inten-
ded to cut down the labour spent on housework. But
interestingly enough, many immigrant women find
housework harder in Canada, especially in the initial
period.

Q.How about in South America? . . .Doing housework,
is it different?

A.Over there, the houses are different, the climate is
different. It didn’t get that dusty or dirty as over
here. I don’t know what it is.

Q.It gets dirty here, eh?

A.Ya, so dusty, you know. In South America it was
different. You would do your shopping day by day,
not like here where you have to go on Friday and fill
up the fridge for the whole week.

Most of the women think that their work is harder
than their husband’s work outside the home, because
the working hours for housework are longer and there
are more responsibilities. They also feel that life is
somehow more hectic and demanding here, and there
never seems to be enough time to go around.

This is inexplicable unless we understand that these
immigrant women experience a drastic change of pace
in doing housework. While there is no denial that
housework in a less developed, rural environment is
back-breaking and involves the majority of a woman’s
waking hours, the pace of work is set by her and other
women in the neighbourhood or the village. Women'’s
work is an organic part of village life and is shared
cooperatively among the women, whose husbands
may be away most of the time. Here is how a com-
munity worker describes the neighbourhood in Italy
where she grew up:
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Thp structure of housework for the women in the peasant
neighbourhood, whose husbands have already migrated
away to earn a family wage, was far more communal
than it could ever be here, if only because of the
physical feature of the neighbourhood. When I was
growing up, we all lived on a block. And inside the
block it was hollow. There was a yard. So there was a
yard culture. And everyday, you would do certain
things, wash, or iron, whatever. Ways were devised for
things to be shared. It also had a built-in daycare system
The children had to play in the yard, not on the street.
The women would kind of look after the children,
informally, you know. You didn’t appoint anyone. It
just happened. It was a matter of course because that
was the place where they would go to do their laundry . . .

By contrast, the pace of an immigrant woman’s
work in Canada is determined industrially by her
husband’s work in the paid labour force. Her major
responsibility here is to maintain her husband, the
wage earner, so that he can go to work again the next
day. Breakfast is prepared when he needs it in the
morning; supper must be on the table when he gets
back from work. If there are other wage earners in the
household, then she has to cater to their special needs
and requirements as well. If we examine immigrant
women’s daily schedule carefully, it is not difficult to
discover that the two peak periods of their day
correspond to the times when the husband and child-
ren prepare themselves to go out, and the times when
they return. The following account of Elizabeth is
typical of the daily life of most immigrant women we
interviewed who are full-time housewives. Although
her day is not slack by any stretch of the imagination,
from her account, it is still possible to identify two
peak periods: from 5:30 to 9 in the morning and from
4:30 to 7 in the evening.

Elizabeth gets up every day at 5 a.m. with her husband,

who goes to work early. They don’t usually have break-
fast. Elizabeth only makes coffee for them both. She
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also packs her husband’s lunch, because he doesn’t like
sandwiches packed overnight. After her husband leaves
for work, Elizabeth goes back to bed and reads.

At 7:30, she gets up again and starts waking her five
children, who are all at school. This is a hectic period of
time when the kids are all crowded in the kitchen fixing
their breakfast. Elizabeth used to make their breakfast
when they were younger. She doesn’t do that anymore.
She only makes coffee. She enjoys sitting down for a
cup of coffee with her eldest daughter, Patricia, before
she leaves for school.

During the time when the children are having break-
fast in the kitchen, Elizabeth starts cleaning and
tidying up the bedrooms. Patricia usually makes her
own bed, but the other children don’t. She also cleans
the bathroom. Elizabeth considers herself a fast
worker. Usually, by the time the children leave, she has
already finished most of the tidying up.

Elizabeth feels that she is an organized person and
spaces out her housework sensibly. She washes clothes
on alternate days. She washes clothes for her family
(five people), for her parents and an unmarried brother
who share the same house but live in a separate suite.
Elizabeth hates ironing. So she does the washing and
her mother does the ironing. On wash days, Elizabeth
starts the washing machine at 5:30 in the morning. she
usually finishes around 9 and does some tidying up and
light house cleaning. She finishes everything around
10 so that she can have some free time to herself. On
days when she doesn’t do laundry, Elizabeth cleans the
house more thoroughly, and finishes housework around
11. Then she goes for a walk and picks up bread, milk,
and the odd things they need. When she returns, she
makes another cup of coffee, and sometimes makes
herself a sandwich before going out again.

Elizabeth is a lunch hour supervisor at a public school
nearby. She likes her ‘“‘job,”” because she enjoys the
contact with the teachers and the kids. It also gives
her a little bit of ‘“pocket money’’ ($5 per day). After
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school, she may go for a walk. This is the freest time of
he%' day which she considers her own. She may read.
Elizabeth enjoys reading and reads a great deal.

Elizabeth starts supper around 4 or 4:30 in the after-
noon, depending on what she cooks. She does not like
cooking, and in her family, she exclaims that it is
almost ‘‘impossible to cook,”” because everyone’s taste
is different. “‘I make a soup for my husband tonight.
He likes the broccoli; nobody likes broccoli in my
house. When I make that I make it just for him. I have
to make something else for me and my kids.”

Besides, everything has to be made from scratch. Her
husband comes home at 5:30, and wants to eat right
away. So, Elizabeth usually has everything ready well
before that time, and reheats the food when he returns.
Supper is at 6. When it is finished, there are dishes to
wash, the stove to clean, and the floor to sweep. Eliza-
beth sweeps the kitchen floor after every meal, and
sometimes sweeps up to four times a day. She gets
very little help from her children. Patricia usually
helps to dry the dishes, but now she has a part-
time job and can no longer help. She doesn'’t like to ask
the boys because it is too much of a hassle. All the work
is generally finished around 7 o’clock, so Elizabeth can
relax and watch TV with the kids for a while before
bedtime. Her husband usually goes to bed right after
supper.’®

From this and other accounts by immigrant women,
we see that, while the early evening is a time which
many middle class women reserve for self-fulfillment
and satisfaction, it is an intense work period for im-
migrant women. It is a time when everyone is home
and her services are most needed. Many immigrant
women simply cannot go out to evening events
because of the demands placed on them by their
families.

Modern household appliances such as vacuum
cleaners, washers, and driers, are intended to cut down
on women’s work in the home. However, various time-
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budget studies conducted in the United States show
that this is not the case. Women who are not in the
paid labour force devote as much time to housework
as their forbears.'® Our study shows that, while
“labour-saving”’ household machines may alleviate
the physical exertion necessary to carry out household
tasks, the volume of housework does not necessarily
diminish. For our in-depth interviews, we asked
women to describe a typical day in detail, and among
women who were full-time housewives (i.e. those who
do not work outside the home, although they may do
baby-sitting or do piece work at home) we counted a
minimum of six hours devoted to housework, not in-
cluding childcare. The woman quoted above, who
claimed that she was a ‘“‘fast worker”” and could finish
everything in ten minutes, spent an average of six

hours each day cooking, cleaning, and doing laundry!

This does not include time spent with her children, or

on shopping, running errands, and figuring out the

family budget.

The weekend, especially, is one of the most hectic
periods in an immigrant woman’s work week, since the
entire family is home. Elizabeth, the informant we
quoted above, explains that she goes "‘crazy” on
Saturdays.

A.....Ihate Saturday.

Q. What about Saturday?

A.Su_pposed to go away, Saturday, Sunday . . . I'm
going crazy.

Q. Because they’re all home?

A.Because I have to cook Saturday, the lunch.

Q. All day?

A.Sometimes we have something left over, my hus-
band likes, he can eat at night time. I try to keep
it together, to cook Saturday night and Sunday
night. Usually Sunday is OK because I don’t care.
I sit down watching TV. If somebody wants a sand-
wich, go. But Saturday, because it’s a lot of sports
on TV, there’s no place to go. I don’t like to sit
down watch(ing) sports all day. So I’m around the
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kitchen. I'm reading a book. My husband comes,
goes outside, comes back, says, “Why don’t you
make a little bit of beans with the sauce?”” When I
make that I have to stay beside the stove.

Maybe he goes outside, comes back at 9 o’clock or
ten, you know. He drinks a little bit, he’s like that.
I spend two hours. I have to make lunch and I have
to make sometimes at night time.

Q.So Saturday is your heaviest day.

A.Yes.

Thus, in Canada, immigrant women’s work inside
the home is no longer under their control. Their work
is organized externally, by what we call the “in-
dustrial time clock.” The pace of their work is not set
by them so much as by the husband’s — and other
wage earners’ — jobs outside the home, by the school,
by household appliances, by the distance to the laun-
dramat and to shopping areas. In this sense, she is as
much an alienated worker as her husband is."

Moreover, the organization of the neighbourhood in
Canada does not simply prevent the establishment of
cooperative networks among housewives; it creates a
reliance of immigrant women on their immediate
family members, notably the husband, which was not
there before. If we go back to the description of the
neighbourhood in Italy given by the community
worker earlier, it is easy to see that housework in such
a setting is not restricted to the confines of four walls,
but is conducted more publicly. This kind of house-
hold organization not only necessitates a cooperative
division of labour; more importantly, it enables the
establishment of common bonds among the women,
which can be drawn on in times of need and trouble.
The community worker quoted above remembered
how women helped each other in dispensing medical
treatment to the children during epidemics and in cur-
tailing wife beating. Margery Wolf’s brilliant por-
trayal of rural Taiwan, from a woman’s perspective,
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brings to light the implicit influence and independence
2 woman can gain by establishing a network of frien-

ds.

Women in rural Taiwan do not live their lives in the
walled courtyards of their husband’s households. If
they did, they might be as powerless as their stereo-
type. It is in their relations in the outside world (and
for women in rural Taiwan that world consists al-
most entirely of the village) that women develop suf-
ficient backing to maintain some independence under
their powerful mothers-in-law and even occasionally to
bring the men’s world to term. A successful venture
into the men’s world is no small feat when one recalls

that the men of a village were born there and are often

related to one another, whereas the women are un-

likely to have either the ties of childhood or the ties

of kinship to unite them. All the same, the needs,

shared interests, and common problems of women

are reflected in every village in a loosely knit society

that can when needed be called on to exercise consider-

able influence.

Women carry on as many of their activities as
possible outside the house. They wash clothes on the
riverbank, clean and pare vegetables at a communal
pump, mend under a tree that is a known meeting-
place, and stop to rest on a bench or group of stones
with other women. There is a continual moving back
and forth between kitchens, and conversations are car-
ried on from open doorways through the long, hot
afternoons of summer. The shy young girl who enters
the village as a bride is examined as frankly and sus-
piciously by the women as an animal that is up for
sale. If she is deferential to her elders, does not
criticize or compare her new world unfavorably with
the one she has left, the older residents will gradually
accept her presence on the edge of their conversations
and stop changing the topic to general subjects when
she brings the family laundry to scrub on the rocks
near them. As the young bride meets other girls in her
position, she makes allies for the future, but she must
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also develop relationships with the older women. She
Iean_ls to use considerable discretion in making and
receiving confidences, for a girl who gossips freely
about the affairs of her husband’s household may find
herself labeled a troublemaker. On the other hand, a
girl who is too reticent may find herself always on the
outside of the group, or worse yet, accused of snob-
bery. .. 8

By contrast, women’s work in a highly in-
dustrialized country such as Canada is privatized in
the sense that it is conducted within the confines of
the family unit. Houses and apartments are designed
for “nuclear families” and are not easily accessible to
non-family members. There is no communal place
which facilitates the formation of social networks and
cooperative patterns among neighbours.!® The
organization of services, such as water and electricity
supply, renders such cooperation irrelevant. Childcare
is more difficult because of the lack of the “informal”’
daycare system described in the example given
earlier.”® The most important effect this has is that
immigrant women have to do their work in isolation
and without assistance. Since most children are at
school all day, they are not able to help with some of
the work. Unless she has relatives living nearby, an
immigrant woman is truly alone. Most immigrants
whom we interviewed spoke about the difficulties of
making friends here. The younger ones would even-
tually establish their network of friends after a num-
ber of years, especially if they worked outside the
home. Most older housewives, however, are forced into
isolation. This isolation in turn forces immigrant
women to be more dependent on their husbands
emotionally and practically. As we shall see later, this
dependence is reinforced through various institutional
practices as well.
While household applicances are taken-for-granted
features of middle class Canadian homes, they are not
so for immigrant households. The immigrant women
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we talked with have had to do most household chores
by hand, especially when they first came to Qa_nada
and there was barely enough money to subsist on.
Paradoxically, modern electrical appliances, once ob-
tained, isolate a housewife from her community of
women friends and confine her to the privacy of her
own home. Since a washing machine is available to
each family unit, there is no longer any necessity to
share the washing or to hang up the laundry together.
When a woman is doing housework, she has no neigh-
bour to talk to. Cleaning is done alone. Cooking is done
alone. Washing is done alone. Childcare takes place
mostly within the household unit, not shared by neigh-
bours and friends.

Even shopping in Canada presupposes the effort of
an individual, and to a lesser extent the private
ownership of automobiles. The concentration of shop-
ping facilities in shopping centres, and centralization
of market places in the form of supermarkets, mean
that women need cars to do their shopping. While the
centralization of goods and services may cut down
costs for business enterprises and cut down work for
middle class housewives and professional women,
large scale shopping expeditions require storage facili-
ties (in the home this means a certain size house with
adequate storage space and facilities such as freezers)
and certain modes of transportation. They are cer-
tainly not attractive ventures for immigrant women,
who do not know the language or the geography of the
city, and who have to subject their lives to the whims
of the public transportation system, sometimes under
intolerable climatic conditions. Most women we inter-
viewed “prefer”’ to shop in the small neighbourhood
stores, which, although they have higher prices, cater
better to their needs and requirements.?

It is a small wonder that many immigrant women
suffer depression and severe anxiety, especially
during the initial period of immigration.* Some of
them never fully “adjust” to life in Canada because,
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as we have pointed out, unless they can attain a cer-
tain standard of living here, housework, shopping, and
childcare do not actually get easier. When asked in
what way she found life hard in Canada at first, one
woman from South America replied readily, ‘‘Oh, but
it’s not the climate that is cold. It’s the people!” The
material organization in Canada does indeed create
such an isolated environment for immigrant women
that it comes to be consequential for their mental and
physical well-being.

(2) Management

Although most women are responsible for the
management of the household budget, it should not be
equated with power or equality in the home. None of
the women we interviewed considers the family in-
come hers. They see themselves clearly as
“managers’’ only. Usually, the husband hands his pay
cheque to the wife, or deposits it into a joint bank ac-
count to which she has access. The wife is responsible
for paying the rent or mortgage, the bills, grocery, and
other expenses such as children’s clothes. The
husband usually keeps a portion of his earning for his
own use. If the wife receives the entire pay cheque,
then the husband is given ‘“pocket money” to cover
his own expenses. Her own earnings as a rule go into
the family pot. Here is one woman'’s experience:

Q. Did you give (your wage) to your husband?

A.No, I manage my house.

Q.So your husband (gives) you (his) money? Every-
thing?

A.Everything. He wants just $10, $15 for his coffee.

Q. You'd give him that $15. Do you pay the bills?

A.Everything.

Q. You pay for everything.

A.With mine and his (pay cheques). That’s why I leave
the kids and go to work because we can’t manage

with his pay cheque.
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’1_‘he arrangement described above is rare; it is more
likely that the woman will receive a portion of her
husband’s pay cheque for housekeeping. In cases
where the children work, however, it is common for
them to hand their earnings over to their parents,
usually to the mother, and obtain pocket money to
cover their transportation and coffee. Many im-
migrant children, especially teenagers, work in
the paid labour force either part-time or full-time, not
so much to earn pocket money for themselves, as to
bring in additional cash for the household. This is
especially true for recent immigrants.

Q.How old were you when. . . ?

A.Fifteen. We didn’t like it. we wanted to go back. But
then after a while... I came on a Sunday and on a
Monday I start to work. They already had a job for
me. In factory, you know, sewing.

Q. At 15, what about school?

A.I couldn’t go, because I had my other sisters and
brothers. They were supposed to go to school. My
mother, she couldn’t manage.

Q. Are you the oldest?

A.Ya. I had to (work). We had a permit from school
that I had to go to work and my sister and my broth-
er, the little one, they went up to Grade 10 and the
other one is at university and everything. But then
my other sister, the one after me, when she was 16
she went to work too. Because otherwise we couldn’t
make it. We had $2,000 fare that we were supposed

to pay.

Frequently, the Family Allowance money is the only
money that the woman considers hers, because it
comes directly to her in her name. Even then, most of
them have to put it into the family pot to subsidize
family income. Most families we interviewed have
debts to pay off, and every additional penny, such as
Family Allowance and children’s earnings, is needed.
One woman, for example, uses the Family Allowance
to cover part of her rent, because most of her hus-
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band’s earning is used for housekeeping. Some better-
off families may put the Family Allowance money into
a separate bank account, and save it for the children or
for an emergency. Since money is so tight, an emer-
gency can throw the carefully worked-out budget off
balance. In these situations, again, it is the immigrant
housewife who has to figure out how to manage, as in
this example:

A.Somebody phoned before Christmas and he have to
run to Italy to see his mother. She was very sick.

Q.Your husband’s mother?

A.Ya. So it was a Sunday, what do we do? We have a
Chargex. We pay the trip with that. I went to the
bank; I ask how much I have to pay that trip. She
told me about that, and now every week I have to
take out so much money. I don’t want to pay too
much interest. We pay with (Chargex), and I have
to put everything back, you know.

While the woman may manage the money, the
hu_sband, as the major wage earner, has a decisive
voice in how money is to be spent. When there is a
disagreement, the husband usually has veto
power.”’One woman stated explicitly that when disa-
greement regarding money arises, her husband wants
the final say; “‘he feels superior and treats me like a
dummy sometimes.” Even in one family where the
woman and her daughter, who was present at the in-
terview, felt that she had complete control over the
family budget, further probing revealed quite a dif-
ferent picture. At one point, she confided that she
“tricked” her husband into buying a better home
when the children were growing up. Here is Maria’s
story:—

Maria and her husband came to Canada in the fifties.
She worked in hotels, restaurants, and as a domestic
worker for a long time. After the birth of her seventh
child, Maria finally quit working and stayed home. At
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this time, they had bought a house in what Maria con-
sidered a bad neighbourhood. To illustrate the neigh-
bourhood, she told us that one night a murder took place
right outside their house. She did not want her children
to be raised in that area. However, her husband did not
see the need to move. Besides, he wanted a new car
{and proceeded to buy one). One of her sons wanted to
go to college. There was no money to buy a better
house. After considerable thinking, Maria decided that
the only way to save money would be for her to go to
work again. She had to do this behind her husband’s
cleaning. She did this for three years and saved up
enough money. When she finally told her husband that
they could put a down payment on a new house, she
lied that she borrowed the money from her brother.
Even up to the point when the transactions about the
house were made, he disapproved, and she had to
“trick’’ him into signing for the mortgage (although
she did not say how). He did not find out how she got
the money until the children were grown upZ

Another woman told us that her husband was the
one to do the grocery shopping in the family. Again
when we asked her how this arrangement came about,
she replied that this was a better way because there
was less argument about how she had spent the

money!

A.He does the shopping.

Q. He does the shopping? Oh, that’s not bad.

A.No, it’s better because after we fight, after we fight..
..Because he spends one hundred dollars, he don’t
care. I spend one hundred dollars, (he asks), ‘“Where
do you put it, look, one, two, three, nothing here.
The money is gone. What are you doing with the

money?”’

Thus, we cannot take the division of household re-

sponsibilities, including management of the family
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budget, at its face value. Frequently, what we observe
as “‘equal”’ division of labour only goes skin deep. Just
below the surface, and sometimes not even below the
surface, is a very different reality!

Finally, when the immigrant family comes to
Canada, the mother has to assume new kinds of re-
sponsibilities which pertain to a money economy. Sin-
ce her husband’s earning power is the most important
consideration in the maintenance and survival of the
family, her duty is to safeguard and preserve his earn-
ing power as well as possible, and to keep the family
together.®In this regard, the woman becomes the
“buffer’”” between the outside world and the home.
During periods of unemployment, it is often the
woman who applies for UIC on her husband’s behalf,
fills out application forms, lines up at the Em-
ployment office, etc. It is usually the woman who has
to take care of housing and medical needs of the
family. When the husband of one of our informants
had an industrial accident, it was she who negotiated
with the Workmen’s Compensation Board and found
out about retraining programs.” It is the mother who
mediates between the home and the school. When the
daughter of one of our informants was caught shoplif-
ting, it was the mother who searched for a lawyer and
appeared in court with her daughter. When we asked
why her husband did not accompany her, her response
was: “Why waste a day’s wage? I can do it just as
well.”” The following excerpt from one of our inter-
views reveals the kind of “buffering”” work that the
immigrant mother does:

Q. For instance, if you can sense when things go wrong
....Say that Theresa is having an argument with her
friend Lucy or something, would your husband no-
tice things like that?

A.No, he don’t care about that. He doesn’t have time
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to look after, really, because when they come home,
he’s so tired he never...

Q. He doesn’t really involve himself?

A.No. He’s really happy because he knows every-
body’s home and he don’t care if they have argu-
ments. As long as it’s not a big argument with a po-
liceman or this kind of thing.

Whatever happens, her responsibility is to ensure that
the husband does not get distrubed, so that he can go
to work the next day.

C. Women’s Work Outside the Home

When the husband’s wage is insufficient to cover all
the debts and expenses, then the immigrant woman
must also seek waged work outside the home. All the
women we interviewed, even those who call them-
selves “housewives” and spend most of their time
taking care of the family, have had to work outside the
home at one time or another. Usually, they work be-
cause there is not enough money to cover the basic
expenses. Sometimes, a woman does part-time work to
earn extra income, so that the family budget doesn’t
have to be so tight all the time. Many do not consider
their part-time occupations real jobs, because the
wages are so low. For instance, one woman babysits in
her home, in addition to supervising lunch hour at a
public school.

But even when immigrant women are forced to work
outside the home, their primary responsibility is to
ensure the stability of the family unit and to
safeguard the husband’s earning power. This is why
the family immigrated in the first place. Thus, an im-
migrant woman'’s participation in the paid labour force
is contingent upon her unpaid work inside the home.
The women we interviewed who work outside the
home must arrange their wage work around a schedule
of housework and childcare. Many women “‘choose’ to
work part-time, or do shift work in the evening when
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other wage workers can take over childcare. The hf.e of
Maria, a 59-year-old semi-retired worker, eplﬁomlges
the situation of many non-English speaking 1m-
migrant women.

Maria came to Canada in 1955 with her husband and
five children. They were tenant farmers in southern
Italy and went bankrupt. They were sponsgred to (;an-
ada by Maria’s brother. Maria held a variety of jobs
since she came to Canada. She got a job in a rest.aurar_lt
washing dishes two days after the family a}-rlved in
Toronto. For ten years, Maria's daily routine wgznt
something like this: She started her day cleaning
people’s houses at 8 in the morning, until 4 in the afteg-
noon. At four, she went to work at the restaurant until
one o’clock the next day. From her domestic service,
Maria acquired cast-off clothing for her children; from
the restaurant, she brought home left-over food to feed
her family. On the weekend, she did housework with
-the help of her eldest daughter, who was responsible
for looking after the younger children, plus the shop-
ping and banking.

Maria did stay home for a couple of years after the
birth of her sixth child. Then she went back to work be-
cause the family needed the money. At one time, she
got a job cleaning in the bank. She would go to work
between 4 and 8 in the morning, before people came to
work. She went home just in time for her eldest daugh-
ter to leave for school. She stayed home during the day
looking after the baby, and went around cleaning
houses and offices again at night.

Maria is proud that she now has a nice house and that
her children all had a good education. At the time of
the interview, she was still working as a cleaner in a
textile factory. “Now,”” said Maria contentedly, “I go
to work because I enjoy it. When I am tired, I go
home.”*"

In any case, when immigrant women have to work in
the paid labour force, their work inside the home is
further intensified because they effectively carry a
double load. The husband is slow to offer much help
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around the house, especially if he has a physically de-
manding job. Even when he does give some assis-
tance, the woman is still primarily responsible for
housework and managing the household budget. The
situation is better if there are other female members in
the household, such as the grandmother or daughters,
to help out. One of our informants, who used to work
a 16-hour workday outside the home, relied heavily on
her eldest daughter to take care of the work inside the
home, including housework and childcare. During the
interview, she exclaimed several times, with a mixture
of pride and remorse, ‘‘She is like a mother to me.”

Family responsibilities, as well as the objective con-
ditions of the wage labour market, are important
limitations to the labour force participation of im-
migrant women. They form a ‘“captive labour pool”
with no possibility for advancement or for gaining
better working conditions.**Immigrant women are
usually restricted to jobs which have no benefits or
permanency, such as domestic and janitorial work, the
lowest strata of factory work, and unskilled
restaurant work. As Maria’s experience indicates, this
kind of work is usually available on a part-time, tem-
porary basis. It often pays minimum wage or less.
And immigrant women have to rely on good personal
relations with their employers to keep their jobs and
negotiate pay increases, etc. Unless they work from 12
to 16 hours a day, there is little chance that they could
make enough money to maintain themselves and their
children. The prevailing working conditions, therefore,
tend to enforce immigrant women’s economic depen-
dency on their husbands, and totally destroy the auto-
nomy which they may have had in their home environ-
ment. Moreover, working outside the home puts their
responsibilities in the home in jeopardy: they have to
work twice as hard to keep the household together.
The stress put on them is enormous.

In sum, our study reveals that changes in the
material organization of immigrant women'’s world, as
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a result of immigration, bring about an intensifjcgtion
of their work. Housework is made more dlfflcul_t
without the help of friends and neighbours; and immi-
grant women also have to assume additional respon-
sibilities, including wage work outside the home,
which further exacerbate the immigration experience.
It is in this initial phase of the immigration process
that whatever autonomy they hitherto enjoyed is
seriously undermined. In the next section, we shall
examine the larger processes in the Canadian social
structure which enforce immigrant women’s depen-
dency both economically and socially.

CHAPTER 3
INSTITUTIONALIZED
PROCESSES

While our research has focused on the experiences of
immigrant women, in the course of our inquiry we
have come to see what we call “institutionalized pro-
cesses’”’ that reinforce the dependency of immigrant
women in Canadian society. In this section, we will
provide a brief overview of these processes and list
those which have come to our attention. However, the
discussion here should not be treated as conclusive or
exhaustive. Indeed, we suggest that how these
processes affect immigrants’ lives is an area which has
been grossly overlooked by researchers in the past
and which requires further research.

A. Immigration Policy

In the previous section, we examined how women
maintained a certain degree of autonomy and power in
their home country by establishing an informal sup-
port system among neighbours and friends. We fur-
ther suggested that both the immigration process and
the material organization of Canadian society prevent




the re-establishment of this support network, with the
result that immigrant women are forced to be more de-
pendent on their husbands and, to a lesser extent, on
their children. Now we focus on the immigration
policy itself, and examine how it enforces that depen-
dency.

The Immigration Act of 1976, which came into ef-
fect in April, 1978, serves to divide Canadian residents
into two categories, ‘‘citizens” and ‘landed immi-
grants,”” by subjecting immigrants to special rules
and regulations. Under the new Act, domicile protec-
tion for immigrants has been removed, so that all lan-
ded immigrants, regardless of how long they have
lived in Canada, can be deported for a number of
reasons, including the suspicion that they are being
“‘subversive.” Since ‘“‘subversion’ in the Act is not
defined, many immigrants are afraid to engage in acti-
vities, including union organizing, which may be la-
belled subversive. Immigrants can also be deported if
they wilfully fail to support themselves and their
dependents. A recent study reveals that employers
use these provisions in the Act to intimidate immi-
grant workers.*

We can thus see that landed immigrants are effec-
tively ‘‘second class” citizens, since they do not enjoy
the same civil rights as other Canadians. If this is true
of independent immigrants (that is, immigrants who
are expected to become self-supporting and success-
fully established in Canada by virtue of the skills,
knowledge and other qualifications they possess),
then non-English speaking immigrant women are
“third class’’citizens, because most fall into the
“family class’’ category and have even fewer rights
than independent immigrants.

“Family class” immigrants enter Canada via the
sponsorship of their husbands or relatives and are con-
sidered to be dependents, and therefore not subject to
the standard economic requirements for entry. The
sponsor must undertake to support the sponsored
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individual(s) for a period of 10 years. Frequently, in
the application process, women are not assessed se-
parately from their husbands. Even if a woman has
been working in the country she left, she is
automatically marked down on his application as a
“housewife.”* As such, she is not expected to enter
the paid labour force in Canada.

Ironically, due to financial hardship in Canada,
many so-called ‘“dependent’’ immigrants, including
“housewives,’”’do find their way into the labour
market at one time or another and contribute directly
to the GNP (Gross National Product).”* According to
government statistics, about a third of the family
class immigrants entered the work force in 1978.%°
This is a conservative estimate because, as we have
seen, many immigrant women gravitate to jobs, such
as in private domestic service, which are not included
in the official employment statistics.

More important is the fact that the sponsorship
system places immigrant women in a totally depen-
dent and subordinate position vis-a-vis the sponsor,
who is legally responsible for their financial welfare.
First of all, an immigrant woman'’s entry into Canada
is conditional upon the financial support of her spon-
sor. If, for some reason, the sponsor should be depor-
ted, it is likely that she will be deported also. Thus,
prior to an immigrant woman's entry into Canada, her
legal status as a dependent is already established.
This process originates in the institutionalized prac-
tices of the Department of Employment and Im-
migration, and is quite apart from the material con-
ditions, such as those we explored earlier, which create
her psychological and physical dependence. Further-
more, once classified as a dependent immigrant, a
whole series of consequences follow, which place a
women in a progressively disadvantaged position. As
sponsored immigrants, women are not eligible for
state assistance during the ten-year sponsorship
period. They cannot obtain Family Benefits, welfare,
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or other benefits such as daycare subsidy and non-
profit housing programs (e.g. Ontario Housing).

The following case study, prepared for a workshop
which examined the services for immigrant women, is
based on the experience of a sponsored immigrant.
Although details which would reveal the woman'’s
identity have been modified or omitted, it still serves
to illustrate the unique problems confronting immi-
grant women generally.

Case Study No. 3

Woman, 28, Ugandan, speaks good English. Married
with two children (ages 3-1/2 and 5-1/2).

Background information:-

She has been in Canada for 1-1/2 years. Sponsored by
husband’s brother. Husband working at a finance
company. He has adapted to the Canadian way of life
and no longer wants to be married or take any respon-
sibility for his children.

This woman was seeking childcare subsidy so she
could get a job and support herself and two children.
she was looking for kitchen work or work as a domestic.
She was told at Day Care Information that she would
have to get approval from Manpower and Immigration
(now Employment and Immigration), as she was a
sponsored immigrant. Her sponsor had told her if she
approached Immigration that she would be sent back
to Uganda, and put his entire family in danger. She
has no relatives from her side of the family in Canada.
This woman withdrew her application at Day Care In-
formation for the above reason. When approached by
an advocate, she informed the person that all her calls
were being monitored and please not to call again. This
woman and her children are now in total servitude to
her brother-in-law and his family. Her husband visits

periodically for his “rights.”
This woman was an accountant in Uganda.*

Immigrant women are effectively cut off from many
social services and benefits that other Canadians take
for granted. The only condition under which an im-
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migrant woman can obtain welfare is if she can prove a
break with her sponsor. This may involve proving that
she and her husband are legally separated; or in the
case of a relative, that the sponsor is unwilling or no
longer able to support her and her children. In any
event, the procedure of legally terminating this
relationship is degrading and painful for both the
woman and her family.*

At first glance, it seems that non-English speaking
immigrant women can become more independent by
learning English and participating in educational and
skill-training programs to equip themselves with more
specialized and marketable skills. In practice,
however, owing to their legal (dependent) status, few
immigrant women can take advantage of these
programs.

Educational programs offered by Employment and
Immigration can be divided into job training and skill
upgrading programs, and English language training
(ESL). These programs, subsidized by Employment
and Immigration, are designed to meet the demands
of the job market and to equip workers with the neces-
sary skills and language facility to participate com-
petitively in the labour force in as short a time as
possible. The Department purchases seats in ESL and
skills courses run by community colleges, and
provides them free of charge to independent immi-
grants destined for the labour market. While taking
the course, the breadwinner can obtain an allowance
for himself and his family. Since most immigrant
women are sponsored immigrants and are not sup-
posed to enter the job market, they are excluded from
these programs. If they wish to take ESL courses
they or their sponsor have to pay. Frequently, thé
high costs of these programs render them inaccessible
to immigrant women. Moreover, most skill training
programs require a minimum of Grade 8 English or its
equivalent. Again, most non-English speaking im-
migrant women are automatically excluded from these
programs by this admission criterion.*®* A worker in an
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employment agency interviewed for this study poin-
ted out that, in her experience, none of the clients who
Was a sponsored immigrant fulfilled the admission
requirements for the Manpower training programs.

Even if immigrant women could be accepted into the
programs, most of them wish to work because they
need money Immediately, and would take jobs which
don’t require English or specialized skills rather than
complete the courses. In terms of costs, it would seem
that programs offered by community and voluntary
organizations and church groups, either free of charge
or at nominal cost to the participants, would be most
suitable to immigrant women. Unfortunately, many of
these programs are not directly geared toward labour
market needs. In addition, they may be held at inap-
propriate times and locations for immigrant women,
or may lack childcare facilities which many
housewives require. As we pointed out earlier, while
the evenings and weekends are times that many mid-
dle class women reserve for recreational and educa-
tional activities, they are the most hectic periods of an
immigrant woman’s schedule. Most importantly,
recent studies show that the orientation of many of
these courses is toward middle class, white collar occu-
pational requirements. They do not correspond to the
needs and experiences of working class immigrant
women.”’

The policies and practices of social services and
health care systems have similar effects for immigrant
women. A study investigating the mental health of
immigrant women points to the practices of the psy-
chiatric profession which enforces women’s dependent
position.” In the past, these processes have been vir-
tually ignored by researchers, health care and social
workers, educators, and the like. Immigrant women’s
situation is genmerally explained in terms of their
cultural backgrounds and attitudes. Recent research
such as ours, which focuses on the social organization
of women's everyday experience, is beginning to point
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out the inadequacy of these explapations and to she.Ccl
light on the larger social, politlcal,. and economl

processes that play a crucial role in determining
people’s everyday experiences.

B. A Segregated Labour Force

The Canadian labour market is segregated by sex
and ethnicity; that is, some jobs are res?‘rved fo,r,
women and ethnic minorities, and some _for WASP
men.” With regard to immigrants, their dJsaglvantaged
position originates in the bureaucratic practices of phe
Department of Employment and Immigration, Whlch
subject them to a different set of rules cfmd regulations
than are applied to Canadians. As we dlscusse%d above,
this is especially true for immigrant housewives who
enter the country as dependents. :

Immigrants are further disadvantaged in a com-
petitive labour market in which Canadian work exper-
ience is one of the determinant factors for entry into
different occupational classifications. A stug:ly con-
ducted in Vanouver reveals that many immlgrar_lts,
even those in professional and highly skilled technical
occupations in their home countries, have to take
lower positions than their formal qualifications would
suit them for. In her research on the Portuguese
community, Boulter found that an immigrant’s first
job in Canada, usually a low-skilled menial job, is then
treated as her Canadian experience and she is subse-
quently locked into certain kinds of jobs." Immigran-
ts who enter the country as independent Immigrants
are at least eligible for Manpower skill training and
upgrading programs which may provide them with an
avenue of upward mobility. For immigrant house-
wives, even this alternative is barred to them. This,
coupled with their family responsibilities and obliga-
tions, means that_ their choice of jobs and opportuni-
ties are severely limited. As we have said before, they

arerestricted to a separate and captive pool within the
labour force.
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Commonly, non-English speaking immigrant
women are recruited into three kinds of services and
industries. Firstly, they are recruited into private
domestic and janitorial services by doctors, lawyers.
managers, and the like. Although this kind of employ-
ment is usually low-paid and without labour standard
protection, it suits the requirements of immigrant
women because it can be fitted into their schedule of
housework and childcare more easily than other kinds
of jobs. They also do not have to use English as part of
their work. Secondly, immigrant women are found in
the lower strata of the service industries, including
restaurants, and janitorial and cleaning services, as
well as the food industry. Thirdly, they are crowded in
the lower echelons of the manufacturing industries,
such as light manufacturing in textile, garment, and
plastic factories, and in the retail trade. Frequently,
they are hired either by small operations owned by
ethnic entrepreneurs (e.g. small retail stores, super-
markets, delicatessens, etc.) in the different ethnic
communities, or by large institutions (e.g. factories
and hotels) employing over a hundred workers. In the
latter case, the size of the industry or business seems
to be important in determining whether immigrant
women will be hired, because it is essential that other
employees in the workplace speak the same language
as the new employees. Apart from businesses run by
ethnic entrepreneurs, smaller companies are less likely
to hire non-English speaking immigrants because
there is less likelihood that other employees can speak
their language.**

Qccasionally, in the garment industry, if a woman
shows initiative, works hard, and learns a bit of
English quickly, she may become an assistant to the
supervisor. But most often women are confined to
operating sewing machines. The more prestigious
positions, such as garment cutting and supervisory
positions, are usually occupied by men, and women are
rarely promoted to these jobs. Thus, although we
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knqu( very lit@le about the hiring and promotion
policies o_f .busm_esses and industries, the effects of
these policies, with regard to immigrant women, are
very clear: women are confined to the bottom layers of
the labour force with the worst working conditions
and wages. The jobs that they occupy are those that
other workers are in a position not to take.

When we consider the way in which immigrant
women are locked into a job ghetto, we cannot over-
look the role of unions in maintaining a segregated
labour force. Most of the jobs occupied by immigrant
women, with the exception of about 40% of those in
the textile and garment industry, are non-unionized.*
In her study on immigrant women in the labour force,
Arnopoulos found that most of the unions covering
the textile and garment trade are weak. Some of them
have a long history of collusion with management.*
Apart from the problems of organizing the sectors of
business and industry where immigrant women are
concentrated,” until recently most labour unions have
not really made a concerted effort to organize women
workers in general, and immigrant women workers in
particular. The question is: why not?

The reasons for this neglect go beyond the scope of
this report, although we can safely say that the his-
toric animosity between labour movements and
women continues today.”® In relation to immigrant
women, the goals of immigration policies and
organized labour have always been antagonistic to
each other. Immigration policies are designed to meet
the demands of industries by allowing workers with
specialized or general skills to enter Canada, thereby
helping to depress wages by increasing the com-
petition for jobs. To protect themselves from excessive
exploitation, Canadian workers band together to form
labour unions, thereby replacing competition with
cooperation. With sufficient numerical strength,
organized labour can demand higher wages and better
working conditions. In the past, male workers did t;}u_s
by excluding or selectively organizing women, ethnic
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minorities, and the children, thus contributing to the
formation of a segregated labour force.

Although there is still a great gap in our knowledge
in this area, recent published materials begin to shed
light on the relationship between the labour
movement and women workers.”” In her study on
women in trade unions in B.C. during the first two
decades of the twentieth century, Campbell found
that, in attempting to protect themselves against
competition and employers’ exploitation, white
Canadian male workers used racist and sexist tactics
in organizing to exclude other workers, namely immi-
grants, women, Native peoples, and children from
their occupations. These latter groups were organized
into a relatively cheap labour pool which did not pose a
threat to the male labour force. When women were
organized into unions, it was done to exclude Oriental
workes, thus promoting racism within the union
movement. Union practices were sexist in the sense
that women’s problems were not reflected in union
demands. Women workers were consistently paid
lower wages than men. The leadership was more con-
cerned about women’s morality and health than about
bargaining for an adequate living wage on their
behalf.*® As a result of this tradition in our union
history, many jobs in the lower echelons of the labour
market remain unorganized to this day.

In sectors where organizing efforts have taken or
are taking place, union organizers are frequently
unaware of the critical needs of immigrant women,
whose hesitation and reluctance to participate in
union activities are interpreted as apathy or a
manifestation of traditionalism and backwardness.
Our intent here is not to deny the important work of
the union movement in bringing about higher wages
and better working conditions for immigrant women.
However, we do want to draw attention to the fact
that immigrant women have been systematicallly dis-
advantaged both in the labour market and in the
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larger society. There are concrete barriers both inside
and outside the home which shape and limit the cour-
ses of action and options available to them and it is
time for the union movement seriously to confront
these barriers.

Footnotes

il
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Note here that what we have described is not peculiar to im-
grant workers, but is essentially how men see the home.
Rubin’s study of working class families in the US clearly
spells out the differences in the perceptions of leisure
between husbands and wives (see Rubin, 1976, especially
Chapter 10).

We are indebted to Professor D.E. Smith for this insight.
Our work has also been inspired by that of Dalla Costa (1972).
We are not, of course, unaware of the different character of
women’s work in different social classes. The important
class character of women’s work has been brilliantly explored
by Smith (1973; 1979a). However, we do want to draw atten-
tion to the fact that activities in the so-called ‘‘domestic
sphere’” are commonly relegated to women.

See, for example, Oakley (1974a) and Smith (1979b).

In our investigation, we found that, contrary to the common
belief that immigrants are brought into Canada as unskilled
workers, they are recruited mainly to fill the gaps in the
Canadian labour market, and tend to concentrate on the top
(e.g. professional occupations) and lower rungs of the occupa-
tion ladder with little representation in between (see also
Arnopoulos, 1979). A careful reading of the Employment and
Immigration Annual Reports reveals that working class
immigrants usually possess skills corresponding to a lower
level of technology, for which training is no longer available
in Canada.

All the women we interviewed were from small towns or
villages from Italy, Greece, the Azores, and Latin American
countries. Thus, this report has focused on the experience of
immigrant women from rural settings. We have not dealt
with the transition from an urban setting to Canada, although
this would make an interesting study in itself.

The Immigration Act of 1976, which came into effect in
April 1978, has abolished the “‘nominated’’ and *‘sponsored”’
categories of ‘‘assisted relatives’’ and “‘family class’’ respect-
ively. A “‘family class” immigrant does not enter the country
subject to the standard economic requirements. However,
the sponsoring relative must undertake to support the spon-
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sored individual for a period of 10 years (see also Employ-
ment Handbook for Immigrant Women, 1979). It should be
noted that most non-English speaking immigrant women
enter Canada under this classification. The full explication
of immigrants with a “family class’ status will be explored
in depth later. )
Employment and Immigration, Annual Report to Parliament
on Immigration Levels (1978: 22-23).

For a historical development of this process in Canada in
relation to the family, see Smith (1979b).

See Eichler (1976). 4
This point will become more obvious later when we examine
the physical organization of family units and technological
innovations pertaining to housework.

This is certainly true of the women with whom we came into
contact during the study. Their husbands are similarly in
blue collar occupations, although some of them have managed
to own small businessess after a period of struggle.

This pattern is quite common to most blue collar occupa-
tions. In her study, Rubin found that most of the men she
interviewed had experienced periods of unemployment due
either to lay-off or to industrial accidents (see Rubin, 1976).
The general pattern of instability and economic hardship is
consistent with an earlier study done in Vancouver (see
Epstein, Ng & Trebble, 1978). The situations of immigrants
are exacerbated because of their location in the occupational
hierarchy.

For a full explication of this, see Smith (1979a & b).

This account is put together from two 2-hour long interviews
with Elizabeth. Elizabeth is not her real name.

See, for example, Vanek (1980).

The sense of alienation experienced by working class men
has been explored by Rubin (1976). Here we are arguing that,
using Rubin’s definition and description of alienation, the
same is also true for immigrant women.

Wolf (1972: 37-38).

The arrangement of household space and its relationship to
family organization has been systematically explicated by
Smith (1971).

This pattern does not change drastically in small towns and
semi-rural communities in Canada. A study released by
women’s groups in three B.C. communities reports condi-
tions similar to those described here. Women in these com-
munities experience the same kinds of problems as those
confronting immigrant women, such as isolation, depression,
etc. See Northern British Columbia Women’s Task Force
Report on Single Industry Resource Communities (1977).
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Intidentally, yv1th regard to shopping, the situation of immi-
grant women is very similar to rural women and women living
in smgle md_u_s@ry towns, who have to rely on large scale
shopping facﬂ}t.les when they do no have adequate transport
or storage facilities. See Northern B.C. Women’s Task Force
Report (1977).
This information is obtained primarily from our interviews
with counsellors and community workers.
In her study of working class families, Rubin found that
when the wife manages the household budget, there is usually
not much leeway as to how money is to be spent. It is simply
a matter of writing out the cheques or paying the appropriate
bills. It doesn’t involve any major decisions. When the eco-
nomic position of the family improves, there is a tendency for
the husband to take over the management of the money
(Rubin, 1976).
This account is based on a three hour interview with this
woman. Maria is not her real name.
It should be reiterated that this is common to all working
class families, but the pattern is very different for middle
class households, because the man does not sell his labour
power the way a working class man does. Again, it is not the
purpose here to go into detail about the differences between
working class and middle class families. They have been well
documented elsewhere. See Rubin (1976), Smith (1973 &
1979a).
This observation is confirmed by our interviews with com-
munity workers, who commented that it was mostly the
wives that did these chores.
The facts on which this excerpt is based are taken from a three
hour interview with this woman. Maria is not her real name.
The way in which non-English speaking immigrant women
constitute a ‘“‘captive’” labour force was originally explored in
a study in connection with the Wollstonecraft Research
Group at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (see
Ng & Das Gupta, 1980). The Wollstonecraft Research Group
is a group concerned to conduct and advance research in
education in relation to women. A summary and more com-
plete write-up of the research will be published in the Caradian
Women's Studies (Ng & Das Gupta, 1981 - forthcoming).
To avoid confusion, we have adopted the legal definition for
the term “immigrants’ in this section. According to the Im-
migration Act, immigrants are people who seek to establish
permanent residence in Canada. However, we still use the
term “‘immigrant women’’ as a descriptive and common sense
category.
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31.
38.
39.

43.
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The Immigration Act of 1976 does not differ drastchallty
from the old Act in this respect. However, under the old Act,
once an immigrant had resided in Canada for over 5 y.eaifs
he or she was granted domicile status and had essentially
the same rights as a citizen. O

The harmful effects of the Immigration Act on 1mp11grant
wormen in the paid labour force has been doc.umented in depth
by Sheila Arnopoulos (1979, especially Section VI). :

For details, see Employment Handbook for Immigrant
Women (1979: 16-17). !

For a concise summary of the Canadian economic system
and women'’s position in the Canadian economy, see Employ-
ment Handbook for Immigrant Women (1979), and Arm-
strong and Armstrong (1978).

Employment and Immigration Canada — Annual Report,
1978.

Source of case study: Services for Immigrant Women —
Report and Evaluation of a series of Four Workshops con-
ducted in the summer, 1977, written by Roxana Ng and Janet
Sprout (1978).

According to some community workers and legal aid workers,
women have been deported when they separated from their
husbands and were forced to go on welfare.

An excellent review of different types of training programs,
as well as their advantages and pitfalls, is provided in a
study conducted by Janke and Yaron (1979, Section 4).

See Tobias (1980); Ng & Das Gupta (1980).

See Bodnar & Reimer (1979).

This is not the place to expound on the development of a
segregated labour force in Canada. For a useful discussion,
see Armstrong & Armstrong (1978). The ethnically segregated
character of certain blue collar occupations has been
explored by Cassin in her M. A. thesis (see Cassin, 1977).

See Epstein, Ng & Trebble (1978: 29-33).

See Boulter (1978: 97-108).

The characteristics of immigrant women in the labour force
in Toronto are quite thoroughly described by Janke and
Yaron (1979) in their study.

This estimate is quoted in Arnopoulos (1979: 9).

Arnopoulos (1979: 14-16).

See Arnopoulos (1979: 16-21) and Winnie Ng (1979).

See, for instance, Vickers and Finn (1980: 17-22).

In this regard, Julie White’s study provides an excellent
overview of women and unions (see White, 1980). Women'’s
relationship to labour unions in B.C. has been explored by
Campbell (1978).

Campbell (1979 & forthcoming).
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SECTION III
A WAY TO BEGIN,
AWAYTOGO. ..

The starting point of this study was the standpoint
of women. The study was prompted by our awareness
of the fact that the crucial role played by immigrant
women in the Canadian economy is almost totally hid-
den from view. This blind spot has led to a dire lack of
knowledge of the actual conditions of their daily lives.
Our aim was to redress the distorted view of the im-
migrant experience as a whole by explaining im-
migrant women’s work both inside and outside the
home. Our analysis did not stop at the level of per-
ception: we went further to investigate the structures
and processes which play a determinant role in
shaping immigrant women’s lives.

Most of our study has focussed on the harsh realities
of immigrant women'’s lives. Not only does the im-
migration process bring about an-intensification of
their work in the home; it also brings about a con-
commitant increase in immigrant women’s dependen-
cy on their husbands and children. Consequently, they
find themselves caught in a vicious cycle of depen-
dency which affects them and their families nega-
tively. Phenomena such as wife beating, family break-
down, and other kinds of psychological and physio-
logical problems that immigrant women suffer are
manifestations of the tremendous stress placed on
immigrant families generally, and on immigrant
women particularly. As we have repeatedly em-
phasized throughout this report, these problems do
not pertain merely to ‘“‘adjustment processes’ or to
“cultural differences.” More fundamentally, they
have to do with the social organization of Canadian
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society and the location of non-English speaking im-
migrants in this social organization. .

The immigration process is by and large oppressive
to immigrant women; but paradoxically, the source of
their oppression and degradation also provides a
means for their liberation. We shall end this report by
exploring some implications of the immigrant ex-
perience for women’s emancipation.

As a result of the integration of immigrant families
into a money economy, immigrant women are up-
rooted from their traditional rural environment and
are placed in the middle of a highly advanced and
complex economic and social system. In this system,
the management of money becomes a very important
part of their lives. In a money economy, women'’s
labour is also in demand in the workforce, and im-
migrant women have the possibility to realize their
earning power. For women who work outside the
home, although the present conditions in the paid
labour market prevent many from becoming fully in-
dependent financially and although their wage goes
into the family pot, for the first time in these women'’s
lives they know that they can earn a living. They know
that they could survive without a man. In fact, as
family breakdown is on the increase, many immigrant
women are forced to support a household on their own.
Women who do not work outside the home often
develop a working knowledge of bureaucracies and
complex organizations due to the new kinds of respon-
sibilities, the mediating functions performed for
husbands and children, which they assume. It is true
that the overall procedures of dealing with organiza-
tions such as the Workmen'’s Compensation Board
and the Unemployment Insurance Commission are
cumbersome and frustrating, but many women find
that, if they persist, they eventually learn to get
through the bureaucratic maze. The ability to master
these complex systems and procedures, no matter how
difficult and painful in the beginning, gives immigrant
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women new confidence and a sense of independence.

_ In a rural environ;nent, where each individual is an
Integral and organic part of village life, individual
f:houfe angi freedom are inconceivable. One effect of the
Immigration process is that it breaks down traditional
friendship ties, established primarily through kinship
and geographic proximity, and isolates the immigrant
woman from her indigenous social life. But together
with this physical and social isolation is an awareness
of individualism and individual freedom, a principle
taken for granted in Canadian life. This awareness
does not merely come about through contact with the
larger Canadian society via the mass media; it arises
for immigrant women out of the social organization of
their own lives as immigrants.

For the first time in an immigrant woman’s life, she
is truly alone. She can no longer draw on the support
and help which she once took for granted. While the
husband may provide some support, it is neither the
same as it had been nor adequate to her new needs. In
fact, his demand for her support may be greater
because of the demands of his wage work and the ser-
vices that he requires from her to enable him to con-
tinue working. As immigrant women learn to manage
on their own, they also come to value their own
opinions and judgement, and the freedom that indivi-
duals may enjoy. Most of the women we interviewed,
especially the younger ones, said that they could not
go back to the ways of living they had left behind —
not so much because rural life is hard, but because of
the freedom that life in Canada offers. One women
said that her afternoon walk by herself, when she
could be completely herself and do what she wanted,
was the time she most valued. She felt that she would
never have been able to do that in Italy, where all her
actions were under the scrutiny of neighbours and
friends.

If a woman works outside the home, she is thrown
into contact with the mainstream society and comes
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to see possibilities for changing her situation in the
home. Cassin’s study on East Indian immigrants
shows that a woman’s wage work provides a new basis
for her relation to her husband and his family; in one
case, the woman actually demanded that the husband
take on some household responsibilites.® Thus, for the
first time in immigrant women’s lives, it is not only
conceivable, but actually possible to alter ex1§t1ng
family arrangements. Nearly all the women we inter-
viewed said that they did not want their daughters to
have the lives that they had. They felt that they had
married too young and hadn’t had enough time to ex-
perience and enjoy life. Many women complained that
there had been too many responsibilities placed on
them as housewives, especially in Canada. They would
like to be more independent and free. When asked
whether she would get married if she were to do it
again, a gutsy Italian woman answered passionately:

No way! Maybe. . . If I was to do it again, I would buy
a house and have dogs. Maybe I would get married at
forty, but not at 17! I didn’t have time to have any fun,
with five children. Now things are OK . . .

An immigrant women'’s striving for independence is
disruptive to the family, especially during the early
periods of immigration. As we have seen in the
previous section, her labour is absolutely essential in
maintaining the family economy. The husband, in par-
ticular, depends on her services to enable him to
return daily to the labour force. Thus, her demand or
attempt to alter existing family relations can be ex-
tremely threatening to the husband. A study on
family violence among immigrant families suggests
that wife beating is likely to occur when the shitfting
balance of power in the family becomes critical
Frequently, men attempt to re-assert their power aé
household heads by beating their wives ?

However, we know from our experiences that,
despite wife beating and other kinds of famil);
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problems, once women recognize the possibility of an
alternate way of life and different kinds of family
arrangements, they are unwilling to return to their
former, submissive roles. One woman, who had
worked in the paid labour force since she came to
Canada at fourteen, thought that although women’s
place should be in the home, she herself could not stay
home and be a full-time housewife. ‘I have worked for
too long, and I like it!”” was her way of explaining the
apparent contradiction. In cases where family situa-
tions become too oppressive, more and more women
are choosing to leave their husbands or to change
radically the existing arrangements. Indeed, women'’s
demand for independence and change in family rela-
tions is an irreversible trend as more and more women
realize their earning power and other potentials.

We cannot here overlook the importance of the
women’s movement in opening up new alternatives for
women through the struggles for social and legislative
reforms which provide more support and protection
for women in our society. Viewed in this light, we can
also see that immigrant women’s demands for social
services — from health to employment to recreation —
are an index of the growing realization of their specific
needs. These demands, in turn are part of the larger
political struggle to gain more rights for women and to
win recognition for their contribution both inside and
outside the home. The grassroots community
organizations run by immigrant women for immigrant
women remain the only places where services are
provided for their otherwise ignored needs and where
they can define their own situations and seek their
own solutions.

In a few short years, immigrant women have come a
long way in fighting for our rights and for services
which meet our needs. But we also have a long way to
go. Most immigrant women, relative to their Canadian
sisters, are still unprotected by legislation. The ser-
vice delivery system still functions, in large part, as
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though we were not here. We still have not gained
equality in the home or at the workplace. This report
has brought some of the special problems and
struggles of immigrant women to light. But much
work remains to be done, both in the community and
in academia, in order that the situations of immigrant
women in Canada be more fully understood and articu-
lated. For those of us committed to women'’s rights
and to justice for Canada’s minority groups, this
report is a modest beginning which suggests some
new directions to follow. But the struggle con-
tinues . . .

Footnotes

1. Cassin (1979).
2.  See Epstein, Ng, & Trebble (1978).
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