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Gender and Culture:

An

Anthropological Perspective

Tam Siu-mi

Females and males in all known cultures behave differently and are
treated differently by society. Anthropologists, however, are divided as
to how the corpus of ethnographic description of this universal sex
difference should be interpreted. Some argue that sexual dimorphism in
the human species and genetical predispositions in temperament lead to
adivision of labour by sex. Cross-culturally women give birth and men
cannot; women are found to be more nurturant while men are more
aggressive. Thus women are assigned to a child bearer-rearer role and
men a protector-provider role, and productive and reproductive activi-
ties in human groups are organized along the line of public-men vs.
private-women. This results in men being rewarded with more political
power, more prestige as well as a greater chance to inherit property.
Supporters of this view that a universal sexual stratification exists in
favour of men cite hunting-gathering groups as examples, claiming that
even in these relatively egalitarian societies where no formal political
hierarchy exists, men have more advantages than women, such as the
access to extramarital sex; or, in matrilocal societies in which descent
is traced through the female line, it is actually the maternal uncles who
exercise authority in the kin group.

Other anthropologists have pointed out that the consistency of
behavioural and temperamental differences between the sexes in differ-
ent cultures cannot be reduced to biological determinism. It is rather a
result of learning and the environment in which individuals live.
Enculturation starts at very early childhood. Chodorow (1973), for
example, points out that the nature and quality of social relationships
experienced by a child will be appropriated, internalized and organized
by him or her, and come to constitute the individual's personality. As
societies require males and females to perform different roles, girls and
boys will be brought up accordingly. Along this line, since men are
expected to become warriors, they therefore should be brought up to be
aggressive; and since they are expected to do heavier labor, they acquire
greater physical strength at least partly through training.

Whether we accept the biological or the learning argument, it is
important to bear in mind the complexity of cultural systems, how
gender interacts with them and whether all the factors vary in the same
way. If there is one agreement among anthropologists concerning
gender, it is that different cultures have very different ideas about sex
differences and hence a whole different set of accompanying social
values, norms and behaviour. Among both the Chinese and Tchambuli
of New Guinea, for example, exists the most obvious sex typing. But as
traditional Chinese women lament their "bitter life" and being a "name-
less gender" (a la Watson 1986) relegated to the confines of the
household, Tchambuli women are the major economic providers who
are confident, managerial and practical. They do all the fishing, go on
long canoe trips to do the trading and contribute almost everything to the
economy. They are energetic, domineering, impersonal and unadorned.
Tchmabuli men, in contrast, are delicate, sensitive and emotional. They
spend all their time on their appearance and artistic pursuits. They are
the reverse of our cultural norms (Mead 1935).

Among two other groups in New Guinea, Mead records great
sexual similarities. Both sexes of the Arapesh are gentle and nurturant,
oriented towards the growth of all living things and towards the needs
of others rather than of the self. Passivity and emotional warmth are
ideal personality traits for both sexes. Both women and men are
regarded as having the same sex drives, and are equally free and likely
to initiate sexual intercourse. Mundugumor men and women, in contrast,
are both violently aggressive, acquisitive and rivalrous. The
Mundugumor woman does not show any maternal instinct if there is
one. She is fearful of pregnancy, nurses her baby unwillingly, and she
rejects her daughters. Characterized by distrust and hostility, both sexes
in this culture hate openly and love aggressively. For both the Arapesh
and the Mundugumor, sex typing is minimal. Mead's study suggests that
there is no such thing as an instinctive female or male personality.
Rather, personality is highly malleable, and individual societies create
their own female and male genders. Although later scholars have
questioned Mead's methodology and conclusions, her New Guinea
study sheds light on how different cultures conceptualize femininity
and masculinity, and forces us to rethink our own concept of gender.

Thus though sex is biologically determined, gender is culturally
defined. A more recent study by Wikan (1977) demonstrates that gender
is indeed a cultural construct. In coastal Oman, the Arabs institutional-
ize a gender role system in which female and male roles are reciprocal-
-men may become women and then men again. Male transsexuals who
are anatomically male practise as homosexual prostitutes, but retain
their male names and legal male status. In their everyday life, transsexu-
als imitate women's behavior--they speak in a high-pitch voice, walk
with a swaying gait, put on close-fitting garments and, mostimportanly,
they take up a passive role in sexual intercourse. On important social
occasions such as weddings where strict rules of sex segregation are
particularly imminent, transsexuals sing and eat together with women,
thereby publicly declaring a non-male identity. These non-men can
move freely among women behind purdah and their appearance is
judged with the standards of feminine beauty. But, as prostitutes,
transsexuals are distinguished from women who are considered pure
and virtuous in the Islamic ideal. Unlike women, they are corrupted and
unfaithful in their sexual behavior and hence are not allowed to wear
female clothing nor hairstyle in order to protect the purity and respect-
ability of womanhood. Transsexuals are non-female. They are, rather,
intermediate between men and women. They do housework, for in-
stance, which is women's job, but, as domestic servants, they earn their
own living which all men do. A transsexual, however, can choose to end
his career as women and transforms into a man if he proves his sexual
potency on wedding night; thereafter all women will have to avoid him
as an ordinary man according to the rules of modesty. To the Omanis,
then, gender is defined by behavior rather than anatomy. Transsexuals,
as social persons, are neither male nor female but a third category in the
gender role system. This triad gender construct in Omani culture points
to a concept of the person and social identity that is fundamentally
different from ours.
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The conceptualization of gender and a host of related analytical
constructs such as status, rights, value and influence are part and parcel
of how we constitute our own cultural environment. In the study of sex
differences, cross-cultural comparisons often shed light on the fluidity
of gender and personality, and challenge our deep-rooted values and
ideas that are taken for granted.
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Profile of a Local Researcher:
The Rev. Carl T. Smith — His Works, Knowledge,
and File-Index Research System

Yip Hon-ming
Being generally known for his h . [ UL we can get a sense of Smith’s broad
research on the formation of the NI S 5 interests ranging from Christianity,
Chinese Christian communities in & ' N ;'1 . ‘ ‘ i Chinese culture and social institutions,
Hong Kong, Chinese social [™%§ ~ ﬁ ' ‘? ) ) 3 interactions between China, Hong
organization, and urban history of the Q é e = ~ Aea ) Kong, and the outside world, overseas
city, theRev. Carl T. Smithis actually | & > ~ ﬁ = g j‘ Chinese, historical anecdotes of the
also an inspiration to researchers of - = é & N o X | local international community, to the
Hong Kong women’s history. | ® W NiR g | development and change of various
Although he modestly admitted, ~ S ISR S ﬂE 7 districts in urban Hong Kong —a field
during my visit to his private library, ! ¢ T : — which he calls “area studies.”
thathe had collected not much material | el ! = | - E’
on that specific topic, he has already A j‘ ‘; - =2 e From the Rev. Carl Smith’s
done some relevant work with I ) o | / interested subjects, itis not difficult to

originality and pioneer endeavour.

Naturally, his works on women’s history are closely related to his
general interest in Hong Kong’s Christian Church, urban development
and genealogical studies. According to his lively self-analysis, he has
been obsessed with the studies of local social history ever since he was
a teenager in his hometown, Dayton, Ohio. Later when he was dis-
patched to Hong Kong as a clergyman in the early 1960s, his urge to
conduct research soon kept him busy with the copying of gravestone
inscriptions, and the reading of church records and Chinese newspapers.
At the time when the Public Records Office was open, he must have
been its first customer, going through series after series of collections,
and handcopying important items on cards. Gradually, he has accumu-
lated thousands of extracts from various source materials —inscriptions,
archives, newspapers, land documents, Colonial Office records, court
papers, wills, business reports, etc. With these notes which he calls
working files, he has set up a finding system that turns out to be of great
help to other researchers.

A large part of these files are catalogued by proper name — family
names of Chinese people, foreigners, or Eurasians, as well as names of
business firms in Hong Kong which appeared in various sources from
the 19th century to 1980s. Another part of the files are organized by
topics such as cemeteries, child labor, schools, etc. From these topics,

sense that people and their

communities are always his major
concern. Taking one look at the enormous name indices in his finding
system would suffice to drive home this point. The building up of
biographies, reconstruction of family histories, and recreation of the
community setting and social nexus have been made possible through
the collection of many isolated items of information about numerous
individuals—missionaries, other Westerners in China, Chinese converts
as members of Hong Kong’s local elite, merchants, compradors, and
other aides to foreigners. With strong love for community life himself,
Smith is also very active in the local academic circle. He has been the
Vice-president of the Hong Kong Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society.
Now almost 20 years had passed after his retirement from the lecturership
in Theology at the Chung Chi College, he is as academically active as
ever with even more time devoted to research. With genealogical and
local studies still his greatest interested areas, he is now visiting the local
Mormon Church four nights a week reading genealogies while making
frequent trips to Macao for research into its history.

Among Smith’s publications including a book entitled Chinese
Christians: Elites, Middlemen, and the Church in Hong Kong (1985),
and articles in various journals such as Ching Feng, Chung Chi Bulletin,
Chung Chi Journal, and Journal of the Hong Kong Branch of the Royal
Asiatic Society, there are valuable works, though not in a very large
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amount, on women’s history. Pertaining issues include church and
women, Chinese Christian women and Western woman missionaries,
Sino-Western marriage, expatriate women in Hong Kong, the Mui Tsai
(bought maid) question, Chinese and Western prostitutes, Chinese
women “protected” by foreigners, and even female drama performers.
In writing church and missionary history, he came across various items
of information on women. In 1970, for example, he published an article
on the earliest missionaries in Hong Kong in which he mentioned the
first foreign woman in Hong Kong and her contribution as the first
person to provide education for Chinese girls in the colony (1976 : 26).
In a more focused discussion of the Protestant Church and women’s
status in 19th-century China, he further asserts that the church played
a significant role in initiating the effort to improve Chinese women’s
social position. Making use of missionary archives, especially reports
on women’s work, he has traced the deeds of the forerunners of
unmarried women who came to Hong Kong around 1850 for the
purpose of missionary work among the Chinese and for the promotion
of female education in the East. These woman missionaries provided a
model for a positive female vocation other than that of wife and mother
(19776 : 114).

As for Chinese women, they enjoyed improving status in the
Christian community as there is a theological foundation, according to
Smith, for equality between the sexes before God and thus the liberation
of women from a subordinate position (1977b : 115). This argument is
loud and clear in both his articles on church and women and his book
on Chinese Christians as elites and middlemen. In discussing the impact
of the Christian Church on Chinese traditional family patterns, he shows
that some Christian converts became agents of social change and
advocators of reforms which would always be carried out first at their
own homes. Some men would change their wills to provide legacies for
their married daughters. They included names of daughters and grand-
daughters in obituary notices and gravestone incriptions long before
non-Christian Chinese began doing so. Christian families no longer
bound their daughters’ feet. They sent daughters to schools run by
missionaries. Fathers and husbands might have been urged by the
church to allow women of their families to attend public worship against
the traditional Chinese custom of keeping female members within the
private sphere of the household (1977b: 113-114; 1985: 186,205-207).

In the public sphere, Smith further points out, the improvement of
women’s status in the Christian community in 19th-century China in a
way prepared the ground for campaigns in the 1920s for women’s
suffrage, appointment to government office and increase of job oppor-
tunities. Leaders of these movements were largely returned overseas
students who might have received their earlier education at Christian
schools in south China ( 1977b : 114; 1985 : 208). This issue of the
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Christian church’s role in China’s woman movement has been well
studied and yet is still worth further and deeper exploration. Smith’s
information gathered from missionary archives in the process of build-
ing up biographies and recreating the community setting of the lives of
Chinese Christians is certainly an additional asset.

Extended from his study of the Protestant Church’s role in the
improvement of Chinese women’s status is Smith’s work on the Mui
Tsai question. His article “The Chinese Church, Labour and Elites and
the Musi Tsai Question in the 1920s” (1981) meticulously documents,
with information from newspapers, Colonial Office records, etc., the
interactions surrounding the Mui Tsai issue between the British
Parliament, the Hong Kong government, the Christian community, the
Chamber of Commerce, and labour unions during the 1920s. Equally
interesting and even more original is his research of Hong Kong’s
“protected women” — a distinct class of Chinese women who were
euphemistically described as “living under the protection of foreigners”
in 19th century China’s coastal cities. His 1969 article “Ng Akew, one
of the Hong Kong’s ‘protected Women’” tries to reconstruct the life
history of one of them based on such sources as old newspapers and
memorials preserved in the Hong Kong Land Registry Office, as well
as his skilfully-reconstructed biographies and genealogies. In this story,
it is revealed that many of these “protected women” were Tanka boat
people and their “protectors,” merchants. Having usually been sold to
the latter, the former then had financial security, if not respectability,
and some of them are found to be real estate holders in the Hong Kong
Memorials. With information provided by these land documents, Smith
maintains that an interesting study can be made on women property
owners, especially those called widows, single women, and spinsters in
the record. He holds that women so named often had financial provi-
sions made for them by their foreign “protectors”. Another group of
female property owners is found to be brothel keepers although this part
of the picture awaits substantiation with more research work.

However, what is not in Smith’s publications is in his working
files. He has proposed a scheme of research on prostitutes, Chinese as
well as Western, making use of the data about brothels and their owners
in numerous land documents which he has come across while working
onurban area studies or family histories. In a series of essays collectively
entitled “A Sense of History,” he provides us with scattered information
about women being sold into prostitution in Hong Kong and transported
to the US as prostitutes ( 1988 : 184, 198). Although his present study
is not focused on prostitution, he has certainly left us with many
significant clues, and both his knowledge and his card index system will
unquestionably be very helpful to interested scholars. In fact, local and
overseas researchers have continuously benefited from his guidance.
‘Writers and historians on women’s history such as Susanna Hoe, Maria
Jaschok, and Elizabeth Sinn have become Smith’s favorite users of his
working files. Under their influence, Smith indicated that he is now
establishing more specialized files on women. He is also advising them
on an compilation of annotated biographies of Hong Kong women. (See
Maria Jaschok’s article on P.12 of this issue)

Of course, in order to delve deeper into the subject, students of
Chinese and Hong Kong women’s history have to get access to the
original documents concerned. These materials should also be supple-
mented by other items of information such as interviews and oral-
history records. Under the initial direction provided by Smith’s collec-
tion, it is hoped that researchers can further enter into such rarely-
explored areas of studies as the mentality and psychological make-up
of early female missionaries in China and Kong Kong when facing
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problems of culture shock, difficulties of adaptation, and suspicion by
the host community, their sense of mission as well as sense of superi-
ority, their complicated feelings toward the Chinese people, and so on.
On the other hand, the state of mind of the early converted Chinese
women, psychological impact of their experience in a marginal situa-
tion, and problem of cultural identity are all worth investigation.
Sources such as personal letters and diaries are the treasure to dig into
in this regard. Smith has mentioned in passing in his works the
difficulties and limitations of women’s missionary work, the problem
of cultural adaptation, and the situation where, for instance, a Chinese
Christian woman who married a foreigner had a hard time fitting into
aBuropean congregation (1977a: 56-57). All these problems of cultural
contact and conflict are significant topics for further research, and
women as bearers and transmitters of cultural values have recently
become an improtant target of academic inquiry.

As a pioneer researcher of local social history, the Rev. Carl Smith
experienced his lonely days especially during the early period of his
academic expedition in Hong Kong. Now as local studies and the field
of women history are finally developing, his pathfinding works, walk-
ing-encyclopaedical knowledge, and long-time accumulation of file
indices should be treasured* and his academic undertakings, carried
forward — this will probably be the best way to show our everlasting
respect for his dedidation and achievement.

* The Utah Genealogical Society of the Mormon Church made a
microfilm copy and a catalogue of Smith's files.
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Inertia Towards Sexual Harassment
Among Local Academics

Tsui Hing-fung

Sexual harassment is predominantly a form of "domination" of the
opposite and less frequently the same sex from usually the male
harasser; its manifestations pertain to sex but are more appropriately
identified as power perversions. Sexual harassment may occur in many
differentsituations, the workplace, public service organisations, schools
and universities, in contexts where the harassers have continual oppor-
tunities to exert manipulative control over their targets. However, the
obnoxiousness of sexual harassment has not yet occurred to the minds
of even the best intentioned administrators and employers here in Hong
Kong.

In the United States and Canada, many universities have their
codes of ethics and special committees for countering and educating
individuals against sexual harassment. None of our colleges and univer-
sities have similar structures within their systems. Why its existence
and, more importantly, its harmful effects on both organizational and
individual levels are not in the cognizance of local educators is a matter
for special attention.

Reasons for the tacit condoning of sexual harassment are rooted in
the socio-cultural attitudes toward gender difference. In our society,
differentiation between what is appropriate and inappropriate behavior
towards the female sex is not always clear for even liberally educated
men and women. In particular, this is due to the lingering effect from the
patriachal society, where sex roles were rigidly defined with males
given predominance and preivileges over females. There is a conceptual
inertia towards adjusting to the improving social status of women on the
part of men. Although women share similar jobs in the workplace, they

are still treated patronisingly by male colleagues and seniors. The
implicit assumption is that women do not belong to the "real" competi-
tive working world of men. Patronising behavior towards female
colleagues and students is taken for granted by many men; although this
kind of behavior is not overt aggression, it lays the bedrock for another
form of aggression which is sexual harassment.

While it is difficult for men to recognise the peer role of women,
it is always too easy for them to see women as sex objects. More
seriously, women are blamed entirely for being relegated to this latter
role. In sexual harassment, the interplay of these perceptions from men
allow the harasser to escape admonition. Sexual harassment is ex-
plained away as ordinary sexual ventures instigated by the woman's
flirtation or the man's sexual needs. It is not put in the context of
violation of human rights, and it is not automatic that women who
complain of such treatment from men are granted credibility.

Without a legitimate channel for reporting sexual harassment,
what we know of the phenomenon is from informal communication
which could be lightly dismissed as imaginary. Still, by studying the
serious steps taken by major universities against sexual harassment on
campus, we might as well reflect on our own level of mentality as
educators toward this issue. Perhaps, we should consider setting up a
similar committee against sexual harassment on campus for its important
preventive and educational functions.

Tsui Hing-fung is lecturer in the Faculty of Education,
The Chinese University of Hong Kong
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The 12th Gonference of the International
Association of Historians of Asia,
June 24-28 1991

A Women's Studies Panel
Maria H.A. Jaschok

Within the general theme of Conflict and Harmony in Asian
Societies, one of a number of themes proposed by the convenors of the
Conference, I submitted a proposal for a panel based (however not
exclusively so) on work in progress for abook I am editing together with
Dr Suzanne Miers, Ohio University (provisional title: Forms of Bond-
age, Refuge, and Escape Among Chinese Women).

The panel theme was accepted under the title of “Historical
Perspectives on Contemporary Issues: Female Submission, Service,
and Strategies in a Male World.” Chaired by Dr Yip Hon-ming, Gender
Research Program member and lecturer of the Chinese University
History Department, the first panel presentation was given by me on
“Missionary Causes and Chinese ‘Slave’ Girls in Yunnan-Fu: Granting
a Refuge, Saving (Chinese) Womanhood and (Western) Souls, 1930-
1932.” However, as the convenor of the panel I first contextualized all
of our presentations by exploring some of the implications of current
feminist scholarship for crosscultural studies. I then proceeded, briefly,
to present preliminary findings from my own empirical work to illustrate
the issues raised.

Some of the parameters of the male world within which women
lived, endured, and survived were highlighted by Dr. Elizabeth Sinn
(Hong Kong University) in a paper entitled “On Patriarchal Concepts
of the Protection of Women: The Early History of the Po Leung Kuk.”
She argues that when the Kuk was founded in 1878 it did not only serve
to protect women and children. It protected no less ‘legitimate’ patriar-
chal prerogatives over females by seeking to institutionalize distinc-
tions between paternal exercise of authority (or its rightful transfer) and
anexercise of power over women acquired by such means as kidnapping,
enticement and seduction — the ‘illegitimate’ dimension to the transfer
of females.

The third panelist focused most emphatically on women as agents
of their own history. In a paper to which she has given the title “Female
Migrants in Singapore: Toward a Strategy of Pragmatism and Coping”
Ms Claire Chiang explored women ‘s resourcefulness and capacity to
cope with the greatest economic and social odds in an alien and
competitive Singapore society.

The second part of the session explored female prostitution in
different empirical contexts and from different methodological angles.
Aspects of female submission, service, and strategies were explored by
Ms Susanna Hoe in her paper on the lives of Western prostitutes in early
Hong Kong: “Queen’s Women; Western Prostitutes in Hong Kong,
1841-1931.” She foregrounded relationships between white women
from the ‘respectable’segment of the colonial population and white,
‘immoral’ women, i.e. prostitutes. She compared this relationship (one
which was largely characterized by avoidance on the one side, and open
flaunting on the other side) with the close attention paid by white

activists to Chinese prostitutes and asked how the differences might be
accounted for.

Ms Hoe was followed by Dr Sarah Mason. She presented a
fascinating study of “Social Christianity, American Feminism, and
Chinese Prostitutes: The History of Cameron House, San Francisco,
1880s-1920.” We were given an insight into the relationships within
Cameron House among staff and inmates and between Cameron House
and its host society. Intriguingly, descendants of former inmates tend to
‘glamorize’ their ancestresses’ lives, according to Dr. Mason.

The act of closure was performed by Dr James Warren in his paper
entitled “The Ah Ku and Karayuki-san of Singapore — their Lives:
Sources, Method and a Historian’s Representation.’ In discussing his
own theoretical and methodological preoccupations, he was at the same
time retracing some of the patterns drawn upon by the other panelists
and foreshadowed in the introduction. It was an intellectual tour deforce
which may have left some members of the audience aghast, but none
untouched.

The very intense (and riveting) discussions which followed the
presentations reflected a number of concerns which will no doubt feed
into the future work to be done by the contributors to the book. Among
the points raised during the general discussion were: (1) the need for an
identification of the authorial voice and of the relationship between
author and subject/s investigated; (2) the attention to be paid to a
feminist methodology which is both conscious of enduring structures as
well as subjectivities and intentionality. Particular regard must be paid
to the process of ‘coming to voice’ in documenting the lives of women;
(3) the need for an imaginative reconstruction of women’s history
which makes use of a wide range of sources; (4) the vital role played by
oral history sources wherever they are accessible.

Our hope that the Conference would provide timely, stimulating,
and challenging feedback was fulfilled. It also proved again the value
of workshop-type settings which allow for constructive and open
scholarly discourse.

Maria Jaschok is research associate of the
Centre of Asian Studies,
University of Hong Kong.

Women in Asia
Yip Hon-ming

Women’s history has become an attractive panel topic in confer-
ences during the recentdecade. The 12th Conference of the International
Association of Historians of Asiaheld in June, 1991, vividly demonstrated
the popularity of the field. Some 20 papers related to this area were
presented in the Conference, including those in two double-session
panels on “Women in Asia.” While Dr. Jaschok has reported in this
issue on the first Panel on “Historical Perspective on Contemporary
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Issues: Female Submission, Service, and Historical Strategies in a Male
World,” papers presented in the second one entitled “Culture, Health,
and the Construction of Gender,” are listed as follows: S.K. Wong’s
“Representations of Asian Women in Kipling and Conrad: Imperial
‘Boundaries’ and the Asian Woman as Other,” P. Youngcharoen’s
“Thienwan and Fukuzawa Yukichi: A Comparative Study of Their
Views Concerning Women in Siamese and Japanese Societies,” S.
T.Patana’s “Thai Society’s Expectations of Women, 1904-1935: An
Approachto Women’s History,” K. Gernant’s “Perception and Practice:
The Status of Women on Meizhou Island,” D. Martin’s “Hong Kong
Chinese Women'’s Recollections of Pregnancy Restrictions from the
1930s to the 1950s,” and J. F. Warren’s “Chinese Prostitution in
Singapore: Recruitment and Brothel Organization.”

As an authoritative scholar on the karayukisan, a kind of Japanese
prostitutes, Warren also chaired another panel entitled “The Japanese in
Pre-War Southeast Asia” which shed light on the relationship between

the karayukisan and Japan’s economic expansion in southeast Asia.
Presentations of the panel include: H. Shimizu’s “Karayuki-san and
Japan’s Economic Penetration into Southeast Asia: From the Late 19th
Century Until the Early 1920s,” Y. Akashi’s “Prostitution in the Prewar
Japanese Community in Singapore,” and S. Hayase’s “Japanese Laborers
in the Philippines and American Colonial Policy.”

From the titles of these panel papers, one can easily sense the
multiplicity of current research on Asian women’s history which can
have different dimensions — sex, class, race/ethnicity, etc. It is hoped
that some of the papers can be further substantiated, using documents
to supplement oral interviews, and digging for first-hand, first-person
materials to complement surveys in English. Besides, Asians’ views
should be taken into consideration as non-Asian investigators have
become increasingly critical about themselves being influenced by their
intrinsic structure of intellect in the processing of source materials.

Project objectives

Based at the Centre of Asian Studies, University of Hong
Kong, asmall group of scholars will embark on the compilation
of a dictionary to highlight the roles played, and contributions
made, by women throughout the history of Hong Kong. The
dictionary will cover cultural, social, and political activities
which shaped the public and private worlds of Hong Kong, and
it will take note of women considered to have impacted Hong
Kong society from all of the varied ethnic communities which
constitute this society. It aims to provide a source of reference
for students of Hong Kong history and, at the same time, to
inspire further research into aspects of its social and cultural
history.

Project significance

This Dictionary is to make a contribution to the increas-
ingly dynamic developments taking place in women’s studies
in Hong Kong ( see the activities of the Gender Research
Program, CUHK) and also to help lay the foundation for future
scholarship in this area by providing a much-needed source of
reference where so far there is none. By uncovering the
importance of women from various ethnic, economic and
cultural backgrounds in the description of their activism and
the nature of their involvement, contributions are also made to
research in the social history of Hong Kong.

It is anticipated that educational as well as governmental
and commercial institutions will find this Dictionary a useful
sourcebook on women’s history and local social history.

Introducing a New
Research Project

Maria Jaschok
An Annotated Biographical Dictionary of Hong Kong Women: 1841 - 1991 (in English and Chinese)

Project parameters

The proposers of this project are Dr Elizabeth Sinn, History
Department, recently appointed chairperson of the Hong Kong
Studies Program, and Dr Maria Jaschok, Centre of Asian
Studies research associate. Together with Ms Susanna Hoe,
Women'’s Historian, they will act as chief coordinating editors
in an editorial board comprising local scholars working within
different disciplines.

Members of the editorial board recruited so far (more will
be invited in time): Dr Yip Hon-ming, Department of History,
The Chinese University of Hong Kong; Dr Martha Cheung,
Department of English, University of Hong Kong; and Rev.
Carl T. Smith, Historian. Itis hoped that Rev. Smith will act also
as our chief advisor.

Prospective members will come from other ethnic com-
munities including the Indian, Parsee, and Portuguese commu-
nities in Hong Kong.

Official and private archives will be utilized for back-
ground research; the editorial board will develop the criteria for
inclusion of women into the Dictionary and the organization of
the Dictionary. Other contributors will be invited to add from
their knowledge as the project develops. Photographs and
relevant illustrations will be collected wherever possible and
added to the biographies. As soon as approval is given,
coordination of the project may start. It is anticipated that the
project can be completed within a two year time frame.
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Book Review

Elizabeth Sinn

Susanna Hoe, The Private Life of Old
Hong Kong Western Women in the British
Colony, 1841-1941

(Hong Kong: Oxford University Press,
1991)

The idea of a book on the history of Western women in
Hong Kong is entirely original. This is partly by default: no one
had thought Western women, so few and so insignificant,
worth writing about. Moreover there is so little ready-made
and easily available material on them that anyone attempting
this subject would have to start from scratch.

This Susanna Hoe did, and she made a splendid job of it.
The few published books on Hong Kong history, in which
women hardly feature, must have been as much a source of
frustration as of information. Indeed, she has had to rely
heavily on unpublished records scattered in various archives
and private holdings - including official records, diaries, letters,
photographs—and information provided by descendants in
interviews and correspondence. The amount of material she
has salvaged in the short span of three years is astounding. Her
resourcefulness and the relentlessness with which she pursued
her research are equally awe-inspiring. Her bibliography of
unpublished and published materials is a most useful guide for
historians and students researching and writing on Hong Kong.

But, it must be admitted that the material she has gathered
is still far from abundant; it is certainly uneven. Yet she
manages to extract much from each source and make creative
use of it. Animaginative pennot only makes up for the shortfall
in sources, but it also gives cogency to the story by weaving
together the history of persons who lived very disparate lives.

The author covers a lot of ground in social terms: the
women in the book were from different walks of life and a wide
range of backgrounds, from Governors' wives, missionaries
and shopkeepers to policemen's wives and prostitutes. They
also represented a wide range of human qualities: the foolish,
the wise; the flirtatious, the saintly; the mindless, the caring.

The author takes us from the sublime - and the weird and
wonderful - to the mundane, and gives meaning to all. It is
uplifting to see Emily Bowring, the Governor's daughter, run
away from the family and, against her father's will, join the
Canossian Mission and finally help to set up three girl schools
in Hong Kong - one, the Sacred Heart Canossian College, is
still thriving. But the murder of Francesca Berger, American
prostitute, is no less significant for its human interest and for
the light it throws on the lives of a considerable group of
Western women in Hong Kong at the time. Mabel Cantlie

going about quietly caring for the poor, the sick and the
friendless is no less a part of Hong Kong history as Stella
Benson and Gladys Forster campaigning against slavery at the
League of Nations. The lives of this mixed bag of women are
the real stuff of social history. Together, they present a full
spectrum of social life within the community of Western
women, and the author's sensitive and lively presentation
successfully conveys the texture of that life, with all the variety
and the changes, in Hong Kong over 100 years.

The book deals not only with individuals but, through
them, the institutions they were connected with. These include
some of the oldest and the best loved institutions today: the
Helena May Institute, the YWCA, the Diocesan Girls' School,
the Tsan Yuk Hospital and the University of Hong Kong, just
to name a few. In the process, the author helps to solve a few
mysteries. The early history of the Diocesan Girls' School, for
instance, has never been told with such clarity; nor has the role
of Flora Shaw (Lady Lugard) in founding the University of
Hong Kong ever been fully described and appreciated.

It also touches on some of the central social issues in Hong
Kong such as the muitsai system and prostitution when dealing
with the work of Mrs Haslewood, Benson and Forster. Though
the attempt to abolish these institutions in the early 20th century
has been discussed by other historians, here the story is told
from a human perspective and assumes a new sense of reality.

Though the book is largely narrative, the author also
makes a number of interesting statements. I am particularly
touched by one of them. In weighing the contribution Benson
and Forster might have made to the abolition of prostitution,
she writes: "What Gladys and Stella did, as well as adding their
twopenny worth to the spreading pool of twentieth-century
social reform, was firstly to be true to themselves and, secondly,
to lend some dignity, in both contemporary and historical
terms, to a society where women were so confined to the
domestic sphere that they thought they were being noble when
they played bridge all day for charity." (pp.261-2)

Two things about this book make me uneasy, however.
One is the title. In the preface, the author tries to justify using
"private life" because most Western women's lives were private.
However, this is not compatible with the content of the book.
At least half the book is about women who lived public lives:
authors, social reformers, teachers, nurses, doctors, founders of
public institutions - women whose work affected the lives of
contemporaries as well as those well after their own time. To
tell their story under the title "private life" does not seem to do
justice to their contribution. Nor does such arestrictive title do
justice to a book which is so broad in scope.

I also find the abrupt ending disconcerting. It destroys the
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symmetry of the book which begins at a leisurely pace, taking
in the women in Macao before 1841 to serve as a nice run-up
to their transfer to Hong Kong. But she ends the pre-war years
very suddenly by writing, "Hong Kong under Japanese
occupation and life in the internment camps over three and a
half years is another story. All that should be added here to the
account of Hong Kong and the private life of its women that
came to an abrupt end in December 1941 is that when Red
Hilda came out of Stanley in 1945 her hair was white." (p.281)

There might be shock value in such an ending, but
historically the break was not so sudden. For Western women
life went on, albeit very differently, in the internment camps,
and more importanly their lives and work continued and
developed after the war. Of course the book has to end
somewhere, and 1941 is certainly as appropriate a terminal
point as any. However, I feel that a few words on subsequent
developments or some retrospective remarks might have
rounded the work off more gently and given the reader a greater
sense of satisfaction.

But these are diversions and do not detract from the fact
that this is one of those rare books which are extremely well
researched and yet at the same time delightfully readable.
Moreover, for the historian, this pioneer effort is a source of
inspiration. My own impulse was to rush off and write a history
of Chinese women in Hong Kong, and others may be so
inspired as well. By adding one fine piece to the mosaic of
Hong Kong history, Ms Hoe shows how much more needs to
be done, and can be done.

Elizabeth Sinn is chairperson of the Hong Kong
Studies Program, University of Hong Kong
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Tessa Stewart

Amy Tan, The Joy Luck Club
(London: Minerva, 1990)

About Chinese women who are linked by a mahjong club,
and written solely from a woman's point of view, this is a book
that deals with cultural dislocation through the framework of
mother-daughter relationships. The Joy Luck Club is mainly
structured around the solo expressions of four Chinese mothers
and their four daughters and details the attempts of the mothers
to transmit their cultural perspectives and life histories to their
daughters, along with the daughers' responses.

The daughters initially perceive all this cultural baggage
as something to filter out as they grow up, seeing much of it as
peripheral or even debilitating in the context of their American
lives. Later, once pursuing one's ethnic roots becomes more
fashionable and the mothers become older or die, there is a
change of perspective, with moments of shared understanding
and a sense of lost opportunities coming through. The ending
comes full circle with the central character returning to mainland
China for family reunions amidst a glow of cultural identity
reassuringly found.

As a novel, The Joy Luck Club is only partly successful,
following in the footsteps of the 'Real Life Banal' school of
American women's authors, headed by such popular writers as
Marge Piercy, Marilyn French and Alice Walker. Character-
ised by earnest intentions, lack of nuance and the use of simple
language to accurately convey the reality of women's lives,
getting to the end of one of their books can be described as a
triumph of content over style. However, Tan's book does deal
with something that is worthwhile, and should be of interest to
Chinese mothers and daughters encountering similar difficul-
ties, not only in countries where they are surrounded by other
cultures, but also in settings where there is a large generation
gap due to changes in eduactional opportunities amidst rapid
modernisation.

From the point of view of gender studies, the book focuses
on the role of women, through their daughters, as transmitters
of cultural lore as well as social and intergenerational
connectedness, with the male role here being viewed as
peripheral. Though Tan details the process in this context as
one which more often goes awry, there is no mistaking the
strong sense of the older women's pressing need to influence
this aspect of their daughters' consciousness. This leads to
questions of why it is so often women who take on this role of
communication in human relationships, of sustaining our day to
day social fabric, locating it within wider boundaries and
rooting it in a past. For better or worse, women as wives or
mothers are generally found to be the main communication
centre in a family. It is they who organise and make the daily
conncections that sustain a family - who will pick up who/what,
who will come to play when, who will look after the old/sick-
a heavy organisational load, but one that is undervalued, or
even unnoticed.

Regarding transmitting knowledge of the family's links
with the wider world outisde it, many must remember their
mother and grandmother ‘placing’ relationships as within or
not within the family, or examining links with friends and
acquaintances - talking ‘connections’ as it was called in the
Irish setting of my youth. “Yes, he must be a second-cousin
once removed,” or “No, we're not actually related to Auntie
Norah, just by marriage,” or “Remember the Longs, I heard
they moved to .Australia, and the daughter married an
Englishman..” Most males in my family did not know what a
second cousin once-removed even was, and this talk was
generally passed off as gossip, and now with the pace of life
growing ever faster there is no time for it anyway. As in Tan's
book, it often gets filtered out, along with rich place or culture-
specific lore, and remnants of religious and other traditional
observances.

Men may be as interested in the transmission of perceived
wisdom as women, but are more inclined to save such efforts for
their sons, though where sons are problematic or nonexistent
females may be designated as proxies. It has been shown that
Western marriages have anoticeably smaller chance of breakup
if there are sons, and the fathers spend more time with their
children if they are male. Men are also likely to pass on a

different version of essential information, continuing the gender
split. The power of such parental exchanges over us is not to be
underestimated, operating as they do at a deep emotional level.

Though relatively balanced philosophical frontispieces to
each section in the book are offered by Tan, including a wish by
one mother hoping her daughter will have the benefits of the
East and West, the mothers' anxiety about their daughers'
inability to receive vital cultural knowledge comes across
clearly. Thus in one section, a mother's early hopes for her
daughter are contrasted with the final outcome:

"In America I will have a daughter just like me. But over
there nobody will say her worth is measured by the loudness of
her husband's belch. Over there nobody will look down on her,
because I will make her speak only American English. And
over there she will be too full to swallow any sorrow!...Now the
woman was old. And she had adaughter who grew up speaking
only English and swallowing more Coca Cola than sorrow."

There is in fact much pain on both sides, caused by the
different sets of agendas and expectations that the younger and
older women have, these being presentin any cross-generational
split, but compounded here by the fact that all the older women
were born and brought up in the first half of this century in
mainland China, worlds away from California with its emphasis
onindividual fulfillment and lifestyles that include relationships
without marriage.

The relationship of the women across this divide of the two
cultures remains then the focal point, with the books's
contrapuntal design of solo confidences and flashbacks from
the eight women leaving a feeling of echoes from a collection
of case histories, along with an impression of awkwardly
connected human lives.

Tessa Stewart is a personal, marriage and
family counseller resident in Hong Kong
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iInternational Conference on
Gender and Society:

The Pacific Rim Experience

Fanny M. Cheung

The conference was organized by the Gender Research
Programme of the Hong Kong Institute of Asia-Pacific Studies,
and it took place on 21st and 22nd March 1991 at the Cho Yiu
Conference Hall, The Chinese University of Hong Kong. It was
an outcome of a collaborative research project between the
Gender Research Programme and the Centre for Pacific Rim
Studies (University of California, Los Angeles)toreview research
on women's issues in Hogn Kong. Apart from Professor Lucie
Cheng from the UCLA, the conference was attended by researchers
from Taiwan, Malaysia and Philippines.

Professor Ambrose King, Pro-Vice-Chancellor of the Chinese
University, delivered a welcome speech at the first day of the
conference. The conference started with a roundtable session
on'Social Milieu and Economic Reality of Gender Studies in the
Asia-Pacific Region' and concluded with an action planning
workshop on 'Identifying Strategies on Gender Studies in the
Asia-Pacific Region'. Presentation and discussion was made in
six thematic sessions: 'Continuity and Change', "'Woman and the
State', 'Sex-Role Attitudes', 'Gender Stereotypes in the Mass
Media', 'Education: Labour Force participation and Economic
Attainment' and 'Sexual Division of Labour at Work and at

Home'. All together nine papers were presented during the two-
day conference.

The two-day conference blended research ideas and
reflections. It was pointed out that the field of gender studies is
relatively new in many Asian countries. These studies have
grown in response to many factors: changes in social, economic,
and political status of women vis-a-vis men; an increasing
consciousness among women regarding their own roles and
ocndition; the convergence of different academic disciplines in
reviewing their own blind spots and in filling the gaps in
traditional theories by postulating feminist perspectives and an
interdisplinary approach. Given the historical context and present
social milieu of the countries in the Asia-Pacific Region, differ-
ent stages of development in gender studies have been noted in
these countries. The conference called for amore focused concern
on women's issues in the Asia-Pacific Region, and explored areas
for collaborative studies.

Fanny M. Cheung is co-ordinator of the Gender
Role Research Programme, HKIAPS
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Choi Po-king

Hong Kong, like other post-industrial societies, is charac-
terised by a higher level of permissiveness and informality than
before. Fathers, instead of being the stern patriarch, now tend to
get more involved in childcare and in the life of the nuclear
family generally, perhaps as a sort of compensation for the
intense competition and individuation in the world of work.
Greater concern of the father for children, however, does not
necessarily mean that the mother's burden is reduced in any
significant way. Studies of domestic labour have found that
fathers are engaged more with keeping company or playing
with their children, while mothers perform their traditional
share of chores, such as cleaning and feeding them. Indeed, it
has beenremarked that fathers, by participating morein childcare,
might have taken away from the mother the more enjoyable
tasks of playing with children.

The distribution of childcare tasks apart, it is interesting to
note the reproduction of gender differences in children through
the recurrent, intense and intimate parent-child interactions
from a very early age onwards. Fathers, by enlisting their
children in activities of a playful, exploratory, and adventurous
nature, are transmitting to their children the image of the free-
moving, extrovert male. Less interesting (perhaps because she
is more tied down by household chores) and yet more stable and
predictable, are the mothers -- the homebound female nurturers
who are always the ones to go to when in discomfort, pain or
trouble. Itis, therefore, a common observation among mothers
that young children actively seek their fathers' company when
they are energetic and playful, but invariably look for the
mother's comforting lap as night closes in or when they feel ill
or tired. Through this differential adult-child relationship, the
gender division acquires its concrete, experiential basis early
on in the child's socialisation.

Gender differences and relationships are what we are
dealing with primarily in this bulletin. This issue offers an
article on how anthropological findings help to enlighten us on
gender as a social-cultural construct, an interview with a
prominent local historian, a report on a survey of sexual mores
held by students of this University, as well as a discussionof the
nature of sexual harassment. There is also a brief description of
arecent strategy used by a local feminist group in their quest to
redress the inequity in gender relationships in our society.
Apart from these, there are also book reviews, as well as reports
on activities of various groups concerned with gender issues.

As our title indicates, this bulletin aims at facilitating
exchange of news and views concerning gender issues, and
contributions from groups and individuals both inside and
outside the campus are welcome. Starting from this issue, a
table of contents would be added in order to ensure that readers
who are not conversant in either Chinese or English would still
be able to know the titles of all the articles that are included. We
look forward to a time when we could offer full translations of
all articles into the language other than that in which they are
written. But this would have to await a greater command of
resources on our part, which, we understand, would only come
when the significance of gender studies is more widely
acknowledged.-
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