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CLASSMATES

A REPORT ON TEACHING ENGLISH
AT THE WOMEN'S CENTRE,
OCTOBER --- DECEMBER, 1991

Susanna Hoe

As [ was preparing to write this report, Peggy, who helps us
with cleaning and ironing two mornings a week, came to
discuss with me the English class that she has recently
joined. Her intervention in my thoughts was entirely
relevant because the way she is being taught is diametrically
opposed to everything I am trying to do with my class.

Peggy is from the same social milieu and of about the same
level of competence in English as the Chinese women
whom I teach once a week for one and a half hours at the
Women's Centre, Lai Kok Estate, Kowloon. As those
conversant with the education system know, written
English learnt in a English medium school tends to be
better than that in a Chinese medium one, where Peggy,
and 70% of my students went some years ago; (she left
school at 15 and is now 34). But oral and aural English is
fairly uniform in all but the top English medium schools
because of the size of classes and tendency for even
teachers to take the easy option and speak Cantonese.
Technically Peggy and my students are lower intermediate.
They have (rusty) passive knowledge but lack confidence.

Peggy is one of eight women who are each paying $100 for
8 lessons given by a Chinese man. When 1 asked her if he
was a good teacher, she replied, "He is very young." She
brought me the handout outline of her second lesson. It
began,
Lecture Two,
2.1. Review of the Previous Lecture; 2.2. Grammar -
Tense; Tense can be simply divided into three parts;
2.2.1. Present Tense ... [followed by descriptions of the
different forms, and some new ones, of the present tense
and some examples]; 2.2.2. Past Tense ... ; 2.2.3. Future
Tense ..; 2.3. About the Surroundings - Sports
(followed by columns of different sporting activities).
All that was included in lesson 2. Of the 14 examples given
for the tenses, 2 were about a man by name, 4 talked of
"he"; none contained a woman or a female pronoun. The
list of 11 sports included only one in which Peggy was ---
or might be expected to be --- interested: swimming. The
tense examples did not relate to the sporting coda of the
lesson.

Peggy's teacher --- a rather young man, perhaps a university
student trying to earn a few dollars --- is, by any standards,
old-fashioned. = Anyone schooled in the rudiments of
teaching English today would eschew the purely
grammatical approach.  The tense explanations, for
example, describe concepts that Peggy would probably not
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even be familiar with in her own language, and are, anyway,
questionable. A trained teacher today would teach in one
lesson probably only one aspect of the present tense, not
necessarily mentioning the tense by name, and any handout
would be an exercise or notes tailored to the competence of
the students in English. At least the male character used as
an illustration was Chinese; one mark to Peggy's teacher!

While 1 was shocked by the trials that Peggy was expected
to undergo, she was calm and philosophical about it and I
tried my best not to shake her confidence in her teacher;
but I wish she could come to my class!

It is axiomatic that today anyone teaching English to
Chinese students in Hong Kong will, as far as possible , use
Chinese and Hong Kong examples. But, taking into
account the femaleness of women students, even in a
women only class, is not natural here, or elsewhere, if the
availability of published literature here or in Britain is
anything to go by. Even a mixed class should, but does not,
have an even balance between male and female characters
and pronouns. And it is as important for male students to
be taught within a context of female characters treated with
equality as it is for female students to feel comfortable
through identification.

Thus, at the Women's Centre in October 1991 1 started a
12 Week term from scratch, devising my own
women-centred material and my own women-centred style
of teaching. I called it "women-centred" rather than
"feminist" initially so as not to provoke the executive
committee of the Women's Centre. The word "feminist",
even among "progressive" Chinese women in Hong Kong, is
not always acceptable -—- for they have to face outwards into
a society with a continuing patriarchal tradition. Ironically,
when they learnt of my ‘"sensitivity" the executive
committee thought it rather quaint!

But, in another sense, women-centred is more appropriate.
My "Classmates", as the Director of the Women's Centre
sweetly calls them, are rather different from the
university-educated, feminist professional women with
whom I agitate. They are working or lower middle class
married women who have given up work outside the home
to have children, and who are taking English lessons to give
themselves something to do once a week, or to help their
children with their homework. Women-centred seems,
somehow, to suit them better.

That is not to deny that the classes are meant to raise the
consciousness of the Classmates in a feminist sense, not
only from my point of view, but also from that of the
progressive women of the Women's Centre and my own
group, AWARE (Association of Women for Acticn and
Research) which is attached to it. And that raised
consciousness of themselves as women has more purpose
than future personal fulfilment of the women concerned.
We are not ashamed to admit that hopes for political
participation at all levels is bound up in this exercise of
empowerment.

There is, therefore, more to women-centredness than
women characters in examples, a concentration on female
pronouns, and on women's activities with which the
Classmates can identify. As important is the relationship
between the women themselves , and between them and me
as their teacher. Sisterhood is the order of the day. We
have to know each other and trust each other enough to
build from our core outwards and onwards to an
unfamiliar, even alien, world and our possibilities there for
the future. This goal is not an expatriate/neo colonial
exercise, I should make clear; but the request of Chinese
women concerned for the future of Hong Kong. As for the
method, I am feeling my way forward with it, lesson by
lesson.

The use of the Classmates' English, rather than their
Chinese, name was both an advantage and a disadvantage.
Firstly, it made it possible for as a non-Cantonese speaker
to get to know 20 women by name fairly quickly -—- an
essential part of the communicating process.  The
Englishness of their names also gave them link with the
language they were learning and with the outside world
where English is still the language of power. On the other
hand, they felt strange with their English names, many of
which had probably not been in use since they were handed
out by their teacher at school or by their father (usually not
their mother) for outside use. It made them slightly
awkward, too, in relating to each other.

Using names, treating the women as individuals, is a first
important step, but how does one build up trust? When I
was doing the TEFL certificate course at the British Council
in 1990, I was impressed by one teacher I observed. She
was teaching her class the words for members of the family
and had brought in a pile of photographs of her family as
teacher's aid. Her lesson was marvellously slick, interesting
and involving and afterwards I congratulated her adding, "I
do envy you; I have such a funny family that it would be
impossible to use my family members to illustrate a lesson."
"Don't be silly," she replied. "So have I; none of those were
my family."

What a clever technique, I thought then. But, when I came
to teach my women I had to reject it. Every thing had to be
real and true between us, or else how could we build up
trust and move forward. So I taught them about "divorce",
in a society where it is still not commonplace, certainly in
their milieu. And they learnt about my 3 stepchildren, one
of whom has a wife, but no children yet, and about the two
widowed mothers of two only children (my husband and
me). It worked!

After one lesson when I had played a tape of a discussion
between an interviewer and my husband about a Christmas
trip to England, a Classmate asked me what we were doing
for Christmas. "But you heard it on the tape," I replied—
"You mean that was the truth?" she asked, her eyes lighting
up. "Of course," I replied. "Everything is." I saw it sink
in.

This attempt to make everything real produces logistical
difficulties, of course, but can also provide unique windows
to the outside world. In the BBC English books which I use
as a rough guideline, an early lesson deals with people from
all parts of the world; and in a TEFL class in Britain, the
students are likely to come from everywhere. But in a class
of Chinese women from the same city, suburb even, that
variety is more difficulty to introduce. I did so with a map
of the region and learning the names of countries and
people, finally homing in on the Philippines. When I then
introduced a tape of an interview between me and the
Philippine woman who works as a domestic helper in the
flat next door to ours, I was not only able to introduce the
wider world, but also the problems of Philippine migrant
workers. This is particularly important in a society which
looks down on Filipinos. Soon I hope to do a similar
interview with 2 Vietnamese refugees of my acquaintance
--- for the Boatpeople, too, are much disparaged here.

The search for reality is not one way: me as teacher
facilitating the Classmates to gain a broader perspective on
life, one which may or may not lead to a flowering of
possibilities for them and advantages to Hong Kong's
political culture. My experience, too, has been enriched.
I've been teaching by the seat of my pants --- a complete
novice, apart from lessons taught as part of my course, and
constantly making mistakes: misconstructing lessons,
misjudging the Classmates' capacity, failing to explain
concepts, running out of time. But I did make one intuitive
leap.

Quite early on, I asked them to write their "story". 1
wanted to know about their work before they were married,
about their husbands and their work, about their children,
their likes and dislikes. In terms of language, it was of
considerable value: it taught me much more about their
passive knowledge than I could otherwise learn. I learnt,
for example, that about half the class was familiar with the
past tense, and the other floundered about in the present
when discussing their past. One or two wrote a proper
biography, using the language with a flexibility and daring
they would never attempt orally; but it waits to be drawn
out and makes them invaluable leaders for eliciting
vocabulary.

But the stories were even more riveting from a sociological
point of view; from this exercise I gained family and work
data about 20 women that would be difficult and perhaps
pointless under other circumstances. That data is helpful to
us as a feminist group working on behalf of Hong Kong
women and it gives me as an expatriate an unforeseen
entree into the lives of Chinese women among whom I
don't usually have the chance to move.

The Classmates, with 2 exceptions, all fall within the 30-40
age group. The other two are 45 and 46, my age. Swapping
ages allows them to put me, (oo, into a useful pigeonhole. I
would be sorry if they treated me with respect --- which
they inevitably do because I am their teacher --- because I
am an expatriate; I can tolerate it because I am older!
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Only 2 of the women are childless; as am 1. That too is
useful because it may be that they mind about childlessness;
so on examples where childlessness, as contrast, is useful, I
use myself as well as them as an example. Those with
children all have 2 or 3, except the 46 year old who has six
daughters.

Eight out of 20 worked in a factory of some sort before they
were married. This is interesting to know in a city state
where factory work for women is increasingly difficult to
find --- as factory work moves into China. If the
Classmates decided to go back to work when their children
are older, they would find factory work difficult to come
by. English should allow them more job scope and
satisfaction.

Perhaps the most interesting, and distressing, finding is
their views on their life at home. Nearly all of them still has
an outside job (as a slimming treatment operator who
comes to the class on her afternoon off). Under the
headings, likes and dislikes, 16 out of 20 gave one or more
aspects of housework as the only dislike in their life. Five
of them dislike cooking, the basis of their home-making.
Only 4 have likes outside the home (singing --- Chinese
opera --- sport, swimming and English and art lessons).
Likes in the home are as limited as listening to the radio.
The dissatisfaction with housework/homemaking, when
read in conjunction with a recent tragic finding is, sobering.
"Mothers are the main offenders in cases of child abuse," it
was claimed in November 1991 by Priscilla Lui, Director of
Against Child Abuse. She suggested that "most offenders
were full-time housewives who had little or no support
from their husbands." (South China Morning Post 22
November 1991.)

The problem is mainly that rhe nuclear family is rapidly
replacing the extended family with its network of support
and, within the nuclear family, the father is often absent
and difficult to communicate with. Supporting evidence for
this trend --- though not overtly for child abuse --- comes
from my Classmates. One wrote, "He goes to work in the
early morning and comes back at the mid-night." Another
wrote, "He works on shift duty and has to work outdoor.
He cannot help me in doing the housework. I don': like
washing dishes." There was no mention in any of the
"stories" of other relatives.

For our last lesson, the Classmates read their stories ---
which we had corrected by working through a compilation
of slips at an earlier lesson --—- into the tape recorder, so that
they had the chance to hear their own voices
speaking/reading English. Afterwards we had a party at
which a feature was not a Christmas carol --- which seemed
inappropriate among women who are mostly non-Christian
--- but the ditty "I'm a little teapot short and stout." I had
some evidence that this also existed in Cantonese. So it
does, to the tune of "Frere Jacques", the French words of
which I wrote up on the board to general amazement! As
we started to break up, a Classmate came to tell that, after
all, she would not coming to lessons next term.
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Why not? I had to ask. "It's my son, he disturbs the class
too much." she explained. It was true he was a bit
disruptive but, I thought, only to his mother, one of the
best students. "Of course he doesn't. He only disturbs you
and you mustn't let him," I retorted. We quizzed another
class mate. "Yes, he does," she declared roundly. "He's
afraid of her," said the mother. "I said I'd tie him up if he
didn't behave," boasted the classmate (a mother of 2). "He
doesn't want to come anymore; he wants me to himself at
home," declared the mother miserably.

The social worker/Director, Linda, and a member of the
executive committee who had attended the party, rallied
round and we tried to discuss the issue with the mother.
'You mustn't give in to him on this; he'll manipulate you for
ever." "Just try once more after a gap of a few weeks before
you make a final decision." Were two of the arguments we
put forward, and I asked, "Have you talked to your husband
about the problem?" "Oh, no," she protested, "I can't talk
to him about such things."

I thought she had been persuaded to try just one more time;
that she would bring the 3 year old and continue to benefit
from what the lessons had to offer: an afternoon out of the
flat, sisterhood, English language, and empowerment. But
no, at the first lesson of the new term, last week she was
absent. And one joy of my 12 weeks with the Classmates
went with her.

Most of the regulars signed up for the second term. It was
only at that late stage that I discovered how much the
Classmates are paying the women's centre for their lessons
--- $300. I hope they think it worth it in a culture where
money and its value count for much. I have forgone any fee
but the pressure now to provide value in terms of straight
English teaching is increased by the knowledge of how
much these non-earning women pay for my services.

One of the Classmates has brought two sisters and a niece
to join us, that's a good sign. I cannot be sure what the first
12 lessons have done for their English, but we are
beginning to feel like a team, and that's a step forward as far
as my ulterior motives are concerned.

Susanna Hoe is a historian, and author of the book The
Private Life of Old Hong Kong: British Women in the
Colony, 1841- 1941 (Hong Kong: Oxford University Press,
1991).
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The Editorial Board of Gender Studies: News and Views
welcomes any submission of essays, reports, reviews as
well as information on gender issues. Please send your

contributions (Chinese or English) to us, preferably in the

form of floppy disk (indicating word-processing
software) plus a hard copy, to the Gender Research
Programme, Hong Kong Institute of Asia-Pacific
Studies, CUHK, Shatin, Hong Kong. Deadline of
submission for the coming issue is 1 January, 1993.
Tel: 609-7061 Fax: 6035215

WHAT IS IT FOR ME TO BE A MAN TODAY ?

Graeme Stuart-Bradshaw

This is the question a dozen of so men have used to
examine their gender roles, and their relationship to being a
man. In so doing topics on sexuality, intimacy,
brutalisation , alcoholism, father, mother, fatherhood,
power and feelings have been explored among others.

Much to the intrigue of women who ask "what is it a group
of men together talk about?" --- it is neither women, sex as
a conquest, nor sport, work nor symbols of success. We do
not bounce off each others egos, seek to dominate nor even
have created a leader. The men of this group relate to their
mates as feeling human beings, ready to listen, willing to
give support. We talk about relationships mostly, the stuff
of being human.

The area first we claimed for ourselves was permission to
feel and be honest. The earliest discussions soon brought
up a struggle with the brutalising process of "becoming a
man" as it was, and still often is. Whether put into a
boxing ring, for father's approval, or just the mechanics of
school yard macho, whether war or business there is a
school of hard knocks men are supposed to weather in their
initiations. It's not complained of.

However, the emotion we seem to feel most commonly is
the grief at inadequate relationships with our fathers. The
degree of intimacy with fathers has been [ound to shape and
mould so much of our lives. One man put in the fighting
ring by his dad to toughen him up is just now overcoming
fear of intimacy with his wife, and just starting to perceive
that the world is not out to beat him down. He still has an
empty relationship with his dad. For the sons of alcoholic
fathers there is the anguish cof the best times being times
when they shared a drink, that substance which tore their
life apart emotionally.

I think this grief is the main thing that comes up to be
healed as men come together honestly. The "men's
movement" also picks this up in major books e.g. Iron John
(Robert Bly) and Fire in the Belly (Sam Keen).

Some men have explored the need to release themselves
from mother, her holding and withholding. In so doing a
man claims back this anger and his power to be living his
own dream, and overcomes fear of committed relationships
with women. As Sam Keen points out, we men need to
break cleanly from the feminine to fully become ourselves.

Anger and power are two forces we as men have to focus
well. To be without them is not to feel wholly men. There
have been discussions as to how individuals have sought to
regain and have this power. Passion in sexuality is one
way. Willingness to lead, to take a stand, another.
Development of the intellect, also.

Generally the evolution from authoritarianism to being
authentic is recognised as the mark of the "new manhood".
The self-authority theme is well explored in the concept of
the "Wild Man" in Iron John (representing individualism/
warriorhood), teaching the boy to become king. (Just as

the women's movement has explored its archetypes, we find
meaning in the ancient roles e.g. warriors and kings.)

Fatherhood has taken on a new potency for all members of
the men's group. Alter discussions in the group, fathers
seek to heal relationships with sons especially. The
importance of [ather and son having time together alone --—-
call it an initiation if you will, where the older man imparts
his world view, pride and solidarity into the young man
seems to be one outcome.

We men certainly find a new respect in being a man
through the activities of the men's group. Each of us has
deepened our relationships with men. Many feel a deep
reliel not to have to share what are unsharable feelings with
women. There is a kind of feeling men share which is very
tacit but gut wrenching. Bly calls it "shuddering" We men
often shudder silently when feeling sad. And it seems to me
perfectly good to [eel in this way, though it is different [rom
"breaking down" and crying very deeply and does not
appear very emotional. I am coming to the conclusion that
its 2 man's way, and is honest and true for him. Recently at
a funeral of a loved community figure --- he was my father
- the quiet solidarity of men feeling, "shuddering", damp
eyed yet stoic, had a deep and true silence to it.  In their
hearts they knew what he meant to them, their griefl was
true-felt.

My father, a farmer, also has given the example of
husbandry and steward to me, and from me into the group.
these concepts particularly masculine, of caretaking,
protecting, seeing over into the future seems to me to be
the greatest thing we men need (o reclaim. During the
Industrial Society we lost our stewardship even to point of
taking us out of our husbanding and [athering roles.
Community leaders need now to take the role of
stewardship seriously in their everyday decisions, our
future survival depending on it.

It has been said in the group what an honour it is to be
talking with fathers about fathers, leading to deeper
understanding of what "Dad" is. We men are gaining a new
respect for men, men who take on their roles and
responsibilities in relationships, in community and in
family with a strong sense of authority, of stewardship and
of fathering.

Yet we dare to be intimate and balance our strength.

This is the "post historical man" emerging. You won't be
seeing soppy sensitive wimps as feminism seemed to want
some time back. What you will be getting is honest,
powerful, loving men. And of course that's what whole
men have been all along.

Graeme Stuart-Bradshaw, B.Sc., Dip.Ed., N.D., Dip.Hom.,
Naturopath and Homoeopath, is working with his wife
Susanne, a therapist, in their wholistic health consultancy
here in Hong Kong. He is a member of Hong Kong Men's
Group.
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A Man's View on Robert
Bly's Iron John: A Book

About Men
(Reading: Addison-Westley
Publishing Company, 1990)

An interview with Reinhardt Widera by Tessa Stewart on his
reading of the book.

% Tessa Stewart
4 Reinhardt Widera

* What has your reaction been on reading this book,
which has sparkled off a lot of debate in the States

regarding issues of male identity today? Did it give you any
insight or ideas to follow up in terms of how you would
like to be as a man?

+ ~ Tobe honest, very little. What I treasure about the
book is that this is a writer who interests himself a lot in his

role as a man. I appreciate the fact that he is contributing
something to the discussion of gender roles in society. I
also appreciate the fact that he is trying hard to establish an
undistorted, unpretentious image for men. He comes up
with a lot of ideas about this; but at the end of the book, I
felt I was left hanging in the air, and the book did not
contribute much to my own idea of being man in different
social contexts, such as marriage, male to male relationship,
or with myself.

* Is this because you found you alrea%y had some
similar ideas, or because your ideas are very different?
+ I think one reason is because this book is very

much restricted to a clientele in North America. Robert Bly
is very much aiming at well-educated well-off men in their
mid-30's to 40's, and there are many references to specific
features of North American society. At one point he tries to
categorise what the past three decades have contributed to
the image of men, and I find this doubtful in that it is tied
so closely to the American contexts. However, he does talk
about the importance of having male-male relationships
which have real meaning, which I would agree with. He
also points to a lack of male parenting figures or mentors,
which I would extend to both genders now that women are
also increasingly absent from the home.

* So what kind of a different quality is Bly talking
about American men needing to have in their male to male
relationships?
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+ Well, that's another thing I do not necessarily agree
with in this book. He's talking a%out the development that

men went through in the States in the 80's --- I cannot
agree with this approach that human development can be
split into decades, but for tidiness sake we will accept it
here --- he's saying that in the 80's men were taught by
feminist women to be soft and to deny their maleness, and
he's trying to tell American men to allow their inner
violence to come out. He says if one recognises it, it can be
very positive: to lift one's arm to hold a sword can involve
being very decisive, not necessarily being cruel.

* So this is the area the American women's
movement has particularly objected to?

+ Right, and this is also one part I cannot easily
relate to %ecause I am not opposed to the women's
movement. This book really establishes an image of men as
opposed to the supposed desired image of men developed
by the women's movement in America, and I cannot agree
with this primarily contrasting image developed about the
two different genders.

* So, Bly's talking about the men in 80's bein
"pressured" to be soft and to deny their traditiona

masculine qualities, and you're saying that you don't feel
you personally are soft, that you are able to have the kind of
male to male relationships he's talking about, and that also
you are able to decisive and masculine?

+ I supposed so, though I don't even try to draw such
a clear cut image of myself or of men in general.

* So what Bly is trying to do is to wrestle with this
concept of masculinity today, but you're saying you just see
yourself as an individual, neither male nor female only
(though obviously a man), but you're not concerned with
how male you are.

+ Ri%ht, and I don't have any inhibitions about how I
am. He really seems to feel an urge to justify his maleness,
which I think is mainly due to the development of the kind
of gender discussion that America has gone through in the
last decade.

Reinhardt is a German lecturer who has just left the
Chinese  University's German Department after
completing a five year term as a visiting lecturer. He has
also worked in the U.S..

Tessa Stewart is a personal, marriage and family
counsellor resident in Hong Kong.

(The book Iron John: A Book About Men can be borrowed
from the Gender Research Library.)

Amy Ling, Between
Worlds: Women Writers

of Chinese Ancestry
(London & New York:
Pergamon Press, 1990)

Flaine Yee-lin Ho

The Athene Series, in which Amy
Ling's book is published, is described
by its publisher as "An International
Collection of Feminist Books". The
series articulates women's studies in a
number of different areas, and focuses
on women's issues that have received
scant attention in established academic
discourses.

The women writers in Amy Ling's
book experience double or even triple
marginalisation. They are women who
are born or have lived for a long time
among overseas Chinese communities,
especially in the United States.
Regarded in many ways as exiles from
traditional Chinese culture, - their
supposed exile status ironically does
not protect them from the harsh
structures of Chinese patriarchy which
often persist in their individual
families. Throughout the first half of
this century, they were also victimized,
like the men, by racist immigration
policies, the underclass of a silent and
ostracized ethnic minority on American
soil. Historically, according to Ling,
American perceptions of Chinese
women are often mediated by
stereotypical images that are widely
disseminated through the media and
forms of literary activity both inside
and outside of academia. Though the
writers in Ling's book challenge these
images in themselves and their writing,
for a long time their marginalised
social position has hampered access to
a wider readership. At the same time,
they have been largely ignored by
traditional literary criticism which
deals only with texts by writers of
Anglo-American or European ethnicity,
and by scholars of Chinese literature
because their linguistic medium is
English.

book reviea

Amy Ling focuses on the political
oppression of Chinese women on
American soil and their distorted
representation  as the historical
contexts of her own study. Though she
does not openly confront the issue of
traditional academic neglect, the fact
that the book has been written and
published is a crucial, and in many
ways, a first, attempt at intervention.
Before Ling, Kai-yu Hsu and Helen
Palubinskas's Asian-American Authors
(1972, 1976) profiled a number of
writers and gave them a group identity;
Elaine  Kim's Asian  American
Literature (1982) continued to situate
writers of Chinese descent among those
of other Asian communities. More

recently, The Nature and Context of

Minority Discourse (1990) edited by
Abdul JanMohamed and David Lloyd
theorizes the burgeoning textual
pluralities of ethnic minority groups in
the United States and some other Third
World countries. These publications
represent the increasingly vocal
interventions by writers claiming their
legitimate  place in  American
cultural-literary discourse long
perceived as "white"-dominated.

None of them, however, focus on
women writers, and specifically, those
from the Chinese community. Amy
Ling's book stands as a monument to
the considerable achievement of three
generations of  Chinese-American
women writers who refused to be
silenced by conditions of extreme
adversity. It begins with the Eurasian
Eaton Sisters, Edith Maud Eaton
(1865-1914), who wrote under the
Chinese pseudonym Sui Sin Far, and
Winnifred Eaton (1875-1954). Edith
was born in England, and Winnifred in
Montreal, Canada, and both lived most
of their life in the west, beginning their
writing careers at times of severe
proscriptive laws against the Chinese
population in America. The socio-
cultural conditions have improved
somewhat for the émigré writers of the
next generation, both those who
published patriotic books on China
during the Second World War, and
others who left China after 1949. They
include Han Suyin, Helena Kuo, Sze
Mai-mai, Chuang Hua, Eileen Chang,
Maria Yen, Diana Chang, Hazel Lin,

Virgina Lee, Bette Bao Lord; Nien
Cheng. Jade Snow Wong, Maxine
Hong Kingston and Amy Tan bring the
survey of writers up to the present.

The list of writers discussed or referred
to in Ling's book is pretty exhaustive,
and it is admirably supported by a full
bibliography in which women writers
who have published books in prose in
the United States are named
alphabetically, and each of their works
given a one- or two-line summary.
Future researchers who wish to
concentrate on writers within a specific
time-frame or study their work by
thematic or other approaches will, no
doubt, thank Ling for her painstaking
and scholarly work. Ling is quick to
spot striking images and figurative
moments from the texts, and tries to
focus her discussion of a writer around
them. This imparts a critical edge to the
largely descriptive summaries of the
writers' life and work.

The outline of the chapters - five in
number plus an "Introduction" - is
roughly chronological in that it begins
with the Eaton sisters and ends with a
more recent generation. But this is
doubled up with a thematic approach so
that, for instance, Sze Mai-mai's Silent
Children (1948), is discussed in
Chapter 3 under "World War II Novels
and Autobiographies: The Patriotic
Stance", while her Echo of A Cry which
actually appeared earlier (in 1945) is
reserved for the next chapter as an
example of autobiographical writing by
"The Cosmopolitan Emigré". The
works of Han Suyin also appear in two
different chapters: Destination
Chungking (1942) shares the same
category as Sze's Silent Children; much
later, in Chapter 5, several of Han's
other books are discussed under the
heading, "Writing  Colonialism".
Readers who are looking for individual
continuities will not really be able to
glean much from Ling's doubled
structure. At the same time, the
chronological outline becomes
destabilized as writers from different
generations find themselves in thematic
company with each other.

This complicated, and at times,
confusing, structure, arises from the
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need to write a history of the subject,
one which underlines how individual
writers can be seen to share the
common bondage of their sex, as of
their race. This, in turn, is crucial to
Ling's political project of imagining a
solidarity front of Chinese-American
women writers against patriarchal and
racist discourses. At the very heart of
the matter, the persuasiveness of this
history and of Ling's political argument
entails a problematic issue of
definition. Who is a Chinese-American
woman writer? Ling is very aware of
this problem, and, to her credit, takes
the commonsensical, and in the end,
possibly the only viable position on
this: her book will deal with women
writers who are partly or wholly of
Chinese descent and who have

published in America. Place of birth or -

long-term abode is not a consideration.

This, however, elides the question of
highly differentiated backgrounds,
especially between women writers who
are born and have lived most of their
lives outside China, and whose
consciousness of their own identities is
shaped by intercultural tensions, and
émigré writers whose formative years
are spent within China. For the first
group of writers, like the earlier Eaton
sisters or more recently, Maxine Hong
Kingston, the pressing need to
challenge and subvert conditions of
sexist and racist oppression in the
United States itself fuels their writing
and creative imagination. The motto,
"Righting Wrongs by Writing Wrongs',
which Ling adopts for her writers (and,
of course, herself) is, in this respect,
particularly apposite. It is repeated
frequently in the book - too often, in
fact, so that it smacks of sloganeering,
and is in danger of losing the vigour of
its initial assertion. There is also no
question that Ling herself - who has
lived in America since the age of six -
empathizes with this group of writers;
her enthusiasm for the Eaton sisters and
Maxine Hong Kingston is eloquent
testimony of her perception of her own
community of belonging.

But in the case of the other group of
writers, the émigrés, Ling's political
stance of writing against sexism and
racism in America becomes much more
difficult to argue. For most of these

writers - as the cumbersome chapter
title "Focus on China: Stances Patriotic,
Critical, and Nostalgic" tacitly admits -
the United States, its inequities and its
racial-cultural tensions is, more often
than not, a non-issue. Around the time
of the Second World War, in particular,
the US was China's ally, and a refuge
for the writers displaced by military
conflict in the Asian sphere. The
subversiveness of their writing, and
hence the force of Ling's political
argument, is considerably diluted at
precisely the moment of the book - the
middle chapter - when the reader
expects the argument to gather
momentum. Ling herself admits, "For
Edith Eaton, assertion of her Chinese
ancestry had meant fighting against the
current; for the writers of the 1940s,
however, to focus on China and their
Chinese ancestry was, so to speak, to
go very much with the flow.'(56)

Ling is very much aware of the
problem of definition. But the
questions, How does one define a
Chinese American? At what point does
an immigrant become an American?'
(104), are not explicitly asked until
Chapter 4. Ling's response to these
questions is to say, ...the feeling of
being between worlds, totally at home
nowhere, is at the core of all the writers
in this study and, consequently, of the
books they write.! (105) This is a
credible response, and an insightful
one, but in terms of the political project
of the book, it is damaging. For what it
implies is the absence of a focal
cultural and political orientation among
the writers that undermines Ling's own
argument for a common front of
writing against sexism and racism in
the United States. Some attempt to
theorize the shared concerns of the
women writers is made in the final
chapter which has three sections:
"Writing Racism and Oppression",
"Writing  Sexism", and "Writing
Colonialism". This unfortunately
involves repeating material she has
already used in the earlier chapters,
especially in relation to the Eaton
sisters and Maxine Hong Kingston. In
the last section, when Ling observes
that Han Suyin is a ‘writer with the
most passionate and lifelong dedication
to righting wrongs on an international
scale...' (170), one sees a clearer, but
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also belated attempt to situate specific
American concerns in a global context.
Ling also tries to extend the common
front against oppression to include
writers of other ethnic groups with the
United States, noticeably African-
American women writers. Here again,
the absence of differentiation which
underpins the book's political stance
also paradoxically undermines its
rhetorical  efficacy. The opening
sentence of the book already hints at
this problem: "Like Alice Walker, but
from a different cultural background, I
too have felt compelled to go "in search
of our mothers' gardens," and this book
is the fruit of my search.' (xi) There are
historical and qualitative differences
between the African-American and the
Chinese-American woman  writer's
experience of subjugation and racial
discrimination. Some sense of this
difference, as of the common bond,
would have strengthened Ling's
arguments for her cause.

It would be fair to say that some of the
problems of Ling's book are the
legacies of history. Changing historical
conditions should entail differentiation
among the writers she surveys, and
between them and those from other
minority groups. This is inevitably in
conflict with the pressing contemporary
need to produce a common resistance
to enduring structures of oppression
and marginalisation of ethnic minority
writers in the US. Between Worlds
represents a serious attempt to grapple
with this conflict. Its weaknesses
highlight the problems of minority
discourse that at once calls for plurality
but also runs the risk of erasing
differences within itself.

Elaine Y.L. Ho is a lecturer of the
Department of English, The
University of Hong Kong.

Deborah Tannen,
YOU JUST DON'T

UNDERSTAND

(New York: Ballantine Press,
1991)

Rebecca Pang

When two people from different cultural
backgrounds are in communication, we
somehow expect some misunderstandings.
Perhaps at the back of our mind, we usually
expect differences in  cross-cultural
communication because of our cultural
assumptions. But we are often less
prepared for differences when we
communicate with people who grew up in
the same culture and speak the same
language. And, it is more frustrating when
we experience misunderstandings in close
relationships.

It is interesting when Dr. Tannen says that
men and women actually grow up behaving
in very different ways, and therefore, when
they come to have communication,
sometimes they are just like people who try
to communicate across two different
cultures.

One of the basic differences, as Dr. Tannen
points out in the book, is that men tend to
focus on "independence" whereas women
tend to focus on "intimacy" when they
come to establish relationships.  This
explains why women enjoy verbalising
their thoughts and feelings with people they
are close to and very often they also like to
build up their friendships by sharing each
other's secrets. But if we look at men's
friendships, we notice that they are hardly
built upon the sharing of thoughts and
feelings. Men are more likely to keep an
"independent" image and detach themselves
emotionally from their male friends.

This difference matches with the results of
one of Dr. Tannen's research projects. The
results show that women are often able to
name at least one female friend when asked
if they have any best friends, apart from
their male partners. But men often cite their
wives or girl-friends when asked the same
question. After that, many men name other
men with whom they play sports, but with
whom they never have a heart-to-heart talk.

It is interesting to see that most men
actually do enjoy sharing their thoughts and
feelings with women, but not with men. I
wonder if it goes with the fact that men
need to keep an ‘“independent" and
"capable" image in society.

This basic difference then leads to different
functions of conversations revealed in
men's and women's talk. Dr. Tannen
describes the difference as 'report-talk"
employed by men and ‘"rapport-talk"
employed by women. That is to say,
"rapport-talk" is the glue that holds
relationships together for women whereas
"report-talk" is a means to preserve
independence and maintain status for men.

The best example of "report-talk" cited by
Dr. Tannen is men's enthusiasm for telling
jokes when they have an audience and they
never refuse any invitation to do it; whereas
women prefer a small audience if they want
to tell jokes and they often feel
uncomfortable at telling jokes in front of
people they don't know well. That is
consistent with the theory of women's
"rapport-talk", which says that women only
display their verbal performance within an
"intimate" group. Additionally, if we recall
any conversations with our female friends,
we will probably notice that the topics are
often about "relationships". But for men,
they are more likely to focus on sports or
politics.

Since the functions and content of
conversations between men and women
vary, the conversational style between the
sexes is not the same. As further argued by
Dr. Tannen, more men feel comfortable
with "public speaking" while women feel
comfortable with "private speaking". That
probably explains why women often
complain that their husbands have nothing
to say at home but that they always enjoy
talking "non-stop" outside the family.

With such clear and analytical background
information, Dr. Tannen is able to offer
useful insight into re-defining the "power"
game between men and women. For the
past few decades, many researchers have
been trying to exemplify the inequality
between the sexes by demonstrating that
men were more dominant and they tended
to interrupt more at meetings. With their
research results, some of the researchers,
such as Don Zimmerman, even concluded
that men intentionally excluded women
from conversations and they didn't treat
women as equal participants.

However, this approach towards conducting
research is questioned by Dr. Tannen. She
criticised those researchers for jumping to a
conclusion too quickly without
understanding the basic difference between
men and women and failing to offer a
positive solution to the problem of

inequality.

In fact, Dr. Tannen argues that although
men do most of the talking, that "does not
necessarily mean that men intend to prevent
women from speaking." On the contrary,
they may assume women are equals who are
free to take the floor. If women don't do it,

it is because of the difference between
men's and women's styles, not necessarily
because of the dominance of men.

In this case, Dr. Tannen encourages women
to speak up without being invited, or to
begin to speak without waiting for what
seems a polite pause. That strategy seems
to redress the imbalance, without putting
the blame on men for intentionally locking
them out!

If we study the author's analysis of the
relationship between men and women
carefully, we will not misinterpret her
intention as asking women to disguise
themselves as "pseudo-men". In fact, she
encourages men and women to ftry to
understand each other's styles. As she
suggests in the book, "many women could
learn from men to accept some conflict and
difference without seeing it as a threat to
intimacy, and many men could learn from
women to accept interdependence without
seeing it as. a threat to their freedom." In
other words, she is calling for both men and
women to make more adjustments and
accommodation.

On the whole, I found the book fascinating
and extremely positive in briding the
gender gap. It is not only a book for
husbands and wives or boy-friends and
girl-friends, it is also a book which answers
many problems in terpersonal
relationships. With all the lively examples,
the author successfully makes "linguistics"
an interesting and practical subject.

The only worry that I am left with after
reading the book is how much one needs to
adjust to and accommodate the opposite
sex. Yes, we understand there are some
different conversational styles between men
and women and we know we should learn
how to accommodate to each other's style.
But how can we measure who is more ready
to change and who is actually "waiting"
for the other person to change in order to fit
his/her style?

I think sometimes the contention between
the sexes lies with the problem of finding a
yardstick to measure who actually makes
more adjustments. [t is particular true for
intimate relationships in which only the two
people know exactly what is happening
when things have gone wrong.

Having said that, I do share the author's
view --—- "If you understand gender
differences, you may not be able to prevent
disagreements from arising, but you stand a
better chance of preventing them from
spiralling out of control."

Rebecca Pang Lai King teaches at the
British Council. She also presents and
writes the materials for a business
English radio programme for R.T.H.K..
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EDITORIAL
POWER AND EMPOWERMENT

Yip Hon Ming

Not until to date has the age-old problem of sexual harassment received
some public attention, said an author in this issue. This belated
development can be viewed as a response to the appeal for a redefinition
of men-women relationships based on the principles of human rights,
social equality, and justice along with the drastic and dramatic changes of
the world in recent years. Being presaged here is the making of a novel
construct of knowledge encompassing the discourse of gender equality in
the wake of the coming of a new epoch. Facing this challenge,
traditional values will not simply die away; and it is natural that vested
interests will take a defensive stand for the status quo. To marginalize the
issue of sexual harassment is one way to resist the trend of change in
relations between the sexes. Deep-rooted perceptions of sex stereotyping
and stratification actually reflect the power order in the real world. As
there is a supporting system behind the sexual offenders, the harassed are
virtually double victims, suffering from both their harassers and the
social institution. In identifying the problem, therefore, the social system
and power structure should be taken into account in addition to personal
factors. As the consensus among researchers on the subject asserts, sexual
harassment is an issue of power, not lust.

In the struggle against manipulative control by the powerful, the
powerless need to resort to strategies for empowerment such as
networking, mobilization, organization, and the heightening of political
awareness. In this issue, an exercise of empowerment is introduced in the
account of an English class at a women's center. In the report on a survey
of local organizations concerned with women's issues, the authors
mention the trend of politicization of these groups and their role in
cultivating women's political consciousness. To attain social rights and
status, influence must be exerted on public policies. In this connection,
the article on gender discrimination in Hong Kong's public housing
design and distribution maintains that the gender perspective should be
taken into consideration in the studies of housing problems, and in the
field of city planning.

In the light of a gender approach, some widely-accepted theories may be
subjected to severe test as they are always imposed by the dominating
gender. An important step to eliminate discrimination and prejudice is to
recognize and to understand men and women's different ways of looking
at things. To bridge the gender gap, a book under review in this issue
encourages men and women to try to understand each other's styles.
Discrimination can be explained by power differentials; but it is also a
result of ignorance. However, controversies remain centering around the
concept of so-called gender traits. This issue offers a review of a
controversial book on maleness and a report from a member of a men's
group in Hong Kong which echoes similar ideas. This ideal of the "new
manhood" has become the theme of the recent "men's movement." While
activists of the movement are advocating the positive side of masculinity,
arguments about how men and women differ in nature will continue. In
total opposition to the view of a changeless human nature is of course the
existentialist standpoint emphasizing human being's "historicity."
Relevant debates are expected to go on for some time. To what extent is
human nature moulded by history and culture? How do cultural
differentials between men and women reflect the power stratification in
our society? Further explorations are yet to be made in the open area of
gender research. On the other hand, in continuing our daily struggle
against power domination and abuse, should we also make time to
ruminate critically on power itself? Only with the true awakening of the
human race can a bona fide transformation of the world take place for the
better, or else, the iron law "power corrupts" will be in operation

perpetually.
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