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Abstract

Based on a data set of 72 semi-structured interviews, undertaken with 12 British
Chinese families, this PhD sets out to explore the nature of the childhood experience
within contemporary British Chinese households. By speaking to parents and children
of each family using repeat interviews over a nine-month period, accounts of family
life and their relationships with one another can be revealed from both generational
perspectives.

From this research, there appears to be a similarity between the practices of past and
contemporary British Chinese households, which also coincides with accounts from
pre-existing academic literature. Research findings suggest that Chinese parents
(regardless of backgrounds and length of UK residency), not only identify themselves
as being Chinese, but also hold strong attachments to ‘traditional’ Chinese values and
norms. For some British Chinese families this causes domestic issues and problems
between parents and their more Westernised offspring.

However in comparison to the past, some parents alter and modify their Chinese
cultural beliefs which then affect their child-rearing methods, intimacy levels and
opportunities for the child’s agency. Reasons for this include the parent’s own
childhood experience, parent’s exposure and acceptance of Western practices, as well
as empathy for their child’s experience of being a British Chinese citizen. External
circumstances such as the social setting and surroundings, the actions of the child as
well as the parent-child relationship 1tself also influence household relations and
operations.

As such, cultural factors alone are not sufficient in explaining and investigating
British Chinese families. Instead contemporary British Chinese parenting approaches,
parent-child intimacy levels and children’s agency should be seen as an interactive
and reciprocal process, that are created by and contingent upon practices within and
outside of the home. By highlighting the many levels to which British Chinese
families play out their lives and how members make sense of their relationships and
behaviours, this study expands on the current literature that portrays cultural norms as
the main explanatory factor for British Chinese household functioning.
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‘Introduction’
Rationale

Over recent centuries, there has been an incremental movement of people out of
Greater China to overseas countries. This migration has led to the development of
multi-generational Chinese communities all over the world. Towards the end of the
twentieth century, an estimated 33 million Chinese people were suggested to be living
in other countries (Skeldon, 2004). North America, Western Europe and Australasia
appear to be the most popular receiving countries, but there are also movements to
less obvious places, such as Eastern Europe, Siberia, Central Asia and Africa (Jacobs,
2004). Due to the widespread dispersal of Chinese migration, a global network of
Chinese communities has now resulted (Ma, 2003).

With regards to the United Kingdom (UK), Chinese settlement and relocation can be
traced back to the 1840s (Au and P’ng, 1997) since when, Chinese migration flows
into Britain has been occurring at a steady and uninterrupted rate (Benton and Gomez,
2008). Today the Chinese population represents the third largest UK ethnic
community group (Baxter and Raw, 2002). Although there has been a reasonably long
history of British settlement, research interest and political focus with the British
Chinese community does not reflect their long-standing presence.

Questioning Existing Literature: Chinese Homogeneity

Within the available research, the Chinese community is often portrayed as being
culturally homogenous (Schneider et al., 2000), with traditional values and practices
remaining influential (Chau and Yu, 2001). It is these Chinese cultural norms that are
used to explain British Chinese people’s educational achievements and occupational
success stories. Existing literature further depicts Confucian and collectivist principles
as remaining strong within the British Chinese family, which inevitably affects
parenting approaches, parent-child relationships and childhood experiences. Due to
the Confucian importance of filial piety and hierarchy for example, Chinese parents
are typically viewed as authoritarian in nature. Such norms not only lead to distant
parent-child attachments, but also to the assumption of Chinese children’s subservient
nature. Arguably such viewpoints conceive British Chinese individuals as cultural
dopes (Baker, 2004), who adhere blindly to Chinese cultural values and are wholly
bound by them. By viewing the individual as being heavily influenced by fixed and
static cultural norms, it presents a non-realistic portrayal and explanation of British
Chinese people’s lives and interactions. As opposed to viewing culture as a one-
dimensional concept, this study supports arguments which see culture as fluid and
malleable to change. where cultural identities can be diverse and varied. In
recognising cultural diversity and difference, the concept of diaspora, which is linked
to globalisation and migration, illuminates the possibilities of hyphenated cultural
identifications for migrants and their descendants (Mavroudi, 2007). The issues
concerning culture, origin, settlement and hybridity are discussed within chapters 1
and 2. to help illustrate the many levels of heterogeneity within the Chinese diaspora.
Here we see that in contrast to the majority of studies which view Chinese people as a
homogenous ethnic group, it should be recognised that migration histories, settlement
patterns, lifc trajectories. as well as cultural identities, can also affect individual's life
experiences and decisions.



When rethinking the nature of culture and cultural identities for Chinese individuals, a
series of unanswered questions arise from the current literature. For example: If
individuals are capable of multiple cultural identities, what is the true extent of
Chinese and Western cultural norms within the contemporary British Chinese
household? How do hybrid cultural practices, by both parents and children, shape
British Chinese family life? What other influences, aside from culture, can be seen to
impact upon British Chinese childhoods? Contemporarily, research with ethnic family
groups are still heavily reliant upon cultural explanations and the importance and
overlap between contextual features, structural variables and individual differences
are still not accounted for (Phoenix and Husain, 2007). In such a context, this thesis
hopes to address some of the unanswered questions with regards to UK Chinese
families. As most of the research concerning Chinese households, migrant or
otherwise, comes from Greater China, America and Canada, a specific focus with
British Chinese families warrants further attention.

Where Are Chinese Children’s Voices?

Another concern within the existing studies of Chinese families is the lack of Chinese
children’s perspectives. In the limited studies where Chinese children are included,
they are not seen as influential beings; rather they are viewed as objects of adult
concern and judged on their future potential worth. When exploring Chinese
childhoods it is vital that children’s own accounts and perspectives are sought after
and highlighted. As argued within the ‘new sociology of childhood’, children should
be seen as social actors who not only influence their own lives but the lives of others.
In support, various research studies have found that children play an important role in
the household and the dynamics within (e.g. Smart, Neale and Wade, 2001). However
popular discourses within a Western and Eastern context typically portray children as
dependent beings who are wholly reliant upon parents and adults. Such childhood
constructions consequently conceal the agency of children within different domains
and relationships. In chapters 3 and 4, theories such as the ‘new sociology of
childhood’, ‘generationing’ and the ‘life course perspective’ reveal how our
understanding of children’s incapabilities have arisen from particular historical, social
and cultural discourses, as opposed to any supposed ‘naturalness’. Still, the social
construction of childhood and the implications of such constructions are not
acknowledged within the existing studies of Chinese families. Instead British Chinese
children are viewed as being submissive to adult authority due to Confucian ethics.
When questioning Chinese children’s passivity, the following questions emerge: What
is the extent of British Chinese children’s agency? What examples of their agency and
influence can be seen? What roles do children play in household functioning and the
relationships within? By utilising the writings of the new sociology of childhood. this
will help raise the voices of Chinese children, whilst bringing about a fuller
understanding of Chinese family life. This is not only important on a theoretical level,
but helps to raise the profile of UK Chinese children more generally, which is
advocated by NSPCC (2005).

When deconstructing childhood itself, chapter 3 explores how the construction of ‘the
family’ has helped to create. sustain and reinforce societal assumptions of children’s
vulnerability and dependency. ‘The family’ is often defined as the nuclear ideal.
where each family member has prescribed roles and responsibilities in accordance to
their age and gender. Parents are seen as independent individuals who are the



providers for their offspring, whereas children are seen as dependant upon their
parents. This can be observed within a Western and Eastern framework. However.
writers of late modernity such as Giddens (1992), Beck (1992) and Beck-Gernsheim
(1995) have suggested that societal changes, such as detraditionalisation, has created a
climate in which personal relationships are no longer tied to the traditional values of
heterosexuality and familial obligation; instead, individuals are free to choose and
create the types of relationships they want. The importance of people’s own
biographies and attachment choices then creates a divergence of relationship
possibilities and family formats. However, writings of family diversity are not
highlighted within the current literature of Chinese families, as the nuclear or
corporate (extended family) model is concentrated upon. Consequently, there is
limited representation of different Chinese living arrangements and its influence upon
children’s lives. Chinese families who do not conform to the nuclear or corporate
ideal undoubtedly need to have a voice within research.

When reviewing the literature, the following observations become strikingly apparent:
Firstly, despite calls for more insights and knowledge of ethnic minority families
within the UK, British Chinese households are currently under researched. Secondly,
current studies are over reliant upon Chinese cultural norms for explaining
individual’s behaviours and relationships, regardless of the writings of cultural
hybridity and diaspora. Thirdly, Chinese children are not seen as social actors or
agents within research, which then conceals the voices of children themselves. Lastly,
research with Chinese families concentrates upon the nuclear or corporate model,
albeit the suggestion of family diversity and difference. Clearly there is a need for
more extensive research with British Chinese families, which acknowledges the
fluidity of culture, Chinese children’s agency and family heterogeneity. Such issues
have subsequently formed the backdrop of this research piece. As current research
predominantly focuses upon Chinese parenting methods and the lack of parent-child
intimacy, this provides two interesting points of research focus. Furthermore the lack
of recognition of Chinese children’s agency presents another valuable direction for
this study. Essentially:

1. What are the parenting approaches of Chinese parents in Britain and what
influences their child-rearing methods and decisions?

2. What levels of parent-child intimacy and closeness can be seen within modern
British Chinese families?

3. How are Chinese children social actors and how does their agency impact
upon the contemporary British Chinese household?

Past and Present Chinese Childhoods: Key Findings

In examining Chinese parenting approaches, Chinese children’s agency and parent-
child intimacy levels, a total of 72 semi-structured interviews were undertaken with
12 British Chinese families to explore parents and children’s accounts of family life
and their relationships. Each parent and child participated in multiple interviews to
allow the accumulation of in-depth qualitative data. Such an approach also provided
respondents with the opportunity to elaborate and clarify upon their accounts. In



chapter 5, a more detailed discussion about the nature of the repeat interviews and of
the research methodology is examined.

The research findings suggest that Chinese parents (regardless of backgrounds and
length of UK residency), not only identify themselves as being Chinese, but also hold
strong attachments to ‘traditional’ Chinese values and norms. For some British
Chinese families this causes domestic issues and problems between parents and their
more Westernised offspring. Specifically, the continued endorsement of filial piety,
patriarchy and the use of corporal punishment appear to affect the functioning of the
Chinese household and the relationships within. For example, authoritarian Chinese
parents who are seen as strict and non-approachable, tend to have poor or non-
intimate relationships with their children. A parent’s Confucian and collectivist belief
system also affected the agency of the child, as children did not believe that they
could negotiate or enforce their levels of independence within or outside of the home.

Despite some similarities between previous and contemporary Chinese childhoods,
there were also differences in terms of parenting approaches, agency of the child and
parent-child intimacy levels within past and present Chinese families. In comparison
to the existing literature and parent’s own childhood accounts, contemporary British
Chinese parents encouraged and welcomed Chinese and Western cultural ideals in
their parenting approaches and outlooks. Dual cultural parenting or culturally hybrid
parenting, led to differences in how parents treated their child, what was expected
from children and the overall parent-child relationship. For example, despite the
importance attached to Confucian principles, many contemporary parents supported
their child’s increasing levels of agency and independence. For example, parents were
more willing to allow conflicts within the home, as it allowed the child to demonstrate
and practice their skills of independent thinking and expression. Contemporary
parents also suggested that they wanted more intimate relationships with their
children, which were not only perceived as friendly but included open lines of
communication. In order to gain intimacy with their children, parents were flexible in
their endorsement of Chinese values (e.g. absolute adult authority) and made their
parenting choices based on what was important to them. In other words, although
British Chinese parents stated that Chinese principles and values were important,
there was a general belief that parent-child intimacy and children’s agency were more
crucial; which led to more open and reciprocal relationships within the home.

Interestingly as a result of parent’s negative childhood experiences, less hierarchal
and authoritarian family set-ups were seen in the majority of contemporary British
Chinese families. This not only included closer and more intimate relationships with
children and the encouragement of child agency, but the acceptance of children’s
Westernisation. This finding is in stark contrast to previous research studies and
parent’'s own childhood recollections, where parents of the previous generation
displayed strong anti-Western attitudes and feelings. Another reason for accepting
Western ideals and their child's Westernisation, was partly because contemporary
parents wanted to support their child in growing up as a British Chinese citizen, and
as such, they were happy to incorporate both cultures in their parenting and child-
rearing methods. Many parents had already been subjected to various British cultural
norms, either through UK schooling or due to their country of origin (such as Hong
Kong), and parents wanted to help and support their child in growing up with both
cultures, instead of alienating them from one culture or another.



This study also demonstrated that parenting approaches, the levels of child agency
granted and parent-child intimacy levels often worked in a reciprocal nature with the
child’s own actions. For instance, positive parent-child relationships and the agency
granted to children were largely dependent upon the child’s maturity levels and
trusting behaviours. If children did not reciprocate the parental conditions and
expectations, then parents would become stricter and enforce punishments as a result.
Such findings highlight the bi-directional nature of parenting approaches, children’s
agency and the closeness between parents and children.

Overall this study suggests that British Chinese family lives are a diverse and flexible
experience, which is not guided by Chinese cultural norms alone. Instead, it is argued
that parenting approaches and subsequent family interactions (i.e. agency of the child
and closeness between the parent-child dyad) are reliant upon personal factors of
parents and children, the quality of the parent-child relationship and the impact of
wider society. Furthermore, the parent’s own childhood experience was a significant
feature for determining parenting behaviours within the home. By considering
individual factors, family diversity and the influence of children’s agency within the
thesis, a more holistic account of Chinese family lives was gained. Such findings not
only provide new insights into British Chinese childhoods, but help to challenge the
homogenous findings of Chinese households from the past.



Chapter 1

‘Chinese Migration Patterns’
1.1 Introduction

According to statistics produced by the United Nations (2004), 175 million persons
live outside of their country of birth. This means that there are more migrants in the
world today than at any other time in history. Some are short-term migrants, some
longer term, but most are permanent (Robinson, 2006). The decision by an individual
or family to leave their country of origin often has strong motives behind it, driven by
personal or political reasons, the desire to improve their economic position, or simply
to be reunited with family members who have previously migrated.

The process of migration by Chinese individuals and families from China (and other
countries) to outside nations is not a new phenomenon. Although there is no
consensus as to the start of international migration, the earliest records can be traced
back to the Qin period (221-206 B.C; Guohong, 2006). In recent times, Skeldon
(2003) suggested that the international diaspora of Chinese peoples has resulted in a
‘scattering’ of Chinese communities all over the world. The exact size and nature of
these communities is uncertain, since obtaining reliable figures in relation to this
‘scattering’ 1s a difficult matter, due to difficulties of definition (i.e. who constitutes
the ‘overseas Chinese’) and the variability of statistical analysis within host nations
(Ma, 2003). Nevertheless, contemporarily it is asserted that most people of Chinese
heritage living outside of China were neither born in Mainland China nor have official
Chinese citizenship status (Benton and Gomez, 2008).

In chapter 1, the emergence, settlement and diaspora of the Chinese community
abroad will be explored, including the experience of British Chinese settlement. The
long and complex history of Chinese migration helps to overshadow the lay
prejudicial view of Chinese people as being part of a homogenised and uniform
group. Furthermore, the readings concerning diaspora, hybridity and transnationalism
suggests that cultural identity can be fluid, malleable and multiple. As such, Chinese
individuals and those with Chinese ancestral roots cannot be lumped into a single
social category, nor can they be assumed to have the same features and characteristics
as a result of a single common heritage.

1.2 International Migration Patterns

The migration of Chinese individuals to overseas countries is not a standardised
process and therefore is difficult and complex to succinctly define. There are no
available dates accounting for its beginning and there are various contextual
backdrops for the individuals involved. Migration has been taking place over many
centuries, but in the context of recent times, two general patterns of Chinese migration
can be observed: One before and one after the 1960s (Ma, 2003). Before the 1960s,
the migration of Chinese individuals was quite uniform in terms of departure points,
destination countries and the migrants’ backgrounds. Migrants were mainly young
males who were poor and uneducated peasants from the South of China, namely the
Guandong. Fujian and Zhejiang provinces (although a small minority of migration



occurred from the northern and western areas of China also; Cartier, 2003). The
Americas and the coastal urban centres of Southeast Asia were popular destination
countries, and there were strong patterns of movement between the send-off region
and the new area of settlement. For example, most of the Chinese population in the
Philippines were from Fujian (the Hokkien region) and the majority of the Chinese in
California were from Guangdong (specifically the Taishan area; Ma, 2003). Migrants
to Southeast Asia were attracted by the entrepreneurial opportunities amidst
developing trade and industry, whereas migrants to the Americas often took up work

as farmers or labourers in mines, plantations and rail construction (Benton and
Gomez, 2008).

With regards to the country of departure, emigration still continues from various parts
of China (including the provinces of Fujian, Guandong and Zhejiang), however.
Taiwan, Hong Kong and other Southeast Asian countries have also become dominant
sources of migration. Since the 1960s, Taiwan’s fears of military invasion from
China and the return of Hong Kong to China in 1997, created an environment of
political uncertainty and instability, which encouraged a large proportion of outward
migration at the time. Similarly, there was Chinese remigration from Southeast Asian
nations, due to the rise of negative socio-political conditions towards the Chinese in
certain countries (e.g. overt discrimination and hostility against the Chinese
population in Indonesia, Malaysia and Vietnam). Those who remigrate can also be
classified as being ‘twice migrants’ (Benton and Gomez, 2008) and their ethnic
origins are often unknown (Skeldon, 2003). Many Chinese individuals who decided to
remigrate moved back to China or headed towards the West. Popular Western
destinations included the United States, Canada, Australia and New Zealand due to
the relaxation of immigration policies during the 1960s (for the U.K., United States
and Canada) and 1980s (for Australia and New Zealand). Migration from Hong Kong,
Taiwan and other Southeast Asian countries often involved well-educated and well-
off business people and professionals, as such, the socio-economic backgrounds of
Chinese migrants prior to and after the 1960s can be seen to be in sharp contrast (for a
more detailed discussion see Ma, 2003 and Skeldon, 2003). In comparison to their
predecessors, Chinese migrants after the 1960s enjoyed improved legal statuses in the
new country due to their more diverse economic and educational backgrounds (Ma,
2003).

External migration patterns since the 1980s have seen a substantial increase in the
number of Chinese emigrants, mainly due to China’s decision in 1978 to relax 1ts
restriction laws on its citizens moving overseas (Fang, 2000). The attempts to
modernise China after 1978, and as a reaction to the country’s ‘brain drain’ problem
(from the strict communist period), led to increased governmental support for Chinese
students to study overseas. Many of these have become permanent residents in their
host countries (Benton and Gomez, 2008). The recent evolutions of movements are
not just from China but also from the peripheral areas of Hong Kong and Taiwan
(countries which are a part of Greater China; Skeldon, 1996).

The movement of illegal Chinese migrants has been another trend since the 1960s.
Some illegal immigrants have left China without the government’s permission; others
have gained unlawful entry into the host country, some simply overstay in the
destination country or fail to observe conditions of visitation (Benton and Gomez.
2008). Contemporarily, illegal Chinese immigrants have been attracting news



headlines and reports, due to the inhumane methods of transportation and the
unethical and illegal procedures by those who assist with the migration, including the
unrealistic monetary demands and fees placed upon the migrants.

North America, Western Europe and Australasia continue to be the most popular
receiving countries for new migrants; however there have also been movements to
less obvious places, such as Eastern Europe, Siberia, Central Asia and Africa (Jacobs,
2004). The diversity of the chosen destination countries has resulted in a global
network of Chinese ‘communities’ (Ma, 2003). In addition to the array of resettlement
choices and the migrant’s country of origin post 1960s, the division of language.
class, political persuasion and legal status, adds to the heterogeneous nature of the
Chinese communities who reside overseas (Benton and Pieke, 1998). Arguably, new

ethnicities and identities are also being manufactured within this heterogeneity
(Kwong, 1997).

1.3 Chinese Diaspora

The notion of diaspora in conventional mode is related to the Greek gardening
tradition (as is hybridity), referring simply to the scattering of seeds and implying
some description of dispersal (Karla et al., 2005). Most early discussions of diaspora
were firmly rooted in a conceptual homeland (Brubaker, 2005) and are most
characteristically linked to Jewish dispersion among Gentiles after captivity. It has
also been generalised to other populations who have settled outside their homeland
(Fenton, 1999) and as a social construct, the term has shifted its meaning and
coverage over time. The movement of people within a diaspora can now encompass
an array of groups, such as political refugees, guest workers, immigrants, expellees,
and overseas communities, as well as ethnic and racial minorities (Shuval, 2000, p.
42). In addition to politically motivated uprooting and voluntary migration, diaspora
can also reflect global communications and transport.

There are two main ways in which diaspora has been theorised, though the concern
with boundaries is evident in both cases (Mavroudi, 2007). Firstly, diaspora with
traditional definitions centered on the creation of boundaries in terms of identity,
community and the nation-state, and the focus on roots and soil (Mavroudi, 2007).
This concept of diaspora includes dispersed people who retain a sense of their
uniqueness and an interest in their homeland, and implies a real or imagined
relationship among scattered peoples via some form of contact or communications
(Naficy, 1999).

“What links people together is a common interest in their location of origin
and a foundational identity that is rooted in that place which defines an in-
group, in spite of the fact that people may or may not have ever personally
interacted with one another in real time and space” (Hiller and Franz, 2004, p.

733).

This sense of connection resists forgetting, assimilating or distancing from the
homeland and its cultures, thus retaining a sense of national and cultural identity

(Shuval, 2000).



In contrast, the second theorisation of diaspora is related to the growth of new
identities and experiences, based on ideas of fluidity, movement, routes and the
destabilisation of (potentially) homogenising boundaries of identity, community and
the nation-state (Mavroudi, 2007). Authors such as Stuart Hall and Paul Gilroy have
been highly influential in this area, and have used the concept of diaspora to challenge
fixed and essentialist conceptions of culture, thus emphasising cultural identity as
neither determined by place or nationality (Karla et al., 2005).

“Diaspora is a concept that problematises the cultural and historical mechanics
of belonging. It disrupts the fundamental power of territory to determine
identity by breaking the simple sequence of explanatory links between place,
location, and consciousness” (Gilroy 2000, p.123).

The idea of diaspora allows a more refined and more wordly sense of culture and the
fluidity of cultural identity and “provides a framework for understanding some of
these identities which are not located in one ‘home’ and cannot be traced back simply
to one source” (Gilroy, 1997, p.17). Hence:

“Cultural identity is a matter of ‘becoming’ as well as of ‘being’. It belongs to
the future as much as to the past. It is not something which already exists,
transcending place, time, history and culture. Cultural identities come from
somewhere, have histories. But, like everything which is historical, they
undergo constant transformation. Far from being eternally fixed in some
essentialised past, they are subject to a continuous ‘play’ of history, culture
and power. . . Identities are the names we give to the different ways we are
positioned by, and position ourselves within, the narratives of the past” (Hall,
1993, p.394).

Authors writing on diaspora very often engage with the mixed notion of hybridity
(Mavroudi, 2007). The term ‘hybrid’ is a slippery category, meaning all sorts of
things to do with mixing and combination in the moment of cultural exchange
(Hutnyk, 2005). Though, in relation to diaspora:

“The most conventional accounts assert hybridity as the process of cultural
mixing where the diasporic arrivals adopt aspects of the host culture and
rework, reform and reconfigure this in production of a new hybrid culture or
‘hybrid identities”” (Chambers 1994, p. 50).

Despite the different genealogies of the concepts of hybridity and diaspora, both
embody the globalising principle of transnationalism (Anthias, 2001). Often, the
terms diaspora and transnationalism (or transnational communities) are connected
(Hutnyk, 2005).

“Diaspora discourse reflects a sense of being part of an ongoing transnational
network that includes a homeland. It is characterised by a sense of living in
one place while simultaneously remembering and/or desiring and yearning for
another place. This is because of the multiplicity of relations not only between
diaspora communities and their homeland in a binary context but because of
the ongoing. lateral relations among diaspora communities located in different
sites within nation states and in different states™ (Shuval, 2000. p. 44).
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Vertovec (1999b) believes that the dispersed diasporas of the past are becoming
today’s transnational communities, sustained by a range of modes of social
organisation, mobility and communication. Similarly, in an attempt to clarify the two
concepts of diasporas and transnationalism (or transnational communities), Levitt
(2001) suggested diaspora has begun to be used more broadly to define “individuals
who have been exiled or displaced to a number of different nation states by a variety
of economic, political and social forces. Transnational communities are building
blocks of potential diasporas that may or may not take shape” (p. 202).

Transnational social networks are often implicated in the process of migration, which
links families and communities across long distances. Transnational communities then
actively contribute towards and influence transnational migration (Glick, Basch and
Szanton Blanc, 1992). When transnational ties and ethnic links are created, new social
formations emerge and are created, thus diverting attention away from cultural
obligations to the nation state (Karla et al., 2005) and challenges the view of
immigrant assimilation or incorporation to gain a sense of belonging (Gilroy, 1997).

“Such people [involved in transnationalism] have multiple identities and
transcultural competencies. Many hold two or more citizenships, even if
governments try to prevent this. Cultural interchange and cross-cultural
marriages add to the hybridity of consciousness” (Castles, 2000, p. 131).

International movement is increasingly facilitated by the ease and declining costs of
transportation and communication (Schuerkens, 2005), the knowledge of successful
migration stories and the availability of media images of overseas living makes the
process appear both attractive and achievable (Sun 2002). That said, there are many
theories regarding the reasons behind migrant’s decisions to relocate elsewhere.
Unfortunately, discussing each of these theories is beyond the scope of this chapter,
however, as opposed to a singular and grand account of migration, we should instead
see the process as a result of a complex interplay of various economic, social, cultural
and political factors on the part of the individual, as well as the country of origin and
the destination site (see Castles, 2000, Brettell and Hollifield, 2000, Portes and
DeWind, 2007 for example). This may involve the macro and micro-structures of the
sending and receiving countries, and the links between the two. Macro-structures
often refer to large-scale institutional factors, such as economic and political affairs,
as well as the laws and practices of the sending and receiving countries (Castles,
2000). In contrast, micro-structures may include personal relationships and support
networks within the family home and society, which may then encourage ethnic
community formation and transnational ties (Castles, 2000).

1.4 Chinese Migration to the UK

The United Kingdom is an area of increasing ethnic and religious diversity (Connolly
and White, 2006), with the Chinese population having a relatively long history of
settlement (Au and P'ng, 1997). Early recordings of Chinese people in Britain
showed a small handful of Chinese intellectuals, as part of the spirit of intellectual
exchange and mutual respect with China, during the seventeenth and nineteenth
century (Benton and Gomez. 2008). Similarly the first evidence of plebeian Chinese
people in Britain was around 1782 and consisted mainly of Chinese seamen, who
could be found in the ports of London and Liverpool. Due to the increased
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competition and expansion of trade with Asia, Chinese seamen were regularly
employed as cheap and convenient labour (Taylor, 1987).

The recruited sea crew were exclusively male Chinese nationals from the Mainland.
The majority were from the Guangdong area in the southeast coast of China. Chinese
people of Siyinese descent were also found amongst the seafaring crews. Siyi is in
Guandong’s Pearl River Delta region and includes the four counties of Taihan,
Xinhui, Kaiping and Enping. In addition, many of the seafarers could be traced back
to the Fujian province which borders Guangdong. Initially the Chinese seafaring
community was highly mobile and only served as a pool of labour in Britain, rather
than being would be sojourners or immigrants (Benton and Gomez, 2008). Over time
however, some of the seafarers were laid off, or they deserted their ships, and took up
land-based occupations such as laundry work and running chop suey houses. Many
also took British wives or common-law wives (a marriage without a civil or religious
ceremony) and were clustered around port cities (Benton and Pieke, 1998). As a result

the early Chinese seafaring community became a much more settled group in the UK
(Benton and Gomez, 2008).

Benton and Gomez (2008) suggested that many of the early Chinese settlers
(including the seaman) had ended up in Britain by accident, rather than as a result of
long term planning. For instance, during the 1870s there was a strong anti-Chinese
movement in California due to the economic depression. The hostile and volatile
environment led many Chinese (who were mainly Siyinese) to remigrate to other
countries, including the UK. Another example of the haphazard nature of early British
settlement was as a result of the First World War (WW) (1914-1918). During this
time many thousands of Chinese had joined the British merchant fleets, only to find
themselves stranded at British ports when the war ended in 1918. After the First
World War however, the British Chinese community found themselves to be
dwindling in numbers. Many decided to return to their homelands or remigrated
elsewhere as a result of the economic downturn at the time. Matters were made worse
by the xenophobic government curbs and public harassment towards the Chinese
community, which followed the depression (Benton and Gomez, 2008). However,
with the ending of the Second World War (1939-1945), there was a substantial
increase in the Chinese population. This can be mainly attributed to political, social
and economic factors in the Far East as well as in Britain, and the contemporary surge
of Chinese overseas students and illegal immigrants into the UK.

1.4.1 Contemporary Migration Patterns

Most of the emigration to the UK occurred from Hong Kong between the 1950s and
1960s. Hong Kong is made up of three areas, Hong Kong Island, the Kowloon
Peninsula and the New Territories. All three are located below the Guangdong
province on the south coast of China. During the 1950s and 1960s economic and
social changes in the New Territories became a major trigger for migration into
Britain. The New Territories is the most rural part of Hong Kong and consisted
mainly of the Hakkanese people. The Hakka people originally descended from the
Mainland and. as such. were seen as ‘guests’ in Hong Kong. Traditionally. the
Hakkanese were agriculturally based. The farming of rice and vegetables thrived
around this region until the 1950s, when the Hong Kong government bought up the
majority of the farmland to cope with Hong Kong's rapid urbanisation. Farming in the
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New Territories was further undermined by the ‘vegetable revolution’ at the time. The
British colonial government wanted to end Hong Kong’s dependence on China and
started to import rice cheaply from other countries such as Thailand, as well as
encouraging farmers to switch to vegetable production (Benton and Gomez, 2008).
With farming becoming a less lucrative business, the Hakka people had to turn to
alternative occupations. Finding new lines of work was highly problematic though, as
there was a large influx of Chinese refugees from the Mainland (due to the communist
revolution), who were also competing for jobs in Hong Kong (Parker, 1999). To try to
relieve the problem of rural unemployment, the colonial government encouraged
emigration to the United Kingdom. A majority of those who emigrated were poor
Hakkanese, but they were also followed by less fortunate Punti Chinese residents
(who are considered as the local and indigenous people of Hong Kong). In addition,
wealthier Hong Kong individuals moved to Britain when they realized there were
advantages of working in voluntary exile (Benton and Gomez, 2008).

Once they had arrived in Britain, many of the Hong Kong migrants had to rely upon
work within the Chinese restaurants. The Mainland Chinese owned the majority of
the restaurants (as they were the first Chinese settlers) and they welcomed the
newcomers, as they were unable to recruit staff from their own communities (Benton
and Gomez, 2008). Over time, those from Hong Kong started up their own
businesses within the catering trade, mainly in the form of Chinese take-away shops.

As servicemen returned from various parts of the Empire, there was a development
and demand for new cuisines in Britain after the Second World War (Benton and
Pieke, 1998). The rebuilding of the country, the development of suburban lifestyles,
and the rise in the number of female workers also boosted the practice of ‘eating out’
(Parker, 1994). As a result the catering trade began to flourish and the Chinese
community found a niche market in a business that was labour-intensive and required
little English (Benton and Pieke, 1998). From the 1950s onward, the number of
Chinese eating establishments grew swiftly in Britain (Parker, 1995).

In the early 1960s, the impending 1962 Commonwealth Immigrants Act removed the
automatic right to British citizenship from its Commonwealth citizens. Subsequently,
there was a spurt of migration from Hong Kong in 1961 and 1962 to beat the ban
(Benton and Pieke, 1998). Furthermore, the 1962 Act required prospective entrants
from the Commonwealth (other than the highly-skilled) to have an employment
voucher for a specific job, which had to be obtained by a prospective employer
(Parker, 1995). This requirement of having a job in advance furthered the
concentration of Chinese settlers in the catering trade through family, kin and village
connections (Watson, 1975). From the late 1960s onwards, family labour also grew
increasingly important as a means of allowing Chinese caterers to react to new
competition from American fast-food chains in Britain (Benton and Pike, 1998). A
few decades later, the growth of Hong Kong migrants to Britain can be attributed to
Hong Kong’s return to China in 1997 and the feelings of unease and uncertainty of
the country’s future stability. Before the official handover. 50,000 families were
granted British citizenship (Chan, Cole and Bowpitt, 2007). However, there 1s no
available data of the proportion of those who actually settled in Britain or their age
and social composition (Chau and Yu, 2001).
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As a result of the Vietnam War in the late 1970s and early 1980s, nearly 20,000
Vietnamese refugees were admitted to Britain under an international resettlement
scheme. The figure then rose to 22,000 by 1990 (Benton and Gomez, 2008). Many of
the refugees were from North Vietnam and were either twice migrants from China
(those who had migrated and settled in Vietnam, then remigrated to Britain) or had a
Chinese ancestral background. A smaller amount of the refugees were Vietnamese
nationals from the South of Vietnam, though there were also a small proportion of
Chinese people from this area also (Ng, 1968). Those from Vietnam were mainly
farmers, fishermen or craftsmen with little or no schooling. With a lack of
qualifications and inexperience of mainstream work, many of the Vietnamese found
themselves to be unemployed in Britain during the mid 1980s. Those who were more
fortunate found work in Chinese restaurants as kitchen assistants, or set up their own
take-aways or clothing workshops (Shang, 1984).

Chinese people from other Southeast Asian countries, such as Malaysia and
Singapore, also migrated to Britain in relatively large numbers towards the end of the
twentieth century. Many were born in Southeast Asia, or were the descendants of
Chinese immigrants, as opposed to being twice migrants (Benton and Gomez, 2008).
They tended to be highly qualified and were more likely to work in the legal,
accountancy and medical professions (Taylor, 1987). Being more educated and
having a higher standard of English, they had little in common with the Mainland or
Hong Kong migrants from earlier periods of UK migration (Taylor, 1987).

With regards to education, the influx of Chinese students has contributed towards the
overall growth of the UK Chinese population. Historically there has always been a
presence of Chinese students in Britain. This can be dated back to 1875 when Chinese
scholars were sent to Britain and France as part of China’s Self Strengthening
Movement of 1861-1895, to help modernise the country. On the eve of the First
World War, more than 350 Chinese students were recorded in Britain. The majority
was self-financed and the rest had received funding from the Chinese government
(Benton and Gomez, 2008). After the Second World War many self-supporting
Chinese students came to Britain from Southeast Asia as well as Hong Kong.
Chinese students who were from British colonies were free to settle in Britain after
their graduation and many decided to settle. Those who remained on British soil
tended to set up their own businesses, provided services to the Chinese community or
to the general economy itself (Benton and Gomez, 2008).

Contemporarily, the Chinese student population in Britain has been estimated to
increase to 49,100 in 2010 (Nania and Green, 2004). Most of the modern students are
from the Mainland. The Chinese government has encouraged students to study
overseas as part of the country’s economic and modernisation reforms. Similar to
previous times, many of the Chinese students have become permanent residents in the
UK and have no intention of returning to Asia.

In the 1990s and early 2000s there has been a large number of Fujianese Chinese
appearing and settling in the UK (Benton and Gomez, 2008). Most are suggested tp
be illegal immigrants and are from quite disadvantaged backgrounds. Due to their
lack of skills and qualifications, many find themselves working outside of the
mainstream. The majority of the Fujianese tend to work for the Chinese who are
alrcady established in Britain (Benton and Gomez, 2008). Due to their illegal status,
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this group is more likely to be open to exploitation by those who assist with the
trafficking process. In addition, many of the illegal immigrants are socially excluded
as a result of their illegal standing as citizens. Due to their social exclusion and the
lack of decent work, many illegal Chinese immigrants have been said to turn to a life

of crime in order to survive and to pay off their debts to traffickers (Benton and Pieke,
1998).

In 2001 the Chinese population in Great Britain was almost a quarter of a million
people (243,000) and 1t is expected to grow substantially in the coming years
(Connolly and White, 2006). Overall, the largest group of British Chinese settlers
come from Hong Kong, who arrived between the late 1950s and the late 1960s. Those
from Hong Kong represent about a third of the UK Chinese population and includes
British born Chinese who are also descendants of Hong Kong migrants (Chau and Yu,
2001). About a quarter of the UK Chinese population were born in Britain and the rest

are mainly from Singapore, Malaysia, Vietnam and the Mainland (Storkey and Lewis,
1996).

Whilst it is possible to provide such an outline of the stages of Chinese immigration to
the UK, their composition, time and means of arrival, as well as differences in their
settlement location, are inadequately and unsystematically documented and therefore
make analysis difficult (Taylor, 1987). When investigating and exploring the British
Chinese diaspora, the diversity within the Chinese population itself needs to be
recognised and acknowledged.

1.5 Diversity of the UK Chinese Population

With the earliest stages of Chinese migration and settlement in the seventeenth
century there was already a mixture of Chinese residents from the Mainland. The
majority were Chinese seafarers from the Southeastern coast of China (namely the
Guangdong and Fujian provinces). At the same time there was a small minority of
Chinese intellectuals from the aristocracy who required a Western education. Both
groups had ended up in the UK for different reasons and were from completely
different socio-economic backgrounds. Similarly in present times, there are varying
degrees of wealth and resources available to Chinese residents in Britain. For
example, when the large influx of Chinese people arrived after the Second World
War, Braody (1952) noted five mutually exclusive and segregated Chinese groups
within the Liverpool Chinese community. These groups were divided by occupation
and financial means and included Chinese laundrymen, shopkeepers in Chinatown,
onshore workers and seaman and then the wealthier Chinese restaurateurs and

boarding masters.

Those who had migrated after the Second World War were mainly from Hong Kong.
However Hong Kong Chinese individuals can be sub-grouped into (i) the Cantonese
Punti (native), who are generally thought to be descendants of pioneering northerners
who gained control of southern China centuries ago; (ii) the Hakka (guest). who
arrived much later and are scattered in the poorer, hilly areas of the New Territories;
and (iii) the fishermen, who spend most of their lives aboard the junks and boats in
Hong Kong's many harbours (Watson, 1977). When they arrived in Britain.,"most of
the migrants went into the catering trade, as they were poorly qualified and
uneducated. In recent times, migration flows from Hong Kong are predominantly
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from the urban areas and involves professionals and capitalists. These urban Hong
Kong migrants are therefore richer and better qualified and educated in comparison to
their rural predecessors (Benton and Gomez, 2008).

Some of the British Chinese migrants come from Southeast Asian nations such as
Malaysia, Singapore and Taiwan. Most of these migrants also arrived after the Second
World War, but in comparison to the early migrants from Hong Kong and the
Mainland, they were more educated and more likely to be in professional occupations.
In the early 1980s there were also a number of Vietnamese refuges in Britain as a
result of political and social unease (McGregor and Wei, 1991). Those from Vietnam
can also be divided by their social and educational standing, with the southerners
tending to be better educated than the northern majority (House of Commons, 1985).
In Britain, the Vietnamese were often on bad terms with the Hong Kong Chinese on a
business and cultural level. Firstly, the Vietnamese arrivals were seen as potential and
actual rivalry within the Chinese catering trade. Secondly, the Hong Kong migrants
saw the Vietnamese as culturally corrupt, even though the Vietnamese considered
themselves as Chinese also (Benton and Gomez, 2008). The small arrival of Chinese
immigrants from other former British colonies in the last one hundred years further
complicates the diverse nature of Chinese migrant’s origins. These countries included

remigrants from India, Burma, Mauritius, Guyana, Jamaica and Nauru amongst others
(Benton and Gomez, 2008).

Most of the Chinese settlers in Britain speak some form of Chinese as their mother
tongue, however there are many different speaking different dialects such as
Cantonese, Hakka, Mandarin and Vietnamese (Chau and Yu, 2001). There is also a
ranking between these languages, with most Chinese overseas agreeing that Mandarin
has the highest status, even within countries where Cantonese dominates, such as
Britain and Europe (Christensen, 1997). As such, language is said to be a group
marker for Chinese people (McGregor and Wei, 1991).

Another social marker includes occupational choices. Whilst the earliest Chinese
migrants were mainly confined within manual occupations in one or two niches (such
as the laundry houses and the catering industry), there is now a much more diverse
spread of career paths taken by the British Chinese community (Benton and Gomez,
2008). For example, many British born and new immigrant Chinese have entered
white-collar and middle-class jobs and common professions include business services,
the health industry and the education sector (Chau and Yu, 2001).

Contemporary Chinese migrants into Britain, aside from the illegal immigrants, tend
to come overseas for a university education. The new migrants are similar to the
Southeast Asian migrants in that they come from a much more privileged background
(in terms of educational qualifications and socio-economic backgrounds) in
comparison to the early Mainland and Hong Kong migrants. In theory, the Chinese
students who arrive in Britain are only here on a temporary basis. However. after
graduation many remain and enter the British economy. The settlement and economic
contribution of Chinese students in the UK can be viewed as a new wave of highly
skilled migration into Britain (Benton and Gomez, 2008).

Overall Wah, Avari. and Buckley (1996) summarised Britain's Chinese migrant
groups in the following way: (i) Immigrants from Hong Kong. the New Territories
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and in particular the rural parts of mainland China; (ii) Educational transients, who
comprise mainly students from urban Hong Kong, Singapore, Malaysia, Mainland
Chinese cities and Taiwan; and lastly (iii) Southeast Asian Chinese, who are mostly
middle-class, with a Western-style education and who are professionally trained.

Owing to the significance of such distinctions, it is mistaken to consider the Chinese
in Britain (and in general) as a homogeneous group (Francis and Archer, 2005c¢). It is
also important to bear in mind that diversity exists in terms of disabilities and
sexualities amongst the Chinese community. However there appears to be a general
reluctance to speak openly about sex, sexuality and disability, due to common ideas in
Chinese culture regarding prejudice, shame, punishment and stigma (Zhang and Beck,
1999, Scadding Court Community Centre, 2005). As the original Chinese
communities in Britain age, they are said to give way to new institutions and identities
(Benton and Gomez, 2008). Furthermore as the old and established community has
laid down roots, there has been an increasing amount of British born Chinese people
within the UK. For example, between 1995 and 2002, there has been a rise from 8.9
percent of UK born Chinese to 17.3 percent (aged between 19-59; Lindley et al.,
2004). There also appears to be segregation within the British-born and British-raised
generation, much of which depends on the individual’s career paths and their upward
mobility within British society (Benton and Gomez, 2008). Such considerations lead
to the conclusion that the Chinese overseas are increasingly heterogeneous (Benton

and Pieke, 1998).

On the whole the exploration of diversity within the Chinese overseas community
from chapter 1 appears to suggest that ‘Chinese’ and ‘Chineseness’ are not fixed and
pregiven categories (Ang, 2002). Instead the concept of being Chinese is malleable
and has a subjective existence outside the control of the scholar who wants to
conceptualise it (Christensen, 1997). It is also important to note that defining and
making reference to minority communities is a contentious matter, since the very
process of naming involves drawing boundaries around and ‘freezing’ the diversity
which exists within all social groupings (Burlet and Reid, 1998). Stuart Hall has been
a vocal critic of this position, arguing that ‘identities’ are the products of exclusion,
because they are constructed through difference and in relation to the ‘other’ (Hall,
1996). As such, race and ethnic groupings are not objectively defined (Song, 2003).

The differences in terms of migration histories, nationalities (and regions), languages,
educational levels and social-economic backgrounds for Chinese migrant groups
coming into the UK clearly show that the term ‘Chinese’ tends to mask such diversity
within and between the Chinese themselves (Archer and Francis, 2006a). By
highlighting the individual trajectories of Chinese migrants and their descendants a
critical eye can be cast over existing research studies, which tend to lump Chinese

people into a single category (Ong, 2003).
1.6 A Note on Terminology

The question of what to call people of Chinese descent living outside of China has led
to a debate in ethnic and Chinese studies (Benton and Gomez, 2008). ‘Overseas
Chinese’, is often uscd as the English equivalent of sojourners (migrants who are
residing., or sojourning away, from their country of residents on a temporary basis).
However. using this term is controversial as most ‘overscas Chinese” have no
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intention of returning to their country of origin and it implies nationalistic feelings
and allegiances (Wang, 1991). The term is also inappropriate for those who are

neither sojourners nor Chinese settlers, but of Chinese ancestry (Benton and Gomez,
2008).

For Chinese people who have migrated, settled or were born in Southeast Asia, the
term ‘ethnic Chinese’ has come into popularity, as well as using national identifiers or
classifications, such as being Thai, Indonesian, Malaysian, and so on. However, using
‘ethnic Chinese’ may be problematic when Chinese ethnic identification is more
complex and varied, especially in other countries of settlement, such as Europe
(Benton and Gomez, 2008). Like ‘overseas Chinese’, ‘ethnic Chinese’ may imply a
static cultural or national identity that is fixed to the individual. Recent research on
diaspora however, suggests that cultural identities are not fixed for migrants (and their
descendants), but are instead poised and in transition, and are able to acquire specific
meanings in a given context (Brah, 2005, p.142). The possibilities of hyphenated and
hybrid cultural identifications allow many immigrants to have feelings of belonging in
their country of residence and to their country of origin (Castles, 2000) and help to
dispel the notion of a unitary identity. Since no existing term covers the range of
Chinese identities that are abroad, this thesis will use a range of terminology
depending on the context. When a general term is necessary, Chinese overseas
(Gungwu, 2004), Chinese abroad or Chinese diaspora may be used. When referring to
Chinese individuals in specific countries, such as Britain or America, British Chinese
or American Chinese will be used.

1.7 Conclusion

The international migration and remigration of Chinese individual has been occurring
for centuries and general observations can be made before and after the 1960s. Prior
to the 1960s, Chinese migration was suggested to be more uniform in terms of
departure and resettlement points and in regards to the migrant’s backgrounds.
However post 1960, Chinese migration is seen to be more complex and diverse, as
migrants have settled in a variety of locations, are from a range of countries of origin
and have different socio-economic, political and cultural backgrounds.

In a British context for example, it was only after the Second War World when the
British Chinese population became a much more established community and
increased significantly in number. This can be attributed to social, economic and
political factors within the sending countries (such as Mainland China, Hong Kong
and Southeast Asian countries), as well as Britain’s permissive immigration laws
during this period. In addition, the popularity and growing demand for'Chinese food
in post-war Britain left a labour shortage within the catering trade. This dem'and for
labour and the prospect of a better life attracted many (Hong Kong) Chinese migrants’
attention and encouraged their decisions to migrate to the UK. The Chinese catering
trade then formed the lifeline for the majority of the immigrant community in the
1950s and 1960s. In the following period. there were a number of Southeast Asian
Chinese who started to arrive in Britain (namely from Malaysia and Singapore). Most
of this migration group were professionally trained and were be}ter edqcuted In
comparison to the earlier Chinese arrivals. In the 1980s, individuals trom'Tglwan apd
urban Hong Kong formed the third phase of Chinese migration into Britain. Again,
like the Southeast Asian group, this cohort tended to hold better qualifications and had



18

better financial resources. Contemporarily, the UK Chinese population continues to
increase as a result of natural growth, the rising number of Chinese students and the
presence of illegal Chinese immigrants.

The emergence and settlement of the Chinese community, such as those in Britain,
clearly has a long and complex history. In addition to this, the disparity within the
Chinese diaspora is vast. As well as variations in terms of migration histories and
their place of origin, Chinese populations are also divided by class, education and
social status, as well as differences in language, sexualities and disabilities. However,
the empirical reality of the varied and heterogeneous composition of the Chinese
overseas and of ‘Chineseness’ i1s often glossed over or completely ignored by
researchers and lay people alike (Wong, 2004). Generalities and cultural stereotypes
of behaviours, actions and beliefs are often seen within the existing studies of Chinese
people. In the next chapter, a discussion of the existing research regarding British
Chinese individual’s lifestyle choices; work occupations and family patterns in
relation to assumed cultural patterns will be critically examined. By using the concept
of diaspora, it highlights the possibilities of multiple identities and citizenships, and
challenges the notion of assimilation and the migrant’s loyalty and identity to one
nation state (Shuval, 2000). As such, individuals cannot simply be seen as being
wholly culturally bound to their country of origin (Anthias, 2001).
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Chapter 2

‘Issues with Culture and Resettlement: Work and Home
Lives’

2.1 Introduction

The Chinese population represent the third largest ethnic community group in Britain
and have a long history of settlement. But despite being one of the UK’s longest
standing minority groups, little is known about British Chinese people, as they rarely
attract attention from politicians or researchers (Benton and Pieke, 1998, Baxter and
Raw, 2002). With available research and literature, the Chinese in Britain are
generally regarded as a non-troublesome, high-achieving group, consistently as
‘square’, conformist, and uncreative (Parker, 1995). When exploring the behaviours
and belief systems of Chinese people overseas, existing research has mainly focused
upon the assumption that such populations are ‘held together’ by a shared Confucian
ideology. Studies also suggest that Confucian values are strongly upheld and applied
by Chinese individuals. This can be seen within the success stories of Chinese
businesses, the running of family life, the rights and expectations of Chinese children
and integration into wider society itself. However the use of culture as the sole
explanation for patterns of behaviour is questionable, especially when the theories
surrounding diaspora, transnationalism and globalisation are more deeply explored.

In order to demonstrate the misleading perception that Chinese culture is all pervasive
within Chinese people’s lives, this chapter will draw upon a number of studies which
uses cultural generalisations to explain Chinese immigrant’s work lives, family
relationships and childhood experiences within Western contexts (with a particular
focus on the UK). By drawing upon the diversity of the Chinese diaspora and the
porous nature of cultural identities from chapter 1, chapter 2 highlights the need to
critically assess the validity of cultural explanations in the existing studies, especially
in relation to Chinese parenting and childhoods.

2.2 Research Themes: Social Group and Occupations

One prevalent research finding of Chinese people in the UK is their portrayal as a
successful ethnic minority group (Cheng, 1996). Statistical evidence suggests that the
Chinese community has achieved economic and educational success as well as
upward social mobility within a relatively short time of arriving in Britain (Modood et
al., 1997). This is largely through the exploitation of self-employment retail
opportunities and their subsequent earning potential. Chinese people are considered as
one of the top earning groups in the UK (Modood et al., 1997). Against these
backgrounds, secondary sources suggest that Chinese people are no longer considered
to be a disadvantaged group (Modood et al., 1997).

In explaining the upward social mobility of Chinese individuals, primary research has
identified Confucian ethics as an important factor in the economic success of Chinese
businesses, especially those that are family-run. Confucian ethics such as familism,
obedicnce (including the avoidance of conflicts and loyalty to authority),
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perseverance and thrift are said to be the key factors for commercial achievements
and an explanatory factor to how Chinese business people make their decisions.
Patriarchal authority and power has also been central in explaining how Chinese
women’s and children’s labours may be ‘incorporated’ into family economies
(Derphy and Leonard, 1992). However the use of cultural explanations (i.e.
Confucianism) is too generalised in explaining the successes of Chinese businesses
(Clegg, 1990). Benton (2005) argued that there is a “need to ‘de-essentialise Chinese
capital’ — to challenge the idea that all Chinese businesses follow a common path of
development or possess unique characteristics that facilitate their growth” (p.9). In
support, Tong (2005) suggested, there is also a ‘dark side’ to Chinese businesses. The
very factors that can help create success within a Chinese family firm, such as
personalism (where personal relationships are considered within decision making) and
paternalism (where those in authority possess possesses highly centralized control),
could actually lead to the eventual dissolution and disintegration of the business if
they are not resolved. Furthermore, the ways of working within the Chinese business
can be seen as a result of circumstance, as opposed to Chinese cultural values. For
instance, when Chinese migrants first arrive in the host country they may need to
utilize family strategies to secure start up capital, as opposed to any Confucian morals
(Benton and Gomez, 2008). In addition, family cohesiveness within the business can
reduce the hiring of labour. As such, cultural explanations for the development and
success of Chinese businesses are limited, as well as having a tendency to depict
Chinese people as being part of a homogenous group (Benton and Gomez, 2008).

Self-employment and independent entrepreneurship have always been prioritised and
aimed for within the Chinese immigrant community, suggested Owen (1994). This
can be seen in the start-up of Chinese restaurants and take-aways, but also within
other trades such as Chinese grocery shops/supermarkets, and the retail sale of other
goods and services, as well as illegal ventures such as gambling schemes and
incidences of smuggling (see Benton and Gomez, 2008 for more details). However
the necessity of maintaining economic survival in the private market undermines their
attachment to their own community group (Chau and Yu, 2001). Chinese individuals
may identify themselves as members of the same community in that they share the
same heritage, culture and languages whilst occasionally coming together to celebrate
cultural festivals (Leung, 1987 cited in Chau and Yu, 2001), but the ability of these
elements to bind community cohesion is restricted and undermined by the
competitiveness between Chinese trades (the catering trade in particular; Chau and
Yu, 2001). Moreover, as the Chinese community is mainly composed of numerous
single-family units scattered across Britain, the physical distance between each family
undermines their chances of interaction and contact (Chau and Yu, 2001). The
differences and distinctions between the UK Chinese population, with regards to
migration history, place of origin, language, class, education, period of settlement and
social status and so forth also affects the feeling of community and bonds.

Despite the suggestion of ‘success’ in terms of business enterprise and upward social
mobility, Chinese people still remain at the margins of British society (Song, 2004).
For example, work within the Chinese take-away trade is often associated with
racism, harassment and discrimination by customers and the general public. The
discrepancy between the power of the providers and the customer of Chinese food is
secn as conducive to this unequal social relationship. Drawing on his interviews with
British Chinese catcring workers, Parker (1994, 1995) explained that since the
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purchase of Chinese food is the main chance for other members of society to have
contact with Chinese people, the customer’s understanding and perception of the
Chinese food trade then affects their relationship with Chinese individuals in general.
Chau and Yu (2001) further elaborated upon this point:

“First, they [mainly White British customers] pay more attention to the
differences of the Chinese from mainstream society than to the similarities.
The differences are further exaggerated by irresponsible speculation on the
content of Chinese foods- such as that they are mixed with cat bones and dog
meat. Second, the image of the Chinese perceived in the Chinese restaurants
and take-aways is applied to the rest of the Chinese in society . . . Third, since
Chinese food is not an essential part of a normal British diet, the contribution
of Chinese people to British society is seen only as a highly dispensable
commodity” (Chau and Yu, 2001, p. 118).

Suspicion and mockery of Chinese workers from the take-away experience then
affects the integration and status of Chinese people within British society (Chau and
Yu, 2001).

Chinese women are said to carry the double roles of looking after family members
whilst running the take-away business, as such they are thought to bear the brunt of
the social and economic marginality such a living imposes (Parker, 1995, Baxter and
Raw, 2002). Research also suggests that Chinese men and women within the catering
trade rarely use social services and do not receive sufficient support from the Chinese
community. The heavy workload together with the lack of support from mainstream
society and their own community can leave many take-away workers with strong
feelings of anxiety and insecurity (as found by Chau and Yu, 2001). From the take-
away example, it is clear that although the Chinese community has been praised for
their high levels of business ownership and self-employment rates, their achievements
and successes may be exaggerated and their problems underestimated as a result
(Chan et al., 2004).

2.3 Immigrant Parenting and Cultural Differences

Another dominant area of investigation has been the idea of ‘culture shocks’ and
‘culture clashes’ for Chinese immigrants. For example, Wu and Chao (2004) are
amongst many other researchers who have suggested that Chinese families encounter
a ‘culture shock’, when adapting to non-Chinese contexts (see also Sung, 1985, Chan
and Leong 1994, Uba 1994, Ying 1999, Qin, 2006). Culture shock is described as the
contrast and incompatibility of cultures between migrated individuals and the host
society. In Western countries, the traditional Chinese cultural backdrop that has been
shaped by Taoism, Confucianism, Buddhism and for some Communism, 1s then
replaced with Liberal-Democratic, Christian-Capitalist ethics and practices. Facing
such a barrage of unfamiliarity, many migrants are suggested to maintain the security
of their native customs and practices. The migration process itself has been suggested
to entrench traditional regimes further, as parents try to preserve and maintain their
ethnic practices overseas, even though many of these values are rarely practiced in
their country of origin (Wong, 1998). Of these, Confucianism has been argued to be
the main influence upon Chinese norms and as such is still preserved by many
Chinesc immigrant communities (Wu and Singh, 2004).
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The maintenance of Confucian ideals for immigrant parents has been a key focus for
the majority of Chinese overseas studies. For families who migrate to Western
societies, cultural differences are pinpointed to the disparity between Confucian
values (seen as traditional Chinese norms) and individualism (seen as typical Western
practices). Confucianism is often described as a group focused and collectivist
philosophy, where social order and harmony of the group (such as the family, society
or nation) is emphasised over the needs, desires and goals of the individual. In order
to promote and achieve the best interests and welfare of the collective whole,
conformity to norms, emotional self-control and humility are expected. In contrast,
individualism is seen to stress the importance of the individual, whose personal rights,
independence and autonomy are valued and privileged. As such, Chinese immigrant
parents are often viewed as maintaining ethnic traditions that are at odds with
children’s experiences in the new culture (Kwak, 2003).

Confucianism not only influences Chinese parenting styles, but the rights and
obligations of the child and what is culturally expected (and required) from children
within the immigrant household. In maintaining group unity and harmonious
interpersonal relationships, obedience to authority, self-control and compliance seem
to be expected in a more consistent and absolute manner by Chinese parents, as
illustrated by Chao’s (1995) research. In support, Ho’s study (1986) found that many
Chinese parents placed greater emphasis on obedience, proper conduct, moral training
and the acceptance of social obligations, as opposed to the development of children’s
independence, assertiveness and creativity (as seen within the majority of Western
parenting styles). Primary sources also suggest that the entrenchment of Chinese
traditions by parents then leads to problematic household relations and reduced
societal integration for both parents and children. This can be seen in both past and
modern studies, such as Chiu (1987), Chan and Leong (1994), Chen, Dong and Zhou
(1997) and more recently Fung, Lieber and Leung (2003). Specifically, if young
people prefer the norms of the dominant culture, whilst parents espouse the values of
their country of origin, confusion and frustration may be caused on the part of the
child (Feldman, Mont-Reynaud and Rosenthal, 1992). Furthermore, differences in
opinions regarding appropriate parenting methods and approaches may cause conflict
between Chinese immigrant parents and their children. If conflicts occur, this may
have a more pronounced and negative impact within Chinese families as it violates
Chinese cultural norms of respect and obedience to authority, as well as the emphasis
placed upon family harmony (Phinney and Ong, 2002).

With regards to the rights of the child, primary and secondary evidence suggest that
Chinese parents (immigrants or otherwise) appear to be more tolerant and active in
their use of corporal punishment. Within Chinese culture and writings, physical child-
rearing approaches are seen to encourage and discipline the integrity of the child
rather than as a punishment (Siu-Ming and Tam, 2005). Harsh scolding and physical
punishment also correlates with the Chinese emphasis of compliance to authority
from a very early age (Chen et al., 2003). With the general acceptance of corporal
punishment amongst Chinese societies, child neglect and the possible psychological
abuse caused are not recognised in the same way as Western societies. which may
cause problems for immigrant Chinese households (Wong, 2004). However, differing
levels of cultural acculturation of Chinese immigrant parents may affect their views
on corporal punishment (Siu-Ming and Tam, 2005). Those who are new arrivals in



23

America for example, have been shown to rely upon traditional methods of
disciplining their children, as a response to the anxiety and adjustment problems
associated with migration. Corporal punishment has also been viewed by parents as
an effective way of protecting their children from undesirable influences in the new
country (United Chinese Community Enrichment Services Society, 1999). In contrast,
Chiu’s (1987) interviews demonstrated that many Chinese-American mothers who
have lived in the United States for a long period of time, (e.g. 15 years or more),
appear to be more influenced by Western child-rearing practices and were less
authoritarian and controlling with children, as well as relying less upon strict physical
disciplinary methods. Such findings illustrate the need to consider other explanatory
factors, aside from culture, in understanding Chinese families and their practices.

Other research observations within Chinese child-rearing practices include parent’s
responsibilities and social obligations to train the child to be sensitive to moral and
social rules and the complex meaningfulness of shame (Xu et al., 2005). The larger
goal of this cultural child-rearing practice is to produce an adult who is sensitive to
shame and hence to other people’s opinions, evaluations and judgements (Fung, 1999,
p. 183-184). Being aware and considerate to others, or to ‘give face’ is an important
concept in traditional Chinese social structure, especially in a one-to-one relationship,
and is heavily featured within Confucianism (Taylor, 1987). Reciprocal expectation
has been suggested to be another key aspect of traditional Chinese values and child-
rearing practices. Accordingly, Xu et al. (2005) found that “parents expect children to
be obedient and respectful and parents are expected to be responsible and experienced
instructors who pass along cultural norms, values, and life experiences” (p. 525). A
most ‘abusive’ parent in society and Confucian writings is one who does not
discipline/train their child, “drowning the child with love” (Wu, 1981, p. 141). In
turn, Chinese children are expected to demonstrate the virtue of filial piety in
Confucianism. By being filial, children should obey and be subservient to parents (as
well as to elders and those in authority). Filial piety has been suggested to be the
major goal that guides the socialisation of children in the traditional Chinese family.
The emphasis upon obedience and respect for authority figures within Chinese child-
rearing methods is said to be pervasive across the school environment, public
gatherings and other social contexts. This observation has been highlighted amongst
the works of Sham and Woodrow, 1998, Woodrow and Sham, 2001, Fung et al., 2003
and Francis and Archer (2005a/b/c) for example.

Chinese parents who strongly adhere to Chinese values are likely to maintain a
distance associated with the traditional status hierarchy when interacting with their
children. This demeanour, to some extent, is conveyed in an authoritarian or
controlling parenting style, particularly when children misbehave (Xu et al., 2005). In
support, Wu and Chao’s (2005) research has found that Chinese immigrant parenting
tends to be more authoritarian and less authoritative than their Western counterparts.
Authoritative parenting often entails parental warmth, which is responsive and
assertive (but not restrictive) with children. In contrast, authoritarian parenting
involves parental dominance that is seen to be restrictive and cold towards young
people (for a discussion of parenting models see Baumrind, 1971). que\'er.
traditional Chinese values not only emphasise child obedience and parental strictness,
which are attributes of an authoritarian parenting style, but also promote parental
acceptance and responsiveness, which are characteristics of an authqutati\'e parenting
style (Chao, 2000). Within Chao's (1994, 1995, 2000) parental studies. she discussed
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how Chinese parents’ child-rearing responsibilities are fulfilled in the process of
guan, which means to ‘govern’ as well as to love. Generally, Chinese parents are
immensely devoted to their children; they sacrifice much to meet their children’s
needs and they provide ample affection and warmth, two characteristics of an
authoritative parenting style. Thus, authoritative and authoritarian parenting styles are
intertwined with the Chinese value system and both will be expressed in varying
degrees (Xu et al., 2005). Furthermore Chao (2001) argued that the concept of
authoritarian parenting is somewhat ethnocentric, as Chinese parenting is often
described in contrast to Western ideals which are modelled upon European/American
middle-class families. As such, the dichotomy of either authoritative or authoritarian
styles does not appear to capture the range and variation of parenting within Chinese
culture. Despite Chao’s (1994, 1995, 2000, 2001) illustration of the problematic
nature of applying Western labels upon Chinese parenting approaches, the existing
studies are still heavily reliant upon cultural explanations themselves for
understanding Chinese child-rearing techniques and subsequent parent-child
relationships. Although every culture defines a particular set of rules and values
regarding children’s upbringing, parenting styles can differ among various cultures as
well as within families (Chen and Kennedy, 2004). In chapter 1, the diversity of the
Chinese diaspora in terms of migration histories, place of origin, ethnic identity,
language use and social backgrounds were highlighted, arguably such factors,
individually or collectively, can also affect the nature and adherence to Chinese
norms, including an individual’s approach to parenting.

More significantly, the emphasis upon cultural factors in existing research neglects
other areas of influence upon parenting decisions and techniques, such as contextual
and environmental aspects, parent-child relationships and the influence of children
themselves. Consequently a more holistic understanding of Chinese parenting is
missing from the existing literature. In developing our knowledge of Chinese
parenting methods and the attachments between Chinese parents and their offspring,
this thesis will attempt to explore the broader issues surrounding contemporary
Chinese child-rearing, whilst considering the impact of individual difference and
diversity. Such issues will be further discussed in chapters 4 and 5. Until this 1s
remedied, our knowledge of Chinese parenting and parent-child interactions will
continue to be limited.

2.4 Home and School: Children’s Experiences

The assumption that Chinese culture is an all-encompassing factor within the lives of
Chinese people is not only portrayed within the research with Chinese adults, but also
with Chinese children. This can be seen in the investigations of ‘culture clashes’ and
‘gaps’, as well as cultural acculturation debates between Chinese parents and their
children (e.g. see Sue and Sue, 1971, Ho, 1989, Chau and Landreth, 1997). For
instance. children of Chinese immigrants are often seen as being stranded between
two cultures, the culture of Western society and the culture of the Chinese household.
A number of empirical work, published mainly during the 1970s and 1980s, then
problematised the idea of being ‘between two cultures’ and implied a resulting
‘culture gap’ or ‘culture clash’ (Song, 1997). On the one hand, the authoritarian and
old-fashioned culture of Chinese parents was deemed as a preventative factor in the
Chinese child’s social integration (Parker, 1995). On the other, Chinese offspring who
showed unwillingness to conform to the wishes of Chinese parents. the needs of the
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family or Chinese culture, tended to be positioned as Westernised and labelled as
‘bananas’- “to be white on the inside, yellow only on the outside™ (Parker, 1995,
p.191). In this ‘between two cultures’ perspective, second generation individuals are
seen to be struggling with the two incommensurable cultural value systems. In
reconciling such differences, research suggests that one cultural standpoint for the
child is replaced with another (Parker, 1995).

When dissimilar levels of cultural acculturation occur between parents and children, it
has been suggested to intensify the challenges of the resettlement process, as well as
affecting the child’s developmental processes (Costigan and Dokis, 2006). For
example, Wu and Chao (2005) found that psychological stress and adjustment
problems could result for Chinese children undergoing such circumstances. Levels of
depression, anxiety and somatic problems have also been reported (Portes and
Rumbaut, 2001). Cultural misunderstandings with parents may then affect parent-
child relationships, and the amount of emotional support available to the young
person (Wu and Chao, 2005). Complicating issues further, is the level of cultural
difference between the immigrant home and the norms of the Western school. For
example, the contrast of individualist and collectivist cultural norms may affect the
child’s schooling transition and their subsequent educational success. As children who
experience similar environments and expectations at home and school are more likely
to find the transition and experience of schooling a much easier process (Morrison et
al., 1997), and tend to exhibit higher levels of social competence and academic
achievement (Early et al., 1999).

Chinese immigrant parents may also exhibit unfamiliarity and unrelatedness to the
schooling context due to conflicts between parent’s personal and family lives with the
priorities of the school environment. For example, in Australia, many migrated
Chinese parents were busy running small businesses in order to look after their
families. Due to heavy workloads and commitments, many Chinese parents did not
have the time to learn the ‘multicultural’ values of Australia, and instead maintained
their own cultural identities. Consequently, this created:

“A gituation where their children lived in a hybrid world. . . [Where] the
school promulgates conflicting ‘white Australian’ and ‘cosmopolitan
Australian’ identities, while family life is geared to economic survival and
extended, transnational community networks” (Wu and Singh, 2004, p. 41).

Similar research findings concerning cultural dissimilarities between the home and
school have been observed in other countries, such as America, Canada and Britain
(e.g. Stevenson et al., 1985, Stevenson, Lee and Stigler, 1986, Chao, 1996). The
differences between the expectations of the family and school may then affect the
child’s and parent’s ‘connection’ to the school community and could cause
difficulties, confusion and anxiety for the children of immigrant households (Dockett
and Perry, 2005). The establishment and maintenance of positive home-school
relationships, and a sense of belonging to the school, has been suggested to be vitally
important, as they both contribute towards children’s successful performance and
adjustment to school life (Dockett and Perry, 2005). Chinese children may also find
schooling more difficult due to the different emphasis placed upon respect and
obedience between the home and school. Whereas Chinese parents tend to prioritise
filial piety within the home and other environments. Chinese children often find that
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authority can be questioned and challenged within the school context (Verma et al.,
1999).

Interestingly however, it has been suggested that the dominance of Confucian
principles is actually a contributory factor for Chinese children’s academic
achievements. Confucian ethics stress the importance of education, not only as a
means of civilizing individuals, who would subsequently contribute towards a
harmonious and peaceful society, but also as a means to achieve and attain upward
social mobility (and family reputation) through self-merit and hard work. In the UK,
British Chinese pupils generally produce an extremely high level of achievement and
attainment (Francis and Archer, 2005b). British Chinese and British Indian pupils also
outperform children from other ethnic groups in compulsory education (DfEE, 2001).
Furthermore, British Chinese students are more likely than any other ethnic group in
Britain to enter higher education (HESA, 2005). This latter achievement represents a
rapid change from the situation in the 1980s, where Taylor (1987) found that
progression to higher education was relatively rare among the British Chinese
community. Moreover, while concerns about boys’ underachievement remain an
ongoing theme in the academic and popular press, figures show that British Chinese
boys continue to match the educational performance of their female counterparts
(DfES, 2004). British Chinese pupils are therefore suggested to be particularly
educationally oriented, due to the high currency placed on the value of education, as
specific to their Chinese identities (Francis and Archer, 2005a).

The value placed upon education appears to be an important concept to all Chinese
social classes in Britain and is deeply ingrained (see studies by Djao, 2003, Francis
and Archer, 2005¢ for example). Sham and Woodrow’s (1998) case studies revealed
how Chinese parents had high expectations of their children as a result, where:

“Doing one’s best is paramount. Perseverance, obedience, duty and loyalty are
the essential qualities of a good son or daughter” (Sham and Woodrow, 1998,
p.204).

As such, Chinese parents have been criticised for encouraging a conformist attitude in
their children, which is seen to impede the child’s growth within the educational
setting (Sham and Woodrow, 1998, Woodrow and Sham, 2001).

“From a Western liberal perspective, then, and certainly from a Eurocentric
child development perspective, the Chinese practices regarding education are
problematic and even pathological, meaning that their ‘cultural currency’ is
not valued equally in the West” (Francis and Archer, 2005¢, p. 106).

The high emphasis on educational achievement and the constant need to re-achieve
and re-perform has various costs for the children involved (Francis and Archer,
2005b). Common complaints by Chinese children include additional stresses and
pressure placed upon them by parents. Some pupils, particularly Chinese girls. have
been found to doubt their abilities and have feelings that they were ‘never good
enough’, despite being high achievers (Francis and Archer, 2005¢).

It cannot be assumed however that there is uniformity amongst Chinese families
regarding the priority of education. From Watson's (1975) intervicws. there appeared
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to be socio-economic differences within parental attitudes of Chinese migrants. For
example, rural immigrant families from the New Territories were suggested to be
sceptical about the connection between schooling and material success, and poor
parents from urban Hong Kong were less likely than rich parents to value education
(Watson, 1975). Some Chinese parents may value education as a means to a different
way of life, as a method to further career opportunities (Taylor, 1987) and upward
social mobility (Benton and Gomez, 2008). As Cheng (1994) suggested, the
significance of education should not be seen as a distinctive cultural value in its own
right amongst Chinese people and will instead be espoused according to the
perceptions, realities and experiences of the individuals concerned. By following
arguments which suggest that culture is not a set form of practices and beliefs, the
value of education should not be seen as static and non-evolving. Additionally, the
parent-child relationship itself, as well as social, historical and political contexts,
needs to be considered when exploring the value of education within Chinese
families. Such insights are limited and there is a lack of research with Chinese
children’s underperformance or non-engagement within the schooling environment.
Consequently alternative viewpoints about the importance of education for immigrant
Chinese families are concealed. Although the topic of education is not one of the
thesis’s focuses, the prevalent cultural accounts of Chinese children’s academic
successes within the literature, helps to demonstrate the dominance of using
Confucian values as an explanatory factor for Chinese people’s daily lives and
childhood experiences.

2.5 Adolescence and Agency Concerns

Returning to the concept of cultural differences within the Chinese household, it has
been suggested that cultural conflict between Chinese immigrant parents and their
children may be more problematic during the time of adolescence. During this time,
children begin to engage with environments that are not selected and do not involve
their parents. As a result, children may become more aware of the cultural
discrepancies between their home and wider social networks. The adolescent’s
increased awareness and differing cultural expectations may increase the likelihood of
parent-child conflict around family rules, discipline methods and friendship choices
(Costigan and Dokis, 2006). The level of independence that should be granted to
young people appears to be a particular issue during this time. Due to the cultural
emphasis of parental control and later age expectations of children’s behavioural
autonomy in Chinese culture, adolescent Chinese children may not be granted the
freedoms and choices they expect outside of a Chinese context (as found by Lee and
Zhan, 1998). Interestingly, as opposed to Western literature which suggests that the
period of adolescence is a time of increasing independence for young people, Chinese
adolescents are often portrayed as being passive and conformist to parental authority
due to Confucian principles. Furthermore contemporary Western studies have
demonstrated family diversity in terms of their relationships, activities and
functioning, with children playing an active role in the household (e.g. Smart, Neale
and Wade, 2001), but such thinking is not applied to Chinese households. Despite a
more complex picture of how individuals and Western families live their lives. this
has not been applied to Chinese families in the UK and such issues need to be
addressed. In chapter 3. the theories of detraditionalisation and individualisation are
discussed and how these writings can be incorporated into the studies of UK Chinese
houscholds. Arguably such understandings would help to challenge the homogenising
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accounts of Confucian values dictating the lives of Chinese parents and children and
offer new insights into household functioning.

2.6 Rethinking Cultural Explanations

Although culture does play a significant part in the individual’s belief systems and
interactions, the notion of culture itself is problematic. Conceptually, culture refers to
many different aspects of human behaviour and ways of being, as well as denoting a
set of cultural attributes, artefacts, symbols and practices (Matsumoto, 2006). Culture
is also underpinned by factors such as gender, class and religion, as well as regional
and linguistic differences (Brah, 2005). As such, culture is a complex and
multifaceted construct, which can be interpreted and represented in many different
ways. Nevertheless within assimilation arguments, the migrant’s cultural
transformation is seen as uni-directional, where the Chinese individual loses their
original cultural identity as they acquire a new cultural identity of the host country
(Sam, 2006). Here the two cultures in contact are seen as mutually exclusive, and it is
therefore difficult for the individual to maintain both cultures involved (Sung, 1985).
Despite criticisms of the uni-directional perspective for conveying imperialist notions
and a bias towards the dominant groups culture (Sam and Berry, 2006), this is rarely
acknowledged within immigrant Chinese studies. Moreover, when considering
cultural choices and identities, the active role of the individual is ignored. Migrant
parents may not necessarily endorse their ethnic traditions and not all immigrant
children will adopt the traditions of the host culture (Dockett and Perry, 2005).
Indeed, recent research suggests that culture clashes are not inevitable. Many young
people who were either born or raised in Britain tend to see themselves as being
informed by both Chinese and British cultures (as demonstrated by Song, 1997) and
in this way being the owners of a rich cultural capital upon which they can draw. The
construction of cultural identities by British Chinese individuals can therefore be seen
as a diverse and complex process, which often demonstrates cultural multilingualism
as much as it may form culture clashes or gaps (see Song, 1997 and Parker, 1996).
Such thinking accords with the bi-directional perspective of acculturation, which
suggests that both the individuals and groups who are in contact can change, but not
necessarily towards a neutral or a mid-point; influence can also be a mutual or a
reciprocal process.

“[Cultural] change can take place along two independent dimensions, one
dimension being the maintenance or loss of the original culture and the other
being participation in, or adoption of aspects of, the new culture. It is therefore
possible for an individual to have more or less of the two cultures in question”
(Sam and Berry, 2006, p.17-13).

As opposed to total assimilation to mainstream society and a loss of original
identities, migrants can hold onto their own particular cultures, traditions, languages
and histories whilst still incorporating the values of the wider host culture (Hall,
1992). This may result in a new diaspora where “cultural identity is a matter of
‘becoming” as well as of ‘being’™ (Hall, 1993. p.394). Related to this concept of
diaspora is the notion of hybridity (Mavroudi, 2007), where hybrid identities or
cultures are formed from the cultural mixing process (Chambers. 1994). Culture in
this way, Is not seen as fixed or determined by place or nationality (Karla et al., 2005),
and so perhaps should not be used to categorize and define individuals (Fenton,
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1999). Therefore, studies that suggest settlement problems for Chinese families due to
commonly held Chinese customs and values could be criticised for viewing culture as
a fixed and one-dimensional entity.

Arguments concerning diaspora and hybridity highlight how cultures and cultural
values can evolve and change over time, and in various manners. Furthermore
changes in cultural values, shifts in cultural identities and the opportunities to be
culturally diverse can result from globalisation and due to the immigration process
itself, including the development of multicultural policies in host countries.

Globalisation is closely associated with the acceleration of migration and the
changing of cultural identities (Gilroy, 1997). Although there is no uniform
conceptualisation of globalisation, its causal dynamics and its structural
consequences, there 1s a general consensus that globalisation involves an
intensification of global interconnectedness, with an increase of flows and linkages
between nations (Hall, 1992). In contrast to acculturation theories, globalisation looks
at how several societies and cultures become more alike or harmonized (as opposed to
the changes occurring between two specific individuals and cultures; Sam, 2006).
Globalisation can be seen as:

“Operating on a scale, which cuts across national boundaries, integrating and
connecting communities and organisations in new space-time combinations,
making the world in reality and in experience more interconnected” (Hall,
1992, p. 299).

Moreover, as a result of globalisation (though a contested issue), international
mobility and advanced technology have resulted, thus allowing more frequent travel
and contact for immigrants between the host country and their country of origin
(Jacobs, 2004). The combination of which is argued to provide opportunities for the
Chinese family to communicate with ‘people back home’, whilst simultaneously
encouraging the preservation of Chinese culture, and an attachment to the native land
as an ‘imagined community’ (Anderson, 1983, cited in Huang and Pieke, 2003). As a
result of globalised networks and advancements in communicative technology, not
only do children of immigrant households engage in transnational attachments (or
transnationalism), but at the same time, are able to “develop ethnic identities that
would have little meaning in the parental country of origin, and indeed, to their
parents” (Louie, 2006, p.364).

Transnationalism may help young Chinese people to understand and to appreciate
their ethnic and cultural backgrounds. According to Glick, Basch and Szanton Blanc
(1992, p.7), immigrants “forge and sustain multi-stranded relations that link together
their societies of origin and settlement, rather than experience a rupture in their
attachments.” The emergent literature shows that similar to the first generation,
second and third generation Chinese individuals can experience transnationalism at
the level of practice, that is, back-and-forth movement, remittances, business interests,
and political involvement (Itzigsohn, Cabral and Medina, 1999). Due to technological
advancement, the spread of capitalism and political developments in a global context
(Portes, 2003). contemporary transnational practices tend to be more regular, routine,
and occurring in larger numbers than in the past (Louie. 2006). Transnationalism
arguably cnables Chinese migrant parents and their children to make more political,
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social, economic and emotional connections to their country of origin than previously
before (Basch et al., 1994). The concept of transnationalism therefore challenges the
assumption that immigrants are incorporated and then assimilated into a new national
context once they leave their homeland behind (Gordon 1964).

International migration has been suggested to be part of a transnational revolution in
reshaping societies and politics around the globe, including cultural transformations,
transference of knowledge, fashion, communication and the like (Castles and Miller,
1993, Skeldon, 1994). Migration can therefore impact upon the cultural identities of
both the country of origin and the country of destination (Gilroy, 1997). Within
communities of origin, emigration and globalisation can impact upon traditional
economic and social structures (e.g. the family and local community) as well as
influencing the existing values and belief systems there (e.g. gender and social
relations). Similarly in countries of immigration, immigrant settlement not only
affects the national economy, but can also transform social and cultural values ‘back
home’ (Castles, 2000). Multicultural policies may also result from international
migration. Government policies of multiculturalism are said to encourage multi-
cultural identities and a toleration of diversity within host societies. Additionally, Lu
(2001) suggested that multicultural policies can aid cultural understandings between
immigrant parents and their children, or the descendants of immigrants (Lu, 2001).
Multicultural policies hope to generate a return to roots and leads to a strengthening of
ethnic identities, whilst seeking to give oppressed minorities a voice (Siu-Ming and
Tam, 2005).

“Multiculturalism attempts to subvert cultural homogenisation by
acknowledging the coexistence and equal representation of different cultures
and peoples within a nation-state” (Siu-Ming and Tam, 2005, p.153).

Such strategies create a more favourable climate to ethnic immigrants and their
descendants compared to previous eras (Lu, 2001), as in the past, the assimilation of
immigrants had been advocated by the larger society, so that immigrants and their
descendants were pressured to abandon their own cultures and languages (Alba and
Nee, 2003). Arguably as a result of multicultural policies, the preservation of culture
and the development of bicultural orientation should be in place for new immigrants
and their attached ethnic groups (Lu, 2001). However, critics of multiculturalism
suggest that policies do not necessarily empower minority groups or necessarily
redistribute power or resources (Hoon, 2006). One of the main issues with
multiculturalism is its representation of minority groups and cultures as homogeneous
utopian entities (Lu, 2001). By overlooking diversity within the same culture, “this
does not allow space for differences of interest and power within the minority
collectivity” (Hoon, 2006, p.156). Consequently, a particular version of Chinese
culture and ethnicity is displayed as representative of all Chinese and ‘Chineseness’
within the framework of multiculturalism (Hoon, 2006). The shallow idea of
multiculturalism is exemplified in the UK context, with the food provided by Chinese
take-aways hailed as contributing to a harmonious multicultural society (Parker,
2000). As multiculturalism tends to essentialise cultural boundaries as fixed, static
and monolithic, with no space for growth and change (Yuval-Davis, 1997), the
reproduction of the subordination of ‘others’ to the dominant culture and people
emerges and racism occurs (Hoon, 2006). As Hall (1996. p. 445) has argued, racism:
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“Operates by constructing impassable symbolic boundaries between raciaily
constituted categories . . . [so that race] constantly marks and attempts to fix
and naturalize the difference between belongingness and otherness”.

As a result of homogenising cultures through multiculturalism, recognition of
individual cultural ‘voices’ are not acknowledged, nor is the real diversity of the
nation (Hoon, 2006).

“Multiculturalism remains as rhetoric, since it is in fact ‘monocultural’, in that
it often does not allow for the recognition that an individual member of society
may have more than one ‘identity’ at work within her/himself. In the context
of multiculturalism, each individual possesses only one discrete cultural
identity. In this sense, ironically, by unwittingly setting clear boundaries and
delineations between cultures, multiculturalism has defeated its own purpose
of avoiding the monocultural nation through an assimilation policy. People
who do not fit into any of those defined cultural categories will be left with no
choice but to ‘assimilate’ into the only officially ‘prescribed’ cultures that are
available” (Hoon, 2006, p.11).

Interestingly, the acceptance of the Chinese people overseas may be changing as a
result of China’s growing significance. Currently, China’s global influence may be
impacting upon immigrant Chinese parents and children’s cultural understandings,
whilst simultaneously impacting upon people’s knowledge of China and Chinese
culture in general. Within Spain’s foreign policy, for example, China has assumed a
greater importance in contemporary times (Nieto, 2003). In expanding its economic
relations with Asia, the Spanish government wishes to reinforce linguistic and cultural
ties with China, the Philippines, and Vietnam in order to expand its development and
levels of cooperation. As such, in 2002 the Asia-Pacific Framework Plan and the Casa
Asia (House of Asia) was established in Barcelona “in order to promote the
knowledge of the region among Spaniards, and to foster political, economic, and
cultural relations with Asia” (Nieto, 2003, p.215).

Within the UK, there have been new government proposals to introduce Mandarin to
the secondary school curriculum, to enable students to adapt to the changing global
economy (Warner, 2007). This can be seen in the UK’s DfES Languages for All
Strategy (2002), which called for a huge cultural change in relation to the country’s
attitudes to teaching and the learning of languages to help develop intercultural
understanding (Clegg, 2003). Although the teaching of Mandarin is beginning to take
off in UK schools, much more needs to be done to ensure that the momentum is
maintained and that new developments are placed on a sustainable basis suggested
Clegg (2003). Ultimately, the acceptance of Chinese people in their host countries
relies upon the hegemonic group(s) or power holders (Hoon, 2006).

2.7 Conclusion

When looking at the existing research regarding Chinese people overseas, there 1s a
tendency for theorists to focus upon Confucian ethics as a means of explanation for
both individual and group behaviour. For Chinese households. research tends to
at Confucian ethics not only provide a philosophical basis and structure for

suggest th L . . .
Chinese parenting, but they impact upon parent-child interactions and family relations
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(Xu et al., 2005). Examples of Chinese parenting styles and expected child behaviours
include the importance of filial piety (respecting and adhering to the authority of
parents and elders), distance between parents and children (due to the importance
placed upon age hierarchy and emotional self-restraint), the use of shaming to achieve
child socialisation goals and the high value placed upon education.

Although cultural traditions and values are pervasive influences, culture itself is a
problematic concept, as it refers to many different aspects of human behaviour and
ways of being. More specifically, culture is dependent upon the degree of
internalisation by the individual, which is consequently affected by gender, age, class
and socio-economic environments. External factors such as globalisation,
transnationalism and technological and communicative advances are also said to
influence cultural identities and understandings amongst societies. From chapter 2 it
becomes apparent that cultural explanations cannot offer a complete picture of
Chinese people’s lives, particularly family and childhood experiences. Complicating
our understanding of Chinese family lives further is the dominant perception of
‘childhood’ and ‘the family’ within academic and lay thinking. Such issues will be
addressed in chapters 3 and 4, by looking at how childhood in a Western and Chinese
context can vary according to social, economic, political and cultural factors and how
such discourses can then impact upon research with Chinese children and
consequently the research findings themselves.
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Chapter 3

‘The Social Construction of Childhood’

3.1 Introduction

Childhood is often thought of as an inevitable part of the human life cycle. Commonly
associated with the ‘growing up’ process, childhood is also conceived as a natural
phase of development. Childhood may even be differentiated into different parts, such
as infancy, early, middle, late childhood and adolescence. However these stages and
the ages at which childhood begins and ends are not clear-cut. Even within a
particular society, there may be variations in what is meant by and understood as a
child. Within the UK for example there is no single law that defines the age of
children (Walters, 2008). Even between UK nations there are differences in guidelines
and classifications. However within most of Britain’s legislation a child is someone
who is under the age of eighteen. This can be seen in the British government’s
safeguarding children policies, where a child is anyone who has not yet reached their
eighteenth birthday. Similarly, by ratifying to the United Nation’s Convention on the
Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989), a child is defined as someone who is under the
age of eighteen in the UK. At the same time however, the UK’s Sexual Offences Act
(2003) states that sixteen is the age for sexual consent (Home Office, 2004). Whilst
the age of criminal responsibility in England, Wales and Northern Ireland is ten years
of age, whereas in Scotland a child can be held criminally responsible at the age of
eight. The flexibility concerning the beginning and ending of childhood, often leads to
ambiguities over the nature of childhood itself. On the one hand, children can be
viewed as innocent, naive and vulnerable. On the other, children can also be seen as
inherently evil and immoral (Goldson, 1997). The paradox over the condition of
childhood appears to be a reoccurring theme within Chinese and Western history and
societies.

In this chapter, it is argued that the images and the contrasting notions of childhood
have developed though social, political, economical and cultural factors over time.
The historical overview of the construction of childhood in accordance with social
change, state policy and intervention is not the intention here. Instead, the chapter
tries to reflect that our understandings of children are heavily reliant upon historical
periods, the societal status of the child and general family attitudes (Stearns, 2006).
The dominant ideology of the family is also discussed within this chapter in
explaining how childhood has become synonymous with dependency and
vulnerability. It is important to bear in mind that the different views of childhood are
by no means mutually exclusive, nor are they legitimate frameworks in reflecting the
true nature, or the reality of children’s lives (Smart, Neale and Wade, 2001). As Jenks
(1982) noted, particular theories about childhood are often in sharp contrast to the
actuality of children’s lives. Nevertheless by exploring how childhood is conceived
differently across time, it will hopefully highlight the issue that childhood is defined
through the world of adults and that childhood is not a standardised life experience for
the children themselves. Childhoods then, either Chinese or British, cannot be seen as
uniform nor static. but should be viewed as complex and various (Kinney, 1995a).
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3.2 Constructions of Childhood

In Britain today, the idea of childhood seems to be in some ways eroding, due to
significant technological, social and economic changes (Seaford, 2001). However,
Jenks (1996) notes, we have yet to reach any consensus on the nature of childhood, as
beliefs are held by particular theorists rather than any ‘higher’ truth about children
themselves. Consequently, concepts of childhood will often stand in sharp contrast to
children’s lives (Jensen and McKee, 2003).

Contrasting images of childhood have been a long and recurring theme throughout
history. In Western contemporary society, the juxtaposition of children being seen as
both inherently evil whilst also innocent still exists (Goldson, 1997), reflecting a
deep-seated paradox about the true condition of childhood and of children themselves
(James and James, 2004). Similarly, within popular discourse, childhood 1s often
conceived as ‘routine’ and ‘natural’, yet the memory of it can also be a site of adult
anxiety and mobilizes extraordinary symbolic purchase (Jenks, 1996). In
contemporary Western society there appears to be four dominant, but conflicting
perceptions of children: ‘Embryonic children’, ‘little devils’, ‘savages’ and ‘little
angels’. As we will discuss, in Chinese society similar depictions of children are also
evident.

3.2.1 The Child as an Embryo

In exploring the various constructions of childhood, we begin with the embryonic
child. The embryonic model is based upon early child development theories in
Western psychology (Jenks, 1982). Within such thinking the child’s growth and
maturity is seen as a linear process, where biology and social development are
intertwined. Children progress through a succession of developmental stages, which
are dependant upon their cognitive and emotional abilities (seen as biologically
determined), in order to reach their apex in adulthood (Fawcett, Featherstone and
Goddard, 2004). This can be seen in Piaget’s theory of cognitive development and
Kohlberg’s theory of moral development for example. The assumption of biologically
determined capabilities of children helps to solidify the viewpoint that childhood is a
natural stage of life.

As adulthood is seen as the final endpoint for children, childhood is merely a
preparatory stage before full rationality and maturity can be obtained (Schor, 2004).
Not only does this imply that childhood is an emergent state, but it is also seen as
inferior to adulthood. Although it would be absurd not to recognise that a child’s
competency may differ with age (Fawcett, Featherstone and Goddard, 2004), children
here are defined in terms of ‘potentials’ as adults rather than as beings or persons in
the here and now. By lacking recognition as individuals, children are left on the
margins of social life (Cockburn, 1998). Nevertheless, the perception of children as
emergent or developing through biological capacities has influenced popular thinking
within contemporary society. The focus on children’s stages of development and their
capabilities according to age can be seen within educational settings, welfare practices
as well as common sense understanding of children (Smart, Neale and Wade, 2001).

Similar to psychological child development theories. sociology has tended to
downplay or neglect children’s agency in their development. This i1s exemplified
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within socialisation theory from the 1970s onwards. Socialisation theory emphasises
the reproduction of the adult social order and how adults indoctrinate children into the
social world (Prout and James, 1997). Socialisation of children is thought to be
through the key institutions that children encounter, such as the community,
educational institutions and the family (Smart, Neale and Wade, 2001). Children

within socialisation theories are seen as projects who need to be socialised and guided
by adults.

Parallel to child development and socialisation theories in the Western world,
Confucian thought within Chinese culture also views childhood as a phase of human
development with no merits of its own (Kinney, 1995a). Confucianism views the
child as an incomplete being who is in need of education and culture to become fully
human. Childhood training is therefore crucial to the development of an accomplished
and moral adult (Kinney, 2004). By conceiving the child as not being ‘fully human’,
Confucianism places little value upon childhood itself. Instead the role of adults are
emphasised within childhoods, as they are the trainers and teachers of children (as
seen within socialisation theory).

Development and socialisation theories within Western literature and Confucian
thoughts provide uniform accounts of children’s growth and maturity. Little is given
to the significance or variation in children’s social lives. For instance, neither the
individuality of the child or their surrounding environments are considered (James
and James, 2004). Furthermore, children are not seen as social agents. Instead as
embryonic persons and projects, children are different and inferior to adults (Smart,
Neale and Wade, 2001). Such views are deeply adult-centric and the voices of
children are subsequently marginalized (Schor, 2004). Adults are presumed to be able
to speak on the behalf of children, grounded in the notion of the child’s ‘best interest .
In support, Hood-Williams (1990) argued that children are systematically excluded
from the spheres of social, economic and political interests. As a consequence,
children become invisible in academic and policy debates about their well-being and
needs (Wyness, 2000, Fawcett, Featherstone and Goddard, 2004).

3.2.2 The Child as a Devil

Similar to development and socialisation models, the image of children as little devils
focuses on the child’s internal characteristics. The perception of children as devils
assumes that they are beset by original sin. In this viewpoint, children are inherently
evil and lacking in morality (Fawcett, Featherstone and Goddard, 2004). This 1s
sometimes labelled the Puritan discourse of childhood. The Puritans (Protestants) saw
children as infant sinners, who needed strict methods of control and discipline in order
to achieve enlightenment. In other words, adult intervention was deemed necessary in
order to civilise children and to develop their morality (Stainton-Rogers, 2003).
Accordingly, the introduction of harsh child-rearing methods was formalized during
the sixteenth and seventeenth century in Puritan Europe. In Britain, the Puritans were
also credited as being the first to develop literature for children (Cunningham, 2006).
The Puritans believed that children could learn about their sinful natures and the need
to control their wrongdoings through books as well as through adult disciplining

(Kramarae and Spender. 2000).
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Similar conceptualisations of children being ‘evil’ can be seen in the debates
concerning human nature in early Chinese history. During the Han times (206 B.C. -
220A.D.), the debates regarding humanity led thinkers to consider childhood and birth
as the starting point for the human temperament. Some scholars further argued that
some (but not all) children were born evil (Kinney, 1995b). To distinguish children
who were born with innately malevolent qualities, the techniques of calendrics (if
children were born on certain dates of the calendar they were more likely to have evil
tendency) and physiognomy (where facial features are used as an indication of
character) were often used (Kinney, 2004). Most people at the time believed that pure
evilness was extremely rare however. Similar to the Puritans, it was a popular Han
belief that various forms of instruction could transform the child’s nature back to
goodness. Education was suggested to help children in achieving their morality.
Chinese parents living in the Han times were also advised to control their child's

moral constitution by being alert and aware of any signs of emergent wickedness
(Kinney, 2004).

3.2.3 The Child as a Savage

A variation on the theme of children as ‘little devils’ is the imagery of the child
savage or barbarian. During the sixteenth and seventeenth century in Britain, there
was raising concern about the visibility of children on the streets. Children were often
seen begging due to poverty levels and unemployment rates at the time. The public
unease of the street child was compounded by the perception that such children were
left free to roam, were too independent and even wild in nature, leading to the
conceptualisation of the child as savage (Hwang, Lamb and Sigel, 1996).

The savage description of children was also seen in recapitulation theories, which
were popular within lay and academic thinking until the early 1900s. In classic
recapitulation theory, a child is seen to re-enact the evolutionary climb from
primitive/savage groups to civilised society. The savage child was therefore seen as
an irrational and a simple being. Consequently the conceptualisation of the savage
child accorded childhood with a very low status (Sigel et al., 1996). Parallels were
then made between child savages and the wider social beliefs of primitive savages in
far away places. The relationship between civilised man and his primitive counterpart
was seen in much the same way as the hierarchal relationship between adults and

primordial children.

Images of child savages implied that they were innately unsocialised and decadent
(Smart, Neale and Wade, 2001), who needed adult guidance and discipline for their
own best interests (Hwang, Lamb and Sigel, 1996). Similarly, the use of corporal
punishment within Chinese culture is seen as a method of child training, which
develops the child’s manners, integrity and morality. In Western societies, adult’s
authority and power over children remains to be a dominant organisational form,
which is believed to be intrinsic to the natural order (Goldson, 1997). Past and
present, there is Chinese societal acceptance for the use of corporal punishmgnt.
Spoilt children who are indulged by parents, in terms of lax forms of disciplining,
were feared to grow up as selfish individuals. Individualistic attitudes would then
undermine the important values of collectivity, selflessness and comradeship within
Chinese culture (Das and Gupta, 1995). As such, Chinese parents are encouraged to
use harsh forms of disciplining in order to raise a child with integrity. Accordingly.
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Chinese society is said to deem parents as successful if their child has a high moral
character (Stevenson, Chen and Lee, 1992). In addition, the strong insistence of child
obedience within Confucian ethics correlates with the use of corporal punishment to
achieve parental authority.

3.2.4 The Child as an Innocent

During the Victorian era in Britain (1837-1901), the Romantic discourse of childhood
became more prevalent within popular and professional thinking as well as within
children’s literature. The influence and rise of the romantic discourse has been
attributed to the work of two seminal writers, John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau.

In the eighteenth century, the writings of the English philosopher John Locke (1632-
1704) helped to transform the Puritan discourse of childhood (Hockey and James,
1995). In contrast to viewing the child’s nature as bad or sinful, Locke argued that the
child was innately good. Locke further argued that the mind of the newborn child was
a tabula rasa (a blank sheet upon which sensations were imprinted), and the child had
the capacity to learn and to reason to different degrees (Stainton-Rogers, 2001). This
led Locke to postulate the importance of social and moral education for children to
reach their potential. The child is seen as an apprentice to the teacher or deliberate
cultivator (Archard, 2004). Locke’s ideas of the child’s potential for learning, the
importance of early education and the individual differences of children represented a
new way of conceiving children and his legacy remains within contemporary
educational settings (see Krough and Slentz, 2001).

Like Locke, the French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) was also
influential within pedagogy and saw the natural goodness of children. Viewing
children as naturally pure and innocent, or as ‘little angels’ can be traced back to
Rousseau’s famous and influential book “Emile” (1762). For Rousseau, it was society
which was to blame for any departure of the child from its natural state of innocence.
As such it was through contact with the ‘natural’, rather than the social world, that
children’s nature could be best protected (Seaford, 2001). Rousseau prescribed a
highly structured form of education, where children needed teachers and guidance in
much the same vein within Locke’s writings. Although contrasts and similarities can
be drawn between Locke’s and Rousseau’s writings, it was Rousseau’s argument that
children should be valued as children, not merely as adults in the making, that has
been widely credited with the pioneering view of modern childhood (Stainton-Rogers,

2003).

Similarly, within Chinese Taoist philosophy, the natural purity of the child is also
stressed (Kinney, 2004). Within Taoism the goal for individuals is to return or to be
reunited with the Tao (known as ‘the way’), the force behind all things and the source
of all creation. According to Taoism, things that are natural are in keeping with the
Tao and as such have both inherent goodness and natural balance. Infants and children
are conceived as being closer to the Tao than adults, as they have not been influenced
by knowledge that can lead them astray from ‘the way’. Children therefore represent
an unadulterated natural reality, which adults can learn from. It is the obligation and
duty of a Taoist parent to avoid action and guidance that may interrupt the child’'s
innate goodness and understanding of the Tao.

LEEDS UNIVERSITY LIBRARY
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Similar ideas of preserving and protecting goodness in children can be observed in the
writings of other Western thinkers from the Romantic period, who engaged with
Rousseau and Locke’s ideas about children's lives and the nature of childhood itself
(Stroup, 2004). There was a diverse representation of childhoods within the Romantic
literature (see Plotz, 2001, Stroup, 2004, Cunningham, 2006) that helped to produce
the readily absorbed view that children are to be protected, dependent and happy
(Plotz, 2001). As such the awakening to the preciousness of childhood is often
ascribed to the Victorian period (Kline, 1993).

The Romantic period was also a key milestone in the modern attitudes towards the
education of children, parent-child relationships and the individuality of the child
(Stroup, 2004). One example would be the introduction and extension of compulsory
schooling from the 1870s onwards in Britain. Compulsory school attendance meant
that children were excluded from the formal employment that they had once engaged
in. School attendance also created adult-child divisions and notable differences. As a
result of compulsory education and the prevention of labour participation, economic
dependence upon parents became a feature (and a boundary) of childhood itself
(Hockey and James, 1993). Furthermore the image of the (patriarchal) nuclear family,
which consisted of two parental figureheads and of dependant and needy children,
become popular as a result. The Victorian government policies in Britain can be seen
to reinforce the notions of children’s innocence, vulnerability and their reliance upon
adults, particularly parents (Stainton-Rogers and Stainton-Rogers, 1992).

Within the late Qing and Early Republican periods in Chinese history (1895-1919),
the image of the weak and dependent child was also seen within child-rearing
methods. Children’s vulnerability stemmed from the perception that children needed
protection from themselves and from the environment (such as death, disease and
general undesirable influences). Specifically adult intervention was needed in order
to protect and guide children. Within Confucian thinking, childhood is often divided
into two periods. The first phase is from birth to six years of age, followed by the
second period that is between the ages of six to fourteen. From birth to six, also
known as the ‘age of innocence’, children are viewed as lacking in competence and
understanding. As such, children are unable to understand certain kinds of behaviour,
concepts, or morality. During this phase, Chinese parents often bypass their children’s
misbehaviour and they are spared from harsh forms of disciplining. From the age of
six onwards however, children are given strict instruction into the ways of life, as they
are conceived as having the ability to understand and reason. Additionally, to prevent
the child’s potential corruption, Confucianism suggested that parents needed to
control the milieu of children whilst shielding them from the dangers and temptations
of the outer world (Saari, 1990). Consequently, children are believed to be reliant
upon adults for their protection and development. Dependency upon adults by
children can therefore be seen within a Western and Chinese context.

3.3 Rethinking Childhood: The New Sociology of Childhood

From Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s earlier work and writings, childhood was given some
status as a phase in its own right, not only as a preparatory stage for adulthood (Smidt,
2006). Childhood was not only perceived in a positive light, but children’s innate
qualities were recognised. As a result, Rousseau’s ideas have help feed into the new
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styles of sociological thinking towards the construction of childhood. which also
accords children their personhood (James, Jenks and Prout, 1998).

Within the ‘new sociology of childhood’, it is argued that childhood is a social
construct, not a natural or universal state arising from biology. Childhood is instead
viewed as a product of history, society and culture. Seeing childhood as a social
construct has been derived from the work of the French historian Philippe Ariés.
Although Aries’s work has been criticised with regards to his data validity and
reliability, his work has still been credited as being definitive in the subject of
childhood constructions. Aries (1962) scrutinised letters, diaries, pictures and other
documents to lay claim that the concept of childhood in Western Europe only started
to emerge after the Middle Ages, around the end of the fifteenth century (Goldson,
2001). In Britain for example, the idea of childhood being a specific phase coincided
with industrial developments (such as removing children from formal employment
and introducing compulsory schooling) and the dominance of the nuclear family ideal.
By the sixteenth and seventeenth century, ideas that childhood was separate and
distinct from adulthood gained and culminated in what Aries saw as the
sentimentalisation of childhood and the ‘child-centred family’ (Montgomery, 2003).
In China, it was during the Han times (206 B.C. - 220A.D.) when childhood was
‘discovered’. During this period, the consideration of childhood within intellectual,
historical and educational writings started to emerge (see Kinney, 1995a, 1995b, 2004
for a full account). The Han’s concern over the rise and fall of Chinese dynasties led
thinkers to consider the importance of children and of education. Educating child
royal heirs was seen as necessary in producing wise, benevolent and long-lasting
sovereigns (Kinney, 1995b). Such thoughts coincided with Confucian thinking at the
time, where children needed education at the earliest time possible to become an
accomplished and moral adult. The Han’s concerns over their dynasties combined
with the influence of Confucian philosophy led to the extension of public education
(largely for elite boys), under the premise that education for all would lead to an era
of peace and high civilization (Kinney, 1995b). The establishment of the public
schooling system also coincided with the Han government’s implementation of the
civil service. As the civil service was based on merit, it was in line with Han
Confucian thinking of upward social mobility, where “a boy’s future social worth
depended not upon pedigree alone, but on the gradual accumulation of virtue and
learning as well” (Kinney, 1995b, p.28).

Both in China and in the UK, in the past and in the present, the ways in which
childhood is construed determines how we make sense of children themselves and
informs and reflects social and economic policies towards young people (Stainton-
Rogers, 2003). Nowadays, sociologists are seeing children as active and serious
practitioners of social life, which in turn, has prompted a fundamental shift in thinking
about their intellectual and emotional status (Smart, Neale and Wade, 2001).
Sociology’s discovery of children as actors and agents is part of the process in the
individualisation of childhood, parallel with the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (Greene and Hill, 2006). The focus has therefore
shifted away from what children cannot do towards what they can do and are doing,
with the child being transformed from a ‘project’ to a ‘person’ (Smart, Neale and
Wade, 2001). This process of enabling children (particularly from multicultural
backgrounds) can only come about through greater understanding of their situation.
By understanding what multicultural perceptions of childhood exist and how they
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have evolved, we can attempt to appreciate the complex variety of experiences that
can be found between child-to-child, family-to-family and culture-to-culture. These
experiences become further complicated when cultures, families and children mix,
and since Britain is becoming more and more culturally diverse and culturally aware,
the important role of the new sociology of childhood increases.

Seeing children as individuals in their own right allows a greater understanding of
their lives and experiences. By rethinking the nature and contents of childhood,
questions concerning children’s agency within families and other adult dominated
institutions are also raised (Jones, Tepperman and Wilson, 1995). In support, Alanen
(1988) argued that ‘the family’ has to be deconstructed, in order to understand
children’s assumed vulnerability and their dependency upon the family and other
adults in general.

3.4 Rethinking ‘The Family’

‘The family’ often evokes ideas of a biological and natural phenomenon, which has a
personal and symbolic significance for individuals within Western and Chinese
society. The family is also tied up with the notion of childhood, as being an important
part of children’s lives. However, as Fox (1967) argued, just because the family is
assumed to be a predominant unit, it is not necessarily a ‘natural’ or a ‘basic’ one.
Neither should the family be believed to have set and prescriptive roles for its family
members (Coontz, 2000). Instead, the family is argued to be a social construct rather
than a natural concept, which can vary according to historical, social and cultural
circumstances, in much the same way as childhood is now being recognised (Jones,
Tepperman and Wilson, 1995).

3.4.1 The Traditional View of the Family

Within the dominant family ideology in Western societies, the nuclear unit is held as
the ideal and this can be traced back to early theories and writings (Smart, Neale and
Wade, 2001). For example, functionalists view the family as a complementary nuclear
conjugal unit consisting of a breadwinning husband, a home-making wife and
socialised children (Edwards, 2004). The structures, roles and behaviours for each
family member are associated with their age and gender, as well as the wider
dimensions of power, authority and deference in the household (Gittins, 1993). Here,
the family 1s seen as:

“An economic unit that provides shelter, food and care, regulating stable adult
(hetero) sexual relationships, producing the next generation and socialising it
into a set of common social values” (Edwards, 2004, p. 5).

Similarly in pre-modern China, the corporate model (or joint family model) was a
dominant approach to studying Chinese families in the past. The Chinese family was
believed to have a number of generations living together in one setting, “as one unit,
sharing one common purse and one common stove and under one family head”
(Baker, 1979, p.1). Within the corporate model, family members were confined to
fixed norms and rules based upon the structural formation of the family (Yungxian,
2003). However the corporate family model was actually quite rare in the past. Large
familics were mainly confined to the upper classcs, as the poor could not maintain and
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support such a unit (Knapp, 2005). Instead many Chinese individuals in pre-modemn
and contemporary China belong to the Western description of the nuclear family
(Baker, 1979). However the importance attached to patriarchy, adult authority and
child obedience within Chinese culture still prescribes roles and certain expectations
of certain family members according to their status, gender and age.

By applying fixed positions and responsibilities to individuals in the functionalist,
nuclear or corporate model, diverse identities and interests of individual family
members are subsequently concealed (Makrinioti, 1994). Children for example are
often depicted as the responsibility of their parents and are wholly dependent upon
them (Edwards, 2002). This can lead to the influential but problematic view of parents
being the owners of the children they produce (Archard, 2003). In methodological as
well as theoretical terms, this means that rather than speaking for themselves, others
have spoken on children’s behalf. For instance, parents and other adults often act as
children’s chief spokespersons (Oakley, 1994). Children become marginalized within
the family, and then become fused with their parents into an idealized, inseparable
family unit (Smart, Neale and Wade 2001). Concepts such as ‘the family’,
socialisation and childhood are therefore seen as inseparable (Alanen, 1992). This

tendency to submerge children in their families has been called the ‘familialization of
childhood’ (Alanen, 1992).

“Children are on the receiving end of family values. They are objectified as
the rationale for the (adult) ‘doing’ of family life, rather than seen as ‘doers’ of
family life in their own right” (Smart, Neale and Wade, 2001, p.9).

The functionalist and corporate models arguably offer a static vision of family life
(Gittins, 1993). Emphasis is on the limits rather than the potentials of family
experience and functioning, whilst also implying that family roles are fixed and
inevitable.

In contrast, the new sociology of childhood sees children as social agents who can
influence their own experiences as well as the nature of the family itself (Alanen and
Mayall, 2001). For instance, research has shown that children can influence their
parents in terms of child-rearing strategies and have ‘pester power’. Children can be
seen as helping out and being relied upon domestically, emotionally as well as
financially within the family. Children’s agency can also be seen within the diverse
set of family circumstances that are now occurring. Contemporarily, children are
more likely to experience a transition from one family type to another than in earlier
decades (Jensen and McKee, 2002). Under such circumstances, children are seen to
develop strategies, which help them to negotiate and move between different contexts
and to construct their own lives accordingly (Brannen, 1999). In support, Smart.
Neale and Wade (2001) suggested some children are in the process of, or have
acquired a range of emotional and practical skills in adapting to new family structures.

3.4.2 Family Diversity

At the beginning of the twenty-first century in Western societies, most people no
longer follow rigid set paths of living and diverse family types have been argued to be
the new norm (Silva and Smart, 1999). As such. families are seen to be highly
complex and in a constant state of flux (Gittins, 1993). A variety of family structures
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can be seen within the life course, including divorce, separation, repartnering as well
as the increase of blended families, single parenthood, joint custody, fostering,
cohabitation, two-career families and gay and lesbian partnerships/parenthoods and so
forth (Chambers, 2001). In contrast to the previous models of nuclear family life,
definitions and thinking about the family have become more inclusive of multiple
variations and the importance of emotional bonds (Giddens, 1992). In capturing the
fluidity, variety and complexity of family functioning and relationships, the work of
Giddens (1992), Beck (1992) and Beck-Gernsheim (1995) has been important.

Within this new global era, Anthony Giddens (1992) theorises intimate relationships
and the resulting new forms of families through the process of ‘de-traditionalisation’.
Within a post-traditional society, men, women and children are progressively freed
from definitive gender and generational relationships and obligations (Edwards,
2004). In the absence of old certainties and binding values, there 1s a divergent scope
of intimate relationships (Lupton, 1999). The choices and sexual freedoms people
now possess then change the nature of other types of relationships, such as marriage
(Roseneil and Budgeon, 2004). In Giddens’s account, the intimate relationship that
was at the heart of the traditional nuclear (or extended) family has now become less
significant. People are now searching for the ‘pure relationships’ (relationships which
last for its own sake), which are no longer anchored in the criteria of kinship, social
duty or traditional obligation (Giddens, 1992). As such, relationships in the
contemporary age are seen as key to social changes.

Similar to the work of Giddens, Ulrich Beck (1992) viewed individuals as being set
free from the constraints of industrial society and traditions. Factors such as mass
education, improvements in living standards, the second-wave feminist movement
and changes in the labour market are seen to transform previously accepted gender
and social roles (Beck, 1992). For instance compared to previous generations, changes
in female control over fertility, women’s increased labour and social market
participation as well as alternative sources of income (such as state benefits) allow
women to be feel less trapped in the traditional domestic division of labour (Allan and
Crowe, 2001). In the absence of fixed, obligatory and traditional norms, people are
producing their own biographies in achieving a more rewarding life (Lesthaeghe,
1995, Elliot, 2002). More egalitarian, autonomous and fulfilling associations are also
possible as a result of different dynamics within intimate relations (Edwards, 2004).
This leads to the reformulation and redefinition of the self and ideas concerning ‘the
family’ (Chambers, 2001). Biologistic discourses, elements of heterosexuality,
conventional divisions of labour or ethnocentric notions of family structure that once
legitimised the nuclear family ideal are therefore weakened (Chambers, 2001).
Individuals are now conceived as active participants in defining their own families
(Sweeting and Seaman, 2005).

However, the pursuit of individually based adult relationships emerges as a source of
instability for family-based practices (Morgan, 1999). Marital instability. family
breakdown and high levels of anxiety and insecurity are argued to be salient as a
result (Morgan. 1999). Ironically as relationships become more fragile and vulnerable,
people look more to relationships for fulfilment. Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (1995)
claim that the dangers of individualisation are counteracted by the ideology of love. In
“The Normal Chaos of Love™ (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 1995) it is argued that the
enduring purent-child bond becomes more significant in a time of increasing
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individualisation and instability. With the changing notions of marriage and the
family as well as the perception that adult relationships are waning, children become
the last object of unconditional love for both women and men. The rise of
autonomous motherhood (in which a woman has a child without a relationship with a
man), alongside committed fatherhood and divorce battles by both parents over the
custody of their children, are seen as evidence of this (Chambers, 2001). Children are
argued to be the key to greater fulfilment in the contemporary age.

In the work of Giddens, Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, the emphasis is upon the idea of
‘de-traditionalisation’ and individualisation, but both concepts are argued to provide a
partial perspective on social transformations and are therefore unproductive as a
general account of change (Hacker, 2005). For instance Budgeon (2006) offers
another viewpoint, where selfhood is suggested to be constituted through the
condition of relationality. Within relationality, people’s connectedness, attachments to
others and self-determination is seen to inform the active creation of the individual’s
self-biographies, identities and their meaning making (Roseneil, 2004). The concept
of relationality then runs counter to the assumption of unconnected and seemingly
autonomous individuals within individualisation theories (Irwin, 2005).

David Morgan (1996) focuses specifically on the family rather than a theory of
modernity and individuality as Giddens (1992), Beck (1992) and Beck-Gernsheim
(1995) have. Instead of defining the family and whether the family is in decline or
not, Morgan (1999) looks at how families are ‘what we do’, rather than ‘what we are’.
Accordingly, the family should be seen as a noun rather than as an adjective (Morgan,
1996). Morgan explains that family practices are seen to occur on a regular, rehearsed
and repetitive level and can include family relationships, care and responsibility for
one another, household activities, daily life as well as the mundane within the
household. Families and family life can then be analysed through their practices and
this approach has some explanatory power for the different forms of living
arrangements we see today.

Family practices in general, are seen to overlap and be always continuous with other
practices relating to gender, generation, social class, ethnicity and so on (Edwards,
2004). In other words, family life is continuous with other areas of existence. The
concept of external influences upon family practices then helps to de-institutionalise
the family, by blurring the boundaries between the assumed private world of the
family with the public and social spheres (Silva and Smart, 1999). Overall, the point
that Morgan (1999) emphasises is that families are not static and concrete structures
or forms, but are instead constantly subjected to negotiation and redefinition. Within
the work of Morgan (1996), Giddens (1992), Beck (1992), Beck and Beck-Gernsheim
(1995), it helps to identify the family as being highly variable and flexible in a
postmodern context (Gittins, 1993) and the emergence of new family forms are

further evidence of this.

The concept of bricolage by Claude Lévi-Strauss may be applied, when speaking of
the unique way British Chinese individuals may construct forms of family diversity.
The term bricoleur has no obvious English translation, but “refers broadly to the kinds
of activities performed by ‘handy’ men and women who carry out their work using
‘odds and ends’, things that are already available but which can be put to a variety of
possible uses” (Russell and Tyler, 2005, p. 222). When applied to the creation of
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family diversity, it could be seen that the bricoleur (Chinese individuals living in the
UK), link their own traditions to the material practices and artefacts available in the
surrounding culture (Jenlink, 2006), which inevitably informs and creates a unique
blend of family and cultural practices. Consisting of new family elements, the original
significance of family is irrevocably altered (Russell and Tyler, 2005). By examining
families as a cultural form, in that they draw on the rituals, practices, and expectations
that are made and/or blended with what is available in their surroundings and cultural
tool kit, insights into the varied and unique ways that families construct, understand
and define themselves are enabled (Daly, 2003). This can be seen within Chinese
transnational family arrangements for instance.

3.4.3 Transnational Families

One of the simplest reasons for migration is the bettering of lives and life chances for
the individual. However, studies of Asian migration have suggested that the majority
of migration decisions are to maximize the long-term opportunities and well being of
families and communities, rather than the short-term gain of individuals (Castles,
2000). This is exemplified by contemporary observations of the Chinese ‘astronaut’
family (Skeldon, 1996). The term astronaut family is used to describe the pattern of
settlement, where the Chinese male immigrant (astronaut) commutes regularly and
returns to Asia to work, whilst leaving his wife and children behind in the new
country of settlement (for an indefinite period of time; Waters, 2005). The rationality
behind these family living arrangements is to spread economic risk and to maximize
social benefits for the entire family unit (Huang and Yeoh, 2005). For the family and
children who remain in the host country, social, cultural and educational facilities can
be utilized and exploited. At the same time, the husband and breadwinner can
capitalize upon the economic capital to be sought in Asia (Waters, 2002, 2003).
Regular commutes by the astronauts give substance to the Chinese diaspora as being a
transnational community suggested Skeldon (2003).

The astronaut family strategy is often inextricably linked to the pursuit of a Western
education among Chinese families (Huang and Yeoh, 2005). Previously, the
importance of overseas education was commonly associated with astronaut families
who were more elite or skilled from well-off economies (Chee, 2003). However, in
the last two to three decades, overseas education for the child has also become a
‘major project’ and a significant objective for many middle-class Chinese families
(for further discussion, see Waters, 2002, 2005), especially those from Hong Kong
(Skeldon, 1996). It appears that migrants from Mainland China are not engaging in
this transnational familial process (Skeldon, 1996). Instead, they appear to be
engaging in a new phenomenon known as the ‘study mothers’. Like the astronaut
wives, study mothers leave their partners and families behind, to accompany their
offspring overseas for the sake of the child’s education (during part or the entire
course of the child’s study; Huang and Yeoh, 2005). This movement has been
observed in the migration patterns from China to Singapore.

Within transnational family arrangements, familial relations, living arrangements and
family networks are inevitably altered, reworked and recreated (Lam et al., 2002). For
instance. due to the father’s absence in the child’s life, problems and distance may be
created within the father-child relationship. Children may feel resentful of the semi-
permanent or non-existent father figure in their lives. who also may not adopt their
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paternal roles according to the child’s new social environment (Parrefias, 2008).
Chinese fathers who do not reside with their families may experience feelings of
loneliness and face additional pressures of having to be the sole breadwinner, as well
as being a parent from a distance. There have also been reports of increased conflict,
divorce and extra-marital affairs due to the physical and emotional distance between
spouses (Chee, 2003). However, improved spousal relationships in terms of increased
appreciation and stronger emotional ties may also occur as a result of transnational
family arrangements (Chee, 2003).

With regards to astronaut wives or study mothers, not only do they encounter
problems as a newly arrived migrant, but also with transformations in their roles as
career women, as wives and as mothers. In relation to careers, the migrated mothers
may have to sacrifice their own working careers in the home country, in order to
accompany their children overseas (Huang and Yeoh, 2005). As well as giving up
their careers, the migrated women tend to care for their children full-time,
subsequently focusing their roles as mothers in the new country of arrival (Huang and
Yeoh, 2005). In this way, Chinese women who live in a transnational family
arrangement may also suffer from an increased domestic workload as part of their
parental responsibilities.

“In valorizing everyday physical proximity with their children in fulfilling
their roles as ‘ideal mothers’, these women play a diametrically opposite
parenting role to that of their husbands who provide materially for their
children while being absent in their everyday worlds” (Huang and Yeoh, 2005,
p. 384).

As such, astronaut wives and study mothers are seen as privileging ‘motherhood’ over
‘wifehood’ and ‘selfhood’ as they juggle, and even suspend their identities as career
women and wives (Chee, 2003). However, not all astronaut and study mothers have
the same sacrificial motivations. Instead, some Chinese transnational mothers have
exploited their positions in order to improve their own lives and life chances rather
than those of their children (Huang and Yeoh, 2005). For example by living without
their husbands, some astronaut wives and study mothers may experience a degree of
freedom from traditional patriarchal constraints found in the home country (Waters,
2002). In addition, the initial problems with migration and resettlement are seen to
lessen over time, as Chinese women within transnational family arrangements adapt
to their new surroundings and gain new friends and language skills (Waters, 2002).

Another transnational family variant known as the ‘satellite or parachute kid’
phenomenon also exists (Waters, 2003). Here, the adult members of the family return
to their country of origin, whilst leaving the children to reside at the destination
country, either on their own or at a ‘homestay’ family (Waters, 2005). This
detachment between parents and children is considered to be in everyone’s interest
allowing the parents to maintain their lifestyles while providing the child with the best
education. This process has a long pedigree among wealthy East-Asian families who
would often send their children abroad to boarding school. Again this 1s an example
of how families are increasingly able to define both their nature and structure within a

postmodern context.
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By looking at families as consisting of new family elements and practices, the original
significance of the family and of childhood itself is irrevocably altered (Russell and
Tyler, 2005). In a postmodern context, young people are arguably less constrained by
ascribed roles and socio-economic determinants of life paths. Children also have a
greater scope for influencing the many aspects of their own upbringing and lives (Du
Bois-Reymond et al., 1993). The creation of young people’s individual biographies
again questions the concept of childhood as being vulnerable and dependent, evil and
immoral or in need of adult guidance and instruction.

3.5 Conclusion

Throughout history in a Western and Chinese context, children have been represented
in a variety of ways. Transglobal childhood images can be contrasting as well as
complementary. On the one side, children can be seen as innocent and vulnerable
beings who are in need of adult protection and care. Coinciding such a view is the
belief that children should be happy and carefree, with a right to an untroubled
childhood. Oppositely, children can also be seen as evil and immoral beings who are
wild and in need of adult control. Here, adults are deemed as the civilisers of children.
By looking at the different conceptualisations of childhood, it is arguable under the
new sociology of childhood that the images of childhood are constructed socially and
perceptions vary according to time, history and context. Constructions of childhood
are also influenced by family ideologies in the East and West. The previous (but still
dominant) family ideal of the nuclear family in Chinese and Western societies
portrays family member’s activities and functioning according to their age, gender
and power within the household. Within such models the family is seen as hierarchal
and patriarchal, with children dependent upon parents for their socialisation, growth
and material resources. The dependent state of children arguably conceals their roles
and identities within the family. New theoretical models and ways of understanding
family difference have instead highlighted the diversity of family member’s lives and
experiences, including the role and importance of children.

In combination, the theories of family diversity and difference, alongside the new
sociology of childhood help to abandon adult-centric viewpoints of the child. By
seeing children as social actors it creates a wider understanding of children
themselves and helps to reveal the complexities associated with their personal and
familial trajectories. Such thinking not only recognises children as individuals in their
own right, but also acknowledges their abilities, capabilities and sense of agency.
However, the viewpoint of children as being dependent and vulnerable is still
enmeshed within common thinking and within past research itself. One influential
factor is arguably the dominant notion of age and aging within society. For instance,
Alanen (2001) argued that age hierarchies are derived from the hegemony of the adult
generation and how adults like to conceptualise the world. Consequently, while there
are differences among children at different ages, age should be seen as a social rather
than a natural variable in research (James, Jenks and Prout, 1998). By looking at how
the concept of age affects the lives of children it further underlines the importance of
viewing childhood as a social phenomenon. It is to the question of age and
generationul categories that we now turn.
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Chapter 4

‘Childhood: Generation and the Life Course Perspective’

4.1 Introduction

During the last few decades, the concept of generation has been introduced within the
new sociology of childhood and the term ‘generationing’ has been used to explain
how childhood is constructed in relation to our understanding of adulthood. The
relational processes between the two generations of children and adults then inform
childhood images (Alanen, 2001). In more detail, people’s perceptions of age are not
only created through action and the interactions between people but also through
reciprocal processes with multi lifeline trajectories and environments. The ‘life
course’ perspective argues that age-graded sequences of events and social roles are
embedded within social structures and history, and as such chronology is not the only
way of defining age. Similar to the new sociology of childhood, the life course
perspective also highlights the historical, social and cultural contexts that affect the
perception of aging and the concept of specific life phases, such as childhood.

Chapter 4 aims to explore the concept of generationing and the life course perspective
to provide further evidence of the social construction of childhoods. By looking at
how childhoods are constructed through the new sociology of childhood,
generationing and the life course perspective, it will demonstrate the diversity and
plurality of childhoods. Furthermore, the divergences of childhood experiences
highlight the child as a social actor and the many constraints and opportunities upon
children’s agency. However, research regarding Chinese children has rarely explored
the agency of children. Instead, Chinese children are often depicted as submissive to
parents and to Chinese cultural values. By revisiting the key points from previous
chapters regarding the heterogeneous nature of cultures (and of Chinese people),
childhoods and families, other significant questions materialize in relation to
contemporary Chinese childhoods. The exploration of such questions provides the
foundation of the research in exploring British Chinese children’s experiences and

family lives.

4.2 ‘Generation’

Before the concept of generationing is explored, it would be worthwhile to consider
what is meant by ‘generation’ itself. The term may seem unambiguous at first glance.
However with closer inspection, there appears to be many definitions and meanings
associated with its use either inside or outside of academia. For instance, generation
may refer to time. This could include chronological phases within a historical period,
social changes and people’s use of the past to signify their contemporary identities or
collective memories (Vincent, 2005). More commonly, line of decent and procreation
is associated with the term. Here generation is taken to mean the interval between the
birth of parents and the births of their children. Parents and children then constitute

distinct generations (Laslett, 2005).

Generation can also refer to a set of people who were born at the same period of time

(irrespective of date of birth) who are non-kin related. Under such descriptions, the
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term cohort is used as analogous to generation. Cohorts not only have similarities in
terms of their birth periods, but they pass through particular life experiences at
roughly the same time. One example is the beginning and progression of educational
institutions, where birth cohorts are organised into academic years (Vincent, 2005). It
appears that generation can have multiple meanings and can refer to several different
phenomena, such as kinship relations, cohorts, life phases and historical periods
(Nédrvdnen and Ndsman, 2004). Not only can generation have various connotations,

but it can also be seen as a social construct. This is reflected within the influential
work of Karl Mannheim.

4.2.1 The Social Construction of Generation

Karl Mannheim’s work is regarded as the most systematic and developed treatment of
generations from a sociological standpoint. When “The Problem of Generations™ was
first published in 1928, Mannheim (1952) distinguishes the three terms with which
generation can be explained. These are generation location, generation as an actuality
and generational units. Generational location (or site) refers to people who were born
into a common historical time period and exposed to similar experiences and events.
Here, generation is a biological marker and can be viewed in the same way as a
cohort. Shared bonds are thought to arise from the generation site’s collective
experiences of the surrounding circumstances (such as social, economic, political and
cultural factors). When people actively participate and share in the issues and
conditions of their time, they can be classed as forming a generation in actuality
(Mannion and D’anson, 2004). The sharing of these experiences then forms the
persona of that particular generation, and influences members’ thoughts, feelings and
actions (Donnison, 2007). However, members of an actual generation may not
respond to their common historical and social stimulus in a unanimous manner. This
creates subsets of people called generational units. Differences in responses may be
due to factors such as race, ethnicity, education, gender and so forth. An example
would be the various youth groups within the 1960s, such as ‘Rockers’ and ‘Hippies’
(Corsten, 1999). Generational units are argued to mobilize more than actual
generations, as they share a concrete rather than a general bond. As such, generation
units have the most potential for creating social and political change (Mannheim,

1952).

Mannheim does not account for how a generational unit can bring about change
within society itself (Laslett, 2005). Nevertheless, the generational unit can account
for the heterogeneity of a generation, whilst explaining the differences and conflicts
within a generation. From Mannheim’s writings, the emphasis is upon generations as
a social creation, not just a biological given (Scott, 2000). Additionally, the notion of
generation is used as an analogy with the concept of social class (in the Weberian
sense; Corsten, 1999). Under the premise that social class acts as a constraint within
society, Mannheim argued that people who are located within a generation are also
limited to a particular range of experiences, which can predispose individuals to a
characteristic mode of feelings, thoughts and actions (Scott, 2000). However, Tucker
(2003) argued that the depiction of class, like generation. appears to be fixed and
permanent in Mannheim's accounts, which offers no movement for individuals in

either constructs.
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4.2.2 The Generationing of Childhood

In Mannheim’s writings, he suggested that the transition into adulthood could create
generations. As the period of youth was seen as a time of reactions and formations of
wider socio-cultural identities and values (Vincent, 2005), he saw ‘youth’ rather than
childhood, as the key period for the formation of generations. Nevertheless Alanen
(2001) argued that childhood is also a significant period in forming generational
consciousness. According to Alanen (2001), children are defined externally based on
their observable similarities or common attributes, such as age. Here, she refers to
Qvortrup’s (1994) assumption of childhood being a structural form in society
(Mannion and I’anson, 2004).

As a structural form, childhood is also interlinked with other structural categories
such as social class, gender and age groups (Qvortrup, 1994). As the structural
arrangements of these categories change, it also affects the nature of childhood
(DeLamater, 2003). Whilst utilizing Qvortrup’s (1994) structural analysis of
childhood, Alanen (2001) further argued that childhood and children’s power
resources are constructed and determined by the relation between children and adults
(Narvianen and Nisman, 2004). Children themselves are agents in producing and
reproducing their own identities and roles within generationally structured relations,
in what Alanen (2001) termed ‘childing’.

“Like adults, children are acutely aware of the normalizing discourses that
operate in society and actively regulate and police their own behaviours and
those of others according to these social norms” (Robinson and Diaz, 20006,
p-171).

Childing was then contrasted to ‘generationing’, where children are located in relation
to adults in everyday practices. In other words, childhood is constructed Vis-a-vis
adulthoods. Alanen (2001) postulated that the process of generationing occurred
through the public level (society’s understanding of children) and the private level
(the home and family).

On a public level throughout history, viewing children as a special category with
specific and special needs has reinforced discriminatory social attitudes and practices
towards children (Hockey and James, 1993). For instance British policies surrounding
childhood have helped to reinforce the notion of children’s dependency, vulnerability
and innocence (Stainton-Rogers and Stainton-Rogers, 1992). In a British context from
the 1830s onwards, social reforms were also based on the perception of children as
vulnerably dependent. This prompted the introduction of mass legislation to forbid the
employment of children within the factory system (Hockey and James, 1993). The
introduction and extension of compulsory education from the 1870s then consolidated
the exclusion of children from formal employment and from adulthood. Similarly,
China’s Compulsory Education Law (1986) made schooling compulsory for all
children from the age of six. Although the educational focus in China was due to
economic and modern reforms, the effect of mandatory education still creates
divisions between adults and children. As Hendrick (1990) suggested, the extension
of compulsory education entrenched a notion of childhood as a singular and uniform
pattern of dependence and as separate 1o adulthood. In contemporary Western and

Chinese societies, policy developments continue the viewpoint of children being in
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need qf protection, on the premise of age and other perceived vulnerabilities. The
exclu'smn of children from the world of adults and adult responsibilities then
contributes to the generational order of society (Alanen, 2001).

The exclusion and marginalisation of children from adult centres of power and control
consequently affects the dependency of the child upon the family (Hockey and James,
1993). In nineteenth century Britain, the introduction of compulsory schooling
combined with the family wage system reinforced children’s dependency within the
household. The family wage system was a patriarchal mechanism that raised men’s
wages, whilst lowering women’s pay packets (Cobble, 2004). This system affected
employment patterns and gave rise to a new vision of nuclear family life, which
consisted of a male ‘provider’ and female homemaker (Rose, 1992, Irwin, 2003).
Furthermore within this idea of family, family members were either ‘dependent’ (such
as children and the elderly) or ‘independent’ (specifically adults; Hockey and James,
1993). Consequently family members could only take on certain responsibilities in
accordance to their family status, role and age (Lorenz-Meyer and Grotheer, 2000).
For instance children were not expected to undertake ‘adult’ functions such as sexual
activity, financial provision, emotional labour, major physical care taking or resolving
marital problems (Mckie and Cunningham-Burley, 2005). Such thinking creates
stronger generational boundaries between adults and children.

Chinese (Confucian) conceptualisations of the family are similarly based upon a
patriarchal family unit, which is strictly hierarchal. Like the nuclear ideal, family
members are also perceived to have their own roles and responsibilities in accordance
to their gender, age and power status. Parents (and elders) are in authority and have
the responsibility of the household, including the appropriate rearing of children. In
turn children are expected to obey parents, to be respectful and to be submissive.

“In traditional formulations of social roles within the family, individuals are
positioned within a static framework of familial identities, with associated
roles and expectations being defined primarily in and through their positional
relationships vis-a-vis one another” (Daly, 2003, p.161).

Again the roles of adults and children are clearly defined in the Chinese and Western
ideology of the family, with similar assumptions that parents are responsible for
children, whilst children need adult care. The familial generational structure then
produces the generational positions of childhood via the position of parents and
children (Alanen, 2001). In support Hockey and James (1993) argued that the
dependency enforced upon children in the private and nuclear family serves to cut
children off from the rest of society.

Similarities between the generationally structured construct of childhood and
Mannheim’s (1952) construction of generations can be seen here. Mannheim (1952)
used the term ‘generation’ as an analogy for social class, both of which are seen to
provide or constrain certain life chances for individuals on the basis of social position.
Similarly, Alanen (2003) argued that the generational order creates difference,
division and inequalities within children's lives. In addition. children are perceived to
take on board notions of shared experiences as a result of their social location of

childhood (Mayall, 2002).
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Children’s agency is determined by the social organisation of the relation between
children and adults. As adult-child relations are often unequal, children have to
negotiate more than adults to assert their power over their own lives (Punch, 2007).
As such, Alanen (2001) highlighted the importance of understanding children’s
agency within different domains. Overall, Alanen (2001) suggested that it would be
fruitful to bring the concept of generation into childhood studies. Accordingly, recent
literature has used the generationing concept and generation as a tool to explore and
describe childhoods. Within such approaches, childhood is emphasised as a social
position, which is understood and defined in relation to the position of parents and
adults (Nédrvdnen and Nidsman, 2004). Additionally the focus on generational
structures can provide answers to the creation or deprivation of children’s agency and
powers (Watson, 2009). However there have been criticisms raised with regards to
Alanen’s (2001) work. Viewing children as the dominated category whilst adults are
the dominating force implies a stability of inter-generational relationships (Prout,
2005). Such assumptions weaken Alanen’s (2001) claim of an open-ended process of
generationing by adults and children (Prout, 2005). In addition, the focus upon inter-
generational relations fails to acknowledge the diversity of children’s intra-
generational relationships (Prout, 2005). External factors, such as new technologies
and consumption practices, are also sidelined due to the emphasis upon relational
processes between adults and children in the construction of childhoods (Prout, 2005).

The appliance and extension of Mannheim’s concept of generation in Alanen’s (2001)
writings has come under criticism (Nérvidnen and Nédsman, 2004). In Mannheim’s
(1952) original writings, generation formation was reliant upon a collective group’s
actions that shared an awareness, involvement and participation with specific social
circumstances, as a result of their shared generation location (either in adolescence or
by birth cohort). The appliance of generation formation in the Mannheimian sense
means that generation is difficult to apply to very young children within Alanen’s
writings (Narvinen and Ndsman, 2004). Additionally, children around the world do
not share the same experiences nor do they face the same historical and social
circumstances to enable them to act as an integrated group. Children may not even be
in a position to act as a collective whole (Ndrvdnen and Nésman, 2004). Although
Alanen’s (2001) work is beneficial to our understanding of the construction of
childhoods and of children’s agency, the ‘life course perspective’ has been suggested
to provide a better understanding of the structural concept of childhood, children’s
subordination and inequalities as well as the underestimation of their contributions

within society.
4.3 Children, Age and the Life Course Perspective

In the life cycle model, human ageing and development appears to be an organic
process, with the set stages of infancy, adulthood and old age occurring at fixed and
relatively standardised points in time (Daly, 2003). Increasing autonomy and
responsibility is assigned to the individual as they mature, until the later years whep
dependency is assumed to return with old age (Corsten, 1998). This cyclical pattern 1s
assumed to be unvaried across the generations. Not only that, but certain life
experiences are expected (and predicted) to occur within a specific life stage. In other
words the life cycle and people’s life experiences are based upon biological and
chronological age (Marsh and Keating, 2006). Consequently. individuals and their
capacities are defined by their age and current life phase (Daly, 2003). The
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construction of life stages which are in accordance with age, arguably limits an
individual’s opportunities within a given time period (Narvinen and Nasman, 2004).
Within Western and Chinese cultures, children are one example of a social group who
are excluded from certain social arenas and institutions on the basis of their age
(Hockey and James, 1993). Categories such as ‘children’ then gloss over the diversity
of life experiences that a person may encounter within a given age group. The

category of childhood then homogenises children’s social experiences as a result
(Hockey and James, 1993).

As opposed to viewing age hierarchies and life stage experiences as static and fixed,
the life course perspective suggests that the categories within the lifespan are
contingent and vary over time and space (Daly, 2003). The life course perspective is
not a unified theory of the life course itself and spreads across many disciplines, such
as sociology, psychology, anthropology, history and biology. However with regards
to the social and behavioural sciences, the life course perspective has had a major
impact in the social understanding of aging (Silverman, 1987). The life course
perspective does not suggest that biological and chronological aging does not occur,
but it postulates that age-graded sequences of events and social roles are embedded
within social structures and history. In other words, there is a move away from the
assumption that life is divided into a series of transitional phases, which shape the
emergent individual (Gabb, 2008). The life course perspective also attempts to
understand the dynamics of life span trajectories and transitions across the whole of
the lifespan, as opposed to viewing them as separated incidences.

Elder (1994) summarised the four central themes within the life course perspective as
the timing of lives, human agency, linked lives (over the life span) and the interplay
of human lives and historical times. The timing of lives refers to the social meanings
that are attributed to age and how social roles, life course pathways and transitions are
based upon particular age norms. For example, the institutionalisation and
standardisation of life stages has been largely produced via government regulations.
Government legislation and polices define age specific rules, such as legal adulthood,
the age of sexual consent and the age at which one enters and leaves education and
career occupations. Cultural perceptions also set age expectations and conventions
within society (Corsten, 1999). These age norms are subject to change according to
time, geography and culture, as well as by social location, age, gender, race, social
class and so on (Hutchinson, 2003). As such, ‘age’ and the associated meanings of
age will vary historically and in different societies, including our understanding of
childhood (Hockey and James, 1993). The timing of lives also refers to the particular
events of the life course (such as turning points and transitions for individuals and
families), which has an immediate and enduring effect on the individual’s life (Elder,

1994).

Within the life course perspective, humans are seen as having the agency to direct
their own lives. Although Elder (1994) acknowledged that there are social constraints
which act upon the individual, such as the family and society, they can nevertheless
chose the roles, relationships and environments which appeal to them and are
consistent with their self-concepts. Such agency can then affect the individual's life
course trajectories. For instance, radical changes in the formulations of adult
relationships, divorce, remarriage. childlessness and the shift to later life single-hood
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(after the mid-forties; Daly, 2003) have shifted the boundaries of life phases
according to chronological age.

Linked lives refer to the reactions and reciprocal influences arising from the links
between social and individual experiences (Mitchell, 2006). This can be on a wide
level, including familial, non-kin and work relationships, and they can support or
constrain an individual’s behaviours and beliefs associated with the lifespan (amongst
other things). The intersection of multiple lifeline trajectories such as education,
family and work can also create new meanings and understandings of life phases for
individuals, whilst blurring the assumed distinctions between life stages (Nédrvinen
and Nasman, 2004). For example, the return to the parental home, divorce and
childbearing in later life will modify the ‘normal’ pattern of the life course. As a
result, there can be many variations and continuities for people’s social statuses and
positions as they mature (Hockey and James, 1993).

The interplay of human lives and historical time highlights the need to understand
how social and historical experiences interject with personal biographies (Bengtson et
al., 2006). For instance, changes in work and education patterns can impact upon the
‘traditional’ age at which an individual decides to marry, form a household and
whether or not to have children. Therefore taken for granted assumptions of the
ageing process cannot be seen as clear-cut as once thought.

The life course perspective also makes linkages between earlier and later life course
trajectories in order to understand a particular life phase such as childhood (Elder,
1994). By relating childhood to the lifespan as a whole, the life course perspective
offers more than the concept of generationing, which merely looks at children in
relation to adults (Hockey and James, 1993). As such, the life course perspective can
offer a richer analysis of how the category of age and childhood comes to define and
divide individuals, which also considers individual actions and relationships within
the context of the environment and the lifespan as a whole.

The life course perspective can be seen to compliment the theories of postmodern
lives, intimate relationships as well as the blurring of age-defined categories. For
example Anthony Giddens argued that during the late twentieth century, social
changes and ‘de-traditionalisation’ has allowed people to become makers of their own
self-narratives. Individuals are seen to independently and continuously engage in a
project of self-construction across the life course, in their attempts to develop and
promote particular versions of who they think they are, or would like to become
(Jamieson, 1998). Individuals then, are characterised as becoming rather than being
and age defining categories such as childhood, adulthood and old age cannot be easily
identified as fixed times and spaces (Daly, 2003). Age then becomes heterogeneous
within the family and generational boundaries become less distinct, and “the precise
ways in which such power and authority are, in practice, enabled and experienced in
everyday interactions between adults and children becomes much less clear” (Daly,
2003, p.16). The simplistic ideas of dependence and independence within the
categories of ‘children’ and ‘adults” within families are then questioned (Daly, 2003).
Therefore a uni-directional flow of power authority from adult to child cannot be
casily assumed (Hockey and James, 1993).
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In summary, when looking at the new sociology of childhood (chapter 3),
generationing and the life course perspective the concept of childhood must be
understood as rich and varied, where children’s experiences cannot be seen as
homogenous and static. However, the diversity of children’s lives and their agency
appears to be underrepresented within the literature concerning Chinese children.
Chinese childhoods are instead depicted as heavily governed by Chinese cultural
norms and parental authority. This then questions the validity of what we know about
Chinese children’s lives and experiences. Furthermore chapters 1 and 2 questioned the
homogenous and fixed accounts of Chinese culture and of Chinese people in previous
studies. In conjunction, issues relating to the static accounts of Chinese individuals,
Chinese culture, childhoods and of Chinese family life not only problematises what
we do know about Chinese childhoods, but also raises a series of questions of what
we do not know about Chinese children’s lives.

4.4 Rethinking Diversity: Implications for Research

4.4.1 The Fluidity of Culture in Chinese Families

In chapter 1, the diversity of the Chinese population was discussed. Differences in
terms of place of origin, destination choices, reasons for migration, settlement period
and individual backgrounds were looked at to exemplify the diversity of the Chinese
overseas. Individual factors such as socio-economic backgrounds, social class,
educational status, political views, language use and the lack of community within the
British Chinese population also highlights the problematic nature of generalising
Chinese individuals and of ‘Chineseness’ itself. Within much of the existing research
upon Chinese communities recognition of such difference is limited. Instead of
recognising diversity, Chinese people tend to homogenised into one single social
category, be it on the account of ethnicity, race or cultural beliefs, and no account 1S
given to their individual trajectories. Furthermore, Chinese families are often
portrayed as being chained to Chinese cultural norms and beliefs, which are
unchanging. Traditional Chinese values, gender roles and patriarchy appear to be the
main explanatory factors when discussing parental roles and children’s behaviours.
For instance, authoritarian parenting methods (seen as strict and cold towards the
child) are attributed to the important Confucian values of filial piety, respecting elders
and child obedience. In turn, Confucian values are seen as explanatory factors in
Chinese children’s conformist behaviours and collectivist values. Such studies not
only depict culture as static, but they also conceive the individual as being ‘stuck’
with their cultural beliefs, which are not subject to modification or transformation. In
contrast, the literature reviewed in chapter 1 suggested that culture cannot be seen as a
fixed ‘thing’ that consists of permanent elements and characteristics. Instead c