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Migration, Ethnic Relations and Chinese
Business

Incorporating research carried out over the last twenty years, Migration, Ethnic
Relations and Chinese Business documents the personal and collective responses
of Chinese migrants and refugees to the prejudice and discrimination they have
experienced.

Using case studies of Chinese communities in Canada, Chan argues that a
defence mechanism has been created by Chinese immigrants in order to escape
the systemic and institutional discrimination they face. Feeling themselves to be
strangers, migrants tend to gravitate towards each other, forming their own close-
knit communities and ethnic enterprises. This text analyses how many Chinese
overseas choose to subject themselves to internal exploitation at work rather than
face discrimination in the mainstream labour market — with a mixture of positive
and negative consequences.

Drawing upon empirical and theoretical literature on the sociology of race and
ethnic relations, the book stresses the variety in Chinese culture and its ability to
exploit an emergent ethnicity as individuals, groups and communities. Fascinat-
ing, incisive and eye-opening, it will be a welcome addition to researchers and
students of racism, ethnic studies, and Chinese studies.

Chan Kwok-bun is Professor and Head of the Department of Sociology and
Director of the David C. Lam Institute for East-West Studies at the Hong Kong
Baptist University.
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Foreword

Chan Kwok-bun has been working on the sociology of the ‘Chinese overseas’ (a
preferred, but not universally accepted, term) since 1978, when his fieldwork on
Chinatowns in Canada commenced. The Chinese in Canada remain the principal
focus of this book. However, his experience is by no means confined to Canada.
He has written on Chinese refugees in Hong Kong, the Chinese family structure in
Vietnam, the expression of Chinese identity in Thailand, and on Chinese entrepre-
neurs worldwide. He has held senior posts at the National University of Singapore
and is currently Head and Professor of the Department of Sociology and Director
of the David C. Lam Institute for East-West Studies at the Hong Kong Baptist
University. Although there are a number of distinguished scholars working on the
Chinese abroad, Chan is one of the most prolific and most widely respected.

He brings to the field a classical sociological and social psychological training.
It truly is a pleasure to read his subtle dialogue between classical social theory and
the reality facing the 23 million Chinese (the number excludes those in Taiwan
and Hong Kong) living in other lands. I lay particular emphasis on the strong soci-
ological impress in Chan’s work, as there is always a temptation for non-Chinese
and Chinese scholars alike to exoticise the Chinese — fixing them in some timeless
and unyielding Otherness instead of drawing their varied experiences into the
common pool of human behaviour. To give just three examples, Chan uses to
great effect Zwingmann’s concept of ‘nostalgic illusion’ to talk of Indochinese
refugees, Aldrich’s ‘deglamorisation thesis’ to discuss ethnic entrepreneurship
and Weber’s celebrated discussion of culture and religion to analyse the basis for
deviant economic conduct.

Comparisons and the use of general social theory do not prevent us from rec-
ognising the distinct rhythms and character of the Chinese migratory experience.
In the nineteenth century, they formed a stigmatised group of workers in North
America and elsewhere — grossly exploited, rarely drawn into a common struggle
with white workers and often denied the fundamental rights to recognition, either
as residents or as citizens. Early service as ‘coolie labour’ (the term is pejorative,
but was widely used) in public works and in building the railways across the USA
and Canada gave way to precarious ethnic enclave economies in laundering and,
later, the restaurant trade. But the history of the Chinese labour diaspora needs to
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be complemented by the extraordinary story of the Hokkien and other traders who
first set up networks for international business and commerce. Chan is closely
aware of this history and many of his respondents make explicit reference to it.

In this book, Chan covers issues of prejudice and discrimination, the problems
facing elderly Chinese (where he finds that filial piety is not always to be assumed),
the integration of refugees, the consequences of unemployment and the patterns
of global entrepreneurship. Above all, he assesses and illuminates the dynamics
of Chinatowns, those unusual Chinese inventions that can be found in London,
Sydney, New York, Montreal, Toronto, Vancouver, San Francisco, Bangkok and
many other places. Chinatowns allow the Chinese to be in, but not of, their sur-
rounding society. Chinatowns also go in and out of favour as policymakers shift
between integrationist policies and recognition that Chinatowns conveniently al-
low governments to escape their social responsibilities. The multiple ‘protective,
defensive, legal and paternalistic’ associations effectively deal with the internal
affairs of the community and mediate the relations between the residents of Chi-
natown and the outside world. Chinatowns have thus far survived precariously
between the claims of the developers, the demands of city planners and their role
as ethnic curiosities servicing the needs of tourists. They have survived too be-
cause many Chinese have resisted suburbanisation. As one respondent said to
Chan, Chinatown ‘belongs to us’.

We are now in a new era of renewed connection between the Chinese abroad
and at home, as China’s hothouse economy propels it to superpower status in the
twenty-first century. Chan also covers this story, with an effective chapter on the
business dealings of Singaporeans in China. Singapore is now the fifth largest
investor in China, and it is a testimony to the tenacious memories of home that
most capital has been invested in the original regions of emigration. The Chinese
Singaporeans illustrate the dual aspects of their heritage — a commitment to legal
rational ways of doing business drawn from their experiences on the island, which
separates them from their Chinese forebears, and an evocation of a common herit-
age, origin, language, kinship, diet and religion, which unites them.

In all, this book can be heartily recommended for providing new insights on
the world’s most dynamic diaspora, showing how it survives and thrives. Of
course, not every Chinese abroad is in a favourable economic situation, and many
refugees from Indochina are still struggling to gain a foothold. However, there is
little doubt that Chinese overseas are gaining fresh confidence in a global era and
in a geopolitical world order that, finally, is moving in their favour.

Robin Cohen

Professor of Sociology and Senior Research Fellow, Centre for the Study
of Globalization and Regionalization

University of Warwick, UK
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Introduction

Classical sociologists have written much about alienation, anomie, self-estrange-
ment and exploitation (by the self and others). Simmel’s (1908) essay ‘The
Stranger’, Schuetz’s (1943) essay of the same title and the works of Park (1928)
and Stonequist (1937) on the marginal man portray the inner turmoil of a stranger
in a foreign land with an understanding, sympathy and imagination that is not
often seen in sociological works.

I first began to think about what it meant to be a stranger when I was do-
ing fieldwork on the Chinese community in Canada in 1978. My respondents
and informants confided in me, giving details of racial discrimination and the
anguish that it caused them. I became interested in the stigma attached to racial
characteristics, which, whether real or imaginary, are manifestations of ‘differ-
ence’ and ‘otherness’. I also became curious about how people coped with the
damaged sense of self that resulted from discrimination. This personal concern
led quite naturally to a series of studies of Chinatowns. Feeling themselves to
be strangers, migrants tend to gravitate towards each other, to form their own
close-knit communities as an institutional defence against the hostility of others.
In that sense, Chinatowns are a self-defence strategy — migrants band together,
often involuntarily, keeping their distance from the outside world to avoid its
racism. Chapters 1 to 4 of this book examine the experiences of the Chinese in
Canada as individuals, groups and communities. Working with groups as diverse
as miners, elderly women and community leaders, I pieced together a sociology
of victimisation by and social response to racial discrimination, which is certainly
one central aspect of being a stranger.

Chapters 5 to 8 are concerned with a harsh aspect of being a refugee, the
Other, which is that of forced migration. I did fieldwork in refugee camps in Hong
Kong, a place of first asylum, as well as in various Indochinese communities and
neighbourhoods of Montreal in Canada, a place of resettlement. I studied forced
migration from many angles, from the prison-like atmosphere and chronic stress,
which might last for years, of the holding camps to the loss, grief and mourning
for family, status and place that occurred in the country of resettlement. My focus
was on the condition of refugeehood and, more precisely, on how forced migra-
tion changed the refugees and their families, for better or for worse. Their stories
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made it all too clear that many of these people felt cut loose from their moorings,
in both the inner and the outer world. They were strangers everywhere, some of
them even to themselves, as Kristeva (1991) would put it. To survive their pre-
dicament, some individuals organised themselves into groups, associations and
communities, both formal and informal. Families got together for meals regularly,
or early migrants formed associations to help out the more recent ones. Out of
these informal connections, social networks, solidarity and the spirit of mutual aid
arose. Like the Chinatowns, the social organisation of refugees was established
partly in self-defence and partly as a way to hold onto a sense of continuity, iden-
tity and meaning.

Two of the things that characterise the ethnic Chinese overseas are their sub-
jection to discrimination and their over-representation, relative to the local people
in the host society, in self-employment. In an attempt to link the two phenom-
ena, studies reported in this book draw upon strands of theoretical and empirical
literature on the sociology of race and ethnic relations on the one hand and on
economic sociology on the other hand. The sociology of race and ethnic relations
has an abundance of deep social theory to make sense of a stranger’s encounters
with prejudice and discrimination, and their strategies of coping and adaptation
to differential treatment. At both the personal and the collective levels, one such
coping strategy is to create self-employment in ethnic enterprises; as such, re-
search into ethnic or immigrant businesses emerges out of the interface between
the sociology of race and ethnic relations and economic sociology.

It seemed that, as strangers in a strange place, immigrants and refugees re-
sponded to racism and the inevitable hardships of making it in a host country with
ethnic solidarity. In this sense, ethnic consciousness and cohesiveness may well
be the unintended consequence of discrimination. Chapters 9 to 13 of this book
present essays arguing that ethnic networks are a response to the hardships that
immigrants face. Once established, such networks are conducive to the growth
and development of ethnic or immigrant businesses. However, there seems to
be an involuntary, even unwanted, element to ethnic entrepreneurship and ethnic
capitalism. Many ethnic businessmen are ‘reluctant merchants’, who have realised
that their access to the political and professional landscapes outside their enclaves
is blocked. Unable to participate in the capitalism of the host society, minorities
create their own, an ethnic capitalism. Thus, the economic sociology of immigrant
entrepreneurship needs to be placed within the larger context of prevailing race
and ethnic relations.

Understood in that sense, there is an urgent need to rethink theoretical attempts
to attribute Chinese business success to Chinese culture, the so-called ‘supply
side’ of ethnic entrepreneurship, be it cultural values, familism, ethnicity or so on,
by advocating an added sensitivity to the structure and context of prevailing race
and ethnic relations, the so-called ‘demand side’ of ethnic business. Such a cor-
rective, as attempted in the last five chapters of this book, typically proceeds by
identifying the many myths and misconceptions of Chinese businesses. One may
want to cast oneself in a ‘revisionist’ mood — that of deconstructing, demystifying,
or deglamorising the layman’s romance with ethnic Chinese enterprise. Ethnicity,
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if indeed useful to business, is typically ‘made’ in the host society rather than im-
ported wholesale from the place of departure. Culture or, for that matter, identity
is rarely transplanted as is; instead, it is produced and reproduced, constructed
and deconstructed, in exploitation of structural advantages and in adaptation to
contextual constraints. Identity is often identity in context, in situation — a sort of
situated identity or positionality. Emergent immigrant culture is culture adapted.
Ethnic entrepreneurship should thus be seen as a collective, social response to
structure and context. The field of ethnic entrepreneurship perhaps requires an
‘opening out” and ‘opening up’ of the little black box of culture. Our analytical
gaze should be focused on Chinese entrepreneurs’ modes of daily interactions and
transactions with their milieu, the Other, the non-Chinese, the larger, much larger
world out there, way beyond the narrow confines of family, clan, lineage, ethnic
group, community or what the journalists call ‘tribes’. As it happens, the many
myths and misperceptions of Chinese businesses will fall, one by one.

This book moves through three moments. The first moment begins with the
Chinese migration to Canada, as immigrants and refugees who quickly find
themselves being subjected to prejudice and discrimination in both historical and
contemporary contexts. A study of the Chinese experience in Canada often turns
out to be a study of racism. The kind of racism that the Chinese have experienced
is systemic and institutional, a kind that has gone beyond the triviality of one
person ill-treating another person. On an intimate level, the sociologist is deeply
involved in documenting the costs of racism and segregation for the individuals
and, as it happens, identifies with their suffering. This first moment is a moment
of the pathos of race and ethnic relations produced by international migration
and immigration when strangers attempt to take part in the fierce game of ethnic
competition for scarce resources. This game, this human drama, is all too familiar
in the sociological literature. It is a story told over and over again.

In the face of discrimination, the ethnic Chinese of Canada respond by digging
deep into the social support resources embedded in their social networks made up
of families, kin, friends, neighbours and an assortment of voluntary associations,
many, though not all, of which are located in Chinatowns across Canada. This is
the book’s second moment. At this moment, we have heard stories of the Chinese
coping with racism by segregation, withdrawal and avoidance as self-defence,
individually and collectively. If Chinatowns are indeed sociological examples of
institutionalisation of isolation and alienation, then such attempts at social organi-
sation are at best an outcome of the dialectics of the action of the individual or the
group and forces of history and social structure. The kind of sociology that I am
putting together here is not one of strangers as helpless victims of racism, taking
their suffering lying down, but of strangers learning to do things together, putting
their emergent ethnicity to good use and strategically exploiting their sense of
agency in a dialectic of control. This second moment is about human survival,
about ordinary people asserting themselves in extraordinary times. It is not about
going under, but about getting through suffering — by no means a familiar theme
in sociology.

The third moment of this book arrives when one knocks at the door of economic
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sociology pertaining to ethnic or immigrant entrepreneurship. The human drama
of survival is now enacted in the form of ethnic enterprises as strategies of adapta-
tion to blocked opportunity in the host society. Contrary to culturalist articulations
of the Chinese propensity for entrepreneurship, not all successful businessmen
are Chinese, and not all Chinese are successful businessmen. Many of them may
well be ‘reluctant merchants’. Culture, if of any explanatory value at all, must
be a trimmed-down fellow. Immigrant entrepreneurship indeed has many faces.
One face, a familiar one, is that of glamour, ethnic pride and triumph in a society
hostile to its newcomers, its racial others, while the other face, its dark side, a
less unfamiliar one, is that of immigrant businessmen subjecting themselves to
self-exploitation (long hours of menial labour, low wages and poor health) and
exploitation of their families, kin members and co-ethnics. Ethnic capitalism is
capitalism nevertheless, the dark, exploitative side of which is underexplored in
the sociological literature. Eager to escape from racism in the mainstream labour
market and desiring autonomy, ethnic Chinese resort to internal exploitation to
create and sustain their own enterprises.

I still remember what I was told by a Chinese businessman when I was doing
interviews in Montreal some twenty years ago. The owner of a successful Chinese
food company, he lamented about his children not showing interest in inheriting
the business that he created. Yet his Canadian-born children, although determined
to escape from the stigma of confinement to the ethnic subeconomy, experienced
prejudice in the primary labour market and were thus at best ambivalent about in-
tegration into Canadian society. Although eager to bid farewell to their prescribed
ethnicity, they were frustrated at discriminatory treatment by society at large. The
net result is one of double alienation, from one’s own ethnic group and from the
society beyond it. Indeed, it is a classic moment of sociological marginality and
inner turmoil: the individual is at the margin of two communities, but in neither
site would they find personal comfort because they reject one community, their
own, and are rejected by the other community into which they are anxious to seek
entry. They are caught in between. Their anguish is simultaneously personal and
public.



