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Immigration, Gender and Overseas Chinese
Society . Studies on the Chinese Women in Ma-
laya (1929 -1941)

ABSTRACT

The book mainly studies the Malayan Chinese society in 1930s,
especially focuses on the Chinese women’s living condition, their ac-
tive role in the social development and changing gender.

Two things which happened during the 1930s exerted a tremen-
dous influence on the overseas Chinese society. The first one was the
Great Depression from 1929 to 1933. It influenced severely the eco-
nomic development in Malaya, many enterprises went bankrupt and
many Chinese workers lost their jobs. The second one was the Japa-
nese invasion in China beginning 1937. Encouraged by the resistance
movement against the Japanese aggression, the Malayan Chinese un-
derwent an unprecedented political mobilization. Though the two
changes produced an important impact on the Chinese society, their
impact on the Chinese male and female is different. Unemployment
resulted from the Great Depression forced the English colonial authori-

ty changed its immigration policy in the early 1930s. The Chinese a-
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dult male immigrants were limited, while the Chinese female and chil-
dren were still allowed to enter the colony freely. A lot of Chinese
women came to Malaya in 1930s, reducing the severé imbalance of
men and women in Chinese society. Economic difficulty forced more
women to go out working, and the development of women’s education
provided more room for the female involving in vocational area. The
resistance against the Japanese became a turning point for women to
take part in social affairs extensively. Because of the new ideas deri-
ving from women’s education and their involving in vocation as well as
social affairs, the patterns of Chinese marriage and family began to
change. As the outcome of all these changes, social position of Chi-
nese women was improved relatively.

Both Chinese male and female strove to construct a new gender,
but their starting points and aims are different. A majority of the Chi-
nese including some women advocated to change women’s inferior po-
sition in order to protect the male’s interests and keep patriarchic soci-
ety intact, while a minority of them, mainly women, advocated that
women should be liberated to protect female’s interests. Male advoca-
ted women education aiming at training virtuous wives and qualified
mothers. This leads to different requirements to male and female
students: male students were more asked to study English, bookkeep-
ing and other practical subjects so that they could earn more money to
support the family in the future; while female students were more
asked to join housewifery class so that they could become a good
housekeeper. In contrast, female advocates paid more attention on
training girl’s individuality and independence. They wanted female

students to be useful to the nation and society, rather than merely to
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be virtuous wives and qualified mothers. The male supported women
to go out working because they thought women’s income could lessen a
family’s economic difficulty, or cheaper female labour would be help-
ful to reduce the production cost. The female advocates believed in so
doing women could achieve such honourable goals as women’s libera-
tion, women’s economical independence and equality between men
and women. They were against the idea of using women as cheap la-
bour and pornographic tools. Male supported women taking part in the
resistance movement against the Japanese because they could raise
more money by playing an important role in such activities as selling
flowers and acting play. Female encouraged women to participate in
the social affairs for two reasons: for their motherland and for them-
selves. That is, they wanted to save their motherland, at the same
time they wanted to push forward the women’s liberation movement.
Male advocated nuclear family and free marriage for their own happi-
ness, while female did the same thing as they wanted to liberate
women from the oppression of feudal paternalism.

Despite these differences, some results were the same. Some
Chinese women received education and sought their economic inde-
pendence, some others participated in social affairs and got the right
to choose their husbands by themselves. All these are helpful to ele-
vate women’s position. But we need to notice that some final results
were very different because of the different starting points and aims. If
some householders believed that women education was just for training
virtuous wives and qualified mothers, his anticipation to girls would
be lower than that to boys, thinking it’s enough for a girl to study a

few years in school and it’s not necessary for her to receive higher ed-



4 BR, WA EARS: BREBEARIHR

ucation. When economic difficulty came, girl’s right to receive educa-
tion would be sacrificed first, which led to both the enrollment rate
and education level of Chinese girls being lower than that of boys.
Women involving in vocations faced the same problems. Since
women’s main duty was regarded as taking care of her family and their
income deriving from working was just a supplement to her family in-
come, it was taken for granted that women earn less money and held a
position with low technology and low ranks. When unemployment be-
came serious, people took it for granted that women went back home.
When concerning with gender relationship in a family and with the au-
thority of a householder, the majority of male upheld their absolute
authority endowed by the traditional values of gender to their own in-

terests.
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