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than are native women in all of those countries, and they are more likely
to assume public roles in their host countries than they did in their
countries of origin. The female migrant is an important research topic
because immigration and women are highly marketable as well as intel-
lectually challenging wopics for study. Both issues have important and
far-ranging public policy implications,
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Anthropology and the Study of
Immigrant Women

Caroline B. Brettell and Patricia A. deBerjeois

In 1970, the meeting of the American Ethnological Society focused
on the topic “Migration and Anthropology.™ In his introduction 10
the volume of proceedings, Leonard Kasdan rightly observed thar al-
though migration had long been recognized as an imporant [actor of
change in a number of sovial science disciplines, anthropology had
not defined it as a 1opic of rescarch with high priority. However,
changes in the world in the 1950s and 1960s brought migration onio
the center stage of the discipline. In a range of areas where ethnog-
raphers had traditionally worked among native or peasant popula-
tions, for example, Afnca, Laun America, and Asia, they began o
document the process of outmigration from the villages of the rural
countryside to the growing urban centers where new employment op-
portunities were expanding rapidly.” The interest in migrants and im-
migranis grew in conjunction with the development of both peasant
studies and urban anthropology.

By 1975, two of the volumes that were published in the series that
emerged from the Ninth International Congress of Anthropological
and Ethnological Sciences treated migration and s relationship 1o
processes of urbanization, development, and ethnic group formation.”
Though the chapters in these volumes deal with a number of issues
in a wide variety of migratory contexis, only passing references, if
ﬂ'l'!}". AN II:I-H.T.!.I.' Ty tIIE 'l'l.llt' uf WIHTIETE I"I i"l‘HTJTj{}H. [I'I.Iil:l:l.‘l, l}II:T‘E i! Ty
entry in either index for “women” or “lemale.” As numerous scholars
have pointed out, the assumption was that women, if they left their
home society ar all, did so as passive followers rather than as active
initiators.  Furthermore, the modernization theories that were  still
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prevalent at the time stressed emigration or outmigration as matters
of individual choice rather than as houschold strategies with which
women were intimately involved.*

Sumulated, no doube, by the publication in 1974 of Rosaldo and Lam-
phere’s path-breaking Women, Culture and Society, a book that brought
gender as an analytic concept into the mainstream of anthropology, the
journal Anthropological Quarterly published a special issue, “Women and
Migration,” in January of 1976. In each of the papers in the volume,
migrant and immigrant women are not only viewed as actors in the
migration process but also are set into networks of exchange of people,
goods, services, and information, The authors demonstrate that women
are as influenced as men by the forces of colonialism, soctalism, and
capitalism,

Despite Leeds's claim in the closing essay of this special issue that
women were being spuriously reified as a unit of analysis, from this
point on @ number of anthropologists chose to address the experi-
ences of migrant and immigrant women in a range of receiving soci-
eties, including Europe and the United States.” Using a variety of
research methods (participant observation, the collection of life histo-
rics and case studies, in-depth interviews, etc) to access how the
women themselves undersiand their lives and the challenges posed
by migration, they focused on how these experiences might differ
from those of men and how geographical mobility, both within and
across national boundaries, might alter not only culturally rooted un-
derstandings of what it means to be a woman, but also various other
aspects of culiure that individuals and families bring with them as
they migrate or emigrate,

ln this chapter, we will review the anthropological contnibution o the
study of immigrant women, addressing ourselves in particular to re-
search on a range of immigrant populations in the United States.” Taking
our lead from some of the analytic models that have emerged in feminisi
anthropology, we first discuss the work roles of immigrant women, how
these intersect with domestic and familial roles, and the implications of
this inersection for changes in the status of women. From there we
move to a consideration of the significance of kinship and other social
relationships that are instrumental in the process of adapraton for im-
migrant women. We then deal with research that broadly treats the
question of culture change. After a briel overview of the factors thai
continue to tie a given migrant population to its ethnic roots over gen-
erations, we turn our attention to the wealth of siudies within medical
anthropology that have contributed 10 our understanding of immigrant
women in the United States, Finally, we address the impact of the state
on the lives of immigrant women.
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PUBLIC AND PRIVATE, PRODUCTION AND
REPRODUCTION: BALANCING WOREK ROLES AND
DOMESTIC ROLES

As a result of their inguiry into the quesiion of whether women are
universally subordinate to men, cultural anthropologists have contrib-
uted the domestic/public model to feminist theory. Embedded in this
model are the notions that male activities in the public sphere are more
highly valued, that men have formal authority over women while women
exert informal mmfuence and power within the domestic domain, and
that women's status is lowest where these spheres are highly dilferen-
tiated and where women are isolated From one another.” A parallel model
emanating from Marxism analyzes the interrelationship between pro-
duction and reproduction.” Feminist theorists have siressed that the way
in which women's reproductive labor intersects with their productive
labor is crucial to their pﬂsil:iun in sOciety,

ﬁ!thuugh these models have been 5nhjﬂ;ltl;| o rigorous criticism [or
their lack of historical or cultural specificity, they have nevertheless in-
fluenced anthropological study ol immigrant women in the United
States.” They have led rescarchers o explore whether wage carning
serves o enhance the power and status of immigrant women within their
households and to investigate whether greater sharing of household
activities emerges as a result of the work obligations of women. While
the lawer question obviously pertains w all wage-earning women, the
notion is that immigrant women often not only lace a clash of culiures,
l|:Il,lt IT.I;I.}" HL“J IH: (Il:l.'ll'll'\'l:d (If f!'l.f supljnrl I'LI."“'IIILE TIF ki'l]ﬁhllp anl;l COHm-
munity that existed in the countries they left behind.

Chai explicitly applies the conceptual scheme of domestic/public 10 an
analysis of Korean lmmlgﬁnt women in Hawai'i." Middle-class and well-
educated, Korean immigrant women were relegated 1o the domestic
sphere in their home society. In Hawai'i they must adjust to the economic
demands of immigrant life by taking waged work outside the home.
Hushands offer more help in the household than they did in Korea, but
this is in part a function of age cohoris, and in many cases husbands
retain ultimate authority over family decision making. However, some
Korean women, according o Chai, begin o question their husbands’
right to dominate them. “Women's wage earning,” she concludes, “may
lead 10 a more flexible division of labor, decision making and parental
rupomnh;llt}'. as well as to less sex segregation in social and public
Flal:l."s ! She also observes that as Korean |mm:5‘mnl women Ure of the
menial jobs 1o which they are relegated in the public domain of the
larger society, they revert 1o working in family-owned businesses and
construct their own public domain with its own ladder of achievement
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within the Korean ethnic community, Workplace and home are com-
bined and permit these women to spend more time raising successiul
children who will achieve social and pulili::al status within the majarity
culture.

The decision to combine work roles with domestic roles, and thereby
fuse the reproductive with the productive, has been documented for a
number of other immigrant women in North America. Meintel, for
example, shows that Portuguese women with young children tend 1o
turn w work as cleaning women or o home piece work because the
hours and conditions of work are both more flexible and less suressful ™
She observes, however, that such an option 5 possible only il these
women are in stable marital relationships with partners who earn a good
income. Another option is described by Lamphere for Colombian and
Portuguese immigrant families in New England." Given the constraints
of the local economy, wives and mothers are forced into the productive
sphere of waged work in textile factories. As a result, reproductive labor
within the household is reallocated and hushbands take on many house-
hold chores that are normally defined as female asks. In addition, hus-
bands and wives work different shifts in order o accommodate child
care. Nevertheless, some culiural conceprions, such as the beliel that the
male should remain the head of the household, are more resistant o
change tlcspilt the economic contributions of women.

A similar disjunction between norms and behavior has been deseribed
for Hamtian immigrant women in New York. Cultural definitions and
expecial ions for sexual roles have cl\angﬂd less r.,qpilil}' than the economic
gains made by women. Furthermore, the hnancial independence of
women exacerbates antagonism between the sexes. Haitian immigrant
women put in a double day, working eight hours on the job and then
coming home 10 housckeeping, cooking, and child care. If their hus-
bands help, it is with reluctance because the foye (home) is the domain
ol women and it is there that a woman's primary responsibilities are
located, The world of men is the lan—the sireet and beyond."

If Haitian women have not experienced a dramatic reallocation of
household tasks as a result of the demands made upon them by waged
work, Dominican women, who are largely employed in the New York
garment industry. have, Pessar describes a definite move 1o a more egal-
itarian division of labor and distribution of authority within the Domin-
ican houschaold, ' She quotes one Dominican woman who comments that
“we are both heads.” Dominican immigrant men are willing 1o help owt
with household chores, especially child care and shopping, though their
role decreases as a daughter becomes old enough 1o help her mother,
The more cooperative domestic arrangements that emerge within many
Dominican immigrant households, as well as the fact that migration does
not rupture the social spht'n.- in which women are self-actualized, are
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the major factors influencing the greater desire of Dominican women,
by comparison with men, 1o remain in the United States."

Within many immigrant Dominican households, income pooling,
something that rarely occurs in the Dominican Republic, means that no
distinction is made between the “essential” earnings of the male and the
“supplementary” earnings of the female. However, this is not always the
case. For example, Mexicana farm workers differentiate the “important”
crops harvested by men from secondary “women’s crops.” Mexicana
women “never express that their agricultural work is economically equiv-
alent to men's.” Instead when women work with their husbands, they
define it as “ayudandole a e[.”"" 1t is in this “helping” context that women's
waged work is ideologically acceptable. This is particularly the case when
the household rather than the individual is defined as the basic pro-
ductive (as well as reproductive) unit of the immigrant family.'” Chavira
argues that Mexicana women's roles in subsistence as well as their ma-
nipulation of the subsidy programs and other bureaucratic resources
that are made available to them give them a position of power within
their families.

Pessar cautions us 1o be aware of variations in household culture and
organization that will influence individual amitodes wward women's
work in the immigrant context, the sharing of domestic responsibilities,
and the desire o remain abroad or return o the home country. Some
Dominican immigrant men are reluctant to modity their patriarchal
attitudes and behavior."” This intransigence is the major cause of marital
breakdown. Nevertheless, a significant proportion of Dominican immi-
grant women feel they are beuer off. They perceive waged work posi-
tively because it brings both economic and personal benefits, This is a
conclusion also reached by Foner in her work on Jamaican women in
New York.™ Independence and Anancial control are viewed as definite
advantages and are a strong deterrent o return migration.

Although they are dealing with a seasonal Mexican female migrant
population, Guendelman and Perez-lunagoe document similar positive
subjective assessments of life abroad that are rooted in the contrast be-
tween Family roles in California and those that pertain in Mexico. As
one of their informants put i, “in California my husband was like a
mariposs meaning a sensitive, soft, responsive bunerfly. Back here in
Mexico he acts like a distant macho.™" Many of the seasonal migrant
women express an interest in returning 1o the United States in order 1o
resume more cooperative relatonships. Yet some, according 1o Fernan-
dez-Kelly, are constrained by the pressures of caring {or many children,
especially if migration means facing the vaganes of undocumented illegal
status in the United States.™

The anthropological research on immigrant women that has been
stimulated by the analytical oppositions between domestic and puhblic
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arenas or between production and reproduction indicates a set of com-
plex and varied responses 1o the necessity of balancing work life with
home life. In some cases greater equality between men and women is
the result and in others it is not, and the differences must be explained
by a close examination of cultural factors and economic constraints,
Meintel and associates observe that “when changes in task-sharing and
decision-making occur in conjunction with women's wage earning, they
are likely 1o be found in areas which are most directly affected by wom-
en's employment: e.g., child care as opposed to housework, and hinancial
decisions as op to those concerning freedom of movement and
contraception.”™ It is common for anthropologists 1o emphasize the
disjunction between behavior and norms, a disjunction that seems to
have a powerful influence in the pace of change in various spheres of
life for immigrant families. Cultural norms that continue to label men
as principal providers and women as housekeepers and dependents are
powerful deterrents to more egalitarian domestic arrangements. Never-
theless, in some situatons immigrant women, like women elsewhere
around the world, are able w0 exercise informal power.

If a number of immigrant women in the United States assess their
increased earning capacity, their improved standard of living, and their
greater opportunities 1o work and achieve upward mobility positively,
they perceive other facets of immigrant life negatively. For many, the
most negative results of migration are the temporary or permanent loss
of a kinship support system and the absence of leisure time. It is thus
to the social world of immigrant women both within and beyond the
domestic sphere that we now turn.

HUSBANDS, WIVES, AND IMMIGRANT
SOCIAL NETWORKS

“Strategy” and “process” have replaced “structure” as underlying con-
cepts within anthropology.® Social networks, first examined with seri-
ousness by ethnologists working in urban Africa in the late 19605 and
the 1970s, have thus become a key focus of research on social organi-
zation. Anthropologists recognize the value of networks 1o migrants.
These networks consist of friends or relatives of the migrant who are
already in the destination area or those who are return migrants,® They
serve as communication links between the sending and receiving com-
mumnities. This seems especially important in international migration
where the distances mvolved make adequate information harder 1o
obtain.

There are two general types of networks. One serves the purpose of
chain migration, where individuals channel their efforts 1w reunite ex-
tended family groups.”™ The other type is community based and operates
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to support newcomers as they adjust to the demands of their new en-
vironments.” Immigrant women are frequently found at the center of
these neiworks, They both initite and maintain them. They are the
“nocdes” that connect people, and generally they do it so subtly and
unobirusively that the signifiicance of their actions is sometimes little
recognized even by themselves.™

Though deeply embedded in migration processes around the world,
kin-hased migration networks that foster chain migration have prolif-
erated as a result of the United States Immigration Act of 1965, which
had as s aim the reuniting of Families, The new law made it possible
for individuals wo “call over” other family members one at a ume. Chavez, -
tor example, writes of an unmarried El Salvador woman who first called
lier niece and wwo years later her mother and her nephew,™

There are two distinct problems with the rewnilication policy. 1t takes
a long time to bring over an entire family, and in many cases the defi-
nition of family that the law proseribes is not broad enough w kGt the
concept of family held by cerain ethnie groups. As a result, complex
strategies to byvpass the laws and restrictions that perpetuate family sep-
aration have been devised and carried out.™ In many cases these include
marriages of convenience or the adoption of children. Often the mi-
grations can only be managed in stages, with the newcomer first going
to Canada or Mexico or to U5, cities other than their inal destination,
Women have an active part in the decision process that determines the
order of migration of absenm members, and they hold down jobs tha
fund the moves. Stafford tells us that women continue 1o play an im-
portant role in Haitian chain migration schemes, helping themselves and
others through the difficult adjustment process.™

Community-based networks take shape in both sending and receiving
areas. Mexican men from the Nayarit region who leave their wives be-
hind make sure that a network of wale IJ-':Il:Jn,-.rs tl:l.'illa."‘_r' drawn trom
among the husband's kin} is in place to help with short-term loans, repairs
o the houschold, bills, the care and sale of animals, the purchasing of
materials and other tasks normally carried out by the hushand.™ When
a man returns, part of what he has carned will be spent on gifes for
members of this |1E|p network. This cements the nhligalmll. However,
as time passes and the woman becomes more self-sulficient, she relies
less and less on these help networks. She becomes a mujer fuerte and
gains esteem and secial prestige while her hushand is absent.

A substantial number of Dominican immigrant women are single par-
ents who want to provide a better life for their children than is possible
in their home countries. They must make use of networks ar both ends
of their migration trail. 1f they have young children who must be cared
for, they may choose to leave them behind with their maternal grand-
mother. Once in this country, women usually live in extended Family



48 + Seeking Common Ground

groupings that are composed of blood or marital kin who provide one
another with financial and emotional support, Forming networks within
their own groups, these women belie the stereotype of the passive Latin
woman. They are not patiently waiting 1o be helped by busbands or
brothers but are assuming active leadership roles, taking charge of their
own lives and helping kinswomen do the same.™

Korean immigrant women in Hawai'i also spend a penod of cores-
idence with kin and, contrary to tradition, it is usually the relatives of
the wife rather than those of the husband.™ Laotian women, accustomed
o carrying out daily tasks on a communal basis, form networks with kin
and nonkin living nearby to help them cope with the loss of the support
systems they had in Laos.™ These networks are cooperative in nature
and without accurate record keeping succeed in remaining balanced.
Whether emploved outside the home or not, the women share in caring
for cach other's children. They plan and carry out food shopping and
preparation together. They provide for each other's social needs and
serve as channels of community information,

Women have social heense not available to men 1o share their personal
concerns and worries with each other. These discussions take place in-
fnrma].l:f' A% WOImen g'..uh-cr at social and rn:ligiﬂus functions, or around
a common worktable on the job. While outsiders may view these as gossip
sessions, they actually serve as occasions for passing on valuable infor-
mation and widening the range of an individual's contacis. O'Connor,
for example, writes about the female-centered networks that emerge
among Mexican immigrants, many of them undocumented, in Sania
Barbara as a result of their labor force participation in local nurseries.™
Based on the idea of confienza that is vaditonally characieristic of kin
and fictive kin relations in Mexico, these networks within the workplace
provide the framework within which immigrant women seek help from
formal agencies or mobilize themselves for social action, According 10
O'Connor, this represents a dramatic change from Mexico, where
“women rarcly work owsside the subsistence economy, ... have litle
knowledge of formal political or legal entities beyond local municipal
affairs, ... and participate in the social networks of their hushands and
fathers [rather than] instigate network relationships of their own.™"’

While the bulk of research on the networks of migrant and immigram
women deals with the larger kin group or the workplace, some studics
consider how the role changes experienced by male and female immi-
grants are related to changing patterns in their socal relationships. Ac-
cording to a theory proposed by Bott, couples share a social network
and perceive cach other as companions in direct proportion to how they
normally divide conjugal 1asks, [f conjugal roles are separate, so also are
social and kin networks. When roles overlap or become cooperative in
nature, social and kin networks do also.™ An instance that might lend
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support o this theory can be seen in the experience of Korean women
in Hawai'i.

In Korea the lives of men and women run on separate but parallel
tracks. Labor is stricly divided, with men performing economically re-
lated tasks ouside the home and women responsible for motherhood
and other tasks inside the home. Each has distinct networks with which
they interact and socialize on a daily basis, In Hawai'i women must hold
jobs outside the home and many couples have made adjustments in the
ways domestic duties are assigned. Men and women both are separated
from their customary social and support ties and need o rely on each
other. They spend more time together both in domestic tasks and in
social activities. A majonty of women, though by no means all, report
enhanced marital relationships.™

A similar situation is reported by Lamphere, Silva, and Sousa in their
work on Portuguese immigrants in New England, The realignmenis in
household division of labor resulting from women's work outside the
home have drawn nuclear families closer, while ties o extended familics
and Friends become less important.” Conversely, Bloch argues that the
economic pursuits of Polish immigrants divide family members, sending
each off in a different direction every day, The family unit becomes
fractionalized as its members develop distinet sets of friends and a variety
of imerests, returning home at night wo tired w reconnect with each
other. Polish women EXpress I'l'f:ling.‘i of solation, [eel that they are
averworked, and fear that they have lost touch with their children. They
seem at @ particular disadvantage compared 10 women of other ethnic
groups because they are unable to draw support from friends and kin.
Bloch reports that they operate on a basis of suspicion and competitive-
ness with both Family and nonfamily members. Where other groups see
increased opportunity for all Howing from information exchange and
cooperative efforts, the Poles see in these behaviors only the possibility
of losses of personal advantages. They therelore are fearful and secretive
in their dealings with those from whom others draw support.*

A different outcome is experienced by middle-class Cuban women.
These women view the role of wife as primary. Children are valued and
loved, but the focal point of a Cuban woman's life is her husband and
her relationship w him, [n the Umited States, Cuban women are entering
the work force in increasing numbers, and operating within it compe-
tently and aggressively, but they have nit let this influence their inter-
actions with husbands inside the home. What they have done, however,
is o take on an additional role, one that was carried out by a man's
mistress in Cuba, where showing off a beantiful mistress gave status to
a man and did not dishonor his wile. Since United States customs do
not provide the same approbation for such behavior, the Cuban wife
fills it and thereby earns her hushand the status he would otherwise be
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denied. Women who in Cuba were able 1o become slightly plump must
diet in the United States 1o maintain the image of youth and beauty
necessary to fulfill this role,™

Anthropological research has demonstrated that the balance contained
within male-female relationships is upset by the migratory expenence,
Both men and women must adjust o the demands of changing roles
inside and outside the home. Relationships with children change also,
In some cases prolonged separation of children from parents becomes
necessary, and in others parents find that the demands of operating and
financing households in the United States leaves little time and/or energy
for the sort of imeraction with children that would have taken place in
their home communities. New social networks may be forged or old ones
sustained. These networks may or may not be shared by husband and
wife. The networks of immigrant women are crucial for disseminating
information not only about employment opportunities, but also about
various institutions of the host society, One of these institutions is the
health care system, and it is 1o these issues that we now turn.

HEALTH, ILLNESS, AND THE IMMIGRANT WOMAN

The siudy of how cultures change iz fundamental o anthropology,
and a number of processes by which this occurs have been delineated.
Culture change is clearly of central importance in the study of immi-
grants, although rescarch in this area often analyzes a group or popu-
lation according to their participation in tradisonal practices. Considered
are things such as the meanings involved in continuing to serve symbolic
foods and whether or nm these foods are prepared with traditional
ingredients or with the use of substitures that maintain the symbolic
value but may lose authentic taste quality, Native language use and the
efforts that are made to teach the original language to succeeding gen-
erations provide another arena for assessing change. Language is often
at the core of expressions of ethnic identity.” Of interest also are the
methods used 10 hand down traditional songs and dances.* Studies
measure the number of ethnically based voluntary associations that are
active within the community and the rate of participation in them by its
members. Religious practices conducted in the ethnic vernacular and
social activides that bring wgether the ethnic group are yet another
indicator of cultural cohesion.” Many of these studies are not primarily
focused on women, but they deal with domains of family life that are
centered around women. Thus the way that immigrant women respond
1o cultural difference is of utmost importance 1o any understanding of
how immigram families adapt to a new way of life. One female-centered
domain where both cultural differences and adaptation are significant
is that of family health.
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Major contributions 1o the study of health ssues among immigrants
have been made by medical anthropologisis,. Medical anthropology
cml:rgrr] as a subfield of the :iisr:iplim.- in the mid-1960s, al[]’mugh the
issues that scholars in this held address (ethnomedicine, cultural con-
ceptions of disease, human reproduction, etc.) have a longer history
within anthropalogy, many of them subsumed within ethonographic stud-
ies of religion, research on culture and personality, or investigations of
international public health systems." In directing their attention o the
adaptation of immigranis in the United Staies, medical anthropologists
have demonstrated that the health of migrants is worse than that of
nnn:migranls,” and that many suffer from significant stress disorders
that are not necessarily alleviated over tme.™ Clearly the impact of
migration on health issues has a gender component. Research on gender
and health can be subdivided into three areas: studies of the relationship
between ethnomedical and biomedical onentations wward sickness and
healing, studies of memal health and stress, and studies of the use of
the health care system.

Indigenous Health Beliefs and U.S. Health Care

Immigrants and refugees, even those who have been in the United
States for some time, either continue folk healing methods or juxtapose
their own medical beliefs and practices with those of the United States. ™
Scholars who have conducted research in this area emphasize that health
care professionals must adopt a transcultural perspective.

Bell and Whiteford show that Tai Dal women hold different conceprs
of illness causality than do Eurc-Americans.” They emphasize food,
temperature changes, and supernatural forces to a greater degree. Sa-
maoan migrants in Los Angeles retain a belief in the concept of aitu, the
ghost spirit who punishes the living by bringing on a variety of phys-
inlogical and mental illnesses.™ For Samoan immigrant women, M s atfu
is a culturally appropriate and patterned way to cope with anxiety and
stress, DeSantis shows that while Cuban immigrant women in Florida
have a biomedical orientation to illness and health care that is similar o
that of Western health care professionals (ilinesses and their associated
symptoms are identified by their biomedical names), Haitian women are
more ethnomedically oriented and tend 1o “give folk imerpretations of
biomedical explanations regarding pathophysiological processes.” She
associates these differences with (1) the educatonal and health care
systems in the countries of origin, (2) the sociceconomic and political
situation that affects immigrants in the localized receiving communiry,
{3} household structure and function, and (4) beliefs about child behavior
{the siudy focused on children's illnesses).™

Many immigrant and refugee women combine orientations and there-
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fore remedies. Thus, the Guban women discussed by Kirby use pre-
scription tranguilizers in conjunction with herhal teas and other home
remedies in their search for a cure for “mervios.™ Cohen claims that
Latina women frequently seek consultations with native pharmacists
from their home country to supplement the care that they receive from
the U.S. system.”™ Sargent, Marcuca, and Ellison show that Khmer
women increasingly seek prenatal care at U.S. hospitals and clinics and
tend to deliver their babies in hospitals. However, they also continue to
follow traditional postpartum protective measures and (o consult the
indigenous midwife (chmep).™

Scholars in @ number of disciplines have studied fertility patterns
among immigrant women, mostly demonstrating a decline after migra-
tion.™ Anthropaologisis have tended 1o focus on the cultural factors thar
influence attitudes toward childbirth, pregnancy, and other female
health izsues.” Morse and Park document cultural variations in percep-
tions of the pain that is associated with childbirth and explain them
H.c::.'(lr\tling to whether or not childbirth is viewed as natoral or not® In
another article on the Khmer community in Dallas, Sargent and Marcuca
demonsirate how pregnancy is culturally and socially constructed. The
Khmer, ke many other cultural groups, believe in humoral concepts
and use them to diagnose pregnancy, treat symptoms, and control diet
during pregnancy.” Similar humorally based attitudes are described for
Indochinese women in California. They influence their preference for
formula over breast milk.™ Korean immigrant women in Honolulu have
trouble communicating their anxieties about naeng, a folk illness rooted
in ideas about a cold womb, to clinicians. Frequently, humoral and cos-
mopolitan lore are synthesized as an explanation for personal affliction.
Finally, Engle, Scrimshaw, and Smidr have worked on sex differences
in attitudes toward newborns among Mexican immigrants in the Los
Angeles area. Although they discovered an absence of preference among
mothers {especially by comparison with fathers), they also suggest that
“the more acculturated women express less positive attitudes toward

their newborns,” and the relationship was slightly stronger for girls than
!m}_s_r.z

Mental Health and Stress

A certain amount ol stress is associated with the experience of im-
migration. A number of scholars, both sociologists and anthropologists,
have examined variations in mental health by El:ntlrr.“ Friedenberg and
associates show that Argentine immigrant women in New York are more
demoralized across socioeconomic strata than are males, especially those
who are nonworking or without household help o assist in child care.™
In a study of Hmong refugees in Minnesota, Westermeyer and associates
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show that men experience greater stress during the inital phase of mi-
gration because of a loss in power and status and an inability 1o cope
adequately with the public domain, However, as their employment sit-
uation and linguistic capabilities improve, their symptoms decrease. By
contrast, women in the initial phase experience less psychological distress
than men because they continue in their traditional domestic roles and
do not have w deal with the obligations of financial support. The ex-
ceprions are women wha become employed: “They reported more Pho-
bic Anxiety symptoms. .. due 1o the new and relatively nontraditional
roles as wage workers outside the Hmong community.™ However, men-
tal illness and stress increase for women over time, particularly as they
become concerned about the Americanization of their children. Women
heading their own household experience constant stress, a fact also noted
by Cohen for single Lating immigrant women who have settled on the
East Coast of the United States.™

Vega and associates also focus on the initial migration phase, and argue
that depression symptom levels of Mexican immigrams are higher
among those who have been in the United States for less than five years.”
They find a positive correlation between depression and disrupted mar-
ital status, serious life events, poor physical health, and being a single
head of household. Depression is negatively correlated with educational
and income levels, and there seems wo be no relationship according w
the number of children. They argue that for women in particular “family
structure and normative expectations are unstable and rh:cp]!r conficted.
... The effort to maintain tradivonal cultaral role expectations within
the context of a highly urbanized and affluent social system could be
expected to increase stress and economic marginality.™ When migramt
women maimntain contact with their support network of kin in Mexico,
they are much better adjusted.™

The conflicts between motherhood and breadwinner roles create sig-
nificant stress for a number of immigrant women in the United States.
Among Latin American women in San Francisco, illness, whether mental
or physical, validates a claim 1o maternal identity,”™ Korean women in
Hawai'i complain of a variety of health disorders from insomnia to chest
pain, 1o loss of appetite and frigidity. Chai suggests that many of these
complaints are psychosomatic and are an informal strategy used by these
women to legitimize and reaffirm their roles as good wives and mothers
in a situation where their inadequate English, limited knowledge of
Amenican culture, emplovinent in degrading jobs, and the double bur-
den ol wz[ged and domestic work leads 1o declining authority over their
children.”

Finally, Kirby describes the solace from stress that Cuban women in
South Florida fimd in mereased use ol minor presc rip[l'ua:l li‘dli{lu“i.tl:i‘!.
This stress is a result of the confict between the ideal sex roles defined
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by Cuban culiure and the economic realities of immigrant life—partic-
ularly the need io take on waged employment and to juggle work, child
care, and other houschold responsibilitics.” Tranquilizers alleviate ail-
ments associated with nervios—a mental health aillment described by other
scholars of immigrant women in North America,™ one that is commaonly
attributed o poor working conditions, low wages, and gender relations.™
Use of tranguilizers, in Kirby's view, “may be indicative of an adaptive
strategy for dealing with culture change, and not merely as an example
of illicit llrug abuge, "™

Access to and Use of the Health Care System

A number of anthropologists have focused on the access w and use
of the health care system by various immigrant and refugee groups in
the United Stares. For many, contact with the svstem is minimal. In a
study of Laotian Tai Dam female refugees in lowa, Bell and Whiteford
show: (1) that two thirds of Tai Dam women do not use and have never
used birth control because of insufficient knowledge and cultural norms,
{2) that language creates problems of communication with doctors, (3)
that a gquarter of Tai Dam women are not covered by insurance, and (4)
that close to a quarter have never seen a dentist and almost half do not
have a personal physician.™ Mexican immigrant women tend to under-
utilize health facilities even for prenatal care.™ lllegal status and both
the lack of insurance and fear associated with it provides one explanation,

Work Factors may also be important. Fifty-five percent of a sample of

Mexican immigrant women in one study had at least one illness episode
during their stay in the United States, and more working than non-
working women reported illness.™ This may not be the result of the
harsh conditions of work per se but of the increased access to medical
care through work, which may influence the reporting of illness.

iMher research shows that women immigrﬂnts seck medical attention
and assistance as a way 1o alleviate tension and stress—being sick is a
culturally appropriate means of gaining sympathy and support. For
Latin American immigramt women in San Francisco, “illness may provide
the opportunity for involvement in one of the few truly recreational
activities available 10 women—going to the doctor.”™ When immigrant
women do seek access to the US. health care system, it is largely through
their own social networks.™

Chavira characterizes their role as “subsidy providers” as one of the
more important among Mexicana migrants in the midwestern United
States. “Women always carry, handle, and store all the family’s doeu-
ments and handle all bureaucratic matters affecting the Family. In these
ways, women are responsible for the family’s health and other business,
They function, as well, as cultural brokers as they introduce the family
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to the medical bureaucratic culture.™' By becoming the healih experts,
women gain prestige and authority in vital decisions about geographical
movement.

Through their dealings with the health care system, immigrant women
come into contact with one aspect of state bureaucracy. In the final
section of this chapter we explore other aspects of this interaction as
well as the significance of social class,

IMMIGRANT WOMEN, SOCIAL CLASS, AND
THE STATE

The political economic perspective has attuned anthropologists to the
way in which global processes and class relations influence everyday lives.
Within feminist anthropology this has resulied in a rich body of data on
thei impact of national and international devela pment projects on wamen
and in an exploration of how the social posivon of women is affected
by the social, economic, and political policies of states. Research has
emphasized not only how national immigration policies influence the
demography of international female migration, but also their insertion
in the receiving society. A model that addresses a threefold oppression
or a “riple invisibility” according 1o gender, elass, and ethnicity has
emerged from these concerns.”™ One scholar has described a fourth
oppression stermming from internalized self-perceptions whereby an ex-
ploited position 15 accepted as normal and natural,™

Class is experienced in the context of a transnational division of labor
that is in tumn linked to local and generally segmented occupational
structures that funnel immigrant women into a few sectors of the econ-
omy, the garment indusiry and domestic service in particular.™ Sala,
for example, argues that the job market explains why Hispanic immi-
grant women outnumber men in the New York area.™ A decline in these

jobs in recent vears has forced them 1o scramble to find other ways to

support themselves. Alternatively, Fernandez-Kelly and Garcia show
how local and federal agencies, operating within the framework of cap-
italist government policies, contribute to the growth of an informal or
underground economy that employs numerous Hispanic women in Los
Angeles and Miami.™

While these macro political and economic concerns have occupied the
attention of some anthropologists, others have focused more closely on
internalized perceptions of class and particularly the experience of down-
ward mobility that is voiced by immigrant women who defined them-
selves as middle class prior 1o their arrival in the United States. Brazilian
women in New York who were used to employing servants are now
emploved as servants. They cope with this change in social position by
dehning their situation as short-term and temporary.” Haitian women
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who held professional or white-collar positions in their home country
express enormous reseniment about their loss in social status and the
fact that their education and skills are not valued in a predominantly
English-speaking society. One Hailian woman who found herself work-
ing in a leather goods factory in the United States commented, “The job
I do is for an animal. It's the same day after day....I used 10 be a
schooltcacher in Haiti. Now 1I'm doing a job thar doesn't even require
me to think."™ High staius middle-class Korean women who were not
employed outside the home prior to emigration generally work at menial
Jjobs that are not commensurate with their education once they arrive in
the United States.™ They are forced to take on these jobs because of the
discrimination faced by their hushands. Professionals, managers, and
white collar workers in Korea, these men find themselves working as
Jjanitors, gardeners, painters, and dishwashers in the United States. The
same is true among Soviet Jews and Vietnamese refugees.™

Interestingly, it is the studies of middle-class female immigrants that
show waged work failing 1o enhance women’s status, The major motive
for international migration among Colombians is the proletarianization
of the middle class; they face increasing unemployment and poverty in
their own country.”’ Perhaps because they had waged employment in
their home country, Colombian immigrant women do not gain self-
esteem and autonomy in relation to their spouses because of their earn-
ings. In the “least anractive categories in the labor market” of the United
States, they are insecure about their position as workers and earn less
than their hushands.™ According to Boone, Cuban women in Washing-
ton, DL, do not value labor in and of itself because it is an extension
of their domestic roles and is expected of them.™ Alternatively, another
study argues that Cuban mores restricted women's activities to the home
and that women gained prestige and high standing by remaining within
the domestic domain.™ This status is lost as a result of the necessity of
employment in the United States. The meaning of this loss of status is
perhaps best expressed in a statement made by a Cuban respondent in
a study conducted in Hudson County, New Jersey. “I used to work as
a doctor’s secretary in Cuba. 1 could dress well and it was a respectable
Job. Here I have to do factory work. .. . Instead of improving myself in
coming to the United States, 1 feel like I'm going backwards every day.™
The contradictions in the research on Cuban immigrant women's atti-
tudes toward work emphasize most blatanuy the need to be precise about
the social class background of immigrams.™ This is nowhere more ap-
parent than in a comparison between Cuban entreprencurs in Miami
and proletarianized Mexican women in Los Angeles. In one case, home
work becomes a strategy to maximize earnings and reconcile the cultural
and economic demands placed upon women; in the other it is an avenue
to increasing vulnerahility.”

While social class is signihcant, anthropologists are quick 1o emphasize
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that the exploitation and discrimination that immigrant women expe-
rience may result more from their foreigness and/or femaleness. Foner
notes a number of factors that divide [amaican women from other im-
migrant or working-class women and, conversely, unites them with Ja-
MECAN MEn N o3 common cause. .-*unnng Dominican women, “the
identification and satisfaction with improvements in life-style dampen
the collective sentiments and solidarity that are potentially nurtured and
ignited in the workplace.™ These women view themselves as middle
class and measure themselves against where they were when they lefi
their home country, Their orientation, according 1o Pessar, is individ-
ualistic rather than collective, and as a result they shun unions, legislative
processes, and collective community action.

Pessar's observations draw attention to the pitfalls of ascribing our
own concepts of liberation and oppression w immigram women, who
either feel the inevitability of their situation or have a different set of
standards by which 1o evaluate their success. Both these factors ex-
plain their comparatively low level of political conscousness. Al-
though there are a few exceptions, generally where anthropologisis
and other social scientists have even acknowledged the stirrings of
group-hased political expression, they describe it as incipient or
weak." The fact that community and social organizations end 1o be
male orented explaing, in Gordon's view, the low level of collective
action among Caribbean immigrant women.'"' Their social world is
the interpersonal world of kin and neighbors. Another facior is the
basic division in the working class along ethnic lines. Lamphere de-
scribes some of this resentment between older (ltalian, Irish, French-
Canadian) and newer (Portuguese, Latin American) female immigrant
factory workers in a New England apparel plant. Much of it centers
on accusations of “rate busting.” The perception is that new immi-
grants work too fast and the piece rate is lowered such that all work-
ers have to increase their output o make the same pay. Despite these
divisions and tensions, a culture of resistance that crosses ethnic lines
can develop, according o Lamphere, when unions base their organi-
zational activities on the informal networks that are esiablished
among women who bring their soctal and familial roles 1 the work-
place."™ This humanized work culture may not emerge in every situ-
ation, but where it does it can provide a powerful base for collective
action by immigrant women."" Certainly more research is necessary
o unravel the puriibi[ilics for political consciousness among immi-
grant women more generally.

CONCLUSION

r\lilhmpu]ug}r it o diverse and holistic d'in'iplinc that CTICOHTIaSSeS
within it a wide variety of theoretical perspectives and an unlimited
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number of research problems that are both interesting and important.
This breadth is reflected in the scholarship on immigrant women in the
United States. While much of this research is carried out at the micro
community level, wday it is rarely without some recognition of the sig-
nificance of macro economic and political forces. While feminist maodels
have suggested new questions to address, the emphasis within anthro-
pology on the insider’s interpretation of events has meant that universal
dichotomies are not applied categorically. What is perhaps less apparent
i studies of immigrant women, though fundamental 1o the anthropol-
ogical imagination, is the comparative perspective. Ethnologists have
tended to focus on single cultural groups and as a result lose the context
within which to delineate how culture as opposed 1o some other factor,
such as class, influences the lives and experiences of immigrant women.
However, from the perspective of anthropology, social classes also have
culture, It is the concept of culture that leads us to appreciate the multiple
voices of immigrant women,
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