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Language and Romanisation 

 

The text is written in English and the non-English vocabulary, in particular Chinese terms 

are romanised in their commonly used form. This is because there is no unique standardised 

romanisation commonly used in Chinese-speaking societies. For example, the PRC 

government has officially adopted the Hanyu Pinyin system while Taiwan (ROC) applies the 

Wade-Giles romanisation under the KMT-dominated regime. The systems of Tongyong Pinyin, 

Hanyu Pinyin and Wade-Giles co-exit at the present time. Thus Chinese personal and place 

names appearing in the thesis have been romanised in their most widely known form. To meet 

the said requirements the researcher has had to adopt local names in some cases instead of 

Mandarin Chinese ones. However, in order to reduce the difficulty of pronunciation for the 

non-Chinese reader most specific Chinese terms have been romanised in two forms, i.e. the 

commonly used one and that used by the Hanyu Pinyin system as this is acquiring increasing 

popularity in the non-Chinese speaking world. 

 

The principle of the most widely known form also applies to the order in which Chinese 

names are presented. Normally, the Chinese personal names give the surname/last name first 

and then the given/first name. However, in American and European usage the order is reversed. 

Thus, the name of the former Chinese Communist leader, Deng Xiaoping, which was known in 

its Chinese order, I follow the form of surname-first name order. For some Chinese names 

appearing in America and Europe I adopt the first name-last name order. 
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Introduction 

I. Research Background and Interest  

1. Why the Phenomenon of International Migration Interests Me?  

Immigration is a strategy to respond to the challenges in life, to avoid risk and seize 

opportunities to realise individual or collective life projects no matter whether the projects 

are derived from family or personal reasons. There is nothing like migration to produce 

such big challenges to individuals, families, societies and states. It is as true as Castles’ 

remark that “Migration is a process which affects every dimension of social existence, and 

which develops its own complex dynamics.” (Castles, 2003:21) The Chinese in Europe are 

centred in certain business sectors; such as catering, wholesale and retail trade, construction 

and personal services in most European countries and garment and leather workshops in 

particular in France, Italy and Spain. As the European countries did not have discriminating 

legislation toward the Chinese like North America in the first half of 20th century and 

claimed to respect human rights regardless of ethnicity and other social origins, a 

segmented labour market might be part of the answer. However, what caused individuals 

and families to leave their home and look for another country to find opportunities or 

settlement is a persistent question. 

2. Why Choose Chinese Restaurant People as Research Subject ?  

(1).Beyond a familiar phenomenon: Noting that most of my surrounding and familiar 

Chinese and Taiwanese are or have been involved in the catering sector, I wanted to 

investigate what made the niche market for Chinese people and their occupational 

orientation. On the one hand, the restaurant business is assumed to be a sideline sector, 

a niche sector that enabled Chinese immigrants to avoid direct confrontation with the 

indigenous people and to be economically independent with low accessibility. It seems 

to be based on the structure-determined assumption that these occupational orientations 

are social inventions seen by the immigrants as a means to plant their feet firmly in the 

receiving countries. On the other hand, the Chinese immigrants are assumed to be the 

least known ethnic group to some extent and to show lack of willingness and ability to 

be integrated into the country of reception. Do the said remarks rightly describe the 

‘deliberate invisibility’? If the answer is ‘yes’, what would be the root causes and how 

could the causality be developed? However, although there should be similarities 
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among the common features of Chinese immigrants, it may be asked what the 

relationship is between the individual behaviour and the occupational orientation the 

person in question opted for? How do the past cultural background and the structural 

encounters in the host society relate to the response given or the strategic actions (in an 

active sense) undertaken by the immigrant in question? It is at the micro- and individual 

level that I intend to find the human dimension in the struggling for a meaningful 

existence in community life. 

(2).Exploring the complexities between the ‘Chinese immigrant’ and ‘ethnic business’: It is 

not surprising to find that the occupations selected by the immigrants are not the usual 

businesses they might engage in their homelands. For example the Moroccan fruit and 

vegetable stands, the Turkish take-aways, the Jewish jewellery enclaves in Antwerp, 

and the Chinese restaurants are extensively dispersed all over Belgium. Although ample 

literature focuses on the above-mentioned phenomenon as an ethnic business or an 

enclave economy if it refers to spatial concentration, the Chinese immigrants are used 

to being considered a generalised ethnic group living under a given national identity. 

However, the field observation showed that there is vivid perception and definition of 

Chinese and Chineseness vary in respect of the lived contexts and temporal phases 

perceived by the ethnic Chinese. Although a common occupation can be found 

regardless of the social criteria behind, the multiple interpretations of the business 

choice explain the complex factors at work in the particular situation. If this was to be 

proved by research, what should arouse the attention of the policy makers should not 

only the ethnic differences but also the pattern-like strategic actions that go beyond the 

given social categories. 

(3).Filling in the long dearth of research into Chinese migration in Europe: Belgium has 

been a destined country for Chinese emigrants since the beginning of last century but 

received very little scholarly attention compared with other major ethnic groups such as 

the Moroccans and the Turks. It is hard to ignore the existence of the Chinese as the 

Chinese food and restaurants are deliberately localised in every big and small city. The 

process of socio-economic integration and patterns of localisation reflect on the one 

hand the contextual constraints to which the Chinese migrants responded and the 

dynamic interplay between the cultures of homeland and country of residence on the 

other. The Chinese in Belgium share the main themes grounded in the historical events 

either within the homeland or the countries of reception in Europe. However, the 
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peculiar development in a national context shows that migration and settlement are not 

only related to international relations and foreign policy but also to national politics and 

culture as they are issues under national sovereignty. It is hoped that the research based 

on social investigation would make up for the long absence of the Belgian case in the 

Europe-wide scope of the study of Chinese immigration. 

 

II. Research Questions and Hypotheses 

1. Exploratory Research Questions 

As the ethnic Chinese and their way of incorporation has been considered a little 

known phenomenon, and as there seem to be lot of dimensions to be described and 

explored, I am in line with the two orientations of exploratory approach stated by Stebbins 

(2001:6); “flexibility” in looking for data and open-mindedness about where to find them. 

Thus the questions to be asked in connection with the research are not to confirm the 

findings based on structure-determined assumptions but to exploit different methods to 

acquire primary and concatenated data of the subjects studied. My inquiry starts with the 

meaning of becoming immigrants and living as such. A subsequent approach is to 

understand the rationale behind their selection of occupation and the lifeworld perceived 

from their points of view. The questions are listed as follows: 

“How do they migrate and how do they settle or more precisely how do they come to 

be in that situation?” 

“Why have they opted to become Chinese restaurant people and how do they perceive 

their life in the residing society?” 

My field experiences indicated that the Chinese who emigrated from different 

countries of origin, were embedded in different social networks, and differed in gender and 

generational perceptions and familial strategies, might display different patterns of 

incorporation into and values adhered to in their post-migration life. By using the life story 

approach and interpretive data analysis, I was able to explore how the individuals 

responded to the risks and opportunities through the process of immigration and coped with 

the changed life in the host society. Their life accounts demonstrated various perceptions of 

immigration experiences in the host society under the constraints of a historical, socio-

economic and cultural nature. More questions elaborated in the field are the following ones: 
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(1) How do the Chinese immigrants embedded in different kinds of social network and 

social capital as well as differing in gender and generational perspectives choose the 

restaurant trade as an occupational orientation and why do they present themselves and 

interpret their lives in that way? 

(2) How do the Chinese man and woman restaurateur perceive the transition between a past 

life there and a new life here? What are the facts of incorporation and how are they 

represented as a typical life pattern? 

(3) As immigration is assumed to be a process and an aim in itself, under what conditions 

and according to what concerns do the Chinese migrants choose to settle, to re-migrate 

or to return? 

(4) What would be the similarities and varieties of incorporation into an intra-ethnic 

Chinese group and how are the varieties (in particular) relevant to the development of 

related policies addressed by the host country? 

Alternatively, the expected fruit of the exploratory research of Chinese restaurant 

people’s lifeworld should not only be the enrichment of the experimental fields but also the 

contribution to the knowledge of sociology of immigration and policy implications. 

2. A Loose and Open Hypothesis 

The restaurant trade is used to being considered as a survival strategy or an unwanted 

choice for the Chinese immigrants to avoid the direct confrontation with the mainstream 

society. However, there should be such a complex of reasons for the Chinese to choose to 

be migrants that we should not be satisfied with simplified or generalised explanations 

within economic or political categories. Instead, (im)migration is perceived as an option for 

the subjects to realise their life goals even based on vague imaginations and encountering  

unknown risks most of the time. As the migratory process always implies with risks and 

opportunities shaped by day-to-day life, the strategic responses or failure to respond that 

the ethnic Chinese developed to avoid risks and to seize opportunities, are based on and 

occur under the concerns of historical events, family commitment, shared culture and 

values and self-definition of role playing in their lifeworld.  

The research suggests that the Chinese restaurant people tend to use the resources 

generated from and through economic integration intended to achieve their life goals are 

driven either by family responsibility or willingness of self realisation. Struggling to 

survive in a residing country where the mainstream labour market is a restricted area to the 
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ethnic minority, the restaurant trade should be valued as an ‘incubator’ for the upward 

social mobility that provides specific meaning to the Chinese immigrants. 

 

III. Methodology 

To develop the above-mentioned hypothesis several methods of investigation are 

practised in the research project. The techniques of investigation include participatory 

observation, opinion interview and the social-biographical approach (lately formulated as the 

biographical-narrative-interpretive method, abbreviated to BNIM) are aimed at giving a 

comprehensive profile of the subjects’ lifeworld in respect of their own way of configuration. 

As for data analysis I adopted the BNIM analysis to uncover the themes grounded in the data 

and the types demonstrated in the process of migration and settlement extracted from case 

analysis. More BNIM development can be found in chapter three of Part I and an example of 

hypothesis building is attached as appendix 

As a social investigator I took advantage of my three years of working experience in a 

take-away restaurant located in suburban Brussels and of ethnicity to act as a participatory 

observer. As such I was able to take field notes of the life of the restaurant participants 

through the extension of the social network. Thus the interviewees are of various places of 

origin and speak Mandarin, Cantonese, Taiwanese and other local languages as their mother 

tongues. Moreover, the scope of investigation also intends to pay attention to the ethnic 

Chinese immigrated at different migratory waves into Europe and might develop different 

strategies due to the contextual and historical changes and the saturation in the Chinese 

catering business. 

Important to mention is that the research extended over a period of a decade that started 

in 1996-1998 and was interrupted for 6 years personal reasons of the researcher and was 

restarted in September 2004. Thus supplementary fieldwork was launched in the summer of 

2005 mainly to become acquainted with the new immigrants and the present situation of the 

interviewees that were met in the first period. 

The quantitative data used in the research are quite limited and mainly extracted from 

secondary documents and historic archives. For example, there is no official statistic 

information about the ethnic Chinese once they are naturalised and are thus considered 

Belgian nationals.  The calculation of the number of ethnic Chinese is a more technical 

question as the Chinese have different national identities and are therefore classified in respect 
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of their claimed nationality. For example, the ethnic Chinese of Hong Kong (before the 1997 

handover to the PRC), of Macau (before 1999 handover to the PRC) used specific passports 

issued by the UK and Portugal. Besides, the Taiwanese are classified in a separate national 

category and so are the Chinese who came from Southeast Asian countries. 

The lack of official data applies to the calculation of ethnic business as well. As most of 

the Chinese restaurant owners are naturalised Belgians, no separate category of the ethnicity 

of business owners is found in the national census. However, an estimate of Chinese 

restaurant units can be easily retrieved from the electronic Yellow Pages by sorting ethnic 

specialties while overlapping with other Asians such as the Vietnamese, the Thai and the 

Cambodian is possible. 

 
IV. Outline of the Thesis 

The study is divided into three parts: Part I includes a historical chapter on Chinese 

migration in Europe with special reference to Belgium, a chapter on literature review and a 

separate chapter on methodology. Part II including chapters four to nine report the selected 

data and their subsequent analysis. Part III including chapters ten to twelve demonstrate the 

result of thematic analysis and typology and ends with conclusions and policy implications. 

The first chapter first describes a century-long Chinese migration history into Europe and 

the main components of the migratory groups. The onset of the Second World War can be 

considered as a cutting period. The primary groups before the War were seamen, contract 

workers, street peddlers and students while the number of Chinese immigrants was not 

significant. After the War the immigrants who arrived in increasing numbers were 

beneficiaries from chain migration, political refugees in the 70s and 80s, Taiwanese students 

in the 60s and 70s and so-called new migrants from mainland China after the relaxation of 

emigration policy since the mid-80s. The second part of the chapter describes the creation and 

development of the Chinese catering business in Belgium and how it played the role of an 

incubator of ethnic business. The third section addresses the bonding relationships between 

the Chinese immigrants and the countries of origin with special reference to the PRC and 

Taiwan (ROC) as both claimed to be the homeland to the overseas Chinese. 

Chapter two of the literature review consists of three theoretical orientations; namely the 

cultural approach to the ethnic Chinese and their lifeworld, the structural factors appearing in 

the literature of international migration as the second orientation and clarifications on the 

conceptualisation of migration and settlement as the third. Equally important is the proposal 
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of using the biographical approach as a meso-level inquiry to demonstrate the dynamic and 

interactive relationships between the Chinese immigrants in question and the cultural and 

structural constraints encountered in the migratory process. 

Chapter three gives a review of the methods adopted during the first phase (Dec. 1995-

Nov. 1998) and the second phase (Sep. 2004-Aug. 2005) as a reflective production crossing 

over the investigator’s decade-long research trajectory. In this chapter I used a biographical 

method to present the methodological rationale and ethnical conflict perceived by me as a 

participant observer. The third section introduces the use of BNIM for data analysis and some 

conceptual clarification from the endorsement of the ‘authentic’ grounded theory formulated 

by Glaser. 

Part II shows the data presentation and analysis. Fourteen cases are selected and 

presented in respect of the criteria suggested in the research and the comprehensive nature 

appeared in each life story. Chapters four to eight are consist of the interviewer’s ‘lived life’ 

and the ‘told story’. I would like to remind that chapter four comprises four individual cases 

as they appear to demonstrate a ‘typical’ manner in meeting the challenges of localisation. 

The remaining chapters report the individual cases and are based on a couple’s unit. It is 

expected that the overlapping of the individual narrative accounts might enlarge and obtain a 

more comprehensive view of the biographies in a family context. Chapter nine, the last one of 

this part, is based on individual cases of a couple with a special focus on the intergenerational 

perception of values and attitudes towards migration and localisation. 

Part III reports the result of the data analysis; chapter ten of the thematic analysis, and 

chapter eleven of the typology. The final chapter twelve presents conclusions and implications. 

The selected themes presented in chapter ten are the topics that dominate and shaped the 

interviewees’ narrative accounts. The topics and themes that emerged are classified and 

attributed in the three aspects of the individual lifeworld; namely the worlds of occupation, 

family and social relations. Chapter eleven reports the strategies for localisation framed as 

types and deviant formulations. Three modes of strategy have been identified in the research 

as ‘ingroup assimilation’, ‘endorsing individuality’ and ‘multi-engagement’. It is noted that 

the formulation of the typology is not exhaustive and can be reframed in an alternative way 

relying on different data sorting and method of hypothesis building. 

The final chapter twelve gives a review of the research design and provides answers to 

the research questions. More implications of the theoretical aspects, empirical field and 

substantive suggestion to foster a responsive and responsible policy are provided. The final 
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section reveals a personal expectation of further research that should be considered not only 

out of academic interest but also with a view to further research into the fostering of friendly 

environment related to the immigrant family. 

 
                                                              __________________ 
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Part I Historical Review, Literature and Methodology 

 

Chapter One. An Overview of Chinese in Europe –  
Migration and Settlement 

 

I. Historical Encounters between East and West 

The earliest encounter of China and Europe could be traced back to the time of the fifth 

century when the defeated Huns fled to Benonia in East Europe and established their 

kingdom (Li, 2003:55). In the 13th century of the Yuan Dynasty, the Mongolian Empire was 

perhaps the largest empire in human history in terms of geographical expanse (Huang, 

1997:157-159). It extended west to east from Poland to Siberia, and north to south from 

Moscow to the Arabian peninsula and Siberia to Vietnam. For all that Genghis Khan was 

primarily interested in conquering China because of its great wealth. While Mongol armies 

spread quickly west, Genghis Khan preceded cautiously in expanding southward, conquering 

first the northern Tibetan kingdom and later the Chin empire. When he died in 1227 he had 

just finished conquering the northern city of Beijing. By 1241 the Mongols had conquered all 

of northern China. Since the 13th century the tribal people that assimilated to China did 

migrate in the Euro-Asian continent. The cross-border migration lasted for more than 700 

years. 

The contacts between two regions had ceased when the Yuan dynasty collapsed and the 

European adventurers’ interest was diverted towards the Americas. It was not until the early 

16th century when the Portuguese ships landed in Macao that the boundaries of the Chinese 

empire were established and then followed the Spaniards, and the missionaries and traders 

began to probe China (Wu, 2000: 2-8). The 17th and 18th centuries were the era of cultural 

exchanges between China and Europe enhanced by the Jesuits. Not least to address was the 

increasing demands for trading privileges from the European countries, in particular the 

United Kingdom. The asymmetrical trade between the UK and China was to be balanced as 

the British traded Indian opium in exchange for Chinese silks, porcelains and teas in 1770s. 
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More riots arose from the forced trade of opium and the Qing court restricted trade to the port 

of Canton. 

Nevertheless the domestic governance appeared to be another challenge for the Qing 

Emperor. It is to be noted that by the 19th century the Qing government was confronted with 

overpopulation, weak government, lack of capitalist transformation and failed “development 

from feudalism to capitalism” concluded by Huang (1997). In the last decades of 19th century 

the bankrupt Qing Court was forced to open port cities and ceded national territory to the 

great powers, Great Britain, Germany and Japan while the US did not hold any part of the 

territory but did have economic interests. The external threats of war and internal rebellions, 

famine and social dislocation would just force the Chinese to leave their homeland and found 

other places and means to survive. As movements to the west or the northwest would just 

reach the high plateau of Tibet or the vast deserts of Xinjiang, and the attempted migration 

toward the southwest encountered mountain tribes and the established kingdoms of Vietnam 

and Burma, an alternative would be to sail across the Taiwan Strait (Spence, 1990). The 

waves of Chinese migration from the bordering territory to Taiwan explained why more than 

70% of the Taiwanese hailed from the Fujian Province. As participants in the internal 

migration movements rural villagers would try to settle in urban cities, in particular in the 

North where the developing industries and the transport business would need more labour 

(Spence, 1990). 

Other than internal migration an option would be possible for the luck seekers who 

wanted to explore and realize their dream in a world unknown in their home country. Since 

the last decades of the 19th century and until the dawn of the First World War the temptation 

of becoming rich in the American gold rush (now San Francisco) would drive hundreds of 

thousands of Chinese to the United States and Canada. Australia was another receiving 

country on account of the demand for agricultural and mining labour in the latter half of the 

19th century (Pan, 1999). However, the Chinese fortune seekers in the United States did not 

find their luck in the gold mountain. Most of them would have to work on railroad 

construction or other manual work in the enclave laundry business valued as low social 

profile jobs (Siu, 1987). 



 

 11

Europe is also a destination for Chinese migrants. It is noted that as China, a losing side 

in the war, was forced to export contract workers to support growing domestic economic 

development requested by the European colonial powers (Pieke, 1998). An estimated 

number of 100,000 Chinese from Shandong were recruited by the French government as 

labourers for logistic needs during the First World War (Live, 1998). Before the end of the 

Second World War the Chinese population in West Europe was not significant and included 

marine workers recruited from the coastal provinces, street peddlers from rural 

Qingtian/Chingtian (in Zhejiang Province, China) and students. 

In other words Chinese contemporary history was characterised by a fighting against 

foreign powers, internal separation among warlords, decreasing economy, social dislocation 

and demographical movements, internal and external. The continuing poverty and the strong 

will for more opportunities encouraged the Chinese to go abroad simply to find a better 

future. Most of them did not intend to stay permanently as their families still remained in the 

homeland. It was a dream that they would become rich and return home with money and 

glory. Some did succeed but more of them just failed to realise the assumed goal. The 

economic development of the early Chinese migrants who stayed in Europe did not have 

ample opportunities like the Chinese in Southeast Asia. Most of them were just able to settle 

by taking manual jobs and working in the enclave economy. This was the situation before the 

eve of 20th century. 

 

II. Chinese Migration before the First Half of Last Century – with a Special 

Reference to Belgium 

I recalled that the substantial relations between Europe and China were dated between 

the 15th and 16th centuries as a consequence of the introduction of Christianity and 

commercial traders. The history of Chinese immigration in Belgium could be placed around 

one hundred years ago and consisted of differed serial waves of migration of people who 

emigrated from different places of origin and for different causes. The said phenomena of 

Chinese immigration should be understood from a historically rooted social structure of the 

emigrants on the one side and the then attitudes of the receiving countries on the other. The 
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Chinese migratory groups before WWII were seamen, contract workers, street peddlers and 

students. They formed the preliminary immigrant groups in Europe. After WWII the chain 

migration, i.e. of refugees and new migrants, originated from the mainland China and would 

become the main immigrant groups. 

1. Seamen 

As most of the Chinese seamen were recruited either by British- or Dutch-owned ship 

companies, it appeared they had more statistics about the number of seamen and their 

working situation in these two countries. The statistical data indicated that many Chinese 

seamen were recruited by the Blue Funnel Line, founded by Alfred Holt in 1865 (Li, 2002). 

The Blue Funnel boasted to be the busiest line and owned the most ships before WWII. As 

Europe did not have substantial needs for recruiting Chinese workers for mining or 

railroad construction, instead the prosperous ship business run by European companies 

offered much hard work that the local people refused to do without reasonable 

remuneration. The shipping companies then hired Chinese workers to fend off the 

threatening strikes of the seamen unions. Ng noted that the then bad treatment of the 

Chinese and other Asian workers in London was investigated and the findings were 

reported by a special committee set up by British Parliament (Report on Lascars and other 

Asiatic seamen, 1814-1815)1. The Dutch companies also employed thousands of Chinese 

seamen to work mainly as coal-stokers or were employed to boycott the native Dutch 

strikers. According to Frederik van Heek’s ‘Chineesche Immigranten in Nederland’ as 

counted by Li, there were about 3,224 Chinese workers. This statistic was reported in 

Uitkijk, a monthly publication by the Union of Dutch seamen. 2,397 of them were hired as 

coal-stokers doing the hardest work. 

As the Chinese seamen used to travel in port cities and were forced to stay on deck to 

wait for another departure, some of them just chose to stay in a city like Antwerp and quit 

the hard work on ships. An informant recalled that his uncle was one of the earliest ship 

                                                 

1 Ng Kwee Choo, The Chinese in London, London, Oxford University Press, 1968, pp. 16-17, cited in Li’s A 

History of Chinese Immigrants in Europe. 



 

 13

jumpers in Antwerp who struggled to settle in Antwerp, married a British wife and opened 

a restaurant and a food shop. As Canton was one of the earliest open ports for international 

trade the Cantonese people were also the first settlers overseas and the province became 

the biggest homeland to overseas Chinese all over the world. Thus it is not surprising that 

one found that the Cantonese group was the first settlers in the city of Antwerp while 

Cantonese was the lingua franca in the Chinese downtown quarter. 

2. Street Peddlers 

According to Li (2000) an article with an undertone of hostility on the early Chinese 

in Europe was found in an Austrian local paper of 19thFebruary 1913. The news reported 

was that many weird-looking Chinese in traditional or inadequate European dress were 

showing handicrafts from their homeland such as fans, ceramics and little souvenirs to the 

local passers-by. They took these little things from their big pockets or baskets and 

bargained for a high price. As the Chinese peddlers took advantage of curious customers 

by charging unreasonable prices, this newspaper asked the local authority to shut down 

their activities as these street peddlers might violate the business regulation and tax law. 

The news thus urged the authorities to intervene to protect customer rights.  

At the same the local archives in Chinese “qiaoxiang/chiaohsiang (homeland 

community)” showed that the Chinese countrymen of Qingtian/Chingtian origin and of 

Wencheng in Zhejiang Province had travelled to Europe and sold the Qingtian stone 

sculptures since the 1820s (Li, 2000). The Qingtians boasted that the stone sculptures were 

highly valued and received high praise both from Europeans and Americans. It was said 

that the finest stone sculptures had won several honours in international exhibitions. 

Between 1893 and 1899 the masterpieces of Qingtian sculpture were collected and 

demonstrated in international exhibitions both in France and Italy. As the stone products 

won international reputation the Qingtian people would seize the opportunity to expand 

their business and brought more stone products to Europe. Statistics provided by the 

Historical Museum of Qingtian on Chinese Overseas showed the time of these earliest 

arrivals in Europe. The earliest time the Qingtianians arrived in France in 1821, and the 
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first ones in Belgium in 19082. The figures showed that there were 2,180 Qingtian peddlers 

who went abroad at the turn of the 20th century and quite a number of them went to Europe. 

The then legendary stories described that these Qingtian traders took these stone 

sculptures and other handicrafts with them and travelled by Siberian railway to Europe. 

They travelled and sold stone sculptures in Moscou and then expanded to the European big 

cities. Some adventure-like tales about Qingtian returnees who had made a fortune abroad 

and built big mansions as a way to glorify the ancestors are just inspirations to more fellow 

countrymen to follow in the predecessors’ footsteps. However, not all of the early 

Qingtianian migrants returned to their homeland after a certain time. Some just stayed in 

Europe and started to establish their new homes there. 

A senior informant who came to Belgium in 1929 recalled that the Qingtianians were 

making and selling neckties in the streets while some of them were coming from France as 

well. They also sold stone products imported from Ning Po, a commercial city in the 

Zhejiang Province of China. The Qingtian merchants did not have their own shops as most 

of them were without legal residence permits. He recalled that the then Chinese embassy 

succeeded to negotiate with the then Belgian authorities to grant them legal residence. A 

well-known legendary Qingtianian named Zhan is just an example. He came to Europe as 

a street peddler and chose Belgium for his permanent stay. He came as a street vendor and 

ran a restaurant and became a millionaire afterwards. The Zhan’s Shanghai Restaurant 

boasted to be the second Chinese restaurant in Brussels while the first one had been 

established by a Hong Kong Cantonese who had re-migrated from the Netherlands. 

3. Contract Workers 

The term ‘Chinese contract worker’ means a worker hired by a foreign government or 

a private agency who performed his labour under a fixed contract. I remind that the 

recruitment of contract workers should start with the Sino-Britain Convention signed in 

1860 and the Conventions with the Netherlands and other European countries. The said 

                                                 

2 Source provided by the Historical Museum of Qingtian Chinese Overseas in Li’s A History of Chinese 

Immigrants in Europe. 
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Conventions stated that the signed countries were free to recruit Chinese people for 

reasons of work. Since the second half of the 19th century the Chinese were sent to the 

colonies of the European countries and the United States. In general, the Chinese were 

either recruited legally or smuggled to the colonies of Great Britain, France, Spain, 

Portugal, the Netherlands and North America under the terms of the contracts at incredibly 

low wages (Fong, 1993). About seven to ten millions of Chinese workers went abroad 

either voluntarily or forcefully since the early 19th century to 1930s (Li, 2003). Another 

estimated seven million Chinese workers were smuggled into those countries (Chen, 

1979).  

Another wave of Chinese contract workers migrated during World War I. Live 

studied Chinese migration to France and concluded that Chinese migration and settlement 

could be dated back only as far as World War I (Live, 1998). As the Allies such as Great 

Britain, France and the USA were actively involved in the war, the governments would 

have to recruit manpower to free the nationals from work for the war. About 100,000 

Chinese were recruited by the French government through authorised agencies and about 

30,000 by the British agencies on behalf of the British government. When the War was 

over, one calculated that nearly 50,000 Chinese contract workers had died during the war. 

To be mentioned is that 20,000 of them had been recruited by the Russian government. 

After WWI most of the workers recruited by France were repatriated to China. Only 

3,000 of them were able to find jobs and resided in France according to Live’s report based 

on official archives (1998). Nevertheless the official number might underestimate the 

number of Chinese who preferred to stay without legal status or simply fled to other 

countries. An informant who came in 1929 reported that a number of Chinese fled from 

France to Belgium. They were struggling with illegal status and required diplomatic 

assistance to be granted residence permits afterwards. 

4 Students 

The first organized Chinese group came to Europe to study in the late 19th century 

when the Qing government wanted Chinese youth to learn Western technology in the 

fields of military, international law, manufacturing, language, marine, etc. By the end of 
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the 19th century there were 88 government-sponsored students in Great Britain, France, 

and Germany (Li, 2003). 

In the coming century until the end of WWII the Chinese students kept coming to 

Europe which was followed by different initiatives at different times. It was not only based 

on the pragmatic reasons on the part of the Chinese government to demand students to 

study technology, international law and languages. It was also a long-term interest in the 

European countries and the USA to encourage Chinese to study abroad. It was 

strategically interesting to use education to assimilate Chinese students who would 

become future elites and supporters and back-ups as they would become elites or high 

technocrats in China. As a matter of fact the then government of the United States first 

signed a deal for cooperation with the Chinese administration and agreed to return a sum 

as Chinese compensation for the Boxers riot3 and supported the Chinese students in the 

States. Germany was another country that provided support to encourage Chinese to study 

abroad. As for Belgium the then Belgian Ambassador M. Cartier de Marchienne also made 

similar suggestions aiming to educate future Chinese leaders. Three academic institutions 

joined the proposed project, i.e. the National Ghent University, Université Nationale de 

                                                 

3 The event of Boxer riot or Boxer rebellion took place between 1898 and 1900 and was then considered as a 

laymen’s violent movement again the Westerners which was irrational, uncivilised and anti-foreigners. It was first 

caused by a local dispute over the property rights of a temple between the villagers in Shandong Province and the 

Roman Catholic authority. As the local court’s rule was in favour of the church the villagers felt angered for having 

a place of worship and attacked the church afterwards. The Qing court could not cool down the heated complaints 

of the Chinese laymen so the missionaries including the foreigners and the natives became the attacked target. The 

eight foreign nations (Japan, Russia, United Kingdom, France, United States, Germany, Italy and Austria) thus 

undertook armed interventions and the Qing court was forced to agree with the “Boxer Protocol”. According to the 

Protocol the Chinese government was ordered to execute ten high ranking officials and others who were found 

responsible for the event. Moreover the Chinese government was forced to pay a huge sum of about 333 million 

USD as a reparation payment within 39 years. Part of the reparation was then negotiated as earmarked money for 

the Chinese students at overseas institutions by the United States and the United Kingdom. See Esherick, Joseph W. , 

1987, The origins of the Boxer uprising, Berkeley (Calif.): University of California press.  
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Liège, and the Ecole Royale Militaire. The first Chinese student group came over in 1904 

to study at the Université de Liège. In 1905 other groups of different origin arrived in 

Belgium and numbered a total of 86 students4. 

Another trend of studying abroad was the Work and Study Movement in France (Li, 

2002). Although the movement was initiated by the Chinese students, it was nonetheless 

ideologically inspired by the French Revolution of 1789 and French communism of that 

day. It was first suggested by two representative Chinese figures Shizeng Li (李石曾) and 

Zhihui Wu (吳稚暉) who studied in France by their own means. They promoted an idea of 

‘studying modestly and working diligently’ to earn their livelihood. In 1912, two elites and 

other members who numbered 15 decided to establish the Association of Modest Studying 

in France. The idea quickly gained support from the then Minister of Education, Yuan Pei 

Tsai and other political leaders. The said movement had encouraged more than 1,700 

Chinese students to study in France (Li, 2003). However the trend faded out when the 

economic recession in Europe started at the end of WWI and the increased unemployment 

which squeezed out the Chinese student-workers (Live, 1998). 

                                                 

4 Claude Soetens, “ Les Etudiants Chinois en Belgique de 1900 à 1940.” in W.F. Van de Walle and Noel 

Golvers (ed), The History of the Relations Between the Low countries and China in the Qing Era (1644-1911), 

p.490.  
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The Work and Study Movement started with good intentions but ended in failure5. 

The politicised atmosphere among Chinese student groups and organised protest activities 

against the Chinese Embassy in Paris for cutting scholarships would just put the students 

in difficult conditions for studying. In September 1921 a radical protest against the 

administration of the Institut Franco-Chinois de Lyon, led by Communist students 

together with hundreds of participants, was repressed by the French police. About 104 

Chinese students among the participants were deported on grounds of public security. It 

was noted that all the activists returned to China in the mid- to the late 1920s as a brake on 

political rivalries in France (Live, 1998). However, there were an estimated 400 to 500 

students who stayed afterwards (Live, 1998). 

4.1. Chinese Students in Belgium before WWII  

The fall of an old empire and the establishment of the new republic of China and the 

event of WWI did not favour Chinese youth. Born in an era of foreign invasion, of being 

discriminated against by the unequal international treaties, of internal rebellions and fights 

of warlords, of ignorance of Chinese revendications in the International Peace Conference 

in Paris after WWI, the patriotic awareness had been heating the Chinese in the homeland 

and the Chinese overseas as well. A strong willingness to save the country and society 

through revolution had been rooted in the young Chinese mind either of the students 

                                                 

5 See Huang Li, ‘ A Memoir on Work and Study Movement and the Chinese Communists’ Organisation, 

Development and Intimidating fights.’ http://www.boxun.com/hero/xsj1/364_1.shtml. The Chinese students came 

to France without enough language ability. Many found it difficult to adapt to the environment. Most of them faced 

study problems and were short of money. Those students were not able to take on heavy manual work on the one 

hand and continue their study programme on the other. Some students just died of malnutrition or disease. In 

addition the international communists and the Chinese communists would use the occasion to recruit students and 

promoted international communism under the slogan of ‘Fighting against the internal traitors and resisting the 

external foreign big powers’. Li recalled the splits and fights among the students who held different political 

positions. There were students who supported the communists, the Kuomintang and the Chinese Youth Party. And 

several famous Chinese communist leaders were then work-and-study students, such as Deng Xiaoping and Zhou 

Enlai. 
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abroad or the ones who intended to study in Europe. It was a fact that several political 

leaders of the then Chinese Communist Party and of Kuomingtang had been students in 

Europe. Scholars also indicated that some students were even revolutionaries before they 

came to France and Belgium, let alone that they would have more opportunity to get 

connected with the French or the Belgian socialist movement6. 

The Chinese students in Belgium before WWII who could not get support from the 

Chinese government were in the supportive network either linked with the socialists or the 

Catholic Church. In 1928 there were about 125 students registered at the Université du 

Travail de Charleroi, an institution established in 1911, through a project sponsored by the 

Institut Franco-Chinois de Lyon. It was noted that the Chinese government and the 

Hainaut provincial government assured financial support in addition to that from the 

Institut Franco-Chinois de Lyon. It is interesting to learn that the students were not marked 

as radical as the Chinese in France according to Soetens (2003) even though the students in 

Charleroi also organized a group entitled “Association Contre L’Emprise de Colonisation 

Etrangère Menée par les Missions” in 1925 as an indirect response to the invasion of 

China7 by the Western big powers. 

Compared with the socialist-supported network the Catholic Church appeared to be 

more active and persistent when the financial assistance to the Université du Travail de 

Charleroi was nearly stopped between 1929 and1933 (Soetens, 2003). It was indeed the 

church that played and kept playing a very important role as a medium between China and 

Belgium. In particular there were committed religious individuals that stood behind the 

wave of student migration. 

4.2. Foyer Catholique Chinois in Louvain 

                                                 

6 See Annie Kriegel, Aux Origines Françaises du Communisme Chinois, p. 88, cited by Claude Soetens in his 

‘Les Etudiants Chinois en Belgigue de 1900 a 1940’, in W.F. Vande Walle, 2003, p. 489.  

7 According to Huang Li in his memoir (see note 5) of Work and Study Movement Zou Enlai had been hiding 

in Belgium for two weeks to avoid deportation after the radical action against the French institutions. He also tried 

to convince the Chinese students to join international communism but did not get active support. 
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It was hard to believe that the promotion of Chinese student migration to Europe 

through Christian mediation was initiated by an individual endeavour undertaken by 

Father P. Vincent Lebbe. He was a native Belgian, started his missionary work in China in 

1901 and was naturalised as a Chinese citizen in 1927. He was forced to leave China in 

1920 as his criticism of alleged cooperation between the Roman Church and Western 

imperialism was not accepted by the missionary community. He had been assisting 2,000 

Chinese students whose studies were interrupted because of the halt of scholarships due to 

an affair of corruption of the “Société Franco-Chinois d’éducation” between 1920 and 

1921. He worked enthusiastically to find schools and sponsorships for the 

above-mentioned students in Lyon. Then he turned his mission to Belgium as he obtained 

some important donations from industries in Verviers and the region of Liège. At the end 

of the 1920s he received an important support from the Monastery of Saint-André where a 

former Chinese minister of foreign affairs, René Lou Tseng-siang, became a priest in 1927 

and donated part of his fortune to assist Father Lebbe. The donation was then used to 

establish a not-for-profit association “Foyer Catholique Chinois” in Leuven to 

accommodate the Chinese students (Soetens, 2003; Tsao, 1977)). In the 1960s the Foyer 

played the role of a centre of information and cultural exchanges between Chinese and 

Belgian students. As more students from Taiwan and Hong Kong had come to study since 

that period, the students provided major human resources for the booming Chinese 

restaurants. We will have more to say about this in the following section. 

5. Chinese Population in the 1930s 

According to the statistic provided by the Overseas Compatriot Affairs Commission 

(OCAC), Taiwan (ROC), there were less than 40,000 Chinese in Europe by 1930s. 

Another estimation of the Chinese population made by Chen Li-Teh between 1927 and 

1932 was slightly different while he included the countries of East and North Europe. The 

following table made by Li (2000) was a combination of both figures given by OCAC 

(Taiwan) and Chen’s survey is as follows: 
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Table I-1-1 Chinese Population in Europe in the 1930s 

Country OCAC, Taiwan Chen Li-Teh Dates of survey by Chen

France 17,000 17,000 1931 

Great Britain 8000 8000 July1932 

The Netherlands 8000 8000 November 1932 

Germany 1800 1800 June 1932 

Portugal 1200 1200 1929 

Spain 273* 90 1930 

Belgium 500 550 October 1922** 

Denmark 900 900 December 1932 

Tchecko Slovakia 250 250 May 1932 

Switzerland 148 149 April 1932 

Italy 274 274 December 1932 

Luxemberg   52 March 1920*** 

Poland  139 August 1931 

Austria  98 January 1929 

Hungary  49 January 1929 

Romania  4 May 1932 

Bulgaria  7 May1932 

Yugoslavia  37**** January 1929 

Sweden  13 March 1932 

Norway  3 December 1928 

Finland  11 January 1928 

Lithuania  7 January1928 

Eritrea   2 January1928 

Estonia  3 January1928 

Total 38,345 38,638  
* The figure included Spain and other countries. 

** Li considered that there was a mistake as Chen stated that the survey was done between 1927 

and 1933. 

*** A similar mistake as the previous one. 

**** Chen noted that most of the Chinese were naturalised, as quoted by Li.  
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III. Chinese Migration after WWII 

1. Historical Overview 

When the Second World War happened the Chinese did not escape from the hardship 

of war and shared the same feelings with the Europeans whose territories were occupied 

by the German Nazi forces. Some Chinese did manage to return home because of the war 

events. However, part of them decided to stay on. Li recorded a case of Chinese returnees, 

a group of 99 Chinese originating from famous qiaoxiang, Baiman city in Ruian County, 

Zhejiang Province, settled in Europe in 1930s. As most of them migrated to Europe just 

three to five years ago, they did not have a chance to realise their dream of making money 

and had to return home with a big loss. As the home journey was not easy for the lack of 

material support, of the 55 who managed to stay, two died in the war and another 24 

exhausted their means to go home. As the returnees brought a negative image due to their 

miserable experiences in Europe back to their fellow villagers, the migration frenzy had 

therefore cooled down in the 1940s (Li, 2000). 

As China entered into an alliance with the United States, UK, and Russia and fought 

against Japan in Asia, certain stories were told about torture, notably that the Chinese 

immigrants in Europe had been forced to work for the German army in the occupied 

territories. There were also many stories about Chinese immigrants having been killed or 

imprisoned in concentration camps. Nevertheless the war did bring new hopes for the 

Chinese as China’s contribution to the war improved China’s international position from 

then on. 

After the WWII Europe was entering a phase of recovery and was facing huge needs 

for labour for the post-war construction. In France more than three thousand Chinese 

contract workers were granted new contracts. Some started to establish a small business, 

such as leather manufacturing or became self-employed in the catering sector. In addition 

the working conditions and remuneration of the Chinese seamen in Great Britain and in the 

Netherlands had been raised and was officially claimed to be equal to other local European 

co-workers. Their status was grounded on the fact that China and other 25 League 

countries accepted a common Declaration in 1942 stating that all partner countries should 
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exhaust their own economic and military sources to support each other to fight against the 

fascist alliance (Li, 2000). It was internationally recognized that the Chinese government 

and people had successfully resisted the Japanese invasion in Asia and defeated Japan in 

1945 at a high price. The Chinese victory encouraged the Chinese overseas in Europe to 

organise themselves and claim equal rights with just cause. Archives indicated that four 

Chinese seamen had been rewarded by the British Royal family for their brave deeds 

during the war (Li, 2000). In addition the victory was extensively celebrated by the 

Paneuropean Chinese organisations and reported by the mass media which successfully 

changed the stereotyped image of China. 

Post-war Europe was recovering gradually and hence created potential for the 

development on behalf of the Chinese immigrants. But the end of World War II did not 

enable the Chinese people to gain more political, social and economic security. The saga 

of riots among the local warlords and then the civil war that occurred between 

Kuomingtang (KMT) and the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) resulted in a fragmented 

country. The KMT government was at last defeated and the authorities were reinstated in 

Taiwan in 1949. On 1st October 1949 the leader of the Chinese Communist Party, Mao 

Tsedong, claimed that the People’s Republic of China (PRC) had been founded. It needs to 

be remembered that the PRC did not gain full support from the international community 

after the nation’s establishment. International recognition fist came from the Russian 

Union block and some Latin American countries. It was not until 1971 that the Western 

European countries gradually established diplomatic relations with the PRC at the cost of 

denouncing the KMT government on Mainland China. This meant that the ‘Chinese’ 

Embassy in Belgium which represented the KMT government since the beginning, ended 

in 1971 and thus the PRC government succeeded KMT in the official relationship. 

The split of China gave significant impact to the patriotic feelings and identity 

affirmation among the Chinese overseas. The Chinese who had recognised KMT as the 

sole sovereignty and had always dreamt to go back to the Mainland, would rather stay in 

Europe for fear of political insecurity under the communist regime. A senior informant 

who served as a mid-level diplomat recalled that several of his colleagues in Belgium and 

France chose to stay in Europe when the PRC claimed its birth. A Chinese lady who came 
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as a student and decided to serve for her homeland together with her husband as a medical 

doctor gave up the idea of returning home and became permanent immigrants out of 

political concern. A similar decision was made by a highly educated Chinese couple when 

they visited Mainland China after its foundation and decided to return to Belgium. 

2 Chain Migration 

In his seminal book entitled ‘Emigration and the Chinese Lineage – The Mans in 

Hong Kong and London’ (1975), the author James L. Watson analysed the transitional 

process from emigration to international migration, learning the Man family group had 

originated from San Tin; “the largest emigrant community in rural Hong Kong, the 

transition, organisation of emigration, ties to the home community and its effects” (1975). 

He observed how the Mans came with a rural background and became restaurant workers 

and owners in London after years of settlement through the kinship network and how they 

still entertained close ties with their homeland. The continuing and extensive network of 

lineage enabled the young villagers to find employment in Britain 8  beforehand. 

According to Watson the Mans were considered less assimilated as they made fewer 

contributions to the host society and only reacted within their kinship circle. As they 

worked and lived within the Chinese catering sector, one of the best adapted economic 

niches for an immigrant entering Britain, they would be able to maintain their way of life 

without being harassed by the exterior mainstream society. 

Li also saw chain migration as the most substantial, most tolerated opportunistic 

mechanism in international migration (Li, 2000). She felt deeply impressed by the 

potential thrust from chain migration when she conducted some field work in Wenzou, 

Zhejiang, a famous ‘qiaoxiang’ (overseas Chinese homeland community). In a traditional 

Chinese society the kinship system could be expanded gradually from a core family to its 

outer layers because of the assimilatory effect and the evolving familial to familiar 

                                                 

8 The government of Great Britain used a voucher system to control the number of immigrants from her old 

colonies. Though the system became stricter to the Mans, it appeared that they could always meet the challenges of 

ever increasing immigration restrictions. See J. L. Watson, 1975, pp.96-100. 
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relations for pragmatic reason (further discussion please refer chapter two). It is therefore 

not surprising that in certain qiaoxiang areas where the majority of villagers had the same 

family name or the same family lineage while some inhabitants were living abroad with a 

view to chain accessibility. This kind of extensive family ties could perfectly mirrored the 

open attitude towards migration with a view to family reunion in European countries. 

Moreover, some successful immigrants would feel morally committed to assist his/her kin, 

remote kin and fellow villagers to emigrate at their will. When an emigrant was able to 

settle down on account of the chained network, someday he or she might follow the 

predecessor’s successful model and help other kin or fellow villagers to go abroad as a 

way to return the favour. 

My observations in the field proved that also the Cantonese from Hong Kong in the 

50s, 60s and even 70s, then the Qingtianians in the 80s and the Fujian people in the 90s, 

benefited from chain migration. A Cantonese-speaking informant recalled that his uncle 

had recruited more than one hundred of fellow villagers to come to Belgium. He also 

boasted to have helped dozens to come to Belgium as well. An informant originated from 

Qingtian came with help from his uncle-in-law, he then married a naturalised Qingtian 

young lady and had his status regularised. He then managed to assist his four other 

brothers and sisters to come to Europe, two in Belgium, one in Austria and one in Spain. 

A field case indicated that family reunion could be interpreted differently by Chinese 

immigrants as they would try to maximise the contribution by the family network and to 

exhaust the opportunities to emigrate. Self-evidently family reunion is the most justified 

channel to help the core family members to go abroad as long as the perspective emigrants 

meet the conditions provided by the laws of migration. However, it might be useful for an 

emigrant family to insert or change some core family members in order to assist another 

kin’s family member to go abroad. There appears to be complex reasons to explain the 

consequence of chain migration as it includes both cultural and economic concerns. For 

example, one informant was able to migrate because his father was a retiring restaurant 

owner in Belgium and thus fulfilled the requirements for family reunion. However, in 

order to help his niece emigrate, he managed to have the niece registered as his elder 

daughter. From a cultural aspect it is noted that continuity and inclusiveness asserted by 
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Hsu as attributes of Chinese culture are clearly reflected in the process of chain migration 

(further discussion seen in chapter two). From an economic point of view a new member 

joining the family would be a potential worker for the family business and thus for family 

prosperity. In other words if the emigrant family in question considers familial continuity 

and possible prosperity to be the fundamental goal, the question how to achieve it would 

prevail over the risk of lawfulness as it might be based on a commonly accepted strategic 

pattern. 

3 Taiwanese and Mainlanders after 1949 

My interest in writing a section to explain how the Taiwanese emigrated from the 

mainland China is twofold. Firstly, other than the Cantonese seaman and the Qingtian 

street peddlers the Taiwanese or pro-Nationalist Chinese were among the early settlers in 

Belgium. My field notes indicated that Taiwanese students and professional cooks were 

the main human resources in Chinese catering when the KMT-dominated government still 

claimed its sovereignty over China until 1971. As such there were only Taiwanese or 

pro-KMT Chinese who established organisations for various kinds of activities; 

occupation, alumni, culture and politics before Belgium shifted its diplomatic relations 

from the KMT to the PRC in 1971. It is important to note that a great majority of the 

Chinese who came as refugees in the 1970s were also supporters of the KMT government 

as they were victims of the Communist regime in the countries where they previously 

resided. My observations in the field also indicated that the Taiwanese students were 

among the main resources as servers in the booming Chinese restaurant business until the 

1980s. Not the least is the contribution of Taiwanese mainlander cooks who had raised the 

level of Chinese food as distinguishable from the cheap and less authentic food served in 

the restaurants owned by the Cantonese seamen. 

Secondly, the number of ‘authentic’ Taiwanese is statistically insignificant if we 

underestimate their familial and cultural ties with their families and relatives who had 

remained in mainland China. Several cases showed that the familial ties enabled the 

Taiwanese Mainlander settlers to help their families and relatives in the homeland to go 

abroad through the channels of family reunion. 
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It is so complex to describe who are the ‘Taiwanese’. A commonly accepted 

identification as ‘Taiwanese’ are the people who were born on or settled in the territory of 

the Taiwanese islands. The Taiwanese population consisted of (1) aborigines or natives 

and their descendants making up 10 tribes with a population of 380,000 (official figure in 

1997); (2) Hakka: Hakka-speaking and having emigrated to Taiwan from the bordering 

cities of Guangdong, mostly over the last three hundred years; (3) Hoklo: making up 71 

percent of Taiwan’s population of 23 million, and speaking the southern Min dialect and 

having emigrated to Taiwan over the last 400 hundred years; (4) Mainlanders: moving 

from mainland China to Taiwan around 1945 and 1949, when Taiwan was freed from 

Japan colonisation and the Nationalist/Kuomingtang (KMT) government lost the power 

and moved to Taiwan, making up 15 percent of the whole population9. There were 

government officials, industrialists and a sizeable number of military and their families 

and dependents who were included in this wave of migration. 

As the latest arrivals the mainlanders would first identify themselves by their place of 

origin and not by the actual residence in Taiwan as Taiwanese as the then KMT 

government vowed to recover the ‘occupied’ land someday. As the then Nationalist 

authority did not foresee a sustainable future in Taiwan and thus adopted oppressing 

measures to discriminate the majority of Taiwanese who had been under Japanese rule for 

fifty years, there was general discontentment and complaining about ethnic discrimination, 

corruption and a failed economy that were constantly increasing. Then an internal split 

erupted between ‘ben-sheng ren’ (people from the island) and ‘wai-sheng ren’ (people 

from outside the Taiwan province) which was aggravated by the ‘228 (Feb. 28) Incident’ 

of 1947; a mass killing of Taiwanese elites resisting fight, followed by an oppressing 

Mandarin educational system for all Taiwanese. For fifty years after the incident the KMT 

government did not make any effort to comfort the victims and their families but treated it 

as a violation of the law. The inland segregation appeared to be further deepened and was 

followed by continuing discrimination between the mainlanders and the Taiwanese under 

                                                 

9 Please consult Taiwan Yearbook: http://english.www.gov.tw/Yearbook/index.jsp 
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the KMT regime. However, during the 60 years after which the descendants of the 

mainlanders had come with their parents or were born in Taiwan, many had been well 

localised as many of them spoke the Taiwanese languages or were married to Taiwanese 

partners. Nevertheless, the identity as ‘Taiwanese’ had been heatedly manipulated in the 

recent decade before the Taiwanese Presidential elections and the mainlanders as a rule 

were considered as outsiders10. 

The civil war between KMT and CCP caused a wave of internal and external 

migration. It was estimated about one million of Chinese mainlanders followed Chiang 

Kai-Shek’s troops and settled in Taiwan. The new arrivals under Chiang’s government 

believed that Taiwan was a temporary refuge and someday the Nationalist government 

would recover the mainland China and they would be able to return to their homeland. It is 

noted that after 1949 both straits were under constant threat of attack for three decades. For 

the people living in the island the continuing fear of insecurity might have driven both the 

Taiwanese and the Taiwan-mainlanders to look for another country’s citizenship to assure 

greater security. 

After the foundation of the PRC the executive CCP adopted a closed-door policy with 

respect to the international community and the Chinese people were not allowed to go 

abroad. It was not until 1978 that the Chinese government decided to loose the control of 

passport and the Chinese mainlanders started to emigrate progressively. It is noted that 

until the 1980s only the Taiwanese and the Chinese from Hong Kong were able to go 

abroad with less difficulty. 

4 Remigration Immigrants 

The Chinese migration waves were significantly growing in the UK and the 

Netherlands in the 60s and 70s because of the ties with their former colonies. Both 

                                                 

10 Please see Taiwan Yearbook: http://english.www.gov.tw/Yearbook/index.jsp; The Memorial Foundation 

of 228: the 228 event http://www.228.org.tw/history228_general.php 
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countries laid down quotas for immigration for their colonies in Africa and Asia. The 

increasing numbers of Chinese immigrants in the UK and the Netherlands established their 

niche in the Chinese catering business and soon it started mushrooming over other 

European countries. It is estimated that within two decades in 1975 there were 2,000 

Chinese restaurants in the UK and the Netherlands, while there were just 200 units in 

Belgium 11  during the same period. For the Chinese immigrants who would avoid 

competition and tried their luck elsewhere, they would consider re-migration to another 

country such as Belgium where the Cantonese–speaking community was the majority and 

could thus provide useful information about business start-ups and expansion in that 

country. My informant, Mr. T, first emigrated to London with a view to family reunion in 

1971. Then he found that there was a saturation of Chinese restaurants in London which 

caused less profit to be made. Invited by his kin in Belgium he easily found work as a 

waiter in a restaurant belonging to friends in Belgium in 1977. Mr. T’s uncle left UK as 

well and chose to settle in Antwerp. As his uncle decided to establish a jointly owned 

business, he asked Mr. T to be a partner-worker. Mr. T joined his uncle’s restaurant and 

years later set up his own12. 

An informant, Mr. U, originated from Qingtian and migrated to Taiwan as a soldier of 

Chiang Kai-Shek’s troops. He first came to the Netherlands through a veterans’ peer 

network in 1963. As he did not speak Cantonese and felt discriminated by the surrounding 

Cantonese-speaking co-workers, he decided to leave for Belgium to escape a 

Cantonese-dominated working environment. Mr. U concluded that in a 

Cantonese-dominated community he would not be able to realise his dream as ‘Laoban’ 

(boss or restaurant owner) on the one side and had no hope of regularising his residence on 

the other. The freedom of mobility enabled him to have better opportunities in a place 

where the Chinese restaurants were just getting started13.  

                                                 

11 Please consult Table I-1-4. 

12 Field note of Mr. T on 17 May 2005. 

13 Field note of M. U, 8 January 1996. 
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5 Refugees 

Following the end of WWII the former Western colonies in Asia were able to claim 

their independence and establish new republics in the name of decolonisation. Countries 

such as Vietnam, Laos and the so called Indochina as a French colony, claimed their 

independence in 1954, Cambodia in 1953. After the French withdrawal Vietnam was 

divided into two separately governed parts. North Vietnam decided to link up with the 

Chinese communist government and because of political concern 40,000 to 45,000 

Chinese left the North for the South in 1954. On the other side the South Vietnam 

government (the Saigon government) launched a pro-national trade policy and barred 

non-nationals from eleven trades. The Chinese were primarily dominant in the rice trade 

and on account of an anti-Chinese act were forced to switch to manufacturing. In 1975 the 

official data showed that Chinese controlled 100% of South Vietnam’s domestic 

wholesale trade, 50 % of the retail trade, 70 % of foreign, 80 % of industry, and achieved a 

total of 50 % of investments in banking 14. The South Vietnam government took a fierce 

stand against assimilation, regulating that children born to Chinese-Vietnamese couples 

and retroactively all Chinese-born children were all Vietnamese citizens. It was recalled 

by Tana Li that a number of Chinese who resisted this forced assimilation policy left for 

Taiwan. 

A harder attack on the Chinese happened when the North Vietnam government 

deprived the Chinese groups of their wealth and properties under the campaign for 

socialist transformation and anti-bourgeois class measures. The Chinese properties had 

been devalued between 1975 and 1978 due to two periods of currency reform. It was 

estimated that the Chinese loss of one amounted to two billion US dollars of investment. 

More than that, the Chinese were targeted as the scapegoat for failing to achieve socialism 

in the South and all Chinese news papers were closed down. 

                                                 

14  See Li Tana, Section Vietnam in Lynn Pan, The Encyclopedia of the Chinese Overseas, Harvard 

University Press, Cambridge, 1999, pp. 232-233. 
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According to Tana Li waves of Chinese immigration in North Vietnam would not 

only suffer from the racial but also ideological oppression. They crossed the border and 

left for China, 200,000 of them in the year 1978. The simultaneous migration started from 

South Vietnam as well. T. Li noted that between 1978 and 1979 a million refugees left 

Vietnam, 60 to 70 percent of them were of Chinese descents. These were the tides of ‘boat 

people’, widely reported by the international media. As ten percent of them perished at sea, 

those who were lucky enough had escaped the pillage and murder by pirates and risked 

being driven back into the sea by the neighbouring countries such as Malaysia, Thailand 

and Singapore (Tana Li, 1999). 

European as well as North American countries had accommodated a number of 

refugees during that period in accordance with the 1951 Geneva Convention and the 

principle of burden sharing (Boswell, 2003). Many Vietnamese refugees would choose 

North America and France as their priority based on various concerns such as their ethnic 

peers’ network, communication ability and job opportunity. Among Europe, France 

accepted the most refugees from Indochina between 1975 and 1987 that amounted to 

145,000, of whom 50% to 60 % were of Chinese descent. 

A document by Caritas Catholica indicated that in 1975 Belgium had granted one 

thousand Vietnamese refugees who were residing in Belgium permits and 700 more visas 

for their families such as parents, siblings and children. In addition the Belgian 

government granted another 370 visas per year in response to the appeal by the United 

Nations High Commission of Refugees (UNHCR) of 1975 (le Secours International, 

1979). There were six humanitarian organisations that were in charge of accommodation, 

namely le Secours International de Caritas Catholica, la Croix Rouge de Belgique, le 

Conseil Oecumenique des Eglises, la Solidarité Libérale, l’Entraide Socialiste, and 

l’Oeuvre du Père Pire15. 

                                                 

15 News clippings provided by Mme. Anne-Marie Angenon, Service d’information de Caritas Catholica 

dated 22 September 1998. 
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I noted that many of the ethnic Chinese refugees appeared to be quickly integrated 

into the restaurant niche as there was still a strong demand for labour. The ethnic Chinese 

from Indochina differed from the earlier settlers by their higher education, better language 

ability and various cultural assets in terms of food. A cultural gap appeared to exist 

between the local Chinese groups and the newcomers from Indochina. A retired 

Taiwanese restaurateur considered that her co-worker from Cambodia at that time was not 

an authentic ethnic Chinese as she ate fresh sprouts of green beans accompanied with 

noodles instead of the cooked ones characteristic of the authentic style. A lady informant 

who had a university degree and completed her Chinese education at a Chinese high 

school in Vietnam worked as a part-time Chinese teacher at a Chinese school in Brussels. 

Her command of Chinese was considered doubtful by the colleagues who had received an 

‘authentic’ Chinese education either in China or Taiwan. 

The participation of the ethnic Chinese of Indochina in the Chinese catering sector 

also increased the diversity of Chinese food and accelerated the degree of saturation. An 

early settler complained that the Vietnamese-Chinese started up their businesses and 

lowered labour costs by intensively using family members as they appeared to recruit 

readily families and relatives with a view to family reunion benefiting from the status of 

political refugee. It is interesting to note that the ethnic Chinese from Indochina did not 

engage themselves in the local Chinese organisations although they might speak the same 

ethnic languages; i.e. Cantonese, Teochou and Mandarin. Few social organisations based 

on birthplace had been established by the Indochinese immigrants under the sponsorship 

of the KMT government since 1980s and had become less active in the late 90s as the 

participants had been well accepted by the local communities. 

6 New Immigrants in 1990s 

Belated but rapidly growing Chinese immigration took place in Central and Eastern 

Europe in the years between 1990 and 1995 but soon cooled down afterwards (Li, 2000). 

As the Central and Eastern European countries were experiencing a political and economic 

transition, they provided more opportunities without visa requirements to the Chinese 
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immigrants-to-be in countries like Hungary (re-imposed in 1992), and Romania, ‘the 

migration fever for Hungary’ started to spread in the cities of Beijing and Shanghai16. In 

Hungary at the cost of a total of US$7,000 plus extra US$1,000 for administration fees, a 

business entity could be established and an approved company would be granted 10 

short-term visas of three years.17 However, the sudden and big flow of foreign migrants in 

few years would be challenged on account of issues of localisation and integration into the 

host countries and might leave room for smuggling of people. Nyiri observed that the 

hospitality of Eastern European countries did not last too long as a ‘new immigration 

control project’ was introduced by the Ministry of the Interior of Hungary and the 

application for short-term visa appeared to be difficult18. 

The wave of new immigrants into Eastern Europe in the 1990s, consisting of Chinese 

migrants was somehow different from the conventional qiaoxiang immigrants into 

Western Europe. The new migrants into Eastern Europe had the idea to 

make–money–and-go. When the migration wave for Eastern Europe faded, many of them 

chose to return home while some would re-migrate to another Eastern or Western 

European country using their own resources. I was told as much by an informant, Mr. C, 

who first came to Belgium with a tourist visa in 1992. After three months the visa expired, 

he then made his way to the Czech Republic where he could apply for a business visa on a 

yearly basis. With a legal Czech passport he was able to travel back to Belgium and found 

a job as a cook19. 

                                                 

16 M. H. Li, A History of Chinese Immigrants in Europe, p. 552. See also Pal Nyiri, ‘New Migrants, New 

Community: The Chinese in Hungary, 1989-95’, p. 351 in the book of The Chinese in Europe, Ed. by Gregor 

Benton and Frank N. Pieke, Macmilian Press. 1998. 

17 That means that with a sum of US$7,000, a Chinese migrant would obtain a residence permit for three 

years. The investment regulation that was even less strict in Romania and the Czech Republic amounted to be a 

sum of US$100. See M. H. Li, pp. 552-555. 

18 Pal Nyiri, ‘New Migrants, New Community : The Chinese in Hungary, 1989-95’, pp-355-356. 

19 Field note of Mr. C, 21 April, 2005. 
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As for the Chinese emigration to Belgium in the 90s the open Chinese emigration 

policy in 1985 had significant effects in the 90s. The qiaoxiang emigrants kept leaving for 

Western Europe and more Qingtianians migrated to Belgium through a pattern of chain 

migration. What made the migrants who arrived in 1990s different from the previous 

groups was their diverse origin and the fact that they no longer were only of qiaoxiang 

orientation. It seems to be true that the Qingtianians had become the major Chinese group 

while the Hong Kong Chinese were the second. However, more and more Chinese from 

Shanghai, Northern China and Fujian arrived in Belgium through the channels of study, 

marriage (to naturalised Chinese), and business investment. 

The following table shows the growth of the Chinese population and the number of 

naturalisations between 1991 and 2000. The group of Chinese nationals in Belgium did not 

appear to grow dramatically, but steadily. It is noted that the Chinese nationality did not 

include that of Taiwan (Republic of China) and Hong Kong. The current figures of 

Chinese nationals and Taiwanese in Belgium are 8,644 and 371 on 24/04/2006 distributed 

as follows: 

Table I-1-2* Foreigners with Chinese Nationality in Belgium between 1991 and 2000 

 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000

Number and 

percentage 

2168 

0.2 

2352 

0.3 

2621 

0.3 

2880

0.3

3170

0.3

3291

0.4

3396

0.4

3463

0.4

3428 

0.4 

3454 

0.4 

3604

0.4 

3845

0.4

Chinese 

(Im)migration 

and 

(E)migration 

    560 

 
 

246 

601

 
 

245

593

 
 

268

536

 
 

313

602

 
 

302

595

 
 

433

590 

 
 

481 

663 

 
 

462 

698 

 
 

454 

815

 
 

425

Acquisition 

of Belgium 

Nationality 

  64 113 101 181 170 166 199 225 154 280

*Source: Combined tables and figures in ‘ L’immigration en Belgique - Effectifs, Mouvements 

et Marché du Travail’ which were provided by the INS, Rapport 2001, Ed. by Nouria 

Ouali, Service Public Fédéral Emploi, Travail et Concertation Sociale. 
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Mette noted that the increase in Chinese migration since the 90s has not been limited 

to the Southern and Eastern European countries but also took place in Western Europe 

distinguished by a remarkable growth of the number of Chinese students and skilled 

migrants (2003). A report published by the Centre for Equality of Opportunities and the 

Fight against Racism in Brussels (2005) also confirmed such an emerging trend by noting 

a fast increase in visa application by Chinese students. To sum up, although the number is 

less significant compared with countries such as the UK and Germany where taken 

together there were 25,000 Chinese students (in 2003) and 9,109 (in 2000). The form of 

localisation practised by the students and the interactions with the local Chinese groups 

need to be further studied. 

 

Table I-1-3 Number of Visa Applications by and Permits Granted to Chinese Students 

between 1999 and 2003 

Year Number of Visa 

Applications 

Number of Visa Permits/ 

Percentage 

1999 300  
2000 300  
2001 650  
2002 1401 921/65% 

2003 1267 809/63% 

Source: Office for Foreigners, cited by the above-mentioned report (2005)  
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IV. Chinese Restaurant – the Incubator of Ethnic Business 

1. The Growth of the Chinese Catering Business 

Cheung observed that the Chinese restaurants in Western Europe first started in the 

port cities during the 1930s. However, most of the restaurants remained very small-scale 

and low-cost as they were mainly manned by boarding seamen. As the UK was considered 

as the primary host country for Chinese, it is noted that there were small noodle shops and 

cheap diners catering to Chinese seamen in the dock areas of Liverpool and London20. Ng 

noted that the British public appeared to become interested in Chinese food not earlier than 

the post-WWII era and the restaurant business boomed by the mid-1950s. Gutinger also 

observed that the catering business was the main niche of the Chinese community in 

Germany before the 90s (1998). He stressed that even scientists employed for a limited 

period of time by German companies or universities often ended up in the catering 

business. Pieke remarked that the number of Chinese-Indonesian restaurants in the 

Netherlands grew from 618 to 1916 between 1970 and 1982. It was said that there was one 

Chinese restaurant for every 7,500 inhabitants while one in three restaurants in the 

Netherlands was ‘Chinese-Indonesian’ (Pieke, 1998). Even in France, a country that was 

proud of its French cuisine, Chinese catering still experienced a boom, in particular in 

Paris. According to Live’s field survey (1998) there were 849 restaurants, 114 fast-food 

outlets and 7 cafés and bars in Paris in 1992. 

The occupational orientation of the Chinese in Belgium is not significantly different 

from that of the Chinese in the above-mentioned countries, or even all over the world21. 

Working in restaurants appears to be the main economic activity among the Chinese in 

Europe no matter to what degree although the original motive for entering the catering 

sector might differ from and depend on each national context. It is assumed that the 

                                                 

20 Cited by J. Watson in his The Mans in Britain, 1975. 

21 See the table of the distribution of Chinese overseas, circa 1963, 1985 and 1997 by Laurence J. C. Ma of his 

‘ Space, Place and Transnationalism in the Chinese Diaspora’, in L. J. C; Ma and C. Cartier (ed), The Chinese 

Diaspora – Space, Place, Mobility, and Identity, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., Oxford, 2003, pp. 13-18. 
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transnational Chinese network in Europe has played the role of a catalyst in building the 

Chinese catering niche (Pieke, et al, 1998). 

In Belgium the first Chinese restaurant was said to have been established in 1923 in 

the port area of Antwerp. Similarly to the catering houses for the seamen in Liverpool and 

London, this Wah Kiao Restaurant was mainly an eating-place for the seamen and ethnic 

Chinese. It was equipped with a few tables and served food which would not be recognised 

as authentic Chinese cuisine. For those seamen who could only afford modest food, a 

typical main plate consisting of a half fried chicken with ‘pommes-frites’ (as one 

informant remarked) and curry sauce was the most popular dish . As the potato is 

considered as one of main staple foods in Belgium, the Chinese restaurateurs have adopted 

the local ingredients and adjusted the food served to the local appetite to attract the 

indigenous clients. The growth of the number of Chinese restaurants and the need for 

specific Chinese ingredients helped the establishment of the trade in Chinese foodstuffs. 

The first Chinese food shop was opened by Mr. Liong, a veteran seaman in downtown 

Antwerp. However, the humble Chinese eating-place style serving fried chicken, 

pommes-frites and curry sauce spread to Brussels, the capital city. It was not until the 

1950s that a style emphasising authentic food appeared in the Chinese restaurants in 

Brussels22. 

There was a saturation of Chinese restaurants in Great Britain in the mid-1960s and 

by 1980 the same situation had developed in the Netherlands according to Cheung (1989). 

As for the situation in Belgium many of my informants believed that until the first half of 

the 1980s the business perspective was still good but then it went down in the following 

decade. Some original characteristics of the Chinese restaurants in Belgium observed in 

my fieldwork deserve to be mentioned as follows: 

(1). A choice for all - Not only the Cantonese seamen or Zehjiang street peddlers who were 

orientated to the restaurant business on account of its low accessibility but also the 

Chinese elites and highly educated immigrants would choose to work in the catering 

                                                 

22 Field note of Mme.W, 1 June 1996. 
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business in view of its low investment and quick return of profit . Some of the highly 

educated believed that they were committed to promoting the Chinese culture through 

Chinese irresistible cuisine. 

(2). A business promoted by the Chinese Authorities – One retired woman restaurateur 

remarked that the then Chinese Embassy of the KMT government helped the overseas 

Chinese to start their own restaurant business. She described that in the 1950s there 

were no high-quality Chinese restaurants in the capital as it was the venue for 

international diplomats and a political centre of Europe. Therefore the lady was 

encouraged by the embassy to open a restaurant serving authentic food to the high 

officials and diplomats. It was believed to be an asset for the Chinese diplomats and 

businessmen to invite their important Western guests to a Chinese restaurant which 

served authentic high-quality food and offered quality service. 

It is noted that the then Chinese Ambassador to Belgium, Mr. Gong-Zhi Wang, 

had been actively negotiating with the Belgian authorities to ease the granting of 

residence permits to undocumented Chinese. As soon as their residence status had 

been regularised these Chinese would be able to invest in the restaurant business and 

become economically independent. 

(3). A business constituted by chain migration – The said phenomenon was first seen 

among the Cantonese in the Antwerp area and then among the Qingtians in Brussels 

and Walloon cities rationalising the labour costs on behalf of business management. 

Prior to the open-door policy of China’s government towards world markets in 1985 

declared by the then Chinese leader, Deng Xiaoping, the Chinese in Belgium could 

only recruit their families, relatives and friends who were living outside the mainland 

China, such as Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore and Malaysia to meet the growing 

demand for labour in the restaurant business. Following the official easing of 

emigration control, the mainland Chinese were allowed to travel abroad and gradually 

became the mainstream labourers in Chinese catering. 
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(4). A business that attracts re-migration migrants - The Chinese restaurant sector had been 

rapidly growing in the UK and the Netherlands and achieved saturation in the early 

1970s. According to a statistical table from the Chinese Overseas Economy Year Book 

cited by Cheung, 4,500 Chinese restaurants had been established in the UK; 3,000 in 

the Netherlands and 250 in Belgium by 1982. As there appeared to be room for 

development compared with the other two mentioned above a group of Chinese from 

the Netherlands and the UK found new opportunities in Belgium. An approximate 

description of the number of Chinese restaurants in Belgium can be found in the table 

below. 

(5). A business enriched with diversity and exotica - The Chinese restaurants in Belgium 

reflected their adaptability with local context on the one side and demonstrated a 

variety of food styles identified with regional culinary specialties of the ethnic Chinese 

on the other. For high adaptability I have noted that the dish of a half fried chicken with 

French fries and curry sauce is a typical example. The popular entrée of ‘Saté’ and a 

meat dish ‘BabiBangan’ are transmitted from the Chinese-Indonesian restaurant in the 

Netherlands. I was told that both were typical food of the Chinese in Indonesia and 

represented a Chinese-Indonesian specialty. The tomato soup served in Chinese 

restaurants seems to be another example as it used to be a favourite for indigenous 

Belgians instead of ethnic Chinese. It is important to note that Chinese food is also a 

product of two-way localiastions of which the popularity of sprouts of green beans and 

Tofu are an example. Tofu and other soy products is food of Chinese origin and were 

introduced by the Chinese restaurants. Regarding the Chinese restaurants run by ethnic 

Chinese of various regions, it is noted that the Cantonese style is one of the types of 

mainstream cuisine while we can find a combination of Chinese-Vietnamese or 

Chinese-Thai that was integrated with regional specialties. Thus, the influx of ethnic 

Chinese refugees from Indochina took place in the late 1970s and mid-1980s 

strengthening the catering business and enriching the food items with Indochinese 

specialties. 
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Table I-1-4 The Number of Chinese Restaurants in Four Western European Countries 

after WWII 

Country/Period/Number  1950-1955/No. 

of Chinese 

restaurants  

1964-1967/No. 

of Chinese 

restaurants 

1982-1985/No. 

of Chinese 

restaurants 

1998/ No. of 

Chinese 

restaurants 

Belgium 11 (1950) 123 (1964) 250-950  1,000 

The Netherlands 65 (1950) 1,000 (1964) 3,000-2,040 2,170 

United Kingdom 300 (1955) 3,000 (1965) 4,500-4,600 7,500 

France 20 (1955) 205 (1967) 3,000-3,000 3,200 

Resource: Integrated with tables by Li (2000, pp. 441-442) and Chang (1989, p. 130) based on 

the figures provided by The Yearbook of the Economy of Chinese Overseas, OCAC, 

Taiwan. 
 

At the present time there are in Belgium 889 Chinese restaurants and 366 take-aways, 

i.e; a total of 1,255 units according to the data per category of specialty in the Yellow 

Pages. However, this number does not include all Chinese restaurants as the Chinese 

expanded to other food items or used a category of Asian food in the large sense. Therefore 

situations like double registration under the same Chinese specialty, missed registration or 

registration in other Asian specialities; Vietnamese, Cambodian and Thai might be owned 

by ethnic Chinese. Nevertheless if we take the registered units under the heading of 

Chinese specialties, it is estimated that there is at least one Chinese restaurant in an 

average population of 8,000. In the prosperous years the competition was even higher in 

Brussels. In 1991 it was said there was one Chinese restaurant in Brussels per 3000 

inhabitants23. In a city like Leuven there is a Chinese restaurant or take-away shop per 

4,700 inhabitants. The pressure from saturation intensified price dumping tactics and 

throat-cutting competition. In a take-away shop in Brussels a customer can buy a 

one-person day menu for 7.50 Euros which would just cost 5 Euros in Leuven. However, 

the present price in such small restaurants is 20 to 30% cheaper than the price in 1998, 

which is comparable to the fast-food menu produced by a machine without table service. 

                                                 

23 Kuang Chen, The General Situation of Chinese in Belgium, Tseng Zhong Book Publishing Co. 1991, p 66. 
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2. Business Start-Up and Ownership 

2.1. Start-Up 

As the Chinese restaurant business claims to be easily accessible I was told that it was 

not difficult to master Chinese cookery, stock management, daily bookkeeping and the 

language necessary for communication within one to three years. For most of Chinese 

immigrants creating his or her own restaurant was a realistic and achievable goal. My 

informants always boasted that they could handle the kitchen stuff within one year or even 

less. In general either a restaurateur-to-be or any of his/her family members or at least a kin 

or a faithful friend would be sufficiently familiar with the art of cooking to assure the 

supply of food. For a newcomer if the fundamental problem of permanent residence is 

regularised, the restaurateur-to-be would start to collect money for his own business. An 

informant originating from Qingtian emphasised the solidarity among the Qingtian group. 

The relatives, kin or fellow villagers would lend capital to the restaurateur-to-be without 

interest. No paper was needed between the two parties. Oral promises could be trusted. 

Another way of collecting money was to organise a ‘tontine’ among friends and relatives. 

Some could also get loans from banks or HoReCa equipment companies. 

For the undocumented Chinese becoming ‘laoban’ (boss) simply would take longer. 

The amnesty policy in different European countries would offer them hope to obtain legal 

status. Two Qingtian couples that I worked with between 1996 and 1998 had finally 

obtained legal status in South European countries and established their own restaurants. 

One couple had settled in Rome and the other in Barcelona through the help of a 

transnational kinship network in the host countries. They had been well instructed by the 

returnees in the home village regarding the various solutions to get their status regularised. 

Some believed that it was always a matter of luck. One of the couples mentioned above 

applied for a tourist visa which was facilitated by the presence of a remote relative in 

Belgium and then stayed on illegally after its date of expiration. They recognised the 

potential risk of deportation and would try their luck. The restaurant was checked by the 

police and the couple was found to have no passport or legal documentation. The husband 

was put in a detention centre for three months and the wife was released the day after the 

investigation. The wife went back to the restaurant and started to work after few days of 



 

 42

rest. The husband joined his wife after three months of detention. They believed that 

fighting for legal status was part of the life of an immigrant. When they experienced 

exactly the same difficulty as their predecessors or fellow villagers they might attribute it 

to bad luck. Thus unlawful mobility was less a concern of risking being found guilty than 

as an obstacle to be removed in the process of immigration. 

In case an emigrant-to-be was assisted by his or her relative in Belgium in going 

abroad, in general the person in question would probably work for the host-owner for a 

period of time as to return the favour to the owner. The dealing between the host-owner 

and the newcomer could be negotiable depending on the level of intimacy as presented in 

next chapter two. The worst thing that could happen was that it was found out that the 

newcomer had worked for the host-owner without or with very little remuneration. In a 

general situation under the framework of chain migration both parties were bound by the 

traditional interpersonal relationship based on the rule of reciprocity. Thus, the newcomer 

in question started with comparatively low compensation as a beginner and then the 

situation might improve depending on his or her performance. 

For a Chinese immigrant who did not have to worry about capital and decided to buy 

a going business, what the person in question considered buying may include not only the 

hardware of the restaurant but also the cookery skills of the restaurateur. I was told of a 

case that the unskilled buyer requested the owner’s mentorship for several weeks to get 

acquainted with the local specialties and the customers’ background as a transferable 

property. Thus, value of the business hand-over would be based not only on the owner’s 

previous investment but also on the average turnover. Alternatively, a perspective buyer 

could demand to work for the seller for a couple of days to assess the real state of the 

business. 

2.2 Ownership 

As for the modes of ownership there are worker-partners, sole owners and 

absentee-partners but the previous two are particularly popular in the Chinese restaurant 
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business24. Quite often the worker-partners are family, relatives, kin, remote kin or fellow 

villagers. This mode was welcomed by the young immigrants who could not afford their 

own businesses. Another consideration is lowering the risk of starting up, as they were at a 

junior age and would like to gain more experiences through the ownership mode of 

worker-partners. Nevertheless several informants had negative experiences with the 

worker-partners mode and thus decided to end the partnership after a short period of time. 

In a partnership relationship based on familial ties, the participants found it difficult to 

argue about profit sharing with relatives or close friends; in particular when a 

worker-partner was of the opinion that the compensation did not correspond to his or her 

investment of labour. This was commonly seen in a case that the Chinese personal 

relationship was subjected to the triangle mianzi/face, renqing/favour and guanxi/human 

relations (further discussion seen in chapter two). 

The mode of worker-partners is also used to maintain the stability of the jobs of 

capable cooks. Using kinship or regional identity might be a good way to keep a capable 

cook but giving him a monetary incentive is definitely convincing. A retired cook 

explained that he was recruited by his aunt-owner with a contract of three years. After the 

termination of contract his aunt asked him to keep working for the restaurant and invited 

him to be a worker-partner. He invested 100,000 BF for which he received 5% of the 

whole 2-million capital. He interpreted the ‘share’ as a sort of deposit which meant that he 

should feel responsible for the business as he was a worker-partner. His aunt also had a 

bonus agreement with all the restaurant workers. It was designed to encourage workers to 

perform well to attract more clients. When the turnover grew and a fixed level was 

achieved, the workers would be granted a surplus bonus. 

I was informed that the partnership mode of worker-partners could be used as a 

strategy to apply for citizenship while the claimed share would only be nominal. For 

example, a naturalised Chinese decided to help his adult son in mainland China to settle in 

Belgium. To facilitate the application process the father claimed he had a health problem 

                                                 

24 See Watson, p. 108. He mentioned two types of partnership, i.e. worker-partners and absentee-partners. 
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so that he would need to apply for a visa on behalf of his offspring in China to sustain the 

family business. 

It is also the case when the family restaurant owner adopts a mode of uni-owner so 

that all workers become family members and receive a monthly wage. This is also a 

common mode of ownership as long as the business can support the livelihood of the 

whole household. It also happens that in case a sibling decides to get married, he may find 

it a just cause to establish a new business. 

3. Chinese Restaurants as Incubator of Ethnic Business 

It is less doubtful that the Chinese restaurants play a role in the niche market on 

behalf of ethnic Chinese as it provides a suitable working environment and opportunities 

either for the newcomers or the old-timers. I noted that many Chinese restaurants and 

take-away shops are run on a family basis. The human resources used to be provided by 

the family members, relatives, kin, fellow villagers and Chinese students. A typical family 

restaurant was simply run by a couple and one or two extra part-timers at peak times and 

holidays. It was common for a restaurant to just employ part-time students as 

supplementary labour and to pay them wages either by the hour or by the weekend. So the 

low-skilled newcomers or professional cooks can get easy access just by catching the 

relevant information circulating in the niche labour market. 

However, the Chinese restaurants would not limit their functions related to the 

business. Several occupations and services are developed to meet the increasing needs in 

the growing Chinese catering business. I have previously indicated that the import and 

export trade had been developed to provide more authentic ingredients and goods for the 

Chinese restaurateurs and the increasing number of indigenous customers. The sector of 

interior decoration and construction appeared to be another niche market as a consequence 

of booming Chinese catering. In addition Chinese restaurants also provided capitals for 

start-ups without or with low interest for the beginners as soon as the newcomers are 

assimilated as an ingroup. 

Other than the above-mentioned businesses created to provide direct services or 

goods for the Chinese restaurants, several personal services such as beauty shops, 
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travelling agencies, technical services for computer and satellite equipment and Chinese 

bakeries would be offered as a block of ethnic business in downtown Antwerp and 

Brussels. I was told by a Cantonese-speaking informant who had opened a restaurant in 

Leuven and used to go to downtown Antwerp for multiple interests. He described that 

paying a visit to the Chinese quarter in downtown Antwerp was not only intended to 

purchase Chinese ingredients for business but also to enjoy authentic food and Chinese 

sweets and to meet friends or acqaintances to exchange information. Several informants 

expressed appreciation for having the Chinese catering as an incubator to enable them to 

become economically independent within a foreseeable time. Although some restaurateurs 

used to complain about the over-saturation of the market, they still admitted that what they 

had gained was not only to be valued in economic terms but in particular as a worthy 

occupation enhanced by the spirit of Chinese entrepreneurship. 

 

V. Relationship between Chinese Immigrants and the Sending Countries – PRC 

and Taiwan (ROC) 

1. Debates on Transnationalism and Transnational Chinese  

Scholars of transnationalism or transnational theory might all agree that it was not a 

new phenomenon although the term seems to have been discovered then (Nyiri, 2005). 

Empirical findings on transnational migrants are not limited to the migrants originated in 

the United States and surrounding countries (Glick Schiller et al. 1992), but also applied to 

the current research on Chinese immigration which deals with the transnational Chinese 

from all over the world while the European researchers would focus on the ‘new migrants’ 

in Eastern and Southern Europe (Pieke et al. 2004; Nyiri, 2004).  

The theory of transnationalism argued that the emerging phenomenon of 

transnational settlements of migrants under multiple concerns (economic, political, 

familial and personal) caused the conventional migration theories that stressed ‘departure’ 

and ‘destination’ to be revised. Niyri interpreted the logic of transnationalism by assuming 

that the new pattern of transnational migration would make the traditional terms such as 

assimilation, integration or segregation obsolete (2004). Nyiri used his field research on 
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the Fujianese in Europe as an example that transnational networks, high mobility and 

diversified occupational trajectories appeared to be elemental in the configuration of 

transnational migration: 

“Fujianese and other recent Chinese migrants in Europe display both and 

extraordinary geographic mobility and a high degree of willingness to change social roles. 

We interviewed people who started trading in Hungary, were unsuccessful or lost their 

money in casinos, and went to Italy or Germany to work in leather workshops or 

restaurants for three to five years; now they consider using their newly earned money for 

new investments in Hungary or Romania.” (Pieke, Nyiri, Thuno and Ceccagon, 2004) 

As transnationalism evoked further discussion on the shift of migration theories, 

more questions arose from its conceptualisation. Waldinger challenged that the 

transnational theory was founded on history-long evidence as international migration was 

by nature trans-border and nation-wide contributing to the development of social networks 

as it was embedded in the process of movement. Whether the migrants decided to settle 

permanently or lived in multi-localities is much more dependent on the political context 

under each nation-state’s controlling power where they were encountered. Waldinger’s 

critique argued that what made transnationalism so controversial were the subsequent 

doubts about allegiance and political loyalty of the migrants whose sense of belonging was 

developed as an interaction between the home country and the country of reception. 

(Waldinger and Fitzgerald, 2004) Thus, a potential worry would be that the transmigrants 

were alleged to have a ‘floating’ loyalty or firm allegiance towards the home country 

because of their involvement in nation-wide activities. 

Although Waldinger asserted the discourse of transnationalism as a social process 

instead of its theoretical implication, he shared the concern for the role of the nation-state 

in the new era of international migration whose transnational feasibility and imagination 

were facilitated by new communication technology and easy transportation. 

Following the above-mentioned discussion and implications my interest for Chinese 

migrants in Belgium would further encourage me to tackle the questions of the role of the 

home country of overseas Chinese and the connections between the nation-state and the 
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Chinese groups. One approach to decipher the above-mentioned relationship is to study 

the embedded ideology and policies developed by the home country. In the next section I 

will present the overseas Chinese policies adopted by the People’s Republic of China 

(PRC) and the Taiwan (ROC). Doubtless an absolute majority of the Chinese population in 

Europe originated from the PRC and studying the PRC’s overseas Chinese policy is 

certainly justified. However, I would propose to introduce the comparable policy of 

Taiwan (ROC) for two main reasons: (i). Taiwan (ROC) has developed a set of policy 

measures for overseas Chinese since its foundation in 1911 and thus provided the roots for 

the related policy that the PRC would turn to have to reflect upon. It is interesting to 

compare the similarities or the diversities in both governments’ policies as both competed 

in strengthening the ties with the overseas Chinese. (ii). PRC and Taiwan (ROC) both 

considered the millions of overseas Chinese and Taiwanese as an immense resource and 

back-up to their motherland. Both launched relentless competition in gaining the support 

of the overseas Chinese and Taiwanese communities in political, social, economic and 

cultural areas. The former vows to lead the support of Chinese overseas for the betterment 

of the nation’s modernisation and peaceful development and later regarded Chinese and 

Taiwanese abroad as the backbone of national security and international political leverage. 

2. The Overseas Chinese Policies of PRC and Taiwan (ROC) 

2.1. Definition of Overseas Chinese 

The term ‘overseas Chinese’ has been greatly misinterpreted and misused by the 

politicians, the Chinese mass media, the academics and the lay people in and outside China 

and Taiwan. In its strict meaning the term ‘Chinese overseas’ applies to the PRC citizens 

who reside abroad and are categorized as ‘huaqiao/huachiao’ (華僑). For the Chinese who 

have acquired a foreign nationality their PRC citizenship will be automatically forfeited by 

Nationality Law. Thus the foreign citizens of Chinese descent should not be regarded as 

Chinese overseas or ‘huaqiao’. Actually they should be classified as ethnic Chinese or 

Overseas Chinese or ‘huaren’ (華人) meaning that if they are American citizens, they are 

American Chinese and if they are Belgian citizens, they are Belgian Chinese. Many of the 

foreign-born Chinese might subjectively consider themselves as ‘huaqiao’ or Chinese 

overseas. 



 

 48

In addition I should not forget to mention that the PRC government proclaimed that 

the Taiwan passport holders of Chinese descent in Hong Kong before 1997 and in Macau 

before 1999 are all to be regarded as compatriots or ‘tongbao’ (同胞). However, they are 

treated differently in the enjoyment of their civil rights from PRC nationals and belong to a 

special category. However, in all official press and policy statements the term ’overseas 

Chinese’ is used for both categories of ‘huaqiao’ (Chinese citizens overseas) and ‘huaren’ 

(ethnic Chinese) and logically include the Taiwanese citizens residing abroad. 

For the Taiwan (ROC) government distinguishing the ‘overseas Chinese’ loosely 

used by the PRC, the term ‘overseas compatriot’ or a combined category of ethnic Chinese 

and Taiwanese or ‘huaqiao yu taiqiao’ (華僑與台僑) is suggested as more appropriate. 

For example, the main organ for taking care of overseas Chinese affairs at cabinet level 

thus changed its name to the Overseas Compatriot Affairs Commission (OCAC) instead of 

the former Overseas Chinese Affairs Commission to avoid confusion with the 

counterpart’s similar organ. Nevertheless the term ‘compatriot’ has a more flexible 

meaning that goes beyond the concern of nationality. The category of ‘compatriot’ means 

that any overseas Chinese who is identified with or supports the Taiwan (ROC) 

government is a subject that comes under the target to be served by the OCAC. As the 

Taiwan government recognises dual nationality based on the principle of jus sanguine, all 

Taiwan citizens overseas regardless of their multiple citizenship are legally come under 

the protection of the Taiwan authorities as long as they hold Taiwan passports. 

In my research I use the term ‘overseas Chinese’ as employed in the official policy 

documents of the PRC and Taiwan (ROC) and it shall include categories of ‘huaqiao’ (華

僑) Chinese nationals abroad and ‘Huaren’ (華人). I use ‘overseas Taiwanese’ (台僑) to 

refer to mainly to the Taiwanese nationals abroad irrespective of whether they have single 

or multiple citizenship. 

 

 

 



 

 49

2.2. Historical Origin and Transformation of Overseas Chinese Policy of the PRC and 

Taiwan (ROC) 

2.2.1 Policy Guidelines – Taiwan Perspective 

The roots of the overseas Chinese policy of Taiwan government can be traced back to 

the turn of the 20th century when the Nationalist Party/Kuomingtang (KMT) overthrew 

the Qing emperor with the tremendous support of millions of overseas Chinese and 

established a new republic China in 1911. The patriotic love of the overseas Chinese and 

the contribution to a new China impressed the nation’s founder, Dr. Sun Yat-Sen who 

claimed that “the overseas Chinese are the mother of the revolution”. As the then 

nationalist government was aware of the significant importance of the overseas Chinese in 

the nation-building, the rights of political participation and of citizenship were stipulated 

in the nation’s Constitution. Thus the then Overseas Chinese Affairs Commission (OCAC) 

that became the executive body in charge of the overseas Chinese affairs, was founded in 

1926 and subordinated to the Executive Yuan (the cabinet) in 1932. At the beginning of 

foundation three main objectives formulated the policy: inventing ways to assure the 

overseas Chinese the enjoyment of equal treatment in their countries of residence, 

developing measures to help citizens of Chinese descent to return to be educated, and to 

providing security and facilities to the overseas Chinese who intended to invest in China. 

Although the first objective may no have had priority, the second and the third still 

remained in effect as important pillars under the nationalist regime (Fitzegerald, 1967). 

Following the switch of political power in domestic Taiwan in 2000 and the rising of 

the PRC in the international political and economic world, the overseas Chinese policies 

were renewed for different goals and may be divided into three periods: 

The First Period (post-1949 to 1960s): 

This is the period when the nationalist government lost its power to the Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP) and was subsequently reinstated in Taiwan with the long term 

plan to reconquer China. The OCAC’s main goals were mainly political, economic and 

educational. An international policy was adopted to strengthen the existing ties with the 
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overseas Chinese and ethnic communities and to unify the anti-communist forces to fight 

the emerging CCP. 

In the aspect of economy, it was aimed to attract investment of overseas Chinese to 

develop domestic economic construction. Several promoting measures were promulgated 

to protect and to benefit the returned overseas Chinese for investment. As for Chinese 

education policy, it was the core aspect to strengthen Chineseness and to maintain national 

identity. 

The Second Period (1970s-1990s) 

Following the withdrawal of Taiwan (ROC) from the United Nations and PRC’s 

active participation in international affairs, the OCAC polices were orientated towards 

taking more flexible and practicable measures with principle in order to adapt to the 

growing asymmetrical positions of the PRC and Taiwan (ROC). The government was 

committed to extending the network with the overseas Chinese and establishing new 

overseas Chinese organisations to support Taiwan’s marginalised position in international 

relations. In 1990s said policies were moved into several directions with less stress on 

national identity but more on cultural and moral values. In addition to the ongoing 

measures policies were instated to strengthen the cultural ties by promoting Chinese 

education and evoking the fundamental values of democracy and liberty to maintain the 

ties with traditional overseas Chinese organisations and to gain support from the new 

overseas generations. Moreover the establishment of a global network of overseas Chinese 

and Taiwanese entrepreneurs and the trainings for leadership, organisational management 

and business investment were not the least important objectives. 

The Third Period (since 2000) 

As the pro-independence Democratic People’s Party (DPP) won the presidential 

election in 2000, it was in a position to enable the re-orientation of overseas Chinese 

policies. Many pro-nationalist overseas Chinese organisations were not satisfied with the 

DPP’s political stand while the long exiled pro-independence overseas Taiwanese groups 

started to give support to the OCAC. The relations between OCAC and the overseas 

Chinese and Taiwanese were thus challenged by the controversial Taiwanese identity, low 
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trust and the restructuring of power among the overseas Chinese and Taiwanese 

organisations. 

In international relations the ‘One China Policy’ forcefully asserted by the PRC was 

commonly recognised by the international society and thus forced Taiwan to be extremely 

marginalised. The overseas Chinese policies were hence developed to face the 

increasingly oppressive PRC’s threat of force and to create the visibility for Taiwan in the 

international community. The Chairwoman of the OCAC thus clearly stated that the policy 

in the new era should emphasise: 1. integrating the force of the overseas Chinese and 

Taiwanese to foster an invisible extension of the national territory; 2. keeping the 

sustainability of overseas Chinese affairs as part of the national security strategy; 3. 

surviving the suppressive actions of the PRC to develop overseas Chinese affairs and 4. 

meeting the challenge of losing the support of the overseas Chinese communities25. 

2.2.2 Policy Guidelines – PRC Perspective 

Before the foundation of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 the CCP leaders did 

not have clear ideas about the overseas Chinese and the definition of the relationship with 

them. Two historical concerns deserve further attention. Firstly, the PRC inherited the 

challenges facing the predecessors regarding the diplomatic relations with Southeastern 

Asian countries where the Chinese population played an economically significant and 

important role. It was therefore delicate for the PRC authorities to devise a policy that 

should not place the overseas Chinese in danger on account of being accused of disloyalty 

as ‘the enemy within’ and to avoid confronting Asian nationalism in order to maintain 

peaceful diplomacy with the countries concerned. Secondly, the PRC did not receive a 

legacy from the KMT regarding the overseas Chinese affairs and lacked experience and 

expertise after the definitive transfer of political power (Fitzegerald, 1967). 

I divide the overseas Chinese policy into two periods, i.e. one before and one after the 

year 1977 when the opening of the policy was proclaimed by the CCP authorities 

                                                 

25 See Chairwoman Chang’s General Report to the 2004 Conference of Commission Members of OCAC. 
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The First Period (before 1977) 

From 1949 until the start of the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) the focus of the 

policy could be divided into two separate parts, one being the return of the overseas 

Chinese and their domestic families and the other with regard to the Chinese abroad. The 

Overseas Chinese Affairs Commission (OCAC) of the PRC was created in 1949 to 

undertake the coordination of overseas Chinese affairs. In the domestic field regarding the 

Chinese overseas residing in homeland, there were problems of how to mobilise, supervise 

and control the returnees, in particular the measures regulating the control of financial 

support so that the returnees, dependents of overseas Chinese, would remain economically 

equal to the indigenous Chinese under the Communist regime. This was the time that the 

Chinese returnees and their descendants suffered under suppressive mobilisation, 

supervision and control on the one hand and received unfair treatment as they were 

accused of enjoying class, bourgeois and capitalist privileges on the other. 

Regarding relations with the Chinese abroad the focus was to create a ‘great patriotic 

unity’ to support the communist regime and to resist from the KMT’s provocative 

patriotism. 

The Cultural Revolution under Mao’s auspices did not exempt the returned overseas 

Chinese and their dependents from man-made disasters. In that miserable decade the 

former policy implemented by the OCAC was criticized as right wing orientated and was 

completely turned down. The organisation ceased to function and was replaced by the 

rebels of revolutionary guards and the red guards (Fitzegerald, 1967). The overseas 

Chinese were condemned as conspirators with Western imperialism and capitalism. The 

relations with the overseas Chinese were thus forced to a stop as exit out of and entry in the 

PRC and contacts with Chinese abroad were forbidden (Nyiri, 2005). 

 The Second Period (since 1977) 

As the Communist leader Deng enacted economic reform and launched the 

opening-up in 1977 the policy with regard to the overseas Chinese primarily led to the 

rehabilitation of the frozen relationship with the overseas Chinese communities and to the 

compensation for the damage caused to the returned overseas Chinese and their 
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descendants in the period of suppression. The OCAC was re-established under the State 

Council in 1977 and other associated organs were subsequently created. 

To comply with the national goals of economic reconstruction the overseas Chinese 

policies were instituted to attract capital, advanced technology and high expertise from the 

overseas Chinese and to strengthen patriotic unity with a view to the achievement of the 

nation’s reunification. 

In the next section I will present the political measures adopted on behalf of the 

above-mentioned guidelines issued by the two governments. 

2.3 Global Social Networking 

2.3.1. Taiwan Perspective 

The OCAC of Taiwan boasted that by employing 300 domestic staff and 50 more 

overseas dispatchers the organ established a global network with 4,000 more overseas 

Chinese organisations and developed 16 cultural centres covering the continents of 

America, Asia and Europe. The liaison was connected at national, international and 

inter-continental levels in particular with overseas Chinese and Taiwanese businessmen 

through regular meetings and conventions to exchange information and strengthen ties to 

support the government. For the promotion of Chinese education the OCAC established 

links with 2,986 Chinese schools in 54 countries through assistance in providing teaching 

material, teachers’ training and seminars. Thus, an on-line Global Chinese Language and 

Culture Centre was created in 2004 to provide learning of Chinese, Taiwanese and Hakka 

(an ethnic language). 

As overseas Chinese was regarded as a potential supporter of Taiwan’s foreign policy, 

an international civil organisation named ‘Union of Overseas Chinese for Democracy and 

Liberty’ was established on behalf of the OCAC of Taiwan and the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs to promote Taiwan’s democratic progress and to resist the counterpart’s forceful 

mobilisation for reunification. Until 2004 97 branch organisations were established 

covering the continents of Europe, Oceania, Africa, Asia and America. Together with said 

organisations some other overseas Chinese and Taiwanese organisations were also 
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actively involved in campaigning for Taiwan’s membership of the UN and the World 

Health Organisation (WHO). 

As to the communications with the overseas Chinese communities the Chairwoman 

and three Vice Chairmen of OCAC have spent a significant amount of time visiting the 

leaders of the communities, participating in the gatherings and conventions of the overseas 

Chinese and Taiwanese communities. At specific occasions for sensitive cross-strait 

issues scholars and experts of the country were invited to communicate with the overseas 

Chinese communities. To build up organisational capacity the leaders and the future 

leaders of the overseas Chinese and Taiwanese organisations were also invited to visit 

Taiwan and to receive further training. 

2.3.2. PRC Perspective 

As I noted that the PRC also regarded overseas Chinese as an asset to the country, 

establishing and strengthening links with Chinese abroad were top priority. The organs for 

overseas Chinese affairs were created on the basis of equivalence between the party (CCP) 

and the government (State Council) at central and local level (towns and cities). The 

semi-governmental organisation entitled All-China Federation of Returned Overseas 

Chinese (ACFROC) or ‘Qiaolian/Chiaolian’(僑聯) was thus established as a bridge and a 

link between the CCP and the government to facilitate contacts with the returned overseas 

Chinese, their dependents and families. The ACFROC was said to have over 8,000 

branches and affiliated mass organisations at equivalent levels (Cheng and Ngok, 1998 

cited in Nyiri, 2005). As for the ‘qiaoxiang’, homeland to the ethnic Chinese, more organs 

were established by various governmental authorities at all levels to take care of overseas 

Chinese affairs. 

In order to create a strategy to approach overseas Chinese delegations were sent out to 

maintain links and to invite the leaders and influential ethnic Chinese to visit the 

motherland. According to Chang and Ngok (1998, cited in Nyiri, 2005), 381 delegations 

comprising 2,093 members were sent abroad in 1991 and 526 delegations of 21,966 

members in 1995. 
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Not least important to mention are the visits to the overseas Chinese communities by 

top officials of the Party and the central and provincial Government that proved to be an 

effective way to strengthen solidarity with networks overseas. 

2.4. Cultural Bonding  

2.4.1. Taiwan Perspective 

Since the foundation of the OCAC of Taiwan, Chinese education has been the 

primary channel to create bonding with the Chinese overseas with special attention for the 

younger generation. Said goals remained the same after the transfer of political power 

since 2000. The important measures include: (1) integrating inter-ministries’ resources; (2) 

advancing teaching methods; (3) revising and localising teaching materials; (4) 

developing e-learning and distance learning of Chinese culture and education; (5) building 

up database of language materials and (6) effectively promoting Taiwan in all kinds of 

methods and activities (OCAC Report. 2004). 

Sending out cultural and art delegations, organising exhibition tours of well-known 

artists in the major overseas Chinese communities, dispatching professional teachers for 

assistance in learning Chinese calligraphy, folk art, martial art in youth camps organised 

by the overseas Chinese schools, steering volunteerism of youth overseas to teach English 

in Taiwan’s remote areas are measures enacted to strengthen cultural ties between the 

overseas Chinese and Taiwanese organisations and the Taiwan government. 

In addition incentives to encourage the descendants of overseas Chinese and 

Taiwanese to receive an education in Taiwan and to establish links with alumni 

organisations are not the least important. 

2.4.2. PRC Perspective 

Compared with Taiwan’s efforts in cultural promotion the PRC apparently is 

extremely superior in creating resources by taking advantage of its economic might and 

dominant position in international diplomacy. Since the 1990s the PRC started to 

emphasise Chinese education through the support of overseas Chinese schools, the 

organisation of root-searching tours, summer and winter camps for overseas youth. 



 

 56

Recently the promotion has involved international cooperation with competent academic 

institutions to train language teachers. A more ambitious project is to establish Confucius 

College to promote Chinese education worldwide. The mechanism is similar to the Goethe 

Institute for German education or the Alliance Française for learning French all of which 

have received strong support from the committed government. In addition comparable 

measures also include granting privileges to the returned descendants of Chinese abroad to 

receive an education in China. 

2.5 Incentives for Economic Bonding 

2.5.1. Taiwan Perspective 

The main tasks for the OCAC of Taiwan to create economic bonding are the 

following: (1) assisting the overseas Chinese and Taiwanese business organisations in 

becoming members of the international federation by funding and administration; (2) 

encouraging active participation and organising training for leadership and professional 

skills; (3) providing assistance in international marketing in cooperation with the Ministry 

of Economic Affairs; (4) sending out expert delegations to provide consultation and 

remote business education through the internet. 

Not the least important are the beneficiary measures through legislation which 

include the promotion of domestic investment in particular in the high-technology 

industry and the support of financial warrants for overseas Chinese start ups and investors 

through the Foundation of Credit and Warrant for Overseas Chinese that are still in force. 

Since 2005 the OCAC of Taiwan launched a ‘Salmon Back Home Project’ to grant special 

privileges to the returnees. 

2.5.2. PRC Perspective  

To attract investment by Chinese overseas with a view to the creation of industries, 

high technology and human resources appears to be the primary goal for the PRC 

authorities since the start of the reform era. Moreover, creating wealth is not only a 

top-down policy, it is also actively involved with various levels of authority, relative 
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organs for returned overseas Chinese and Chinese abroad and mass organisations. It seems 

that attracting foreign investment has become a nation-wide movement. 

Said measures to attract investment from overseas Chinese appear to provide core 

support for the domestic economy. The statistics of the OECD indicated that for the first 

time the PRC became the largest recipient of foreign direct investment in 2002 although its 

ranking was rather low in terms of FDI per capita. Since 1996 the PRC has attracted more 

FDI than other developing countries and achieved a record of US$ 52.7 billion. It was 

reported that nearly half of the FDI originated from Hong Kong where an undisclosed 

amount came from the Chinese overseas, Taiwan and also from within China itself via 

channels in Hong Kong to get benefit from the fiscal incentives (OECD Observer, 2003). 

2.6 Building up Imagined Communities through Global Broadcasting and Mass Media 

2.6.1. Taiwan Perspective 

To foster Taiwan as an imagined community is an important policy for the OCAC of 

Taiwan. A free Taiwan Macroview TV channel was thus established in 2000 mainly to 

serve Chinese and Taiwanese overseas communities. It is a 24-hour broadcasting 

programme including daily news on Taiwan as well as overseas Chinese communities 

worldwide. More diversified programmes are in the domain of entertainment, drama, local 

opera, commentaries, language learning and documentaries for audiences overseas via 

easy accessibility by means of satellite equipment and the internet. It is noted that the news 

programme is in several languages including Mandarin, Taiwanese, Hakka, Cantonese and 

English aiming to attract more sub-ethnic groups. 

Concerning traditional mass media the only official news publication called 

Macroview weekly is broadcasting through the network of the OCAC of Taiwan to reach 

overseas Chinese organisations and not the least to mention is an electronic Marcoview 

Times daily. 

2.6.2. PRC Perspective 

Both the Xinhua News agency and the Beijing Zhongguo Xinwenshe (Chinese News 

Agency) are authoritative news providers to the international media. The China Central 
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Television (CCTV) also provides 24-hour broadcasting in Mandarin and English. Some 

programmes are tactically produced to attract the attention of overseas Taiwanese by 

inviting Taiwan’s celebrities to participate in the talk shows, emphasising family and 

blood ties with Taiwanese, reporting on Taiwan’s tourist attractions. Following the rapid 

increase in the number of Chinese emigrants worldwide, the CCTV’s sub-channels for the 

overseas Chinese have become so popular that a great majority of Chinese abroad are 

regular viewers/listeners. 

Besides the dominant central media the local publications or journals managed by 

overseas Chinese communities are also common. Nyiri gave the example of the Chinese in 

Hungary where there are eight or nine Chinese-language periodicals out of a Chinese 

population of 10,000 (2005). In Belgium two Chinese news bi-weeklies are published by 

two big Chinese supermarkets that mainly report the PRC’s political positions. The mass 

media are used by the PRC on the one side to create a new image of China in modernity 

and progress emerging as a world force of stability and to provoking nationalism standing 

for anti-independence and pro-reunification as a permanent mission on the other 

(Barabantseva, 2005). 

It is not surprising to see why the great majority of overseas Chinese journals and 

news present only the voice of the PRC. In a research report by the Jamestown Foundation, 

an independent organisation for human rights, in 2001 revealed how the PRC authorities 

have been trying to control the Chinese-language mass media in the States by employing 

tremendous resources. It was said that the four main Chinese newspapers; the World Daily, 

the Sing Dao Daily, the Ming and the Qiao, with a distribution of about 700,000 copies, 

received financial support from the PRC through sponsorship or advertisements and were 

controlled by it in various degrees. 

In addition getting the world wide Chinese mass media agencies to visit China is just 

another example of control. In 2005 the PRC’s Chinese News Agency held a world forum 

of Chinese mass media in Wuhan and Guanzou. It was reported to have more than 300 

participants representing more than 200 agencies from 45 countries in the Wuhan Summit 

and 80 participants representing 62 news agencies from 26 countries in the Guanzou 

Summit. A participant admitted that the conference was interesting as the organiser 
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provided good food, side activities of entertainment and making photos with high officials, 

in fact more like a meeting of Chinese folk style (Epochtimes, 15/08/2006). 

 

3. Characterisation and Comparison of Cross-strait Overseas Chinese Policies 

3.1. Provocative Nationalism and Patriotism 

Scholars remarked the PRC’s overseas Chinese policies of transnationalising 

Chineseness to provoke official nationalism in Anderson’s terms and to strengthen by 

patriotism the ties with ‘new migrants’ who emigrated after 1978 (Barabantseva, 2005; 

Nyiri, 2005). The Taiwan (ROC) government regarded overseas Chinese and Taiwanese 

as invaluable in the process of the nation’s survival and development. Thus, policies 

through the fostering of social, economic and cultural bonding are intended to build up a 

sense of belonging that enables the nation-state to extend its invisible border. It is 

obvious that a nation-state is limited by its geographical boundaries while the global 

connections are deterritorialised and cross-boundary in every possible form. 

As for the PRC, ‘A Re-unified China’ programme has been the mission of the 

century for every Communist leader. No-one could afford being condemned of going 

down as a sinner in Chinese history if Taiwan became a de jure independent country. 

Thus, the ideology behind the overseas Chinese policies is to realise a unified China. By 

mobilising the overseas Taiwanese to switch their support for re-unification the domestic 

Taiwanese might become disintegrated through cross-border social networking, a 

strategy intended to reach inside the Island through outside works. 

Facing the continuing threat from the PRC the Taiwan (ROC) government 

recognised the intimidation from the outside to in-land and vowed to emphasise 

Taiwan’s identity and Taiwan’s value of democracy and liberty to be distinguished from 

that of the PRC. The OCAC of Taiwan would not only mobilise the overseas Chinese 

and Taiwanese to recognise the universal values and authentic Chinese culture and 

economic progress, but also to support the Taiwanese overseas by conducting lobby 

activities to enhance Taiwan’s international stature. With regard to the issue of 
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membership of the World Health Organisation the domestic medical associations 

organise delegations to lobby the high officials from the ministries of health and foreign 

affairs through transnational networking with overseas medical professionals in North 

America, Europe and Asia. The visits are arranged and coordinated through Taiwan’s 

embassies in the countries concerned. In general the foreign medical and diplomatic 

officials do not refuse to receive delegations from Taiwan’s civil society, and thus 

Taiwan’s diplomats would have opportunities to establish political contacts on behalf of 

the people. It is recognized by the Mme F. M. Chang, Chairwoman of the OCAC of 

Taiwan, that there are hundreds of thousands of Taiwanese in the United States and their 

lobbying to the politicians for a pro-Taiwan policy has played a significant role in echoing 

cross-strait security and peace making (2004). 

3.2. Multiple Bonding as Enforcement of Imagined Communities 

Social, economic and cultural bonding are the three main aspects of overseas Chinese 

policy for both countries. The PRC and the Taiwan (ROC) authorities compete vividly in 

the above-mentioned fields through the channels of overseas Chinese and Taiwanese 

organisations, Chinese education and economic interests in domestic investment. The two 

governments encourage the overseas Chinese to work hard to become integrated into the 

countries of reception while asking them to retain a sense of belonging to their motherland 

when they are successful. Both governments would use historical heritage to steer the idea 

of the ‘we-community’. The PRC would never forget to mention the history of five 

thousand years as one of the world’s most ancient civilisations and every Chinese is a 

descendant of the dragon. As contemporary China has a history as a sub-colony 

suppressed by the Western big powers, this was used to excite the patriotism of the 

overseas Chinese to remember the shameful past and to glorify the motherland through 

successful integration. As for the Taiwan (ROC) authority emphasis would be placed on 

the four hundred years of emigration from mainland China and its pathetic stature of 

colonisation of one century. 
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3.3. Continuity, Flexibility, Diversity and Contingency 

The Taiwan (ROC) authority insists on the continuity of overseas Chinese policy 

although the OCAC of Taiwan once renewed the priority of service –provided to the ‘new 

Taiwanese’, then ‘the returned overseas Chinese and Taiwanese students’ and the 

‘traditional Chinese organisations’ as the latter depended on their support to the 

pro-independent authorities. As the Taiwan government admits the increasing 

marginalisation of the ‘One China Policy’ by most UN countries, the overseas Chinese 

and Taiwanese will become a more important target for the government to campaign to for 

Taiwan’s survival and visibility in the countries of reception. The principles of diversity 

and flexibility are both provided as contingent responses to the country’s security. In other 

words the above-mentioned policy guidelines will extend the services not only to the 

Taiwanese nationals abroad and their second-generation descendants as the concerned 

subjects but also the potential support from the Chinese abroad and the related 

organisations. Thus the above-mentioned aspects of the policies become more diversified 

while they need to have more cross-departmental coordination to enable the policies to 

become more coherent. Taking the measures for social bonding as an example the 

suggested policy for social networking will be to generate economic interest combined 

with cultural activities. Since 2002 the OCAC of Taiwan invited overseas Chinese travel 

agencies to visit Taiwan for the promotion of in-land tourism particularly focusing on 

local culture and ecology. It was hoped that the overseas travel agencies would cooperate 

with Taiwan’s authorities to create a market for tourism and to have the visitors know 

more about Taiwan through tailor-made tourism. In 2004 the World Federation of 

Overseas Chinese Travel Agencies was established to strengthen the coordination for the 

promotion of Taiwan’s cultural values. To foster a spirit of overseas solidarity the OCAC 

of Taiwan also encouraged the overseas Chinese and Taiwanese to participate in the 

celebration of the Nation’s birthday of ‘Double Ten’ (10 October) and sponsored 2,400 

visitors for a three-day domestic tour (2006, OCAC). All measures appeared to reflect a 

competitive and defensive attitude of Taiwan’s authorities towards the counterpart’s 

equivalent strategies. 
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3.4. Inclusiveness and Exclusiveness: 

The PRC and Taiwan (ROC) both claim that the people’s unity should go beyond 

political ideology and compatriotism should have priority regardless of the position of 

pro-independence or pro-reunification. For example the PRC authorities evoke that the 

support of reunification is a historic mission for all sons and daughters of Emperor Huang 

and Yen no matter if they were Communists or anti-communists. The PRC’s counterpart, 

the OCAC of Taiwan, addressed the values of democracy and political freedom as 

fundamental and universal values that go beyond national identity. Thus, all overseas 

Chinese should safeguard said values to support cross-strait peacemaking. 

Although the PRC and the Taiwan (ROC) authorities appear to welcome all Chinese 

and Taiwanese overseas as compatriots, there appear to be substantial differences between 

national citizens and overseas compatriots. The PRC granted privileges to the Taiwanese 

in economic investment but somehow restricted the access to general employment. 

However, for a Taiwan (ROC) passport holder, if he or she becomes a national of the PRC, 

his or her Taiwan citizenship will be automatically forfeited by the Taiwanese authorities 

which is contradictory to the jus sanguine principle. Exclusive principles are also found in 

the field of education. According to the Regulation of certification for overseas Chinese 

promulgated by the OCAC of Taiwan, the coverage includes all Taiwanese citizens 

overseas with the exception of Chinese nationals of Hong Kong, Macau and the PRC. 

Another comparable example of exclusiveness could be found when a pro-Taiwan 

overseas Chinese organisation announced a visit to the PRC and the OCAC of Taiwan 

expressed its strong dissatisfaction with that organisation’s decision as it was a 

subordinate of the Taiwan authorities. To sum up, as long the PRC and Taiwan cannot 

conciliate to find a solution with regard to the sovereignty status of Taiwan and the 

cross-strait relations are characterized by hostility and lack of trust, it seems that both 

governments will continue the heated discourse of compatriotism with regard to the 

overseas Chinese and their communities while the claimed inclusiveness might yet exist as 

lip service. 
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4. Concluding Remarks 

The section started with the arguing phenomena of transnationalism and transnational 

communities while the referenced theorists all emphasised the role of the nation-state in 

processing and controlling human mobility. As the research by Basch et al. (1994) has 

given attention to the complex ties between the immigrant groups and their homeland, the 

transnational Fujian Chinese in Europe are also characterised by multiple bonding with the 

homeland countries consolidated through Chinese globalisation as remarked by Pieke and 

Nyiri et al. (2004). 

 

However, the complex bonding between the overseas Chinese and their homeland 

should not be considered as a contemporary result of globalisation. Instead, the 

relationship between overseas Chinese and those from the homeland may find its root 

since the foundation of the Republic of China in 1911 as the Chinese abroad were valued 

as the “mothers of the revolution”. Following the historical development of domestic 

China and the remaining separation of China and Taiwan, I argued that both the PRC and 

Taiwan authorities have developed specific policies regarding social, cultural and 

economic networking and have made great efforts to establish and strengthen the ties. Said 

policies are thus enacted by the specific organs and amended to respond to various 

concerns at different historical phases. The principles of continuity, diversity, flexibility 

and contingency appeared to be more significant in the referenced policies by the 

Taiwanese authorities as the country is facing political exclusion from the “One China 

Policy” subscribed to by the international community and the threatening cross-strait 

relations. As for the policies developed by the PRC government gaining support from 

overseas Chinese for domestic economic development appears to be the core issue while 

exhausting all efforts to realise a unified China remains a historical mission of the nation. 

The complex bonding between the overseas Chinese and their homelands indicates the 

significant role that nation-state and its related institutions play in the individual’s journey 

of migration and localisation and the conciliation of self-defined identity. In Part II of the 

research I present the individual life stories and their analysis to understand how the ethnic 
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Chinese respond to the bonding policies developed by the homeland and the contextual 

challenges met in the residing country.  
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Part I Historical Review, Literature and Methodology  

 

Chapter Two Literature Review 
 

I. Introduction - What Does Theoretical Literature Contribute? 

Many of the scholars in the field of international migration would agree that it is hardly 

possible to find commonly perceived concepts from different disciplines and stakeholders in 

explaining or interpreting the migratory process either at a theoretical or empirical level. 

Several concepts describing the migrants’ settlement in a receiving society such as 

adaptation, accommodation, assimilation and integration are loosely interpreted and 

employed under the influence of a national or regional context. For example, literature 

regarding the North American model versus the European model (Heisler, 2000) or the 

French republican versus the Swedish or Dutch multicultural model (Carrera, 2006). More 

than that, some concepts are sometimes interused or interinclusive without clarifying the 

specific implications of each concept in a given context. For example, concepts such as 

‘adaptation’ and ‘accommodation’ were interused unconsciously. In addition, there are 

various definitions and interpretations of ‘assimilation’ in the North American literature, let 

alone the lack of consensus in applying the concept of ‘integration’ in the European context 

until the recent common framework promoted by the EU Commission in the Hague 

Programme of 2004 (Carrera, 2006). 

Other than the exploitation of the cited concepts, there is no overall comprehensive 

theory of immigration observed by Portes as the various and complex components of the 

field and “they can only be unified at a highly abstract and probably vacuous level.” (Portes, 

1997) As the ambition to establish a grand theory of immigration would be vague and futile, 

theories built up at the ‘meso’ or intermediate level appeared to be pragmatic and explicative. 

Last but not least to be mentioned in theorizing immigration are the ignorance and poor 

dialogue in the findings of cross-disciplinary research. It is certain that each discipline has its 

own interest of question and method in approaching immigration but attempting to include 

the cross-disciplinary literature will enable a researcher to have extraordinary understanding 
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of the phenomena in which he or she is interested and helpful in developing plausible 

hypothesis. 

There are three pillars presented in this chapter. The first pillar intends to give a clear 

picture about the Chinese and their lifeworld through the theoretical and empirical 

contribution of anthropological, psychological and sociological literature. As the thesis deals 

with the Chinese and their experiences of immigration, it may be considered necessary to 

offer the reader some fundamental support in the grasp of the Chinese, the Chinese identities 

and the Chinese communities before approaching their migratory path and their 

post-migration life. Another aim to start with the cultural pillar is to render the Chinese 

interviewees and their life stories more relevant and meaningful if one is assumed to be 

equipped with similar knowledge about the subjects in question. The second pillar focuses on 

the comparative literature of structural factors referred to in the process of migration and 

incorporation mostly based on empirical research in American society. After having 

introduced the literature related to the cultural and structural factors attributed to the subjects 

in question and the migratory process, the third pillar starts with the clarification of the 

concepts applied in the literature of immigration and their variations. At the end section, it is 

proposed to employ a biographical approach to demonstrate the dynamic and interactive 

relationships between the Chinese subjects and the cultural and structural encounters taking 

place in the course of their life. 

 

II. Cultural Approach to the Chinese Immigrants and Their Lifeworld 

1. Chinese Attributes 

Before introducing cultural factors attributed to Chinese economic performance 

overseas, I shall first deal with the framework as far as Chinese culture is concerned in my 

research and discuss Chinese attributes with reference to the overseas Chinese 

communities. By Chinese culture is meant a loose concept depicting not only the value 

system but also the ways of life that can be considered as Chinese. As diversified as the 

conceptualisation of “Chinese”, the thesis is subscribed to here that there is no one Chinese 

culture but different models of Chinese culture as Tan stated (1983:71, cited in 2004:174). 
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Hsu also stressed the situation-centered phenomenon in interpreting the demonstration of 

Chinese cultural models in a world viewpoint (Serrie and Hsu, 1985).   

However, a multifaceted outlook on Chinese culture will not jeopardize the 

assumption of some typical cultural elements demonstrated or interpreted as the Chinese 

way of life. Thus, the contribution of the eminent psycho-anthropologist, Frances L.K. 

Hsu, proposed to identify several typical modes of behaviour or attitude intrinsic to family 

relationships as cultural attributes. Through his hypothesis of dyadic dominance, Hsu 

drew the conclusion that the dominant father-son dyad in traditional Chinese culture was 

infused with inherent father-son attributes of continuity, inclusiveness, authority, and 

asexuality (Hsu, 1965; 1971; 1974, cited in Serrie, 1985:271). It may be asserted that the 

above-mentioned four attributes have been found persistent in Chinese culture since 

ancient time. Irrespective of their variations in time and space, the four attributes have 

more or less remained as universal values (Serrie, 1985).  

Hsu observed that there are eight types of kinship relationships in a nuclear family 

while four of them are most representative; namely father-son, husband-wife, mother-son 

and brother-brother 1 . Hsu assumed that “the dominant attributes of the dominant 

relationship in a given kinship system to determine the attitudes and action patterns which 

the individual in such a system develops towards other relationships in this system as well 

as towards his relationships outside of the system.” (Hsu, 1965:641) In a sense a dominant 

relationship would take precedence over the others and the dominant attributes would 

influence the recessive attributes in those of non-dominant relationships. In his earlier 

findings of a comparative study of Chinese, Hindu and American ways of life published as 

a book entitled Clan, Caste and Club, Hsu asserted the effects and influences of dominant 

relationships on the behaviour patterns within and without the kinship organisation. He 

                                                 

1 The other four types are father-daughter, mother-daughter, sister-sister and brother-sister. It is noted by Hsu 

that the typology of kinship relationship is not exhausted; there are other plausible kinds as well. See Hsu. 

“Rejoinder: A Link between Kinship Structure Studies and Psychological Anthropology”, American 

Anthropologist, New Series, Vol. 68, No. 4, pp. 999-1004 as a reply to Strathern and Strathern’s critique 

(American Anthropologist, New Series, Vol. 68, No. 4, pp. 997-999) to his former publication in 1965. 
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found that the American kinship system was dominated by the husband-wife relationship, 

the Chinese rather more by the father-son relationship and the Hindu was mother-son 

dominated. Here  is just cited what Hsu defined as the four attributes under the dominant 

father-son relationship as follows (Hsu, 1965:642): 

Table I-2-1 The Hsu Attributes 

Relationship Attributes Definition of Attributes 

Father-Son 1. Continuity The condition of being, or the attitude of desiring to be, 

in an unbroken sequence or connection with others. 

 2. Inclusiveness The act of incorporating, or the attitude of wishing to be 

incorporated. 

 3. Authority Personal power that commands and enforces obedience, 

or the belief on the part of subordinates of the 

legitimacy or the necessity of obeying commands and of 

a superior’s right to issue them. 

 4. Asexuality The condition of having no connection with sex. 

 

Based on the hypothesised attributes of interpersonal relationship under the 

framework of the patrilineal extended family, the overseas Chinese organisations are 

somehow shaped after the aforementioned attributes according to Serrie’s empirical 

findings (Serrie, 1985) through the comparison of the principles of recruitment of Chinese 

social organisations either in the homeland or abroad. Serrie suggested that the overseas 

Chinese organisations would have to adapt to the local conditions and extend the relational 

tie from “familial” to “familiar” circles to have enough members to form an organisation 

while the attributes embedded in the patrilineal father-son dyad was still preferred. Chen 

uses the concept of ‘assimilation’ to explain the inclusive and extensive effect from the 

mentioned familial to familiar one (Chen, 1991). Nevertheless, variations are found in 

overseas Chinese families all over the world. Based on empirical findings in American 

society Wong remarked that the father-son dyad has been substituted by the husband-wife 

dyad in the highly acculturated Chinese families, such as the Chinese professionals, 

American-born Chinese and highly educated Chinese in New York Chinatown (Wong, 

1985). It is self-evident that the host environment played a crucial role in the intervention 
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and gave impact to the dominant relationship and the mixed marriage may speed up the 

incorporation of Chinese immigrants into the majority group and the husband-wife dyad 

becomes dominant. Although the attributes remained more or less the same among 

overseas Chinese, it needs to be further observed whether they persisted in the groups of 

well-acculturated or even assimilated Chinese (Serrie and Hsu, 1985). 

2. Chinese Interpersonal Relationship – Guanxi (Social Relations), Renqing/Renching 

(Favour) and Mianzi (Face) 

2.1. The Constitutional Elements in Chinese Interpersonal Relationship 

There is ample research on interpersonal behaviour with a special reference to the 

influence of culture on individual psychological processes, to name but a few. Ho 

remarked that there were various orientations in studying human behaviour: the Western 

orientation with an assumption of the isolated individual and the Chinese orientation that 

focused on the principle of reciprocity in fostering social behaviour (1976). Hwang 

observed that in the Chinese and other similar societies the norms of ‘reciprocity (‘bao’ 

抱)’ are intense and heavily shaped in the context of a hierarchically structured network of 

social relations (‘guanxi’ 關係). Several empirical findings in discerning culture and 

personality shared a consensus that “cultural experience conditions the self as much as it 

conditions our values, ways of thinking, and social relations ( Marsella, De Vos and Hsu, 

1985).” Thus it is proposed to identify the indigenous concepts applied in daily life in 

Chinese societies in order to have a deeper understanding of Chinese social behaviour 

(Hwang, 1987). This section presents the concepts of “renqing/renching (favour)”, 

“guanxi (social relations)” and “mianzi (face)” in the Chinese language that are frequently 

used in adjusting the appropriateness of interpersonal relationships in a Chinese cultural 

context. As these concepts are interrelated with each other and interact accordingly, it is 

necessary to discuss them as a whole (Chang and Holt, 1994). 

2.2. Renqing/Renching 

The concept of ‘renqing/renching’ first depicts “the emotional responses of an 

individual confronting the various situations of daily life” (Hwang, 1987:953) which 

describes a person of empathy or a society full of sympathy (“yu renqing wei (有人情
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味)” ). The second meaning which is similar to ‘favour’ depicts that a gift is presented by 

one person to another in the course of social exchange. In a Chinese context, if someone 

offers a gift or provides a service to a recipient, the recipient is supposed to owe the donor 

a renqing/renching. However, renqing/renching can be either a measurable thing or a 

social deed of quality that is hard to repay. As the Chinese expression says: “It is easy to 

pay back a financial loan but difficult to render a debt of renqing/renching in return (錢

債好還, 人情債難還)”  

Although reciprocity appears to be a universal norm and is considered a basic moral 

rule in the harmonization of interpersonal relationships in different cultures, the rule of 

renqing/renching may produce different consequences for repayment when being applied 

in different interpersonal ties. For example, a rational repaying happens in an 

instrumental-tie relationship (with the least emotional involvement) while an unlimited 

and temporally uncertain repaying can happen in a typical Chinese family under the 

framework of an expressive tie. However, the delicacy applies in the mixed-tie (other than 

the previous instrumental tie and expressive tie) relationship may force the recipient to 

judge the “guanxi (social relations)” with the donor to maintain the affective component 

on the one hand and to follow the Chinese etiquette of reciprocity on the other. Some 

Chinese expressions such as “if one gives you a peach, you should requite his favour with 

a plum (投桃報李)” and “to render a fountain in repayment to a person who donates you a 

drop of water(滴水之恩報以湧泉)” are typical examples on the mutual relationships in 

Chinese cultural context. 

2.3. Guanxi 

The concept of “guanxi” can be defined as social relations, or personal ties, or 

Chinese personal connections depending on the situational and relational context in which 

the term is used. Guanxi can be also featured as a social network in particular in the social 

and business context. A rich literature pays attention to the normative practice of guanxi as 

a crucial facilitator for economic growth in China and East Asia and Chinese 

entrepreneurship in Southeast Asian countries by viewing implications of guanxi as a 

unique cultural concept in Chinese cultural settings (cf. Walder, 1986, Davies, 1995, 

Lovett et al. 1999, cited in Hwang, 2003). Hwang argued that to some extent the concept 
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of guanxi was overlapped by but complemented with the concept of social capital as the 

former provided more details on how to maintain, establish and invest in relationships to 

produce obligations and expectations (Hwang, 2003). Wong and Salaff’s empirical 

findings suggested to regard (personal) networks as a form of capital derived from their 

research on the role of networks in the decision making process of Hong Kong emigrants. 

They recalled that future research on international migration should not only focus on 

class, education background but also on the migrants’ disposition in network building 

(Wong and Sallaff, 1998).  

In viewing the construction of relations or establishing guanxi, Hwang used Yang’s 

interpretation of “yuan (natural affinity; 緣 )” 2  to stress its dynamic cultural 

embeddedness: 

“The behaviour of ‘establishing guanxi’ or ‘seeking relations’ in Chinese society 

basically involves ‘altercasting’, the establishment of relationships with other people. 

Hence, interpersonal fatalism has been quite prevalent among Chinese, who frequently 

use the concept of ‘yuan’ (natural affinity) for interpreting the establishment and quality 

of interpersonal relationships (K. S. Yang, 1982). In this process both sides may regard 

their meeting as a predestined occurrence in a short-time relationship that will lead to 

happy results and thus try to assimilate each other into their own social networks.” 

(Hwang, 1987: 963)  

However, in the situation that the “yuan” mechanism fails to function, the 

guanxi-seeker can find a third person who is familiar to both sides (guanxi-seeker and 

guanxi-allocator) to match the relationship (Chiao, 1982; Walder, 1983, cited in Hwang, 

1987). As the expected relationship is established both parties can adjust their social 

                                                 

2 The concept of «yuan» is multifaceted with a special reference to “relational fatalism” (Goodwin and 

Findlay, 1997; Ho, 1998). The Chinese believed that personal relationships are predestined to fail or succeed 

which is beyond human beings’ limited ability to control. Thus, a close relationship can be interpreted as the 

acquisition of good yuan (yu yuan fen 有緣分( ) that very possibly goes back to past lives and passes through the 

present to future lives (Ho, 1998). 
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positioning accordingly under the rule of renqing/renching. The practice of “guanxi” and 

“renqing/renching” can be found in the process of migration and settlement of Chinese 

immigrants as well. I shall have more to say about this in Chapter 10,thematic analysis of 

Part III. 

2.4. Mianzi 

The concept of “mianzi” in Chinese, also known as “face” in English, was introduced 

by Goffman with his dramaturgical analysis and was described as a means of impression 

management in human interaction on the stage of life (Goffman, 1959; Chang and Holt, 

1994). Chinese intellectuals as well as laymen should never ignore its dominant role that 

penetrates and internalizes the daily practices of social relationships in Chinese societies. 

The world famous writer Yu-Tang Lin considered that mianzi/face, fate and 

renqing/renching are the “three sisters” that controlled Chinese life. Lin made a negative 

remark on the impact of their general but penetrating power that made Chinese fail to resist 

by saying: “their voices are soft, their ways are gentle, their feet tread noiselessly over the 

law courts, and their fingers move silently, expertly, putting the machinery of justice out of 

order while they caress the judge’s cheeks” (Lin, 1939: 195-196, cited in Chang and Holt, 

1994: 97). Lin believed that face was “abstract and intangible, it is yet the most delicate 

standard by which Chinese social intercourse is regulated” and thus was “difficult to 

define.” (Lin, 1935: 200 and 202, cited in Ho, 1976:867) Several Chinese social 

psychologists recognized its special characteristics in a Chinese cultural setting and took it 

as an important topic in Chinese indigenous psychology in Taiwan (Chen, 1989; Chu, 

1989; Hwang, 4987, 1988, 1989; King, 1989a, 1989b, cited in Chang and Holt, 1994). 

In reviewing the intriguing literature of face, Ho recognized its loosely mixed 

interpretation within a sociological and non-sociological framework and argued that 

several authors treated face as a “standard of behaviour” and referred it as “status plus 

something else, like dignity” (Agassi and Jarvie, 1969: 151 and 139, cited in Ho, 

1974:868). Nevertheless, he echoed that the concept should not be reduced to a cliché of a 

scientific term (1974: 868) and be worthwhile to appreciate its uncovered meaning of 

“something else” as Agassi and Jarvie argued. Denoting its moral implication, Chang and 

Holt argued that face appears to be the reflections on one’s reputation achieved by and 
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maintained through the scrutiny of others. Alternatively, face work is a sort of social 

adjustment in accordance with the standard of acknowledgment that reflects not only 

social, but moral values as well (1994:99). Furthermore, it is the stress on flexibility, 

dynamism and utility of the concept of face suggested by Chang and Holt (1994:102) that 

enables us to appreciate its functioning in the world of Chinese personal relations.  

2.5. The Interplay of Mianzi/Face, Renqing/Renching and Guanxi 

As the concepts of face, renqing/renching and guanxi interact with one another 

according to the established norms of interpersonal relationships in Chinese society, it is 

necessary to refer to the Confucian ideal of human morality based on five basic 

interpersonal relationships 3  and Fei’s principle of the rippling effect defining the 

relational closeness in Chinese community. Chang and Holt proposed two scenarios as 

follows simply by demonstrating how face works in respect of the forceful obligation of 

maintaining a balance between saving one’s own face and acknowledging someone else’s. 

The following examples are a few of them borrowed from the article “A Chinese 

Perspective on Face as Inter-Relational Concern” (1994:111-123)  

Firstly, face can be a source of interpersonal difficulties when the social actors cannot 

handle their mianzi appropriately and their social relations/guanxi would be damaged or 

even broken. Therefore, it is necessary to protect each other’s mianzi through adjustment 

of the claim of their own mianzi. A representative example can be found in the traditional 

father-son relationship characterised by patriarchal social structure. As the father 

(representing a senior and higher social position) may claim to ask more mianzi from his 

son than granted, he might resist conceding to his child in order to maintain his own mianzi. 

I would recall that the Hsu attributes such as authority could well reflect the face at work in 

                                                 

3 Traditional Chinese society is based on the maintenance of harmony of five basic relationships that are: 1. 

father-son (the relation of closeness); 2. emperor-subject (the relation of righteousness); 3. husband-wife (the 

relation of distinction); 4. elder-younger (the relation of order); 5. friend-friend (the relation of faithfulness). The 

ways of interaction depend on the proper measurement of the degree and order of the five relationships in the 

pursuit of balance. 
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the father-son dyadic relationship. Moreover, it is important to note that when the social 

actors are dealing with different statuses and orders of relationships, it is so delicate to 

manage the issue of mianzi. 

Secondly, mianzi can be a source of interpersonal effectiveness given the fact that 

mianzi can be requested as a utility or an instrument in the process of negotiating rights 

and obligations between social actors. A typical situation is that A needs help from B 

(someone that he or she is not familiar with); thus it is wise to find C, an appropriate third 

party (who is familiar with the target persons) as a go-between. It is possible that B feels 

willing to grant help to A as an expression of acknowledging C’s mianzi. Nevertheless, it 

is somehow possible for B to be put in a dilemma of guanxi if B feels unavailable to 

provide help to A and that B might be under the risk of damaging the guanxi with C for the 

loss of C’s mianzi caused by B’s refusal. 

The mechanism of mianzi can also be used in a conflicting situation when A and B, 

the disputing parties, refuse to cede for fear of losing mianzi. Not the least important 

technique is to invite C; a third party with high social position or high ranking in the social 

group they belong to, by asking both sides to grant C a mianzi so that the mediator can 

close the dispute. Alternatively, C may seek all available relationships linked to both 

parties to soften their attitudes. Retrospectively, A and B may feel pressured by the 

renqing/renching (favour) allocated by C and would like to re-establish their guanxi. 

The above-mentioned examples show how the Chinese cope with the intriguing 

relationship between mianzi/face, renqing/renching and guanxi. The following Figure II-1 

demonstrates the interpersonal relationships shaped in a Chinese society in which the Hsu 

attributes of continuity, authority, inclusiveness and asexuality are embedded. 
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Figure I-2-1 The Interpersonal Relationships in a Traditional Chinese Society 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the next section I would like to address the concepts of shame and guilt ensuing 

from the effects of losing face as the expression of such emotional experiences that may be 

a cultural component as we will find in the life stories of Chinese immigrants in Part II. 

Further detail on the empirical application of shame can be found in Chapter 10 of 

thematic analysis in Part III. 

3. The Chinese Interpretation of Shame and Guilt 

What are the effects of losing face and why it is considered as a “sacred thing” to the 

Chinese? Ho et al.’s findings suggested that face and self were conceived as reciprocal 

constructs and people had diverse interpretations of guilt, shame and embarrassment. 

Bedford’s empirical research supported Ho et al.’s hypothesis and described the nuance of 

guilt and shame in a cross-cultural perspective. He argued that the Western literature on 

shame and guilt cannot provide a satisfactory explanation of the functions and roles of 

guilt and shame in Chinese culture. Thus, he identified four subjective types of shame in a 

qualitative research on Chinese women in Taiwan and compared them with the aspects of 
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guilty. The forms of shame and guilt are identified and categorised as emotional types (in 

the Mandarin context), statements, target, transgression issue and the ways it occurs, 

audience and coverage are as follows: 

Table I-2-2 Aspects of Guilt and Shame (Bedford, 2004:32) 

Emotion Definition Target Transgression 

issue 

Ways to 

cause 

Audience 

required 

Personal/ 

universal

Aspects 

of guilt* 

      

“Nei jiu” 

(內咎) 

Failure to 

uphold an 

obligation to 

another 

Towards 

others 

Obligation 

towards 

others 

Own 

behaviour

No Personal 

“Zui e 

gan” 

(罪惡感) 

Moral 

transgression 

About 

own 

behaviour

Morality Own 

behaviour

No Both 

“Fan zui 

gan” 

(犯罪感) 

Transgression 

of law or 

rules 

About 

own 

behaviour

Rule/law Own 

behaviour

No Universal

Aspects 

of Shame 

      

“Diu lian” 

(丟臉) 

Loss of 

reputation 

For self Reputation Own/other Yes Both 

“Can kui” 

(慚愧) 

Failure to 

obtain ideal 

Of self Ideal Own No Personal 

“Xiu kui” 

(羞愧) 

Personal 

failure 

Of self Personal 

identity 

Own/other No Personal 

“Xiu chi” 

(羞恥) 

Social failure Of self/for 

other 

Shared 

identity 

Own/other No Universal

* The reason for using Chinese terms to show different aspects of guilt and shame is based on 

Bedford’s empirical research that uses a semi-structured emotional scale to interview 

Taiwanese women about their interpretation of the above-mentioned concepts. As these 

categories appear rich in meaning in a Chinese context, it is difficult to translate them into 
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English. However, an English reader can read the categorical differences through an 

understanding of the whole set of supplementary information (e.g. definition, target, 

transgression issue, causality, etc.). 

 

In Bedford’s interpretation of variations of guilt, the feeling of “nei jiu” can be 

aroused when one person feels unable to fulfill an obligation of responsibility to other 

people no matter whether they think in the same way or not. “Nei jiu” is a personal guilt in 

a sense that it is a loss of self-expectation when the person in question fails to meet a 

promised duty to another person without taking into account the person’s capacity to fulfill 

it. The nuance between “nei jiu” and the Western sense of guilt may be the occurrence of 

transgression. As Bedford argued earlier Westerners do not usually share the moral 

obligation to obtain the same capacities as the Chinese or Japanese (cf. Lebra, 1988, 

Bedford, 1994, cited in Bedford, 2004). However, within the framework of Chinese family 

ideology, it is assumed that the Chinese have a stronger sense of duty and obligation to 

family and ingroup, so the lack of capability may arouse a sense of guilt. 

Concerning the variation of shame the Chinese informants perceived that losing face 

(“diu lian” in Mandarin) referred to the failure of fulfilling social obligations in front of 

other people. As face is a retrospective construct the feeling of shame may grow if the 

person in question values the other person’s view more deeply and widely. Thus one 

person may feel losing face (“diu lian”) when his or her shortcomings have already been 

exposed to others as the public identity has been threatened. In a Chinese society the 

experiences of shame may always result from moral belief that is different from the 

experiences of Westerner (see Babcoci and Sabini, 1990; Hultberg, 1988; Thrane, 1979, 

cited in Bedford, 2004). It is important to note that the Chinese always feel obligated to 

maintain their position and identity in the hierarchical social space driven by their moral 

belief as the social hierarchy is part of the natural cosmic order. (cf. Hwang, 2001, cited in 

Bedford, 2004). 

From a cross-cultural point of view many scholars support the hypothesis that the 

Westerner and the Chinese have a different self-concept as the latter’s identity is more 

dependent on relationships with other people (Markus and Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 
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Bontempo, Villareal, Asia, and Lucca, 1988, cited in Bedford, 2004). The 

psychologist-anthropologist Hsu has attempted to replace the man (as an individualized 

being) with the Chinese “ren” emphasising the characteristic of interpersonal self (1985). 

Ho et al. also suggested an extended conception of selfhood (2004) in realizing emotional 

expression of Chinese individuals. Alternately the greatest shame for the Chinese might 

not only refer to a personal feeling but in particular when a greater self is threatened or 

damaged. For example, an event that causes the loss of face of parents and ancestors is 

something extremely unbearable for most Chinese. The Chinese expression such as 

“feeling shameful in front of ancestors (kui due tzu shian/愧對祖先)” or “having no face 

to meet the parents and seniors on the other side of the east river (wu yen jian jiang dong 

fu lao/無顏見江東父老)” are typical expressions of Chinese shame with an extensive 

connection from the loss of selfhood to a greater self,in the traditional family system. 

In the following Figure I-2-2, I present the interactive relationships between the 

relational self and emotional expression of guilt and shame. I also note that the 

above-mentioned feelings interact with mianzi/face that is still based on a traditional 

Chinese society shaped by the Hsu attributes. 
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Figure I-2-2. The Interrelations between Selfhood, Guilt and Shame through the Act of 

Mianzi/Face . 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. The Chinese Constructs in the Scheme of Relational Circles and their Transactions 

The schemes of interpersonal relations (Figure I-2-1) and Chinese expressions of 

emotions of shame and guilt (Table I-2-2) were presented in the previous sections. I would 

just add that the interpersonal relationships can be extended following the crossing layer 

from the familial ties to the familiar ones when assimilation takes effect. The assimilated 

phenomenon might happen when the Chinese individual and/or group in question would 

be facing external constraints to generate solidarity or to defend interests as we have seen 

from Serrie’s findings of extensive overseas Chinese organisations and the lifeworld in 

Chinatown. The following Figure I-2-3 first demonstrates the Chinese extensive relational 
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circles based on father-son dyad and developed from familial to familiar ties and the weak 

ties as the outer layer. The two triangular transactions of face-guanxi-renqing and of 

face-shame-guilt depict the interplay of social relationships in a Chinese perspective. 

Secondly, as much of the research on Chinese immigration suggested there are various 

integrative forms depending on the interactions of Chinese subjects encountered the 

various host environments, the proposed scheme can be considered as an ideal type in a 

Weberian sense. In the research it is expected to increase its added value by the use of this 

scheme in a comparative framework and to examine the constancy and variation of 

Chinese immigrants’ culture of incorporation in Belgium. 
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Figure I-2-3 The Relational Circles and Their Transactions – A Chinese Perspective 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: 1. The figure is based on a traditional Chinese society embedded with Hsu attributes 
(continuity, authority, inclusiveness and asexuality) where the family 
relationship is enhanced by father-son dyad. 

2. The dynamic arrows indicate the movement of relational circles interacted with 
the internal and external factors. 

3. As the interpersonal relational ties change in accordance with self-defined 
intimacy, the rules of expressive, mixed and equity provide as reference standard 
that Chinese a subject      
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5. Chinese Family Ideology as Entrepreneurial Driving Force – A Proposition 

It is not surprising to find a rich literature on the intriguing relationship between 

ethnic Chinese and their economic performance in the land of reception as there seems to 

be a specific tie between ethnicity and the spirit of entrepreneurship. The cultural approach 

to the above-mentioned phenomenon assumes that cultural values can be a driving force 

behind entrepreneurship and thus it is interesting to know how the cultural elements can be 

conveyed over generations in a historical context. In the review of the ample discussion on 

the cultural factors and economic activity no one can avoid the Weberian hypothesis on the 

cultural tie between Protestantism and the emergence of modern capitalism. This 

provoked extensive academic argument in the search for a comparable cultural factor in 

Chinese society. However, a seemingly paradoxical phenomenon assuming that Chinese 

Confucianism was considered a quasi-religion according to Weber has provoked lively 

debates as he found no positive relationship to ascertain Confucianism as the driving 

power activating Chinese capitalism. Nevertheless it is difficult to deny the high spirit of 

Chinese entrepreneurship marked by economic development in the Asian tigers over the 

last decades and recently in China, all characterized as Confucian societies. 

It has been a fashionable trend to define a link between economic success in these 

East Asian countries and the influence of Confucianism. To some extent a similar 

assumption can be used to explain the successful overseas Chinese merchants appeared to 

have in densely populated Southeast Asian countries. However alternative views question 

whether Confucianism should be considered a secularised religion such as other 

traditional religions for its shortage of substantial religious components (Huang, 1985, 

cited in Chen, 1991, Tan, 2004). Through the analysis of professional values of the 

merchants in Huizou (well-known for the high rate of entrepreneurship in that region) in 

the Ming and Qing Dynasty, anthropologist Chi-Nan Chen argued that the Chinese family 

ideology should replace hypothetical Confucianism as the driving force for the Chinese 

pursuit of economic performance. Given the fact that the merchants were traditionally 

stratified at the bottom of social ranking while the “literati” or scholars (“Shi” in Chinese) 

were ranked at the top position, peasants at the second and artisans at the third, they 

recognized that the only way to glorify the ancestors and the family was to gain upward 
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mobility to become literati through creating wealth. Chen further argued that the acts to 

elevate the family name and to glorify ancestors are the main goals that enabled the 

merchants to become upward literati through the path valued by Confucianism. In other 

words the concern of the family reputation as a fundamental commitment for the Chinese 

merchants was a way to retain the continuity of the family system while involvement in 

economic activity in exchange for becoming literati was regarded as a strategic means to 

the completion of the stated goal. To some extent there seems to be a paradox and 

compromise in the ideological thinking of Chinese Confucianist merchants; depreciating 

the idea of making wealth through economic activities on the one hand while following the 

unique path to becoming valuable Confucians elevating ancestors and the family name on 

the other. However Chen concluded that although the Chinese family ideology was 

supposed to be a cultural driving force behind Chinese entrepreneurship, such reasoning 

cannot fully support the Weberian thesis if we take the complex development of modern 

capitalism into account.  

The following figure Figure I-2-4 is to demonstrate the relationship between family 

ideology, Confucianism and social mobility after the review of Hsu’s and Chen’s 

theoretical contributions as it has become a structured cycle. 
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Figure I-2-4 The Relational Cycle between Family Ideology, Confucianism and Social 

Mobility in the Traditional Chinese Society 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. The Entrepreneurship of Overseas Chinese – beyond Confucianism 

Chen and Godley (1985, cited in Chen, 1991) also observed similar effects of the 

Chinese family ideology on the Chinese entrepreneurs in Southeast Asian countries. The 

history of Chinese migration and the settlement in Southeast Asia also supports the 

cultural thesis and the economic activities. An eminent historian, Gungwu Wang, 

suggested understanding the culture of Chinese entrepreneurship through the angle of the 

characteristics grounded in economic activities and examining the merchant attitudes 

towards trading methods and the disposition of accumulated wealth (Wang, 1992:184). 
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Wang argued that the family as the primary unit of trade and other central values such as 

industriousness, thrift, honesty, trust, loyalty, etc. associated with it were endorsed by 

Confucianism and became the core of its teachings. However, where he differs with Chen 

is that the Confucians in traditional China did not value some traits in merchants such as 

being profit-driven, risk-taking and shrewd. In empirical China the merchants were 

challenged on the one hand to elevate their social status through the path to literati status 

by means of their wealth and the dogmatic governance by the mandarins as they were the 

then ruling class. Thus doctrinal Confucian ethics might become a barrier to the 

development of entrepreneurship and jeopardize economic activities. Instead of fully 

endorsing the link between Confucianism and Chinese entrepreneurship Wang uses the 

example of Chinese immigrants in Southeast Asia emphasising their capability of 

incorporation into the society of residence. Outside China, Wang observed that the 

Chinese merchants learned to survive through high adaptability and establishing alliances 

with the indigenous people such as by means of mixed marriages (1992). 

Wang observes some distinctive cultural attributes such as Chinese organisations for 

various goals and interests, trade coalitions and the spirit of philanthropy. Although 

several virtues might be considered universal that can be found in other ethnic 

entrepreneurs, the encompassing family system and the use of philanthropy to elevate the 

family name might be considered Chinese cultural heritage. In addition Wang pointed out 

that “a very positive interpretation of destiny” based on assumption that “good fortune 

was there for the bidding and would fall to those who were fated to get it” could be of help 

to ease the worry of blind risk-taking. By recognising the fated success other virtues of 

industriousness, ruthlessness and frugality were required that might be called the will to 

profit in Wang’s term (1992:195). Compared with the constrained development of 

merchant culture in China in the 1980s Wang valued the remarkable adaptability of the 

overseas Chinese who were able to be liberated from the rigid literati culture in the 

homeland, to overcome the discriminating barriers in the receiving society and to freely 

adopt the host culture to improve modernisation both in minds and institutions 

(1992:190-197). Thus overseas Chinese merchants are believed to have been able to take 

advantages of embedded Confucian cultural traits and learned host culture for the benefit 

of localisation. 



 

 86

Tan also emphasises the family orientation of the Chinese in Southeast Asia with 

special emphasis on the present and future but no longer on the past. Given the fact that the 

worship of ancestors has been weakening or even ceased to exist in many overseas 

Chinese families, the Chinese would expect the success in future generations more than in 

their own in the present. Thus Chinese culture appears to manifest both its continuity and 

its transformation in Tan’s own words: “The present concern with the future generation is 

a motivation for economic achievement, just as the traditional concern with glorifying the 

ancestors was an incentive for success.” (2004:189): 

The dedicated efforts to help the future generation to achieve economic success are 

henceforth expressed through the parents’ push for the children to obtain a higher 

education, the key to a successful career. Many empirical studies on overseas Chinese 

families shared the similar observation. It seems that all Chinese irrespective of class or 

educational background commonly share the worship of higher education. Tan described 

how Chinese parents in Singapore and Malaysia were involved in their children’s 

education. Similarly Zou’s research produced the same findings about the functional 

effects of ethnic organisations on academic achievement of the second generation in 

Chinatown, the Korean community and the Vietnamese community (1992, 2004). 

Tan pointed out that a non-negligible factor combining the pursuit of secular 

achievement with competition is the other side of the coin and is characterised as a feature 

of Chinese culture but receives less attention from students of Chinese society. In Tan’s 

cited quotation from Hsu’s work the association of competition with the traditional 

Chinese attributes has been clearly stated through the observation of the worship of 

ancestors under the roof of ancestral authority: 

“Between those whose relations with one another is marked by the 

authority-submission pattern there cannot be competition. But between those whose 

relation with one another is marked by equality, there can and is bound to be competition. 

In a family organisation which prescribes that all sons, regardless of age, have equal 

claims to the ancestral inheritance, that all sons have opportunities to head independent 

family units, and that every son may become the favourite son of parents and ancestors 

because of personal achievement, this drive for competition tends to receive additional 
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encouragement. It is responsible for the struggle for more wealth, for large family homes, 

for more ‘advantageous’ graveyards, for bigger clan temples, for costlier ceremonials, 

and a host of other measures that are calculated to increase the welfare and prestige of the 

living and of the dead. It is also responsible for the weak position of the clan. The 

individual family cohesion is so strong that even the joint household has difficulty in 

maintaining its existence.” (Hsu, 1949:243, cited in Tan, 2004:188-189)   

Competition as embedded in culture seems to provide a plausible explanation of the 

puzzle of the Chinese multi-layered network society that is centred on the family and 

extended through levels of intimacy. Thus it is commonly held that in overseas Chinese 

communities family ideology as the fundamental drive for economic performance through 

free competition has been transformed into and expressed as a concern for the success of 

future generations equipped with higher education.  

A revised Figure I-2-5 in accordance with Wang’s and Tan’s advanced argument on 

the relational cycle between the modern family ideology and Chinese entrepreneurship 

culture overseas is as follows. It is interesting to find that the Hsu attributes remain while 

more diversified modes of family development are emerging in consideration of different 

migratory experiences. 
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Figure I-2-5 The Advanced Relational Cycle between Family Ideology, Confucianism and 

Social Mobility in Overseas Chinese Society 
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relationships. Hsu and Serrie’s conclusive findings indicated that there exists 

psychological bonding to the construction of Chinese ethnicity regardless of sub-ethnic 

differences such as dialects and types of social organisations. However, further research is 

needed to study whether the psycho-cultural elements persist among the second generation 

of Chinese descent or the highly acculturated Chinese immigrants. 

The concepts of mianzi/face, guanxi/social relations and renqing/favour are found to 

have a Chinese origin and need to be combined within a Chinese cultural context to shape 

transactional relationships and functions. Much research on interpersonal behaviour 

conducted by Chinese or Western social scientists has noted the impact of culture on the 

construction of rules and patterns of human relationships. In a Chinese society the Chinese 

developed their interpersonal relations based on the norm of reciprocity that is embedded 

in hierarchically structured social networks and interact appropriately under the concerns 

of mianzi, guanxi and renqing. In addition the Chinese construct of guanxi has received 

extensive attention in deciphering a tie between Chinese entrepreneurship and worldwide 

social networking. As for the Chinese perception of mianzi, the claim of losing face may 

seriously defect one’s ability to function effectively in society in particular when the 

person in question fails to retain his or her position in the Chinese social space or to fulfill 

the requirements ensuing from that given position. The event of losing face can incur 

emotional consequences such as shame and guilt that need to be further clarified in respect 

of cultural factors. As reciprocity is inherent in face work and acts as a mutually restrictive 

power upon the members of society, Ho argued that the issue of face should be learned 

beyond the ideology of individualism, the conventional perception of seeing shame and 

guilt as an individual responsibility and private experience should be further modified. 

By examining the Mandarin words for guilt (“nei jiu”, “zui e gan” and “fan zui gan”) 

and shame (“diu lian”, “can kui”, “xiu kui” and “xiu chi”) and conducting a cross-cultural 

comparison between the Americans and the Chinese, Bedford observed the possible 

subjective distinction among the types of guilt in Mandarin while that is somehow 

non-existent in English. The emotion of “nei jiu” (failure to uphold an obligation to 

another) is different from the Western perception of guilt as the former can be incurred 

when the person in question experiences a failure of acquiring some abilities to fulfill 
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requirements whether imposed upon him/her self or the related person. Contrary to the 

Chinese who may feel morally obligated to obtain some capabilities, the Westerners do not 

share such moral belief as the Chinese do. Not the least important remark is the connection 

of identity in the construct of Chinese shame. In accordance with the intensive norm of 

reciprocity the Chinese appear to be more sensitive than the Western to arousing a sense of 

shame with regard to other people’s action (or inaction). Thus the Chinese may feel 

seriously shameful in a subjective perception when one fails to fulfill the requirements 

derived from close families and even ancestors of past generations. 

Culture is not only assumed to have an impact on interpersonal behaviour but also to 

have a causal relationship with economic performance. The classical Weberian hypothesis 

has convincingly argued that there is a cultural tie between Calvinism and the birth of 

capitalism while there is an absence of such moral belief as a cultural engine to activate 

modern capitalism in China. The Weberian thesis has provoked ample discussion among 

Chinese and Western academics and regained its strength as marked by economic 

development in the so-called Confucian societies in East Asia (Japan, Korea, Taiwan, 

Singapore and present-day China) over the last three decades. However Chen has 

convincingly argued that the Chinese family ideology has replaced Confucianism and 

similar observations may be found in the research undertaken by Wang and Tan on the 

Chinese immigrants in Southeast Asian countries. 

 

III. Structural Variants in Processing Immigration and Incorporation 

1. Social Network 

The concept of the social network has received extensive attention from 

anthropologists as well as sociologists in the field of migration research. Brettell noted that 

anthropologists are interested in the role of social networks based on ties of kinship 

employed in the process of chain migration (2000). In the research on Chinese 

immigration Watson focused on the “emigrant community” by stressing the 

transformation of cultural resistance by addressing how Chinese rural settlers retain close 

ties with kinsmen in villages even after years of emigration (1974). Watson conducted 
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ethnographic fieldwork in the village of San Tin, the largest emigrant community in rural 

Hong Kong, and conducted a follow-up survey of San Tin emigrants settled in London 

concentrated in the catering business. Although the central issue of the research was the 

relationship between immigration and social change by examining the adaptability of the 

Mans lineage with a primary emphasis on the immigrants’ home community, it also 

illustrated the function of the kinship network that enabled the formation of a catering 

niche so that the newcomers of Mans of San Tin origin could easily find settlement 

through the involvement of the network in Chinese restaurants (Watson, 1974). 

As lineage retains as a form of cultural tie Wang’s research on the settlement model 

of the Wenzou people in Paris demonstrated another specific mode of social networking 

through shared home region identity (1999). Wang defined the Wenzou people as the 

emigrants originating from the Wenzou metropolis and its satellite counties and cities in 

the Zhejiang Province, China. What makes the Wenzou settlement model so distinguished 

is its dynamic ingroup assimilation through effective social networking that facilitates 

transformation of ingroup networking into social capital to sustain the demand for labour 

in ethnic niche business. Through the comparison of the Wenzou community centralized 

in certain districts of Paris (fieldwork conducted between 1998 and 1999) and his earlier 

research of the Zhejiang village (conducted in 1993, 1994 and 1997) in Beijing, Wang 

noted how a highly mobile, rapidly extensive and cooperative social network plays a 

decisive role in providing the functions of information medium and mechanism of 

economic integration. Irrespective of the forms of emigration to France; family reunion, 

overseas recruitment and mostly illegal entrance, the social network plays a significant 

role in facilitating and consolidating the tie between newcomers and early settlers. Not 

limiting themselves to a kin-reliance strategy indicated in Watson’s research of the Mans 

lineage network, the Wenzou people would have to incorporate themselves into an 

assimilated social network as long as the newcomers would be accepted by and inserted 

within the community that shared a common regional identity (Wang, 1999:10). 

Mainstream research focuses on the immigrants’ economic adaptation and the chance 

of social mobility of the second generation as practices of the social network not as an 

obstacle but as a facilitator for the immigrants in the process of incorporation. In the 
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American context insightful research conducted by Zou on the revalorisation of 

Chinatown also addressed the artful combination of social networking and economic 

incorporation. She argued that Chinatown was characterised as an enclave economy 

primarily built on a co-ethnic network that gave the community members access to the 

mainstream society instead of creating barriers in the process of incorporation (Zou, 1992). 

Zou remarked that the community networks and social capital played a major resourceful 

role for Chinese immigrants to achieve their socio-economic goals (1992:219). Through 

comparative observation of traditional Chinese organisations (based on surname, 

birthplace, regional affiliation, etc. and run by early settlers) and new organisations 

(focused on better incorporation and run by the more highly  acculturated co-ethnics) in 

Chinatown, it is noted that the internal competition between the two types of Chinese 

organisations may have generated new room for renovating the Chinese community. 

Consequently the evolving nature within traditional organisations under pressure from 

new ones appears to be better integrated with the mainstream society because of the 

restructuring of the social network. Thus the social network can either facilitate the 

consolidation of an ethnic community under unfavourable conditions or improve 

integration within the receiving society (Zou and Kim, 2004). 

2. Ethnic/Chinese Entrepreneurship 

Many empirical studies tend to assert the entrepreneurial inclination of certain 

immigrant groups as seen from their overrepresentation in the small-scale business sector. 

By reviewing the literature based on research in the American society Zou clarified the 

concepts of the middleman minority entrepreneur and the enclave entrepreneurs on level 

of localisation by the use of Bonacich’s contribution. Based on Bonacich’s seminal 

finding on the consequences of systemic exclusion in the case of Japanese Americans, he 

observed that “the middleman minorities are positioned between mainstream producers 

and consumers and occupy a distinctive class position that is of no special use of the ruling 

class and act as a go-between to more subordinate groups.” (Bonacich, 1980: 14-15, cited 

in Heisler-Schimmitter, 2000:81) As this type of entrepreneurship reflects a sign of hostile 

environment within the mainstream society the middleman minority entrepreneurs are 

characterized as sojourners brought in with short-sighted interest in quick profit-making 
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and then orienting their investment to elsewhere or quite often to the home country 

(Bonacich, 1973, cited in Zou, 2004:2). However the middleman minority model appears 

to be a temporary and situational strategy and is found unsustainable in the case of the 

second generation of Japanese Americans for their successful social mobility. 

Unlike the middleman minority entrepreneurs the enclave entrepreneurs established 

close ties with the location where they resided while they were bound primarily with 

co-ethnicity and co-ethnic social structures (Zou, 2004). According to Portes et al, an 

ethnic enclave economy is remarkable for its spatial concentration of the immigrant group 

and significant class stratification within the ethnic group. Thus the empirical findings in 

the American context suggested that spatial clustering and sectoral specialization are the 

key elements in the fostering of enclave businesses (Portes and Jensen, 1989, cited in 

Heisler-Schimmitter, 2000:82). Although these two types of businesses are all under the 

umbrella of ethnic economy, in terms of functional differentiation they are distinguished 

depending on the encountered social structure and social relations within the outgroup. In 

addition the formation of an ethnic enclave economy is an outcome from a segmented 

labour market; as the immigrants find no access to the primary labour market that provides 

decent work and secure employment but are forcefully constrained to the secondary labour 

market which provides unskilled and precarious jobs and are subject to exploitation. Thus 

the ethnic enclave business provides an alternative for the co-ethnic immigrant channels 

for social mobility. 

Although the enclave ethnic economy is criticized for its grey and precarious nature 

some research observed that it might include the main characteristics of both the primary 

and the secondary labour markets in terms of large varieties and below-average working 

conditions. For instance, some alternative compensations such as language and training 

facilities, a flexible and tolerant working atmosphere and close geographical distance 

might be preferable for the immigrants, in particular to the newcomers (cf. Zou, 1992).  

A variation from the ethnic enclave economy is the ethnic niche model suggested by 

Waldinger and his colleagues on the strength of the observation that the establishment of 

an ethnic niche does not necessarily concentrate on the business sector and ethnic 

entrepreneurship but on public-sector employment as well (Waldinger, 1996; Waldinger 
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and Bozorghmer, 1996, cited in Heisler-Schimmitter, 2000:82). In Waldinger’s 

classification the elemental definition of ethnic niche is based on an ethnic group’s ability 

to dominate the access to employment, offer privileges to the co-ethnics, and limit the 

opportunities for the outgroup (Heisler-Schmitter, 2000). As Waldinger et al. suggest an 

ethnic niche might occur in every market economy and affect the presumed ranking and 

ordering of employment where immigrants are supposed to be at the bottom, ethnic niches 

thus appear to be important dimensions of immigrant employment in American society 

(Bailey and Waldinger, 1991; Waldinger, 1994, cited in Heisler-Schmitter, 2000). 

The emergence and development of various types of ethnic business cannot satisfy 

the social scientists’ curiosity of why and how some ethnic groups demonstrate 

comparably high rates of self-employment and entrepreneurship while some other groups 

are found not to do so. Portes and Rumbaut proposed a theoretical framework analysing 

inter-group ethnic entrepreneurship classified at societal, group and individual levels. The 

researchers suggest that occupational access and orientation are determined by the 

contexts of exit and reception. In Zou’s interpretation the contexts of exit include the 

immigrants’ social, human and economic capital, legal or illegal form of immigration and 

motivation for immigration. As for contexts of reception they should include the attitude 

of the receiving society in terms of related policies and institutions and the conditions of 

ethnic community in the country of reception and so forth. The proposed contexts of exit 

and reception can produce effects to the host environment and socio-cultural conditions 

that can provide either opportunities or barriers to the immigrant individuals irrespective 

of their individual, structural and cultural characteristics (Zou, 2004). Under the 

above-mentioned theoretical framework motivation for ethnic entrepreneurship can be 

attributed to mainstream exclusion (Wong, 1988), rising demands for exotic goods and 

favourable market conditions (Aldrich and Waldinger, 1990) and immigrants’ lack of 

cultural capital (Mora, 2002) at the societal level, remarked by Zou (2004). 

As to the group level what attracts academics’ attention is the cultural interplay 

between the remaining traditional and the host society’s cultural values, specifically 

depicting the group behaviour patterns, group resources and its reactive disposition. Some 

research focused on ethnic solidarity generated through the creation and the management 
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of various kinds of ethnic organisations that provided necessary resources and support (e.g. 

starting up capital, information, business know-how, labour force, etc.) for the group 

members to establish self-employment (Light, 1972; Zou, 1992). To better present the 

group level characteristics, Portes and Zou proposed the concepts of “bounded solidarity” 

and “enforceable trust” that fostered and facilitated ethnic entrepreneurship (Portes and 

Zou, 1992, cited in Zou, 2004:8). The awareness of bounded solidarity can be raised when 

the immigrants acknowledge their status as a foreigner and the understanding of a 

commonly shared ethnic identity is heightened. Moreover, what the immigrants 

commonly shared is not only the cultural heritage but also reciprocal obligations among 

members of an ethnic group. The generated bounded solidarity provides a kind of 

self-discipline that regulates group behaviour and avoids disintegration. 

As to the associative role of “enforceable trust”, this plays as a sanctioning power 

emanating from the community that forces the prospective entrepreneurs to respect the 

commonly accepted norms and standards in the pursuit of higher community status and 

prevent violations (Zou, 2004). Therefore, bounded solidarity and enforceable trust work 

hand in hand and serve as resources of social capital to facilitate the growth of ethnic 

entrepreneurship. 

Individual-level factors and personal traits interact with constraints at other levels. 

An example is provided by Min’s research on the level of self-employment comparing 

Koreans and Filipinos who had similar levels of education and length of immigration. The 

findings showed that the Koreans were directed to self-employment when mobility was 

blocked by the lack of linguistic acculturation while the highly acculturated Filipinos 

found comfort in the American society and did not have urgent reasons for 

self-employment (Min, 1986/87, 1988, cited in Zou, 2004). 

3. Beyond Structure-determined Approach 

In the review of the rich literature on ethnic/Chinese entrepreneurship I first present 

the types of ethnic economy such as middleman enterprise, enclave business and the niche 

sector usually to be found under a common framework based on an ingroup identity which 

can be consolidated through dynamic social organisation. The diversified development of 
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ethnic entrepreneurship having emerged in the primary and secondary labour market just 

pinpoints the contingent and mobile nature of the business in the receiving society that any 

ethnic group has to overcome through the exploitation of collective and individual 

resources. The comprehensive description of structural constraints at the levels of society, 

the group and the individual encountered by immigrants in the process of economic 

incorporation is helpful in formulating a hypothesis by assuming a two-way integration 

and viewing immigration as a dependent variable and the above-mentioned constraints as 

independent variables.  

Nevertheless, we still could not understand how an individual migrant prioritise these 

structural constraints and why he or she responds in such way? In a structure-determined 

hypothesis, it seems that each subject regardless his or her individual life experience 

would be assumed to respond to the structural constraints in a certain formulated way, be 

they are Chinese or Japanese or Koreans. Moreover, the structure-determined approach 

might have reduced the imagination of the work of agency as the agent’s active input has 

been delimited in the assumed contribution to migration and not for any other motivation if 

migration is set to as a final goal in life. If this would be considered as a constant 

phenomenon we would have to find more innovative reasons to understand the variant 

mechanism of the new modes in migration; such as transnational communities, 

re-migration or stagnant migration and so forth. In other words, the structure-determined 

approach might help us to under why a subject or a group of subjects in question migrate 

and settle. But we can not understand why this subject but not others re-migrates or returns 

home or becomes transmigrant afterwards although the conditional environment remains 

the same. An analogical example can be found in the research on the impact of chronic 

disease to a patient in question. The chronic disease is definitely an important variable that 

gives influence to the patient’s life and thus the subject’s biography as he or she would 

have to respond to the said disease during a long period of life. Comparably, migration 

plays as a substantial intervening variant that change the migrant’s post-migration life. So 

that the migrant in question would have to deal the complete change of his or her living 

environment as the mentioned patient with chronic disease would have to do.  
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Moreover, if we view the action of migration in a subject’s life course, we might 

figure out that it would be a turning point or an important event in life. What would make 

sense to the subject in question should be how he or she gives meaning to the said 

migration and takes responsive accommodation for such decisive action. Thus, the 

structural components entailed from migration and settlement appears to be challenging 

variants that the individual would have to undertake. So in the long process of struggling 

to live with the structural constraints, the migrant in question will be able to make his or 

her life ‘livable’ or even ‘meaningful’ depending on what life goal to be. Alternatively, 

migration may occur when the subject chooses it as a means to achieve a certain 

development-oriented goal; personal or collective. Therefore, migration may become a 

means for the fulfillment of certain developmental goals (as an intervening variable) while 

entrepreneurship as a response to the above-mentioned structural constraints may go 

beyond a contingent strategy for incorporation through the exploration of the uncovered 

cultural dimension. That is the reason why I first introduced the cultural factors behind 

Chinese entrepreneurship as discussed in the first section. A combined framework with the 

inputs of a cultural dimension of Chinese society may shape the feature of Chinese 

entrepreneurship more effectively playing a significant role in the any receiving country. 

 

IV. The Concepts and Variations Applied in the Process of Migration and 

Settlement 

1. Adaptation and Accommodation 

According to Park and Burgess in their Introduction to the Science of Sociology 

(1970) both concepts depict how the members of a society intend to adjust to the 

environment where he or she lives. However, ‘adaptation’ was inspired by Darwin’s 

theory of natural selection interpreting the way in which only the individuals best fitted to 

live within the conditions provided by the environment and the surviving species would 

continue to exist and grow while the unfitted others were the ones without “survival value” 

(Park and Burgess, 1970:303) and were doomed to disappear. Furthermore Park and 

Burgess referred to ‘adaptation’ as a process of interaction between man and society and 
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the effect resulting from competition borrowing the metaphor of plant community where 

individual or a group of vegetable species competed to survive without need of direct 

contact. 

By ‘accommodation’ Park and Burgess referred to social heritage (traditions, culture, 

sentiments, technique) emphasizing its social transmission instead of biological nature 

embedded in the variations of adaptation. As adaptation was an outcome of competition, 

accommodation was distinguished as the effect of social conflict depicting the antagonism 

arisen from the hostility between members that had a different social heritage. 

(1970:304-305). Thus accommodation appeared to be a variation of the organisation 

aiming to regulate or control the conflict situation and came out as social order. However, 

although accommodation could solve the antagonism between individuals and groups but 

according to Park and Burgess only assimilation could dissolve it. 

2. Assimilation 

As Rumbault (1997) frankly commented that few concepts as ‘assimilation’ inspired 

by the ‘melting pot’ metaphor could become so popularised in every aspect of American 

life and oriented the public discourse to the extraordinary capacity of a nation of 

immigrants that absorbed tens of millions of new settlers regardless of their class and 

country of origin. However, there is more reality than rhetoric dimension to be studied in 

debating ‘assimilation’. To some extent assimilation is synonymous with Americanisation 

or Germanisation in its national context. The literature on assimilation would agree that 

the definition given by Park and Burgess in their mentioned textbook provided an ideal 

type of incorporation when dealing with immigration: 

“Assimilation is a process of interpenetration and fusion in which persons and 

groups acquire the memories, sentiments, and attitudes of other persons or groups, and by 

sharing their experience and history, are incorporated with them in a common cultural 

life.” (1970:360)  

As for the means to promote assimilation Park and Burgess would believe that by 

employing the mechanisms of imitation and suggestion, it will increase the rapidity of 

assimilation and the “unity thus achieved is not necessarily or even normally 
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like-mindedness; it is rather a unity of experience and of orientation, out of which may 

develop a community of purpose and action.” (1970:362) 

Thus assimilation may be better achieved through social contacts and in particular 

through intimate and direct contact. It is assumed that by providing an opportunity for 

participation by the immigrants extending to every aspect of daily life and supplying the 

conditions for their involvement then a new life in America should be expected. 

(1970:364)  

However, the discourse of assimilation has been challenged when the failed 

assimilation of the black population became an issue. There are certain fundamental 

criteria grounded in the above-mentioned definition: firstly, it is a lineal, irreversible 

process as the immigrants and their groups would be absorbed into the dominant group and 

their native cultural heritage would be dissolved through time. Secondly, the realisation of 

assimilation should be reciprocal and would need the acceptance of the dominant group so 

that both parties could share experience and history and generate a common cultural life. 

However, there is an absolute gap between the rhetoric and the reality as the black 

population did not really fit into the melting pot but was segregated from mainstream 

society. That is why Glazer questioned the dysfunction of assimilation by depicting the 

ignorance of the black people in Americanisation caused by their physical traits while only 

the Anglo whites were the favourite (Glazer, 1993). For Glazer, it is not the concept of 

assimilation that was in question but rather the deliberate exclusion of black people that 

created resistance of assimilation and gave room to multiculturalism or cultural pluralism. 

In other words, whether assimilation is dead would depend on the construction of an 

equilibrium mechanism among racial relations that could enable the Black and other 

coloured population to participate in American life without worry about discrimination 

and prejudice. 

Based on the reflection of ideal assimilation suggested by Park and Burgess, Gordon 

provided a multidimensional model that gave the concept room for operationalisation. In 

his seminal book entitled Assimilation in American Life (1964), he recognised 

institutional structures such as labour markets, political and educational institutions as 
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substantial barriers to assimilation into the middle-class American cultural patterns as the 

dominant and unique path of social mobility. However, little theoretical support about 

assimilation at group level went beyond the ethnic boundaries and stayed at the level of 

individual practices (Gordon, 1964; Alba and Nee, 1997; Schimitter-Heisler, 2000).   

In the last decade of the 20th century several researchers evoked the renaissance of 

assimilation not only by re-examining the concept and the operational mechanism itself 

but also from a historical context by asserting that assimilation remains useful in 

explaining past processes (Schimitter-Heisler, 2000, note 9; Alba and Nee,1997). 

Assimilation was given a justified reason for being by viewing it as a social process that 

occurs spontaneously and considered time as a crucial factor in effecting assimilation. 

Thus, they recognize the mixture of American culture as the elements of minority cultures 

have been absorbed into the mainstream and assumed the success of assimilation as a 

matter of time. The criticism about the ‘new assimilation theory’ of Alba and Nee 

questions the identification of the mainstream in a more complex and diversified 

American society, in particular if the main reference group would be difficult to be defined, 

assimilation might lose its functional meaning (Brown and Bean, 2006). 

Following the assimilatory paradigm but switching to the empirical laboratories from 

Chicago and New York inspired by the Chicago school, Portes and his colleagues 

suggested the model of ‘segmented assimilation’ by referring to the evidence found in the 

new centres of immigration such as Los Angeles and Miami targeting the new second 

generation of contemporary immigrants and asserted the consequences of stratified 

incorporation. The three patterns of incorporation observed by Portes and Zou (1993) are: 

the first one refers to the conventional assimilation into the white middle-class resulted 

from a heightened acculturation process; the second is just in the opposite direction under 

the influences of neighbourhood and impoverished environment which led to assimilation 

into underclass; and the third kind depicts the resistance of outgroup assimilation and 

prefers the preservation of the values and identification within the same ethnicity. By 

using the case of the Chinese migrants’ community in the United States, Zou and Kim 

observed that the unfavourable societal reception was the crucial obstacle for the Chinese 

to be fitted into the mainstream society and stressed the empowerment of ethnicity through 
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the consolidation of ethnic organisations. Thus, assimilation into the mainstream and 

ethnicisation appeared to be an understandable paradox for the Chinese immigrants and 

thus is entitled to value the complexity of the process of incorporation by discarding any 

simplified theoretical framework (Zou and Kim, 2004). 

Differing from the classic assimilation theory that was stressed at the individual level, 

segmented assimilation has identified the structural, contextual and cultural factors as the 

key to successful assimilation of individuals and ethnic groups. However, some critics 

pointed out the shortcomings of segmented assimilation as the model seemed to overstress 

the racialised effects to permanent poor situation while it might neglect other constraints 

or structural factors that jeopardised the path to mobility (Brown and Bean, 2006). 

Other than the above critics viewing the classic to segmented assimilation, critical 

comments by Rumbault (1997) arisen from the aspects of health, education and language 

argued that either the composition of the mainstream society or the new immigrants over 

the past few decades are both different from the situation in the first half of the 20th 

century. He noted in particular the presently diversified and dynamic nature of the actors 

(the state, the immigrants and the mainstream groups) and the migratory process. 

Rumbault criticised the assumed “parity” with the native majority by setting the criteria of 

education, employment and income and so on that contrasted with the contemporary 

influx of immigrants with higher education and wealth that would readily become 

American, let alone some immigrants who came via chain migration to fulfill their 

American employers’ interest in labour demand showing less interest in hiring the native 

or assimilated workers (cf. Waldinger, 1997; Tienda and Stier, 1996, cited in Rumbault, 

1997). In addition, there is still a paradox in viewing the assimilatory situation of 

pre-migration as Americanisation might happen without having to go through a migratory 

process as we can find the controversial role of the mass media in particular television as 

powerful assimilative agencies, the mystification of linguistic assimilation and the 

arguable allegiance and loyalty through political assimilation (Rumbault, 1997:946-952). 

Concluding with the above-mentioned paradoxes and discontents of assimilation 

Rumbault suggested giving the concept of assimilation more imaginary and inventive 
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space by discarding the dominant core and accepting a process of “creative intermingling 

and extraordinary hybridities” (1997:953). 

3. Assimilation and Acculturation – A Clarification 

The concept of ‘acculturation’ sometimes is interused with “assimilation” (Glazer, 

1963; Tan 2004)) in particular in relation to cultural change or the loss of the original 

ethnic identity or is viewed as an instrumental access to achieving assimilation while both 

do not necessarily imply causality and appeared to be separate processes according to 

Teske and Nelson (1974). Both scholars argued that assimilation might depend on the 

work of acculturation for the requirements of adoption of outgroup values, but two crucial 

conditions of assimilation should be fulfilled or it would not happen: one is the change of 

the reference group and acceptance by the outgroup is the other. They proposed that some 

individuals or groups might be highly acculturated into the dominant outgroup and 

willingly fitted in. However, without the consent of outgroup assimilation would not 

happen. Examples can be found such as the hyphenated Japanese-Americans (Broom and 

Kitsuse 1955) and Negro-Americans and the ‘sojourners’ whom Siu defined as “a 

stranger who spends many years of his lifetime in a foreign country without being 

assimilated by it” (Siu, 1952: 34) as they do not change their reference group (Teske and 

Nelson, 1974). 

To illustrate the characteristics and differences between acculturation and 

assimilation, a summarised comparison and clarification is presented as follows by Teske 

and Nelson (1974:365): 
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Table I-2-3 Clarification and Comparison between Acculturation and Assimilation 

Comparison and  

Clarification 
Acculturation Assimilation 

1 A dynamic process A dynamic process 

2. 
May be treated as either an 

individual or a group process  

May be treated as either an 

individual or a group process  

3. Involves direct contact  Involves direct contact 

4. 
Two-way, that is, may occur in both 

directions  

Unidirectional (orientation to the 

dominant group) 

5. 
Does not require change in values, 

though values may be acculturated 

Change in values required 

6. 
Reference group change not 

required 

Reference group change required 

7. Internal change not required Internal change required 

8. Outgroup acceptance not required Outgroup acceptance required 

 

From the above-listed characteristics of acculturation it appears that an ethnic group 

or individuals of an immigrant community may enjoy the autonomy of selecting and 

incorporating into the mainstream cultural elements as the conditions of the reference 

group change and acceptance by the outgroup are not required. In other words, as Teske 

and Nelson observed, there is no asserted deterministic orientation delimiting the practice 

of acculturation when a dominant-subdominant relationship exists. However, they also 

acknowledged that in the particular form of forced acculturation when the dominant group 

owned an excessively dominant position, the direction and degree of acculturation was 

towards the dominant group (cf. Young 1929; Hughes 1933; Heidin 1934; Wood 1943; 

Gist 1967; Press 1969; McQueen 1968; Graves 1967; cited in Teske and Nelson, 

1974:356). Alternatively, the opposite direction towards the dominated group might occur 

in a certain context when the inferior group can successfully resist acculturation and play a 

dominant role in the interactive relationship. Such could be the case of Chinatown or the 

enclave business based on ethnic network and labour force. 
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4. Integration 

The concept of integration is also used to explain the incorporation process of 

immigrants to settle in the receiving society. Although there is no common definition of 

integration and it varies in different national contexts and a gap between governmental 

expectation and realisation, several elemental principles can be synthesised from Pennix’s 

definition and compared with the data from the above-mentioned figure by Teske and 

Nelson: 

“…definition of integration: the process of becoming an accepted part of 

society…is – on purpose – open in two ways. Firstly, it emphasizes the processual 

character rather than defining an end situation. Secondly, it does not state the particular 

requirements for acceptance by the receiving society (in contradistinction to the 

normative models that have been developed by political theories that we mentioned in the 

foregoing paragraph) thereby leaving different temporal (in-between) and final outcomes 

open. That makes the definition more useful for the empirical study of these processes, 

allowing us to capture more of its diversity” (Pennix, 2004) 

According to Pennix the process of integration takes place not only at the level of the 

individual but also at the collective/organisational and institutional levels stressing the 

participation of public institutions in the domains of education, labour market, laws and 

other related administrative mechanisms and some specific institutions such as immigrant 

organisations. So far as integration policy is concerned, Pennix emphasises a vision 

offered for immigrants and receiving societies, good coordination with immigration and 

acknowledgement of diversity within a cohesive society. He also addressed the concern of 

national realities as integration policies are shaped by the national context. The 

recognition of the local context appears to be the top priority bearing in mind that 

integration always happens at the local level therefore local institutions should be 

equipped with more tools and room to act appropriately for the betterment of the locality. 

Not least to stress is the involvement of non-governmental organisations from the local to 

the cross-national level including cultural, religious organisations, trade unions, political 

parties, other civil societies and so on. As Pennix gives emphasis to the openness as a 

process and an end in itself, the outcomes should be plural and diversified. 
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Unlike the concepts of assimilation and acculturation that lack a common conceptual 

framework and remain as self-definitions by the academics and decision makers, the 

European Union has adopted an initiative aiming to provide a common “EU framework on 

integration” by offering a list of meanings of integration in the European context at the 

occasion of the meeting of the Justice and Home Affairs Council on 19 November 2004. 

Carrera summarised the framework in eleven principles as follows (Carrera, 2006)4: 

(i). Integration is a dynamic, two-way process of mutual accommodation by all 

immigrants and residents of member states. 

(ii). Integration implies respect for the basic values of the EU. 

(iii). Employment is a key part of the integration process. 

(iv). Basic knowledge of the host society’s language, history and institutions is 

indispensable for integration. 

(v). Efforts in education are critical for preparing immigrants to be more successful and 

active. 

(vi). Access for immigrants to institutions, as well as to public goods and services, on a 

basis equal to national citizens and in a non-discriminatory way is an essential 

foundation. 

(vii). Frequent interaction between immigrants and member state citizens is a fundamental 

mechanism. 

(viii). The practices of diverse cultures and religions as recognized under the Charter of 

Fundamental Rights must be guaranteed. 

                                                 

4 See Justice and Home Affairs Council, 2618th Meeting, Annex: Common Basic Principles on Immigrant 

Integration, cited in Sergio Carrera, “A Comparison of Integration Programmes in the EU-Trends and Weakness), 

Challenge Papers, No.1/March 2006. Brussels: Centre for European Policy Studies (CEPS).  



 

 106

(ix). The participation of immigrants in the democratic process and in the formulation of 

integration policies, especially at the local level, supports their integration. 

(x). Integration policies and measures must be part of all relevant policy portfolios and 

levels of government. 

(xi). Developing clear goals, indicators and evaluation mechanisms to adjust policy, 

evaluate progress and make the exchange of information more effective is also part of 

the process. 

As Carrera has noted that the listed principles do not have a binding effect on the 

member states, they are facultative and left for the member states to adopt in accordance 

with their national context and priorities (2006:15). It seems that the greater part of the EU 

initiatives remains at a symbolic level and is hard to be realised either at the national or at 

the local level. For example, the dynamic two-way process seems to be difficult to 

converge with the prioritised EU’s basic values and the prerequisite of acquiring a basic 

knowledge of the host society’s language, history and institutions. Thus it cannot avoid the 

criticism as a straight one-way process that outweighs the side of immigrants. 

In other words, in the unequal relationship between the immigrant groups and the 

country of reception, it seems that integration cannot avoid using the interpretation as a 

political tool for the mainstream group to insert the newcomers into the native groups to be 

maintained in a unitary society. In the case of European countries where the issues of 

immigration and integration are formulated in accordance with each nation-state’s context, 

the concept of integration received criticism as it is “bound up within a reproduction of 

nation-state and nation-society centred reasoning. Such form of reasoning increasingly 

fails to represent the evolving relationship between new migrants or ethnic minorities and 

their host ‘societies’”, as commented by Favell (1999). It seems that the officially framed 

concept of integration still remains at the supra-national level that will need to have more 

dialogue with the stakeholders in the field while practices at the local level are yet to be 

observed. 
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5. Lineal, Detour and Alternative Way of Assimilation  

5.1 Assimilation of and into ‘Whom’ 

Although the concept of assimilation has been renewed with the support of new 

evidence by emphasising the temporal factor and a more guaranteed environment based on 

equal opportunity of participation, several scholars still hesitate to admit its adequacy in 

explaining the incorporation path in particular the new immigrants from Asia and Latin 

America. Other than the discontents and paradoxes presented above from Rumbault’s 

criticisms some empirical findings demonstrated the inconsistency of the assimilation 

model of incorporation. Brown and Bean used the example of Mexican immigrants to 

show that classic assimilation, racial/ethnic disadvantage and segmented assimilation 

could not apply to immigrants of Mexican origin when ethnic identification becomes an 

issue. Research by Lee and Bean has established that the new immigrants did not fall into 

the classic ethnic categories of black and white people. The immigrant population is rather 

multiracial especially depicting the younger ones as most of the Mexicans came from a 

mixed background; irrelevant in the black-white hybridity but rather “a centuries-old 

melting of white and indigenous groups” based on their historical and contemporary 

experiences (Bean, Stevens and Lee, 2003, cited in Brown and Bean, 2006). Instead of 

keeping in line with the discussion of a progressive form of assimilation, the composition 

of a reference group becomes an issue. 

In addition, empirical literature provides comparable examples of immigrants of 

Asian origin. By examining the history of Chinese immigration into the United States, Zou 

found that in Chinatown of New York the ethnic Chinese built up their enclave economy 

through a consolidated co-ethnic network and Chinese organisations over generations. The 

memories and experiences of being unwelcome in the receiving society would encourage 

the Chinese to revalue their common ethnicity and strengthen the consolidation of a 

cohesive ethnic community (Zou and Kim, 2004). Thus the experience of the detour way 

of incorporation has been reformulated in the proposed theory of segmented assimilation 

stressing the consequence of ingroup learning and imitation as an alternative for social 

mobility. 
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In addition research shows that the assimilatory effect cannot be applied to certain 

groups that had high skills or owned financial capital. For example, the highly educated 

Asian immigrants might prove to be another contesting example of  assimilation model 

noting the fact that many of them owned more financial means and cultural disposition and 

physical mobility so that they obtained American citizenship on account of their high 

skills or investments and cannot be interpreted as an assimilatory consequence (Brown and 

Bean, 2006). 

5.2 Assimilation in Question - Transnationalism and Transnational Communities 

Reconsidered 

If the low skilled Chinese fellow countrymen in the Chinatown dated for generations 

demonstrate a paradoxical way of assimilation as Zou previously indicated, how is the 

situation of the new high-class Chinese emerge in the last three decades under the 

framework of transnationalism or transnational community? The anthropologists first 

reconsidered the phenomena of transnational migration and derived their attention to the 

theories of social network then following with the join of sociologists with more empirical 

findings. 

In a seminal research on transnational migration, Linda Basch and her colleagues 

gave transnationalism an operative definition as the following: 

“We define ‘transnationalism’ as the process by which immigrants forge and sustain 

multi-stranded social relations that link together their societies of origin and settlement. 

We call these processes transnationalism to emphasize that many immigrants today build 

social fields that cross geographic, cultural, and political borders….An essential 

element…is the multiplicity of involvements that transmigrants sustain in both home and 

host societies. We are still groping for a language to describe these social locations 

(Basch, Glick-Schiller and Blanc-Szanton, 1994:6). 

Admitting the novelty of an old phenomenon, Portes provides some measuring 

criteria with regard to transnational communities characterising them by the number of 

people involved, regularity of transnational activities, sustainable social contacts and the 

normative nature of the process of participation (1997; Portes, Guarzino, and Landolt, 
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1999). Basing on the findings of empirical ethnological research transnationalism and 

transnational communities thus emerge as predominant themes to be further studied. 

Several types and formation of transnational activities invite the scholars of the field to 

reconsider the question of incorporation. For example, the phenomenon of “astronauts” 

demonstrates that certain Asian male immigrants establish a home in a developed 

receiving country for the betterment of the future generations while maintaining their work 

base in the homeland or another country (Hsu, 2005). Cross-national research on the 

transnational Chinese of Fujian origin in Europe done by Pieke, Nyiri, Thuno and 

Ceccagno concludes that it is more than adequate to interpret transnational Chinese 

communities as evidence of Chinese globalisation. Their research findings demonstrate 

the “ramifications of the new Chinese globalisation by mapping the transnational social 

spaces opened up by the mobility, work, settlement and political involvement of a 

particular category of Chinese international migrants whose migration is one of the most 

visible results of the new Chinese globalisation.” (2004:12) As Pieke and his colleagues 

asserted that migration of the Fujianese is perceived as an open-ended experience and 

process, the activities of transnational migration and localisation are intertwined and 

condition each other and should thus be treated as factors that complement each other. 

Transnational migration involves not only fellow rural Fujianese but also the Chinese 

high-class group. The concept of “flexible citizenship” proposed by Aiwha Ong describes 

a group of privileged immigrants who are able to take advantage of the management of 

their citizenships obtained either from the home country or the country of reception as they 

are able to “convert political constraints in one field into economic opportunities in 

another, to turn displacement into advantageous placement in different sites…” 

(1999:130). 

Another angle to study the consequence of transnational migration is to observe the 

dynamic modes of transformation effected through the immigrants’ daily life. Thus, the 

cumulatively sustained and regular processes and experiences of transnational migration 

would generate various modes of transformation that produce effects for the immigrants 

and their communities. Vertovec addressed the significance of transformation in its 

socio-structural, political and economic aspects by illustrating issues such as bifocality, 
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identities-borders-orders, dual citizenship/nationality, homeland politics and development 

impact of remitting moneys and so on. (2004). As international migration is indeed a 

“matter of state” in Zolberg’s term the transnational and international migrants would 

challenge nation-state ideals of identities, borders and orders in both sending and receiving 

countries observed by Fitzegerald (2000:10, cited in Vertovec, 2004). He asserted that 

transnational migrants may acquire accessibility to membership or citizenship in any city 

where he or she resides or not. In other words, the transnational mobility may somehow 

strengthen the multiple construction of the self-defined identity and the transferability 

between borders may increase the complexity in its form of incorporation. 

The controversial trend of ‘floating identity’ is thus in contrast with the classic 

assimilation assuming that immigrants would gradually decrease their political interest 

and involvement in their country of origin. 

Moreover, the skeptic argument by Waldinger challenges the claimed discovery of 

transnationalism by arguing its dehistoricisation by periodising the contemporary. The 

argument of transnationalism seems to misinterpret the international migration as an alien 

phenomenon by ignoring its normal and recurrent social outcome and sharing the same 

ideological biases as assimilationists by taking the freedom of movement for granted and 

ignoring the coercive role of the state (2004:8). The fundamental problem for assimilation 

and transnationalism to Waldinger is that both fail to “grapple the inherent political nature 

of the phenomenon in question” and thus needs to “confront the alternative hypothesis, 

regarding past/present contrasts”, advanced by Hannah Arendt (1951) a half century ago. 

Due to the global spread of the state system and the nation-state society as argued by 

Arendt, the condition of having no home – not two homes - is what distinguishes “now” 

from “then” (2004:8).” As Waldinger convincingly commented the paradigmatic 

hypothesis of assimilation is based on the decline of an ethnic difference compared by “the 

making of difference between national ‘peoples”  by using coercing measures to select 

assimilatees and exclude the unacceptable and revealing its nation-state society ideology 

(Waldinger, 2004:8). Thus he called for more attention to the phenomena of rising control 

of population movements by the massive state apparatuses and the strict distinction 

between outsiders and insiders through regulations of citizenship (2004:9). 
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The links and ties maintained by the international or transnational migrants with their 

home countries just cannot avoid some criticism such as “internal aliens” or “Trojan 

horses” if the receiving states malign them (Waldinger, 2004). The situation would be 

worse when international tension heightens as Waldinger pointed out: 

“…. One can try, when war breaks out, to profess allegiance to two belligerent states, 

but that often proves a difficult effort to pursue. No one is more threatening than the 

detested and feared other who happens to be located within the boundaries of one’s own 

state. Moreover, the popular nature of modern wars threatens to transform immigrants 

from enemy countries into potential enemies, as happened in all the liberal democracies 

during each of the world wars.”(2004, 12)  

His mention of the event of Wen Ho Lee (who held American citizenship and was 

falsely accused of being a spy for the People’s Republic of China) is just another case to 

show the vulnerability of the claimed transnational migrant. Lee’s story reminds us that 

when an individual’s loyalty was questioned by the American state, the whole ethnic 

Chinese group would have to pay the price as scapegoats of America’s political rivalry 

with China (Waldinger, 2004:12). Although transnational communities keep growing 

facilitated by new technology and low-cost transportation, the role of the nation-state 

through stricter border control and accessibility appears to be reiterated. 

As I have argued so far, several scholars have convincingly argued that the discourse 

of lineal assimilation cannot adequately explain the incorporation process into the 

American society of new immigrants from Latin America and Asia in the last decades. The 

segmented assimilation suggested by Portes and Zou provides a racial/ethnic structural 

framework to examine the variation of assimilation but apparently holds the assimilatory 

paradigm as the classic theory on assimilation. 

As far as the feature of ethnicity or orientation of nationality is concerned, it invites 

the reader to reconsider its complex reality that needs to be tackled with caution. With 

regard to the arguable novel phenomena of transnationalism and transnational 

communities, it might be too early to formulate any model of incorporation. The 

increasing transnational activities facilitated by new communication technology and 
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low-cost transport might provide ample room to reconsider the role of the state and the 

interactions between transnational and international migrant communities and their 

sending and receiving governments as far as social-political-economic modes of 

transformation are concerned. 

Still, the critical comments advanced by Waldinger are helpful to clarify the inherent 

structural factors that orient international migration with the emphasis on the role of the 

nation-state and its dominant power in the acceptance of newcomers. However, the 

above-mentioned literature focuses on the imposition and the outcome of structural factors. 

It is equally important to consider the input from agencies, viewing the process of 

migration and incorporation from the immigrants’ angle by seeing them as dynamic social 

agents as they can use resources to adapt to the changing environment in the process of 

migration and settlement.  

5.3 Beyond Assimilation - Alternate Identities of the Overseas Chinese 

 Resulting from empirical ethnological research based on an alternative hypothesis 

contrasted with Skinner’s Chinese assimilation in Thai society, Chan and Kiong suggested 

to revisit the issue of assimilation and ethnicity by discarding the questioning of the 

consequence of assimilation of the Chinese into Thailand but to review their 

self-definition through routine social practices in day-to-day life. The researchers 

reformulated the question by asking: “How do the Chinese go about conducting 

themselves as a group and as persons in their daily social transactions with those of their 

own and with “the others,” and why?” (Chan and Kiong, 1993) They first challenged the 

straight-line assimilation with the suggestion of a two-way and long-term process. Thus a 

hybrid cultural expression between the ethnic Chinese and the native Thais is expected. By 

answering the question of how the Chinese presented themselves as individuals and 

groups when interacting with the Thai and other Chinese and why, they introduced two 

main theoretical discourses on the formation of ethnicity; the primordialist on the one hand 

and the situationist on the other. The first assumed ethnicity as “ascribed, deeply rooted, 

given at birth, and largely unchangeable” (van den Berghe, 1978:401, cited in Chan and 

Kiong: 142). The latter, the situationist, emphasises the dynamic agency of an ethnic 

member that displays his or her ethnic picture through a strategic selection and 
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presentation of ethnic cultural elements as a reaction to the situational context (Chan and 

Kiong, 1993:142-143). However, the two main streams should not be contradictory but be 

integrated one way or another. Thus they argue that it is not a “double identity” or “double 

life” that accounts but a process of conciliation between the primary and secondary ethnic 

identities relying on the ethnic member’s acquisition in the “necessary emblems of the 

other ethnic groups – language, cultural practices, behavioural comportment, values, 

etc.” (1993:147) As an ideal type the ethnic member in question is able to dispose in a 

contingent way and he or she can be spontaneous in one language, one ethnic identity and 

one identity of region in a very natural way (1993:147). 

Accompanied by empirical work on the various modes of transformation in the 

aspects of language, education, socio-economic organisation, occupational orientation, 

religion and cultural heritage, Chan and Kiong assert that the Chinese in Thailand are 

highly acculturated as they adopted Thai values and define themselves as Thai and not as 

citizens of China. It appears that the Chinese learn how to demonstrate their ethnicity or 

ethnic identities (primary and secondary) in the most appropriate and advantageous way, a 

constant conciliation between past and present, here and there, we and the other. Putting 

double identities as a static solution, they propose to reconsider ethnic identity in an 

alternate way. 

6. Localisation 

The proposition of alternate identities characterised the dynamic complexity of 

identity formation in the usually unequal relationship embedded in the process of 

international migration. Another implicit contribution that can be learned from Chan and 

Kiong is the meaning of locality grounded in the life course of ethnic Chinese. In other 

words, the definition of identity is not only a matter of family heritage or tradition, but it is 

rather a life-long experience of disposition for the individual to make sense of the locality 

where he or she is situated. 

Thus, anthropologist Chee-Beng Tan proposed to use the concept of “localisation” to 

describe the process of incorporation of Chinese into Southeast Asian societies. Tan 

defined “localisation” as follows: 
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“… the process of becoming local, which involves cultural adjustment to a local 

geographical and social environment, and identifying with the locality. The cultural 

adaptation involved is not merely a passive process of being influenced by local forces but 

also one of active participation and innovation. (Tan, 1997c:103; 2004:23) There is the 

cultural dimension of localisation, which may be referred to as cultural localisation, and 

there is localisation of consciousness, of becoming part of the local and identifying with 

it.” (Tan, 2004:23-24) 

According to Tan localisation occurs in nation-states but not necessarily relates to 

national identity. To some extent localisation is comparable to acculturation while the 

former is primarily focused on the direction to the receiving society and acceptance of the 

dominant group and the change of reference group are required. However, localisation 

differs from assimilation as the former should not lead to the decline of ethnic difference 

but richness in the conciliation of identities, the primary and the secondary in Chan and 

Kiong’s terms. To some extent the experience of localisation may be comparable to the 

secondary ethnic identity, as it also needs to be nurtured and internalised through the 

exploitation of generated resources in the locality where the ethnic person is resident.  

Moreover, the original localised experiences may remain even after the ethnic 

member re-migrated to another locality. Tan used the example of Chinese Indonesians as 

they only speak Indonesian and feel attached to the Indonesian Chinese cultural life after 

their migration to Europe or even Chinese regions, and might maintain Indonesian as 

home language. Similar cases are proposed such as the Chinese-Thai in the United States 

who expressed their Thainess or the Chinese Malaysian in Australia who retained their 

Malaysian dietary habits (Tan, 2004:25). Thus there is a distinction between ethnic 

identity and cultural identity. Tan proposed that individuals identified within the same 

ethnic category (for example, Chinese ethnicity) may have various cultural expressions to 

configure their ethnic identity. He suggested that an interesting approach is to learn how 

the individuals self-define their ethnic identity and how they use cultural traits to express 

their ethnic identity. In other words, it is also possible to study the identity construction 

after localisation as the individual in question can use not only the inherited Chinese-ness 

but also the localised cultural feature in a contingent and spontaneous way (2004:26). In 

other words, what renders the study of ethnicity intriguing is not only the end state of ‘who 
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I am’ but instead the process of socio-cultural transactions and identity configuration that 

lasts during the course of life’s experiences. 

7. Surpassing Self-defined Identity – Contribution of Biographical Approach 

7.1 Biography versus Self-defined Identity 

The study of localisation experiences of ethnic individuals or a group suggested by 

Tan places emphasis on the meaning in each lived locality, as the migratory process is not 

a discontinuity between the past and the present, there and here or a simple loss. 

Contradictorily, identity construction can be enriched through the accumulated and piled 

up experiences in each locality of an individual who lives in a multicultural life world or 

experiences a multiple trajectory in his or her life course as international migrants and 

transmigrants. All of the above-mentioned literature proved the complexity of identity 

formation, a simplified question for self-defined identity may not be sufficient to 

demonstrate the meaningful path of identity formation in different phases of life 

experiences. Thus the concept of biography can be of help in shaping the identity 

experience impacted by and grounded in different temporal phases. 

Biography is constituted by two elemental factors, namely temporality and locality. 

Fisher-Rosenthal asserted that the concept of biography is accounted for by temporality 

while a self-defined identity may not be able to demonstrate the temporal process in the 

course of identity construction (Fischer-Rosenthal, 1995a: 258, cited in Rosenthal, 

1997:22). Arguing the rigid identity should not be a question of “how one became what 

one is” but acknowledging the distinction that “biography refers to an interpretatively 

open process of ‘becoming’ while “identity focuses on a fixed state of ‘being’ or ‘having’ 

(Fischer-Rosenthal, 1995a:258 cited in Rosenthal, 1997:22). In other words, the concept 

of biography appears to be more comprehensive, multi-relational and rich in linguistic 

narration and the contribution of empirical analysis of narrated life stories enables 

researchers to “reconstruct the lived-through life history of the biographer, as well as to 

reconstruct the biographer’s construction of their life, that is, how their past appears to 

them today – beyond their conscious interest in presentation – and how it makes sense of 

their present and future.” (cf. Rosenthal, 1993, 1995a, cited in Rosenthal, 1997:24) 
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Other than the above considerations a biographical construct not only reveals 

individual accounts but also certain unconscious memories embedded in family histories. 

That is how the biography analysts demonstrated the relevance and influence of the Nazi 

past collected from life stories in three generations of families (Schiebel, 2000; Rosenthal 

1992, Bar-on, 1988, cited in Schiebel, 2000). What Rosenthal suggests is that the 

complexity of social belonging is relational to the individual’s biographical story and 

family history. In other words, how he or she uses narration to make the life accounts 

relevant to give self-presentation may encourage exploration into individual’s life 

experiences rather than a simple self-defined identity. Rosenthal analysed the life stories 

of two Jewish women who were born and grew up in multicultural Czechoslovakia before 

1938 and their migration and settlement experience in Israel, although both cases 

demonstrate contrasting self-defined identities as she argued but the biographical function 

related to their sense of belonging is rather similar. The self-defined identity framework is 

always referred to as family history but in various ways. The outcome of self-identification 

results from their biographies and not from an imposed identity linked with their 

childhood. Biographical study is thus an approach to the issue of change through the 

biographer’s perception of life events and interpretation of the relevance that configured 

his or her life story. Rosenthal concluded that construction of identity is not “based on 

belonging to a collective group, but on belonging to the relevant biographical history, 

against the backdrop of the family history, embedded as it is in different collectives, in the 

social world, and in the active choice between different – if limited – possibilities. And this 

is exactly what we mean by biography.” (Rosenthal, 1997:37). 

7.2 Learning Localisation through Biographical Approach 

After having presented the concepts of adaptation and accommodation adopted to 

describe the forms of interaction between social groups based on Park and Burgess’s 

clarification, I further introduced the dominant assimilation model primarily based on 

empirical research in American society and its distinction with acculturation variations. 

The ethnic-centric and one-way American assimilatory paradigm being discarded the 

concept of integration appears to contrast with the unequal assimilator-assimilatee 

relationship with the fundamental consensus by the EU initiatives. However, the lack of 
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conceptual-political convergence among EU member states and the often-politicised 

outcome render the concept of integration shortsighted and superficial political dealings. 

Contrasting and fashionable themes other than assimilation that came up in the 1990s 

are transnationalism and transnational communities. The novel phenomenon and 

theoretical stimulation under consideration invites more theoretical and empirical inputs 

as well as critical debates. The proposition of “flexible citizenship” by Ong, observations 

of bifocality and double identities/citizenship as socio-political transformation (cf. 

Vertovec, 2004), all tend to respond to the phenomena of transnational migration or 

international migration under globalisation. When applying the above-debated concept of 

assimilation and double identity to the Chinese ethnological field, Chan and Kiong 

proposed “alternate identity” and Tan suggested placing emphasis on localisation by 

taking into account the localised experiences having occurred in various localities in the 

life-long course of migration and settlement. The proposed alternate identity in the process 

of localisation is helpful to describe the Chinese immigrants settled in a receiving country 

who showed the same ethnic identity by using various cultural traits and through different 

ways of expression under the conditions of the situation context as they see it. That is how 

Tan studied cultural change and resistance in the acculturated Chinese Malaysian who did 

not speak Chinese but retained their Chinese cultural expression in an alternative way. It is 

beyond structural-functional assumption that cultural heritage should not be delimited by 

material features but possibly be transmitted through family history crossing over 

generations (Tan, 2004). 

The input of biographical approach into the issue of identity formation and ethnicity 

switches the attention of self-defined identity of being to a process-oriented biography of 

becoming by analysing the biographer’s life history and the way that he or she constructed 

it as their life’s story. A self-defined identity as an ascribed social category can hardly 

explain how the individual in question comes up with such decision unless we know his or 

her life history and why it is constructed in that way. 

As my research focuses on the ethnic Chinese settled in Belgium through 

occupational involvement in the catering business, several plausible observations 
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supporting my proposition to adopt a biographical approach to studying the Chinese 

immigrants’ experiences of localisation may be the following: 

(1).The diversified composition of ethnic Chinese: Given the fact that the Chinese are of 

different origin namely of the Guangdong and Zehjiang provinces of PRC, Hong Kong, 

Taiwan and Southeast Asia, they are supposed to have different cultural embeddedness 

shaped in multi-locality in the process of migration and localisation. To name but a 

few, among the Chinese interviewees that I visited, it was not rare to find someone like 

Mr. Yu whose life is so multi-cultural and is difficult to fit into a single ethnic category. 

Mr. Yu was born in Teochiu (in the Guangdong Province, China), received his basic 

education in Hong Kong, came to Belgium for study reasons, married a Thai-born 

Chinese of the same origin, settled in Bangkok for several years and then re-migrated 

to Belgium motivated by the spirit of entrepreneurship. He is without any doubt a 

self-defined ethnic Chinese. However, without knowing his life history and how he 

relates the events of his life experienced in different localities to the present situation,, 

the self-defined identity just provides modest explanation to help the researcher to 

know how he valued the accumulated resources to respond the entailed structural 

challenges incurred in the long course of migration and settlement in different life 

phase. 

(2).Localisation or becoming local is a process of resistance and empowerment as the 

researcher can explore through the collection and analysis of the immigrants’ life 

stories. In Tan’s interpretation of localisation it is a dynamic process marked by the 

interplay between the resources available to the immigrants and the societal 

constraints. The willingness to become a part of the local demonstrates the active 

nature of subjective responses that shall be better displayed through a written or 

narrated form of life story. Immigrants (in particular the less-educated and the working 

class) are usually prejudiced in ascribing the image of passivity, burden and threat to 

the integration into the receiving society, and to the isolation resulting from the 

discontinuity of the past, while some biographical analysts have asserted this with 

contradictory evidence. Many of the life stories are constructed as making a link with 

the past, being meaningful to the present and foreseeing the future. It is not only the 
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challenges they failed to meet but also the experiences and aspirations of enablement 

grounded in their narrated life accounts. 

As this section mainly deals with the theoretical literature with regard to the concepts 

and variations referring to the process of migration and localisation, further discussion of 

the application of the biographical approach as a methodology can be found in the next 

chapter. 
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Part 1 Historical Review, Literature and Methodology  

 

Chapter Three: Methodology 
 

I. Review of the Origin of Research Method 

In this chapter I describe the methods I adopted in the first phase of my research of 

December 1995 through November 1998 and in the second phase from September 2004 

through August 2005 as there was a break of five years and nine months for personal reasons 

of the researcher. When reviewing the ‘cross-century’ record of the time I invested in the 

research, I come to realise that the experiences I accumulated are indeed a life story of the 

researcher. The methods that appear meaningful to me in different research phases tend to 

reflect the encounters I have been undertaking during the whole research period. Thus I 

would like to present this chapter in a narrative style so that the reader can follow the 

thought-trajectory that the researcher went through and read it as a biographical work.    

The original purpose of the dissertation was to conduct a ‘Chicago style’ (Deegan, 

2001:11-25) research aiming to investigate the life of the Chinese migrants in Belgian major 

cities and the problems encountered in the migratory process. In line with the studies by 

Chicago sociologists’ the research method was in general using statistical data in 

combination with qualitative  data, describing and analysing everyday life of certain 

social/ethnic groups and their symbolic interactions characteristic of an urban environment  

(Deegan, 2001). 

It is remarked that one important theme that the Chicago sociologists’ concerned were 

the racial relations and interrelated problems of human agency versus structural urbanisation. 

Some ethnographical research was focusing on the deviant nature of the Chinese presence in 

the American society, for instance,  “The Gang” by Frederick M. Thrasher, “The Strike” by 

Ernest Hiller, “The Ghetto” by Louis Wirth, to name but a few (Deegan, 2001). Thus it is not 
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surprising to find that Chinese students of sociology at that epoch (1928-1951)1 concentrated 

on the uncovering of various aspects of the Chinese in America as they used to be perceived 

as “one of the cultural groups most deviant from the typical native American culture; [they] 

provided sharp contrasts which clarified theoretical issues that otherwise might be vague.”  

A remark made by the then head of Chicago school of sociology, Ernest Burgess2.  

In Burgess’ terms the research focused on the “behavior patterns and processes of 

adjustment and change as the immigrant adapted to the new economic environment, and 

prospered” which was embedded with an idealist expectation of bringing about the academic 

outcome to facilitate the process of adaptation and adjustment of immigrants to American 

society. Does the remark of deviant cultural group associate with the straight-line 

assimilation as far as the ethnic Chinese are concerned? More current scholarly works 

demonstrated the dynamic aspects of integration and upward mobility in particular the 

enclave economy where the less acculturated rural villagers were living on (Zou, 1992, 

Wong, 1998, Wang, 2000). No matter as how deviant the Chinese world was perceived, it 

appears to me as an avid researcher that Chinese migration and its modes of incorporation 

deserve more exploration with cross-disciplinary reference and empirical work in particular 

with the contribution of the participants. 

                                                 

1 See Tchen’s note 17 in the introduction of Siu’s The Chinese Laundryman – A Study of Social Isolation. 

Tchen noted that several Chinese postgraduate students’ dissertations and theses were published between 

1928-1951: Ching-Chao Wu, “Chinatowns: A Study of Symbiosis and Assimilation,” Ph.D. diss.;1928; Bingham 

Dai, “Opium Addiction in Chicago,” Ph.D. diss., 1935; Rose Hum Lee, “The Chinese Communities in the Rocky 

Mountain Region,” Ph.D. diss., 1947; Belulah Ong Kwoh, “American-born Chinese College Graduates,” master’s 

thesis, 1947; Ernest Ni, “Social Characteristics of the Chinese Population: A Study of the Population Structure and 

Urbanism of a Metropolitan Community,” Ph.D. diss., 1948; Liang Yuan, “The Chinese Family in Chicago,” 

master’s thesis, 1951; and P.Y. Liao, “A Case Study of a Chinese Immigrant Community,” master’s thesis, 1951.  

2 See Tchen’s quote in the introduction to Paul C.P. Siu’s dissertation “The Chinese Laundryman – A Study 

of Social Isolation”, 1987. 
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The Chinese immigration into Europe of the late 1980s and 1990s was experiencing a 

new and high wave which caused the forms and patterns of incorporation to be rather 

manifold and diversified compared with those of the migrants of the past generations. My 

field experience in the late 1990’s did not have me agree with the remark of viewing the 

Chinese as a deviant group while they might be the most unknown in the residing society. 

Instead for the Chinese migrants the process of localisation and adjustment to the residing 

society appeared to demonstrate robust survival strategies for settlement. I would note that 

the Chinese in Europe did not suffer as victims of institutionalised discrimination as in North 

America before 1960s. They were under the same legal footing as any other migrant group 

that tried to make a better life through migration, which would be a deviant assumption that 

did not correspond with the reality I observed. 

Nevertheless the life story/history approach adopted by the Chicago sociologists in 

particular in deviant studies by collecting and analysing personal documents, stories, diary, 

etc. and some landmark research such as “The Polish Peasants in America” (Thomas and 

Znaniecki, 1984), “Street Corner Society” (Whyte, 1943) “Outsiders” (Becker, 1973) were 

really enlightening. The deviant outlook on ethnic groups was in fact a product of social 

labeling (Becker, 1966), prescribed by using preconceived concepts to explain the 

pathological phenomena that the members of a cultural group were deprived of their power 

of self-definition and self-interpretation of their lives. 

Not least important was the comment from another influential work, i.e. Artisanal 

Bakers in France. How they live and why they survive by Bertaux (1981). His said work 

echoed with sociologist C. Wright Mills by advocating “orienting the sociological 

imagination away from pseudo-scientificity, and towards a critical understanding of social 

history in today’s world is a task which involves the participation of millions of people 

through reading and listening, as well as discussion, research and reflection.” (Bertaux, 

1981) It appeared convincing that a sociologist should be able to transmit the sociological 

knowledge of the people’s lived knowledge and enrich their knowledge of the living world, 

through an adequate form of narration. Thus a demand for appealing usefulness in 

sociological research also became one of the criteria that I intend to meet. 
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As the research question can be framed as “why the ethnic Chinese migrates and how 

they live their life in the receiving society as they are struggling to meet the structural 

constraints and seize opportunities for better localisation in the post-migration life”, the 

research shall focus on the individual’s perception of the process of migration and the 

dispositions they took to interact with the environment, the social milieu, and various societal 

contexts over time. Thus the strategy of investigation should be centered on the exploration 

of individuals’ lived experiences of migration and settlement and the learning of how they 

view their past and makes it relevant to the present life stage assuming that two-way 

localisation is as a dynamic process shaped by strategic actions. The life strategy grounded in 

each informant’s life story is a pattern of the way of life. The analysis and comparison of the 

various typical patterns of action is of help to generate the plausible hypothesis in viewing 

the interactive relationship of field participants and the conditional environment.  

Moreover, the hypotheses generated from the life strategies as response to the migratory 

process allowed providing indicators for policymaking and its consequential implications. It 

is believed that political measures aiming to manage migration and facilitate integration of 

migrants tend to be effective and beneficial to the public’s wellbeing. However the reality 

does not correspond with the political expectations. It is crucial to know in what ways and 

under what conditions the individuals develop their strategies and how public policy can 

appreciate the findings to reconsider migration management and to create an enabling 

environment for a two-way localisation. 

 

II. Data Collection 

1. Documentary Review 

Apart from the related theoretical literature and empirical research on international 

Chinese immigration there is rare empirical work on the Chinese immigrants in Belgium 

to be found. There are neither comprehensive statistics on the Chinese population in 

Europe nor is the quantity of governmental publication of the PRC or Taiwan (ROC) 

statistically significant . By documents I mean the Chinese international mass media, local 

Chinese newspapers, thematic reports, pamphlets, ads and related publications of Chinese 
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organisations and the interesting websites and Chinese TV programmes on behalf of the 

Chinese and compatriots overseas. It is noted that there were two Chinese community 

newspapers published in Belgium at the time of the fieldwork (1996-1998). At the time of 

writing a third community-based newspaper has been launched. Two of these are 

sponsored by different Chinese supermarkets and the rest is run by a Chinese-run hotel in 

Brussels. However, more local publications can be found among the Chinese communities 

in the Netherlands, France and the UK. 

2. Participatory Observation – Telling a Story 

2.1 Getting into the Field 

Since early 1996, before I conducted field observations of Chinese restaurateurs, I 

had been working as a weekend cashier in a Chinese take-away. I was a participant but not 

yet an observer. In the restaurant where I worked, a couple, the Lees of Qingtian origin 

who worked as head cook and helper were undocumented workers. The boss, Ding, and 

his parental family were the chain migrants from Xinjie (‘Sinkai’ in Cantonese) of Hong 

Kong who first settled in London, as Watson described (1975). Then Ding and his wife 

re-migrated to Belgium to start their own business. The reason to recruit a weekend cashier 

was that Ding’s wife had to care of four school-age daughters. Therefore, he hired the Lees 

for fulltime kitchen work and me as a substitute weekend cashier.  

The restaurant was a four-floor building with a basement. From the entrance to the 

ground floor the reception hall where semi-separated by a counter for handling the orders 

and a totally separated kitchen in the back. The first floor was Ding’s office and a storage 

room for kitchen containers and packaging stuff. On the second floor there was a room 

accommodating the couple and a TV room where they spent most of the time watching 

video cassettes of Chinese drama and soap series. The couple was worn out and therefore 

did not often wander about outside and watching TV became the only entertainment. As a 

weekender I used on the third floor so that I could stay over two nights which gave me a 

sense of ‘resting place’ after a week of research work. Boss Ding would prefer to spend 

most of the time analysing the stock market and leave the business for the workers to 
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manage. As a successful restaurateur who owned a Mercedes as ‘typical equipment’3, he 

was thinking of investing in the financial market and getting rid of the tiresome catering 

business. His concern was to live an autonomous life by making ‘smart and clean money’ 

instead of living within the smoky and oily kitchen to earn ‘blood and sweat money’ as a 

restaurateur. As a restaurant owner who had overcome the new settlers’ survival phase his 

life project was certainly different from the Lees. 

Brother Lee was in his early 40’s while his wife was younger by 3 years at the time 

we met in 1996. Lacking the official documents they suffered three years of precarious life 

and the exploitation by an ethnic Chinese employer until they met boss Ding and felt 

temporally ‘settled’. For lack of the legal paper they could not make long-term plans for 

the unknown future but used to think one day at a time. Although they had learned to live 

with the fear of deportation and worked at a routine tempo, it was like a chronic disease 

that impacted their biographies. Nevertheless they could not avoid imagining that 

someday they would obtain regular status and follow the fellow restaurateurs’ career path. 

To avoid unexpected inspection by the police or the social inspectors, a hidden 

camera was posted at the entrance of the restaurant to allow the couple to assess and 

respond to the situation at short notice. In addition behind the service counter where I 

worked a hidden alarm bell was installed as also to inform the people in the back in an 

emergency. The security measures were to keep the Lees on the alert in case the police or 

the social inspectors came in for further investigation. Coping with this unpredictable 

situation, I also played along with the alarm plan at work. The take-away restaurant was 

famous for its quantity of the food served at a competitive price. Having learned from 

experiences, the couple and I noticed that some police officers were regular customers. 

Brother Lee liked to offer them good quantity although he was supposed to avoid any 

contact with them. Lee had been caught and put in ‘jail’ (in his term) in the first year he 

served in the restaurant. He claimed that he was well treated and the service in the 

detention centre was acceptable. He would take it as a free vacation of two months with no 

                                                 

3 To own a Mercedes car seems to be a necessary luxury for the Chinese restaurateurs I knew. It is not only a 

symbol of wealth but also a threshold to being acknowledged among the successful Chinese restaurateurs. 
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pay. After the 60 days of detention he was released and then the boss drove him home and 

resumed work after a short while. Lee’s story in the detention centre of St. Gilles in 

Brussels was not a miserable one. He interpreted the deprivation of individual freedom 

positively. That is how he identified as an undocumented worker who responded to the 

restricted and hostile environment. My restaurant work and the experience of the 

immersion enabled me to discover more insightful data and to have empathetic feelings 

towards the participants in the field. 

As a student of sociology fascinated by the Chicago school I had great interest in 

studying the participants’ life within the restaurant setting as I was not only a neutral 

observer but also a participant. Learning from my participatory experiences I assumed that 

my participation has become part of the reality constructed by the fellowship and 

cooperation of all the members’. As a matter of fact it is not the researcher’s neutrality that 

is an issue in the pursuit of social reality. It is actually impossible for the observer in the 

field to keep a status invisible or irresponsive to the participants as the researcher needs to 

participate in certain actions and reactions at the scene he or she is in. My participatory 

experience taught me that there is no such reality ‘out there’ for a researcher to arrive at a 

neutral description. The most challenging task for participatory research in my view is 

how to use a communicable language to make the participants be aware of a phenomenon 

in question so that they can respond on their own behalf and at their own pace but not the 

researcher’s. That is how I discovered the charm of participatory observation and believed 

that this would be an appropriate way to advance my sociological practice. 

It is interesting to note that the restaurant provided a sociological setting for a 

researcher to compare the configuration of each participant’s ‘Chineseness’ characterised 

by diverse sub-ethnic origins. The co-workers of the restaurant were from three Chinese 

sub-ethnic groups with different socio-historical-occupational backgrounds. Boss Ding 

was a second-generation immigrant from the poor Hakka family (whose mother tongue 

was Hakka) in rural Xinjie of Hong Kong. Brother Lee was an independent brick 

manufacturer who earned an average income and a decent life in Qingtian, a homeland for 

overseas Chinese. As for Lee’s wife, a typical homemaker whose native family was part of 

a wide overseas network, so they were able to come to Belgium through far relatives’ 
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assistance. The researcher  a Taiwan-born student of sociology, knew little about the 

restaurant world, took a resto-job as a provisional living and had better linguistic ability to 

make a living for herself in the residing society; she ,  perceived her ethnic identity as 

different from the immigrants from Hong Kong and Mainland China. To some extent our 

lifeworlds were shaped after three types of Chinese societies (Hong Kong, China and 

Taiwan) characterised by their own historical heritage in general and a personal life style 

in particular. The adopted form of immigration in the first stage directed the strategy open 

to us towards the selection and accumulation of social resources in the process of 

localisation. Although we used to be considered as Chinese in general, indeed our internal 

ethnic-cultural diversity might be as significant as the assumed commonality. 

Some sociological questions just emerged in the course of our participation. For 

example, what and how to identify the social relationships that we had co-established and 

by what channels or networks that brought us together? What migration and localisation 

meant to the participants who were of different origin and historical-social-economical 

background? How did the participants respond to the structural constraints and what risk 

were they taking? As other field researchers might share my empathetic feeling with 

participants, I expect my work should be of help towards grasping a sense of social reality 

through the exploration of the participants’ lifeworlds. 

It is noticeable that Chinese interpersonal relations are developed through the level of 

assimilatory effects as the anthropologists and sociologists well stated (refer to chap two, 

section of cultural components). Thus I started to visit Chinese restaurateurs having 

originated from Taiwan through the network of acquaintances and attended their midnight 

social activities (in the restaurateurs’ off time) to sketch the profile of the participants 

through the collection  of the life stories of restaurateurs who came from different parts of 

the world. I was lucky to acquire a members’ list (of 121 restaurateurs and workers) of the 

allegedly nation-wide Chinese restaurateurs’ association in Belgium established by the 

pro-Nationalist Chinese restaurateurs since its foundation. The organisation had achieved 

a membership of more than 200 persons which kept decreasing to fewer than 30 in 2005 at 

the time of my supplementary field visits. A Taiwan-born restaurateur whose parents were 

of Qingtian origin currently chairs the association. I was informed that the organisation 
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and other pro-Nationalist Party (Kuomintang, KMT) Chinese and Taiwanese 

organisations became inactive for lack of official sponsorship when the KMT lost its 

power to the pro-independent People’s Democratic Party (DPP) in 2000. 

As the above-mentioned name list just reflected a limited part of the Chinese 

community, the other rapidly growing number of newcomers of Qingtian origin and of the 

northern part of China and the Cantonese-speaking group concentrated in Antwerp are the 

groups in which I had to carry out my fieldwork. 

2.2 Conflict of Conscience and Identity Conciliation in the Research Process 

As the Chinese were geographically dispersed and socially clustered by origin, social 

network and political orientation, whether pro-PRC or pro-Taiwan (ROC), I considered 

that the Cantonese in Antwerp as belonging to the earliest setters should be my next field 

of exploration. Actually, some Cantonese-speaking informants did have personal 

connections with the Cantonese restaurateurs in Antwerp on account of chain migration. I 

learned that many of the Cantonese restaurateurs were located in the Antwerp metropolis 

and its surrounding region. The so-called Chinatown that was located several hundred 

meters away from the central railway station of Antwerp is indeed a meeting place largely 

for the Cantonese and other sub-ethnic Chinese mainlanders with a view to undertaking 

social and economic activities. As I could not speak Cantonese at the beginning stage and 

was not familiar with the Cantonese circles in Antwerp, I was anxious to find a channel to 

get in touch with the Cantonese in the city. 

In January 1996 I had the opportunity to visit the I-Kuan Tao Buddha house in the 

Chinatown of Antwerp aiming to know more about the religious beliefs of the Chinese 

assuming that the religious community would be a good channel to establish contact with 

the local Chinese. As many of the followers and visitors in this Buddha house were 

Cantonese restaurateurs or workers and their families, my Buddhist identity was easily 

accepted at the first visit. The I-Kuan Tao is known as a syncretic religion claiming its 

roots in the classic Chinese teachings while it had been suppressed by Taiwan’s authorities 

until 1970s. At the present time I-Kuan Tao boasted to be the third most popular faith in 

Taiwan and to have millions of followers. The world I-Kuan Tao headquarters is in El 
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Monte, California and has temples and family shrines worldwide in the cities where 

overseas Chinese are centered. The Buddha’s house in Antwerp is affiliated to Taiwan’s 

headquarters but was established by the branch of Hong Kong.  

In the Buddha house the converts were requested to wear a uniform of modest, long 

and blue robes with high and tight collar in cotton material that revealed the traditional 

Chinese ethics and values of frugality, respect, honour and moderation and so on. A Tao 

convert told me that they were lay people who were not highly educated and their 

knowledge about Chinese classical teachings was shallow. That is why they liked to 

follow the Tao teachings and learned more of the Chinese classics. At the time of casual 

conversation, I was cordially requested to ‘qio Tao’ (to be initiated by the spiritual master). 

Without having time for reflection I was soon led to Buddha’s hall and became a newly 

initiated member. I was suddenly identified as part of the community4 . Although my 

                                                 

4 I-Kuan Tao is translated as ‘the Religion of One Unity’ that incorporated essential elements of five world 

religions: Taoism, Buddhism, Confuciusianism, Christianity and Islam and being labelled a syncretic religion. As 

I-Kuan Tao had been banned in Taiwan on account if its secrecy and was criticized by Chinese Buddhism for its 

syncretic nature, I did not have any opportunity to visit the I-Kuan Tao temple as a Buddhist believer. My first visit 

to the I-Kuan Tao Buddha house in Antwerp was for research purpose. I expressed my Buddhist belief and 

curiosity when I was introduced to a ‘teacher’ of the house who welcomed me. As I was not familiar with 

Cantonese, a Cantonese lady devotee who spoke mandarin translated my conversation with the teacher. Soon I was 

asked to write down my Chinese name and was led to the worship hall to ‘pray’. However, as the ceremony was 

getting started I realised that it was not a simple act of praying but a ritual of conversion was taking place. After the 

ceremony, I received congratulations because I had become member of this community. I had just become a 

I-Kuan Tao convert without previously knowing. On the way home, I felt panicky and confused about my innocent 

deed and felt deep regret to apparently betray my Buddhist belief. I could not help questioning myself whether I 

intended to fulfill my research at the cost of my spiritual belief. My suffering was gradually relieved since I spent 

more effort to study the Buddhist and the I-Kuan Tao teachings to find some explanation for both. As everyone has 

their own Buddhahood or Buddhist nature, no one or no religion can deprive one of it because of a pre-given nature. 

Therefore I did not worry that my conversion to I-Kuan Tao would stop me from practicing my Buddhist beliefs. 

My feelings of uneasiness had fully disappeared when in May 2004 before the restart of my research I met a very 
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conversion to I-Kuan Tao enabled me to learn more insightful data of the Cantonese 

migrants in particular Cantonese women it was difficult to avoid a sense of guilt and 

betrayal for the apparent abandonment of my religious identity. I could not help 

challenging in my conscience the motivation of becoming an I-Kuan Tao convert. 

The reason why I used this space to illustrate the conflict of conscience that I 

experienced is to refer to it as an ethical issue instead of a personal problem. Would it be in 

conflict with my research ethics if this was meant to obtain insightful data for the 

betterment of the subjects of the research although my action not breach public order. The 

question of ‘how participating is the participant’ confused me even at the time of writing. 

There are certain clearly identified situations that remind the researcher in question of the 

respect for research ethics. However, the boundary becomes hazy when it relates to faith or 

the spiritual world and refers to the dialogue with the inner self. Moreover, the question 

should not only deal with ethic discussion but also relate to the methodological approach. 

My own experience of conversion certainly refreshed my previous knowledge of I-Kuan 

Tao that I believed to be helpful in the grasp of the participants’ lifeworlds. Thus I would 

challenge the question whether it is necessary for a participatory observer to live certain 

participatory experiences or to resist living any at all. It is evident that it would depend on 

the theme and nature and contextual situation of each research. Therefore I leave it as an 

open question in the expectation that my confusion could be seen as comparative material 

for the advancement of ensuing research5. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                         

high-ranking Catholic priest who claimed himself to have been a Buddhist and had been practicing his 

Buddhahood for 17 years. I considered this wonderful experience as one of the most instructive in my fieldwork. 

5 I thank Professor Marco Martiniello’s comments on national proximity and ethical concerns between 

undercover activities and covert qualitative research. More reflections about fieldwork can be found in Appendix 

C.  



 

 131

2.3. Participatory Action Approach 

The reader should not be surprised that the researcher inspired by the Chicago school 

would cross the observatory boundary and become an active participant and feel 

encouraged by the participatory action approach.  

By ‘action research’ I am subscribing to Sayer’s argument for the combination of the 

quest for knowledge and emancipation as fundamental aims but apparently contradictory 

from the orthodox concept of social science. (Sayer, 1992) As he proposed that action 

research was a possible type that might fit both the intentions of social investigation and 

change the researched object, I introduced the action-oriented approach in my research in 

the hope that the process of research could be of help to motivate the participants to 

develop a strategic change directed to the commonly shared problems. However, action 

research might not necessarily involve the subjects’ participation that might be led by the 

researcher as an expert. I adopted the concept of ‘participatory action research’ suggested 

by Whyte to excite more active participations on the part of the informants to tackle jointly 

with the researcher and participants the commonly identified problems (Whyte, 1984). 

Between 1996 and 1997 I tried to participate extensively in the participants’ social 

activities, collect lifestories and regularly attend the Wednesday afternoon seminar in the 

Buddha house of I-Kuan Tao. My field observations enabled me to assume that the 

Chinese migrants were segmented by their mother tongue (Cantonese, Mandarin, and 

Qingtian), political ideology [pro-PRC versus pro-ROC (Taiwan)] and regional identity 

(Qingtianian, Hong Kong people and Taiwanese, etc.). There are no substantial contacts 

and communication between Chinese organisations other than the important folk festivals 

or political activities initiated by the home governments. Moreover the high saturation and 

cut-throat competition in the catering sector had worsened the working conditions and the 

quality of life. As fewer and fewer second generation immigrants were involved in the 

restaurant business while more newcomers threw themselves into this niche market, there 

was both a horizontal separation and an intergenerational gap among the Chinese 

immigrants. Based on the commonly observed phenomenon several key informants who 

shared the common worry acknowledged that some new actions should be introduced to 

rebuild the sense of reciprocity and advocate the spirit of mutual aid that can only be found 
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among the early settlers. More discussion with reference to organisational solidarity can 

be found in chapter 11 of Part III. 

Together with four informants we established the Chi-Hang Chinese Volunteers’ 

Organisation in January 1998, aiming to develop a spirit of volunteerism among the 

Chinese groups and to raise a collective concern for the common challenges in daily life. 

‘Chi’(知) literally means knowledge and ‘Hang’(行) is action. It was with the hope and the 

commitment from the founding members that the organisation hoped to be able to gain 

knowledge from substantial actions and the knowledge learned would become the power 

to foster ideas for further action. 

The principles of the organisation were based on democracy, non-discrimination and 

equality. A seven-member executive committee was the core of the action body and it was 

designed to have no formal president but only task-oriented coordinators based on an ideal 

of collective leadership. The executive committee appointed two coordinators for external 

relations, one for the Dutch speaking institutions, the local authorities and the civil society. 

The other was responsible for developing relationships with other Chinese organisations. 

The committee members worked together through meetings to define the 

organisational goals and action programmes. By diminishing the distance between the 

researcher and the participants it was hoped to create an enabling environment that made it 

possible for the participants to have a reflexive ability to define their constraints and create 

the resources needed to give a positive response through collective action. 

It is noted that the Chi-Hang Chinese Volunteers’ Organisation had been active 

during the first three years after its foundation. However, as some core members 

encountered business problems, the organisation was forced to reduce its activities and 

became inactive especially when one executive member was found to practice unlawful 

employment and the worker in question (also a member of the organisation) was ordered 

to leave Belgium. Another event that reduced the organisational capacity was the 

researcher’s return to her home country for reasons of work. Although I tried to convince 

the former members to reactivate the organisation, I failed to obtain enough support to 

foster new engagement. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that the short organisational 
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trajectory and the members’ participatory experiences supported the furthering of data 

analysis of the participants’ perception to the failing experience that reflects the potential 

worry that the Chinese social groups will have to meet. More discussion can be read at 

Chapter 11 of Part III on the typology of informant’s strategic responses to localisation. 

3. A Biographical Approach with Ethnomethological Inspiration 

3.1 Operative Definition 

My definition of ethnomethodology’is in line with “people’s logic or principles of 

methods employed in day-to-day life” inspired by Garfinkel’s ethnomethodology and 

suggested by Gubrium and Holstein as a type of social inquiry (1997). As the study aims to 

elicit and explore the subjects’ experiences of migration and localisation in the host 

society, how to get close enough to the reality of people’s lifeworld and have it 

reconfigured and how the lived experiences made sense to the participants were the core 

concerns in the data collection. 

The biographical method has experienced an up-and-down trend and is claimed to 

have its renaissance brought about by biographical sociologists (Bertaux, 1981, 

Chamberlayne 2000, Wengraf 2001). As there are diversified forms of biographical 

approach, I found that the proposed ethnomethodological genre of biographical inquiry as 

the approach to an individual’s life stories is to explore topics in the researched lifeworld 

rather than to view biography as material or statement giving support to my hypothetical 

quest for the typical rules that enabled reconfiguration through the participants’ narrative 

accounts. Differing from the naturalists’ view on life stories as resource and concerning, 

the content of the story the ethnomethodological biography focuses on the understanding 

of how life is composed and constructed in certain ways or patterns (Gubrium and Holstein, 

1997). Thus biography is understood as retrospective accounts of social processing as the 

biographer perceives, interprets and reconstructs the past in his or her present position. 

The biography is also a relational and reactive product of human activity. In 

Plummer’s terms (2001) it also consists of ‘joint actions’ depicting how the lifeworld is 

constituted as people always act and interact with others. In view of joint actions 

biography is not only an individual’s life accounts but also a collective enterprise as it 
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always involves other people’s collaboration. For example, an individual’s life account 

always refers to the involvement of other participants; families, friends, colleagues or any 

other person that can be constituted as a comprehensive description of a life event. 

Moreover, it should be a joint action of the interviewer and the narrator as well. Thus it is 

the interviewer’s task to re-construct the constructed life account and to present it as an 

interpretative work. It is in the constructive and interpretive sense of the biography that I 

adopt to approach the subject’s lifeworld. 

3.2 Conducting Interviews 

To have a comprehensive outlook on Chinese migrants and their life experiences, I 

tried to explore my sample with diversity that included interviewees of different origin, 

education, mother tongue, gender and occupational trajectory. 82 interviewees have 

received in-depth talks centered on the themes of occupation, family and social relations 

taking place in the phases of primary and secondary field visits (between June to 

September 2005). By in-depth talks I understand a type of interview in which the 

interviewees just answers one or even a part of a specific question raised by the 

investigator. Their opinions produce the information that is being sought or verify the 

emerged themes (which may be brought forward by other informants as well). Among the 

above-mentioned interviewees 46 life stories were collected seven of which were 

completed in the second phase of the field visits. As I previously mentioned, the interviews 

centred on specific questions concerning the themes of business/work, family 

relationships and social identity. By life story I mean an interview focusing on personal 

life experiences as there usually is a plot within the story instead of just opinions or 

arguments the interviewer is looking for. There must be “a dynamic tension which moves 

the story on, adds momentum, and provides some coherence” as claimed by Plummer 

(2001). Although the aim of the research is to focus on the process of migration and 

settlement, the informants in question are invited to tell their life stories according to their 

own terms of reference. I noted that some of them produced a migrant’s story while some 

others would produce a life story since childhood. To avoid preconceived concepts such as 

‘adaptation’ I played the part of the passive interviewer and encouraged the informants to 

talk about their stories as much as they liked. 
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In respect of the exploratory genre of the research, the collection of the life stories are 

aimed to uncover the grounded issues to establish the most plausible hypothesis instead of 

achieving representativeness required by the confirmatory research. Among the 46 life 

stories, 14 are selected and analysed intensively because of their comprehensive nature 

and seemingly ‘more telling’ compared with others. Besides, cultural and societal origin 

(namely the Qingtianian, the Hong Kongese and the Taiwanese), re-migratory experiences, 

various strategic actions have been considered to demonstrate their typicality and 

similarity in making comparison. 

     The life story collection could be divided into three steps. The first step is a free 

narration during which the interviewee was invited to talk as liberally as possible with the 

least intervention by the interviewer. As most of the interviewees had previously made the 

acquaintance of the interviewer, there was less resistance when the request for telling a life 

story was made. The free-style narration was in line with the Biographical-Interpretive 

Method (BIM) adopted by Chamberlayne et al. in an EU-funded SOSTRIS project. Each 

interview was conducted in an open-ended way. All life stories were taped and transcribed 

into Chinese. The interview used to be conducted at the restaurant or in the home setting so 

that the interviewer could note down her impression about the then-context and then 

crosschecked with past observations during the visit in the field. 

The second step followed as the first free narration ended by “that’s all” or a similar 

phrase while a free narration could last from 15 minutes to more than one hour. Some 

questions derived from the themes mentioned by the narrator and were asked to be 

developed further during the second stage. The third step continued after the questions of 

clarification and further detailing were answered and the interviewer raised certain topics 

addressed by other informants and asked for the interviewee’s opinion. I would admit that 

each conduct of interview was underwent in a rather contingent way and not necessary to 

fulfill the said three-steps as long as the interviewer had recognised a satisfactory result.  

3.3 The Characteristics of Sampling 

The interviews were conducted in the snowball rolling fashion one the one side while 

several criteria for selection needed to be considered on the other. It was noted that the 
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samples somehow reflected certain characteristics as there was internal diversity though 

the subjects were generalised as a uniform category of the Chinese subjects: 

(i) Place of origin and lingua franca: It was assumed that people originating from 

Mainland China, Hong Kong, Taiwan and Southeast Asia were covered who spoke 

languages common to the Qingtian language, Cantonese and Mandarin while the 

Teochou and Minnan languages were less popular. I noted that linguistic identity and 

place of origin might orientate the form of immigration and thus make their 

biographies significant for others. For example, the ethnic Chinese from Indochina 

who came with a status of refugees might see their form of localisation as different 

from people speaking Cantonese who had followed the route of chain migration. A 

Chinese veteran-migrant from Taiwan might become part of a different network in the 

process of settlement compared with his mainland compatriots. The advantage of 

extending my sampling would be helpful to understand the contextual and historical 

factors that impacted the individuals’ biographies. Alternatively, I might minimise the 

said structural constraints if my samples mainly concentrated on certain sub-ethnic 

groups such as the Taiwanese, the Qingtian group or the Cantonese community. 

(ii) Gender: The reason for paying attention to gender is based on an assumption that men 

and women might respond differently to the challenges in the migratory process not 

only on account of gender-related differences but also for their perceived social roles 

in the family. Thus I tried to collect the individual life story as the half of a couple or at 

least to have some in-depth talk with the interviewee’s spouse. Although I did not 

intend to collect family stories, the data obtained from the spouse or close family 

members did provide a comprehensive reference in the process of hypothesis making. 

(iii) Occupational trajectory: This was aimed at understanding the making and the 

orientation of the occupational trajectory clarifying how the informants achieved or 

failed to realise their career-making project. 

(iv) Generation: As the Chinese immigrants arrived and settled at different stages 

including the early migrants before WWII, the second generation who were born in the 

countries of origin and the so-called new migrants who came in the 1980s and 1990s, it 
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was interesting to know whether different generations would also tell significantly 

different life stories. 

(v) Trajectory of migration: It was noted that various forms of migration might force the 

informants to adopt different strategies as responses to various constraints. 

Alternatively the interviewees who encountered a difficult process to obtain legal 

residence and the ones who came and settled under a legal pass might have a different 

perception about future development as the expectations over time tentatively 

different. 

(vi) Foreign-born Chinese who had stayed for a long time in the receiving country: The 

research should focus on the settlers’ experience which means finding out whether the 

immigrants had come as a first generation or had migrated for any other reason while 

having been in the residing country for quite a long time. I noted that most of the 

interviewees had stayed in the receiving country for 5 years to more than 30 years. 

3.4 Data Analysis: Biographic-Narrative-Interpretive Method (BNIM) 

The socio-biographical approach adopted in the SOSTRIS Project whose 

methodological origin went back to the work of the German narrativists, i.e. Schutz, 

Rieman, Rosenthal and Fisher-Rosenthal. It was then formulated as the 

Biographical-Narrative Interpretive Method (abbreviated as BNIM) by Tom Wengraf, a 

later member of the SOSTRIS research team (Chamberlayne et al., 1997, Wengraf, 2001). 

It had previously been argued that in view of the interview approach the BNIM researchers 

used “a set of non-interfering techniques” (Thompson, 2000) or a “lightly structured depth 

interview” described by Wengraf (2001:111, cited in Firkin, 2004) in the belief that a free 

and open narrative account without being interrupted by the interviewer “comes closest to 

the experience itself” (Thompson, 2000). To acquire a good life story I stressed the 

importance and usefulness of my previous work as a participant observer in the process of 

the investigation and its subsequent inductive analysis. Without having invested time to 

establish a trustful relationship with the interviewees in order to capture the sense of 

in-context, the difficulty of acquiring ‘good’ biographies is easy to imagine as the 



 

 138

interviewer is usually dealing with the complexity of the inner sufferings (experiences) in 

the migratory process and (maybe some thing of ) the family shame. 

According to Breckner, the process of analysis developed by Rosenthal that tends to 

decipher the relations between the different steps is to reconstruct “the interrelation 

between the lived through past and the present story in the horizon of future expectations.” 

(Breckner, 2000:104) The five sequential stages are as follows: 

“ 

(i) The analysis of biographical data, addressing the chronology of experiences in the 

lived life. 

(ii)The analysis of the interview text as a Thematic Field Analysis, aiming at the 

reconstruction of the life story’s structuring principles, i.e. its ‘Gestalt’. 

(iii)The analysis of the case history, addressing how events have been experienced in the 

past, and how the patterns of orientation and interpretation developed genetically out 

of these past experiences. 

(iv)The micro-analysis aims at analyzing the interrelation between past experiences and 

their presentation in depth by concentrating on small selected pieces of text, and at 

checking previous hypothesis. 

(v) A contrasting discussion of the interrelations between the life history and the life story, 

based on the results of the previous steps of analysis, aims at formulating a structural 

hypothesis on the principle of how the life history (or specific lived through 

experiences in the past) and the life story (or the presentation of specific experiences 

in the present) are connected.” (Rosenthal, 1995 cited in Breckner, 2000)  

According to BNIM analysis each interview transcript is divided as ‘lived history’ 

and ‘story told’. A lived history depicts the basic biographical information reorganised by 

the researcher in respect of the chronological order of the narrator’s life events. Then the 

whole text is studied in sequence and distinguished by the text-sort types as description, 

argumentation, report, narration and evaluation. The method is to demonstrate how an 
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informant interprets his or her life and to find out the visible and hidden meaning within 

the text. 

The hypotheses are developed according to the principle of ‘always looking for 

alternatives’ from within. To examine the framed hypotheses, some fragments are to be 

analysed in great detail and the hypotheses and counter-hypotheses are reviewed again. 

After having exhausted all the means to discover the plausibility of the hypotheses in 

question the narrator’s life story is constructed according to his or her personal perspective 

and interpretation. Thus each life story is assumed to represent associated values or 

attitudes when encountering certain structural constraints. 

3.5 Conceptual Clarification Arisen from the Application of BNIM 

By interviewing a group of Chinese who differ in social embeddedness such as place 

of origin, mother tongue, gender, generation and residence time, it is assumed to find out a 

certain similarity and a variety in the construction of strategic patterns shaped within the 

informants’ life accounts. In other words in respect of the principle of constant comparison 

and exhaustion of contrasting differences as Breckner indicated, it should be possible to 

demonstrate the patterns of localisation of the Chinese restaurateurs. However, further 

clarification seems to be necessary, especially when a BNIM analyst claims to endorse the 

constant comparison method developed by Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss to further a 

deeper sociological stage that was analogous to the procedure of abduction according to 

Breckner’s description. It may be quotes as follows: 

“In the procedure based on abduction – which is best exemplified in the detective 

work of Sherlock Holmes – the starting point is an empirical phenomenon [in our case an 

event or a segment of text] which is to be explained by a general rule formulated as a 

hypothesis. The core of the abductive programme is to construct alternative hypotheses to 

explain a given empirical datum. The analyst is invited to think about all possible 

hypotheses, each of which could be regarded as sufficient to explain the empirical 

phenomenon. In this way not just one path is followed – running the risk of neglecting or 

even overlooking relevant data – but alternative hypotheses of increasing complexity 

remain open.” (Breckner cited in SOSTRIS report, 1998) 
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However, the intriguing method of constant comparison stressed by Breckner for 

hypothesis generating seems to be different from the principle of the grounded theory of 

Glaser and Strauss. To Breckner a biographical inquiry functions as a social construct, a 

social process of communication and interaction. They are constructed and communicated 

as “the lived through experiences in the past are interrelated with the process of 

constructing a story in the present situation and communication.” (Breckner, 2000:96) 

Thus a BNIM analyst is to follow the logic of abduction meaning to explore the data to 

find variable paths to identify a pattern in a phenomenon and to suggest a plausible 

hypothesis (Peirce, 1878a cited inYu, 1994:1). Yu remarked that abduction requires an 

ability to sort out the more convincing patterns although there might be more than one 

possible pattern. Thus, “it is classification that plays the leading role in making hypothesis, 

which is the characters of phenomenon are placed into certain categories (Peirce, 1878 in 

Yu, 1994).” This is also part of the reasons for the SOSTRIS research team to find the most 

“convincing and illuminating hypotheses to justify further investigation using quantitative 

research methods.” (SOSTRIS report, 1998) As abduction is stated as a practice of 

classification and categorisation of the phenomenal world, I found less similarity to the 

procedure of conceptual generation by abstraction revealed in the grounded theory. 

Moreover, Glaser’s orthodox grounded theory heavily emphasised that the constant 

comparative method was used for generalising concepts and not for qualitative data 

analysis (QDA) researchers use to compare differences and negatives for describing 

(2001:185). To Glaser a generalised concept is “abstract of time, place and people. Once 

discovered the grounded theory concept can be generalized forever it is timeless. It is fast 

and believable when modified. It is non-contextual, as it is applied to whatever context, 

whatever people and modified thereby.” (2001:89)  

The constant comparison method emphasised by BNIM practitioners aims to 

“generate sociological hypotheses about typical life patterns. It is to discover meaning 

and to achieve understanding because the inquiry genre is interpretive and hermeneutic 

(Benner 1994:10 cited in Jones, 2001).” In other words BNIM analysis is to exploit efforts 

taking care to render a full voice and meaning to the description of the participants’ life 

stories. As it is devoted to finding the most plausible hypothesis to test, it is not to assert 
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final judgment on an observed phenomenon. In my research I use the BNIM approach to 

describe more efficiently certain concepts grounded in the most plausible hypothesis. Few 

concepts are regarded as prescriptions from former scholarly works and some are 

generated from empirical analysis. That is why I reserve my knowledge of the BNIM 

approach differently from the thesis of the Grounded theory. 

To develop a more plausible hypothesis the BNIM analysis welcomes a panel-based 

discussion when a case has been separately analysed by the two-track lived history and the 

told story, encouraging the use of group analysis to widen the scope of hypotheses and 

inputs from multiple disciplines or backgrounds. As the analysis should be reconstructive 

that hypotheses are generated from the interview transcript instead of imposing any pre-set 

theory, it is self-evident that the researcher might have adopted selected background 

theories before entering the field and acquired subjective lived experiences as a field 

participant. However, focusing on the generated themes and reconstructed analysis of data 

and the exploitation of hypotheses in respect of the individual disposition the researcher 

can work to avoid possible pre-set judgment given by the outsider. 

The researcher acknowledged the importance and interest of group analysis in 

enriching the width and complexity of hypothesis debating. However, due to a shortage of 

time and limited personal facilities I was not able to organise a team to conduct analyses as 

previously mentioned in the BNIM procedure. Nevertheless making up for the lack of 

collective contribution more interviews were collected from the informant’s close friends 

or family member as supplementary data and constant category cross-comparison which 

enabled me to enlarge the imagination span of hypothesis making. 

4. Alternative Methods 

Other than the BNIM contributions certain alternatives are also helpful for hypothesis 

generation. It is noted that the principle of abduction is employed in the search for a 

plausible pattern in the participants’ life stories. A complementary suggestion is to adopt 

the principle of induction to verify the accuracy and sustainability of the proposed pattern. 

Thus it is appropriate to use the analytic induction method described by Florian Znaniecki 

with a view to  the formulation of typical life patterns in case analysis showing that the 
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essential characteristics of a specific case can function as a pattern so that other cases can 

be defined as well (Cressey cited in Ratcliff 2000:1 in Jones, 2001:57). 

By ‘analytic induction’ Cressy summarised Znaniecki’s method in six steps: 

(i) A phenomenon is defined in a tentative manner. 

(ii)A hypothesis is developed about it. 

(iii)A single instance is considered to determine if the hypothesis is confirmed. 

(iv)If the hypothesis fails to be confirmed, either the phenomenon is redefined or the 

hypothesis is revised to include the instance examined. 

(v) Additional cases are examined and, if the new hypothesis is repeatedly confirmed, 

some degree of certainty about the hypothesis results. 

(vi)Each negative case requires that the hypothesis be reformulated until there are no 

exceptions (Cressey cited in Ratcliff 2000:1 in Jones, 2001:57).  

In the analytic induction framework the approach proposed in Jones’ thesis is 

Mehan’s ‘constitutive ethnography’ that also incorporated the aspects of analytic 

induction. I found similarity in its generation of empirical laws and generality. Mehan 

argued that “the process of analysis is initiated with analysis of a small data set from 

which a tentative hypothetical framework is generated. Comparisons are made with 

additional forthcoming data resulting in changes in the framework until a group of 

‘recursive rules’ are developed that comprehensively describe the phenomenon” (Mehan 

cited in Ratcliff, 2000:2 in Jones, 2001:58). 

BNIM analysis and analytic induction appear to be complementary in hypothesis 

generation. In the research BNIM is adopted to deconstruct and reconstruct the life stories 

which enables the researcher to understand how the lived experiences are meaningful to 

the biographers; how the migrants’ lived through experiences that can be shaped as a life 

pattern and how the changes of life pattern followed the changing course of time and 
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locality. The training in analytic induction is to some extent helpful in clarifying the 

accuracy of each hypothesis at the stage of data analysis. 

5. Justification of the Research Method 

In this chapter, I first explained the period that lasted ten years but unfortunately with 

a 6-year interruption. However it may be considered an advantage that enabled ma as 

researcher to return to the field to follow the movements of the investigated interviewees 

during the period of absence. The research design was accordingly revised from a social 

anthropological approach to a social-biographical study of Chinese migrants’ localisation 

through their way of sense making on lived history and told story. The 

ethnomethodological genre of social investigation alerted me that social reality is not 

‘out-there’ but ‘go-between’ the structure and agency in Archer’s term (2003). What I was 

observing through field participation might be phenomena ‘seen but unnoticed’ until that 

the phenomenal world become meaningful to the participants of the field. The process of 

sense making in the participants’ lifeworld can be understood as the consequences of the 

processing of the transactions between structural and cultural constraints and individual 

agents depicting an interactive relationship between actors and the structured challenges 

constituted by their agency. As structure is reproduced or constituted by the agents’ 

involvement in their actions, how the actions are performed by conscious, intentional and 

reflective agents is the core issue studied The key to understand the agent’s involvement 

within structure is through the language or the telling of stories. Therefore the biographical 

approach is an adequate method to know how people think of themselves and how they 

make sense of their lifeworld as the meaning is revealed by their performative patterns. 

Furthering the interactive relationship between the researcher and the researched 

subjects to the level of practicality the constructed social reality is not retained as an 

objective finding from the thesis underaken by a distanced researcher. It is a joint 

participation and collaboration between the researcher and the researched subjects that 

will enable the described lifeworld to make a difference. Not least is that the endorsement 

of participatory-action research is actually an echo to the Chicago sociologists’ concern of 

the human aspect in the social sciences that reflects my original motivation for this 

research. 
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Part II The Chinese Restaurant People and Their 
Biographies 

 

Introduction 

 

This part is the presentation of data and is divided into six chapters. The first five chapters  

consist of two sections; the first presenting the interviewee’s background information in respect 

of the chronological order reorganized from the interview, and the second illustrating the results 

of data analysis on the basis of the study of each ‘lived life’ and the ‘told story’. All 

interviewees are presented under a pseudonym. Chapter four reports four individual cases as 

each of them intends to demonstrate ‘typical’ or characteristic strategies vis-à-vis localisation in 

the host society. To some extent the selected cases (of the chapter) can be identified as typical 

(in terms of its typicality) in common features as compared with and derived from other cases. 

Chapters five, six, seven, eight and nine report the data based on the unit of couple. Although no 

family story approach is adopted (Bertaux and Delcroix, 2000) since the early stage of the 

research and each interview is completed separately, the overlapping individual narrative 

accounts enable the researcher to acquire wider and alternative views obtained from each 

couple since they are part of the same family network and interact with each other by reciprocal 

bonding. The various perceptions of life stories and further projections of actions and reactions 

are not only different because of their personal characteristics but also conditioned by their 

self-perceived status and division of work in the family. Thus, the presentation of the couple’s 

life accounts can better shape the family context as far as the decisions of migration and 

settlement are concerned. The last chapter ten of this part presents the data of a couple as well. 

However, it is in fact a core family of which the daughter, Ms. Yuan Liang, was presented as a 

typical case in chapter four. To give a better idea of the interdependent lives between parents 

and child, a section on inter-generational issues has been added. Thus, this chapter not only 

focuses on the reciprocal relations among a couple but in particular on the inter-generational 

topics emerging from their different perceptions of life and career development as 

consequences of surpassing the difficulties in the process of localisation. 
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Before the data are presented and analysed, the descriptive statistics of the collected data 

may be outlined as follows: 

 

Demographic Figures  

 

There are 82 informants who were interviewed or replied to in-depth questions and 46 

individual life stories have been collected.  Of the 82 interviewees 44 are male and 38 female. 

The informants belong to 50 families in which 4 are not directly involved in the restaurant 

business while the remaining 46 families have a restaurant background. 18 of the 50 families 

are two-generation restaurateurs. Regarding marital status, 70 of the 82 are married, 3 are 

divorced, 4 claimed to be single and 5 were widowed in 2005. Being classified by age, only one 

is below 30, 32 of the total belong to the middle-aged group between 31 and 50, 22 are of the 

age group between 51 to 60 and 20 beyond the age of 60. Two senior informants passed away in 

late 2005. 

In 2005, 20 informants retired compared with 11 retirees in 1998. 9 changed their 

occupation on account of over-saturation in Chinese catering. Among the families of 20 retirees, 

only 3 of their descendents are still involved in the restaurant business. 

Regarding occupational orientation, there are 6 informants who came without legal 

documents and worked as cooks and helpers, and have become restaurant owner in 2005. 2 of 

the 6 informants re-migrated to Italy and 2 settled in Spain. They established their own business 

with the help of the social network of the Qingtian group in the receiving countries. The 

business ownership enabled the 4 PRC passport holders to acquire European citizenship either 

in Italy or Spain. 

 

Diversity of Mother Tongue and Territorial Origin 

 

The diversity of mother tongues and territorial origins appear to be the criteria of social 

groupings. There are 26 Cantonese-speaking interviewees, 13 speak the Qingtian language, 14 
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use Mandarin as domestic language, 10 are Minnan (Hokkien) speaking, 7 speak Teochiu and 7 

speak the local language of Shandong. However, Cantonese was and still is the lingua franca in 

downtown Antwerp and Mandarin is the common language of communication other than the 

mother tongue. Territorial origin has been complicated since many of them or their parents’ 

generation has re-migration experiences from continental China to Hong Kong, Taiwan and 

Indo China. For example, among the 20 informants who are classified as of Taiwan origin, 10 

of them are Minnan-speakers and the other 10 Mandarin-speakers are considered the second 

generation of Chinese mainlanders who settled in Taiwan around and after the Chinese Civil 

War between 1946 and 1949. The linguistic and regional identities are effective references for 

the newcomers to be easily assimilated to the predecessors’ group and to be inserted within a 

social network. However, both references for identity construction can become barriers and 

provoke conflicts in intra-group and with outer sub-ethnic group if they are manipulated by the 

politicised discourse.  

 

Educational Background 

 

Although the Chinese restaurant people are roughly considered as less educated before 

emigration, a majority of 47 interviewees have at least received a 9-year compulsory education 

in their homeland while 6 are at or below the elementary level. There is one illiterate and (a 

number of) 28 are at and above the college degree. College graduates and above are the persons 

who came for study reasons and stayed on afterwards. Most of the informants who emigrated at 

adult age for work or family reasons did not receive formal education from the host society. 

Exceptions are the informants who came as accompanying persons of students, professionals 

and diplomats. Some other exceptional cases are of Chinese descent from Indochina who came 

as political refugees and took management courses in order to start up a business. 

Among the 16 who emigrated at adolescent age two did not follow the official education in 

the receiving country, 7 of 8 dropped out at secondary school level and one at college level, 

three achieved secondary education and three obtained college degrees. The reasons for 

dropping out are firstly to support the family business and secondly because of the discouraged 
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feeling on account of lacking language ability. Some recalled that a family allowance for 

schooling the children was also an incentive to seize educational opportunities in particular the 

new settlers who were struggling to have a stable life. 

 

The Increasing Elderly  

 

As the research focuses on the first-generation immigrants and the foreign-born Chinese, 

the distribution of age was inclining towards the groups of the middle aged and beyond and 

ranged between 41 and 50 (22/82), 51-60 (22/82) and above (20/82). Among the group of those 

aged above 60, 13 of 20 live alone or with spouses. 5 of the aged Chinese were accommodated 

in institutional caring centres and 4 of them apparently had problems of mal-adaptation. At the 

time of writing two aged informants in institutional care passed away at the ages of 99 and 87. A 

lady retiree moved back to her hometown at the age of 84 to receive care from some far relative. 

The said lady’s descendents are all highly acculturated and well integrated into the mainstream 

labour market. A veteran diplomat and his wife who migrated to Taiwan after the civil war and 

had spent more than 30 years in Belgium moved back to receive co-ethnic care. A couple who 

also came to Taiwan after the civil war and had settled in Belgium for more than three decades 

is living with their adult daughter in Brussels. Though they are satisfied with the social welfare 

and live on a pension, they are still worried about the support once their daughter would not be 

able to afford it. As the number of aged loners is increasing, the need for providing a co-ethnic 

caring environment and for being integrated into the local care system appear to be an urgent 

issue in the political agenda. 

The following table shows the data classified by demographic factors such as age, sex, 

marital status, social origin including educational background, mother tongue and territorial 

identity. 
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Table II. Descriptive Statistics of Interviewees 

Mother tongue: 
Number 

Cantonese:26 
Qingtian:13 
Mandarin:14 
Minnan (Taiwanese):10  

Chaozou/Teochiu:7 
Fujian (China):1 
Shangdong:7 
Jiangsu:1 
Sichuan:1 

Male/Female 44/38    
Education 
(2005) 

Illiterate:1 
 

Elementary:6 Secondary:46 College and 
above:29 

Age (2005) below 30: 
 
1 

between 31-40:
 
13 

between 41-50: 
 
22 

between 51-60:22 
above 60:20 
died: 2 

1998 72 2 7 1 Marital 
status 2005 

Married 
70 

Divorced
3 

Single  
4 

Widow(er) 
5 

Place of birth Qingtian 
(Zhejiang):10 

Taiwan:21 Guangdong:10 
Hong kong:13 

Indochina:9 
Other:19 

Nationality  
 
 

Belgium 
 
 

People’s 
Republic of 
China 

Taiwan* 
(Republic of 
China) 

Other EU 
nationalities 
 

1998 68 8 6 0 
2005 68 4 6 4 
Occupation in 
1998 
 
 
 
 
 

Waiter: 4 
Bartender: 1 
Cook and helper: 
7 
Manager: 1 
Non-catering 
sector: 11 

Owner: 2 
Cook-Owner: 20
Waiter-Owner: 
20 
 
 

Retiree: 11 
Housewife: 3 
Unemployed: 1 
 
 
 
 

Occupation in 
2005 

Waiter: 3 
Bartender: 1 
Cook and helper: 
1 
Manager: 1 
Non-catering 
sector: 17 

Owner: 2 
Cook-Owner: 16
Waiter-Owner: 
10 
 

Retiree: 20 
Housewife: 4 
Unemployed: 2 

Years of 
residence in 
Belgium (2005) 

Below 10 years: 
 
1 

Between 11 and 
20 years: 
12 

Between 21 and 
30 years: 
34 

Beyond 30 years: 
 
35 

Family 
structure** 

50 families 
included 

Non-restaurant 
background:4 
Restaurant 
background:46 

Two-generation 
restaurateur:16 
 

 

Life stories 
collected 

46    

In-depth 
interviews 

82    
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* The ROC (Taiwan) nationals are also Belgium citizens as the Taiwan government recognizes 

dual citizenship. 

** The family unit in the list is identified as a married couple with(out) their co-habiting 

non-married offspring. 
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Chapter Four: Four Characteristic Individuals  

 

I. Aihua 

1. Aihua’s Lived Life 

Aihua was born in a Mainlander’s family (the Chinese mainlanders who migrated to 

Taiwan after the Chinese civil war) in Taipei in 1947. As her father originated from 

Qingtian, Zehjiang, a homeland of Chinese overseas, she spoke the Qingtian language as 

mother tongue and practiced Mandarin in school.  

Aihua’s aunt preceded her in coming to Belgium in 1969 and owned a restaurant. 

Aihua finished senior high school education but failed to enter university. She married a 

Hong Kong-born Chinese who was a university graduate and wanted to go abroad for a 

PhD degree. The original plan for studying abroad was to obtain a PhD degree on the one 

hand, and to earn more money on the other. With only 200 US$ in their pocket when they 

arrived at Zaventem, like many Taiwanese students of the 1970s, they had to earn their 

livelihood and pay the study fees with their own means. Therefore, Aihua’s husband found 

a waiter’s job in a Cantonese restaurant and she worked in her Aunt’s restaurant as a cook 

helper.  

Aihua’s husband gave up his study for financial reason when Aihua gave birth to the 

first son in 1975. Given the fact that they had to find another reason to stay, they chose to 

start up in the Chinese catering sector as many students did in that period. 

When Chinese emigration was declared open in the late 1970’s, Aihua as a restaurant 

owner of Qingtian origin, could not resist the requests from the relatives in Qingtian who 

wanted to go abroad and needed her assistance in procuring a visa. Similar requests were 

made by her husband’s family (network) in Fujian as well. When the immigration policy 

of Belgium became stricter, Aihua and her husband chose Austria as the next (receiving) 

destination for business expansion to benefit more relatives. 
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Aihua’s husband left for Austria and started up a restaurant. Aihua’s three younger 

brothers also migrated to Austria through the couple’s help. The long separation harmed 

the conjugal relationship and the couple ended up getting divorced because of the 

husband’s love affair with a Mainlander nurse. Aihua kept managing the restaurant in 

Belgium and cared for their four sons while her husband settled in Austria definitely. She 

spent a long narration by showing how she was proud of her four sons with a high 

education and upward mobility. 

Aihua’s previous restaurant was located in a Dutch-speaking tourist city and the 

business was successful. Then she opened a fish shop that caused her big financial loss for 

lack of professional knowledge and trust from the local clients. She recognised the 

obstacle in occupational orientation as Chinese people were stigmatised as restaurant 

people only. 

At the time of interview in 2005 Aihua had sold out the former restaurant and moved 

to a satellite city around Oostende where she served not only Chinese food but also local 

cuisine to satisfy the locals’ taste. She managed the restaurant together with her partner, an 

autochthon Belgian, Eric. 

2. Aihua’s Life Story Analysis – A Life of Trilogy 

Aihua came to Belgium with her husband in the early 1970’s, a decade when many 

Taiwanese students were eager to study abroad and earn foreign currency1. The couple’s 

dream was simple: earning a PhD degree and going back to Taiwan for a better career. It is 

clear that the couple’s original plan was career-oriented and Aihua played a traditional 

supportive role for her husband’s career development. Nevertheless, the career project was 

forced to a stop on account of the increasing family burden.  

                                                 

1 There is an expression “Come, Come, Come and Come to Tai Da (National Taiwan University), Go, Go, Go 

and Go to America.” Going to the United States seemed to be the path to success for the capable university students, 

in particular the students from top Taiwanese universities. Western Europe certainly was another choice but less 

interesting to the Taiwanese students on account of the lack of proficiency of second foreign language.   
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The arrival of a new-born baby forced the couple to adjust the previous project from 

an individual career-oriented one to family survival and towards a long-term settlement in 

the country of reception. In addition, the couple felt pressured by the interpersonal 

competition for making money to glorify the family. Thus, the couple established their 

own restaurant and invested all their efforts in the betterment of their four children’s 

education in the hope that they would enjoy enough support to realise the parents’ 

unfinished dream: having a better career than the one Aihua and her husband expected. 

Aihua was greatly devoted to parenting and she was highly satisfied with the sons’ 

educational achievement, the elder as a practising doctor, the second a Ph.D candidate, the 

third and the fourth as university graduates. 

Aihua’s efforts to develop the business were not only intended to benefit the core 

family but also the siblings in Taiwan and the far relatives in homeland China. Following 

the co-ethnic occupational path, Aihua quickly assimilated into the ingroup’s biographical 

trajectory and became successful in a niche market. 

However, the new family development project was destroyed by the husband’s love 

affair in Austria. It seemed that the divorce was a turning point in Aihua’s life which made 

her acknowledge her individuality and independent status as being different from her past 

perception as a subordinate traditional wife. Reflecting the fact of the divorce positively, 

Aihua attributed her failed marriage to geographical factors and the long separation. She 

took the whole responsibility of childbearing and kept the restaurant business in good 

shape and played double roles as the breadwinner and a caring mother. Her maternal 

identity appeared to be strengthened after the (event of) divorce. 

Although Aihua was considered a successful restaurateur by the peers and had been 

elected as president of the Chinese restaurateurs’ association, she would rather identify 

herself as “capable wife and good mother” with the connotation of a stereotypical 

maternal identity in a patriarchal society. I assume that Aihua demonstrated a strategy of 

ingroup assimilation that enabled her to benefit from cultural connections and to 

successfully localise for the second generation’s mobility. The driving force behind the 

spirit of entrepreneurship was family ideology and maternal love in particular, instead of a 

sense of feminist independency. 



 

 153

The episode of her failed experience of investing in the fish shop was an example of 

how occupational orientation was influenced by the self-learned experience from a 

stereotypical image. She attributed her failure to the lack of occupational know-how and of 

acceptance by the local clients because of her ethnicity. To remind one of this there was 

the story of a client who would not believe that the Chinese could sell fish other than 

Chinese food. It is important to note that what accounts for the Chinese migrants’ 

occupational orientation is not only a matter of business know-how but also of the 

reluctant acceptance caused by a stereotyped occupational image. 

Aihua’s first biographical phase was that of a supportive housewife, a migrant’s 

dependent that was supposed to be a social burden for the host society. Her subsequent 

engagement in the restaurant business and acting as an independent single parent 

identified with ingroup assimilation enabled her to overcome the structural constraints for 

economic integration. However, Aihua’s trilogy would not be complete if she had not 

introduced her current partner Eric, a native Dutch-speaking Belgian. She admitted that 

the co-habitation was a process of mutual adjustment as she began to accept the “foreign” 

partner’s belief of enjoying a balanced work and life which was contrary to the 

work-oriented life most of the Chinese restaurateurs had.  

Aihua’s integrative attitude towards the host culture was not only seen from the 

acceptance of a Belgian partner but also the multicultural style of the restaurant 

management. To satisfy the local taste better, she not only served Chinese food but also 

Belgian cuisine specifically for banquets and weddings. All efforts she made demonstrated 

an attitude which included the local values. Coming to the country as a traditional wife, 

then a devoted single parent and a successful entrepreneur and the current integrative role 

in a multicultural environment, Aihua’s life accounts could be structured as a trilogy in the 

long process of localisation. 

Nevertheless, Aihua’s inclusive attitude did not become apparent in the topic of the 

second generation’s dating mate and mixed marriage. How is one to interpret her double 

standards towards her acceptance of a foreign partner and exclusiveness to her son’s native 

girl friend? 
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It may be assumed that Aihua’s attitude towards the host culture was at the same time 

inclusive and selective depending on whether the continuity of the Chinese identity would 

be in danger. Her insistence on using Mandarin as the common domestic language among 

the siblings’ offspring seemed to express a shared worry about the loss of the cultural 

identity among the younger generation2. Speaking Chinese was a way of enabling the 

offspring residing in foreign countries to communicate easily and to share a common 

familial culture. As a matter of concern, to find a perspective spouse with similar ethnic 

and cultural origin would be considered as a way to insure cultural continuity in an 

international family group like Aihua’s. 

Aihua’s story is not only inspiring in her trilogy of localisation but also in her 

interpretation of alternate identities. As a second generation of Qingtian immigrant from 

Taiwan Aihua identified herself as a Taiwan-born Chinese but felt marginalized when 

Taiwan’s executive party claimed to be pro-independence and caused an intra-group split. 

The issue of identity construction is reduced to position taking with regard to 

independence (pro-Taiwan) versus reunification (pro-China). However, the ongoing 

debate about Taiwan’s national identity is politicised and stigmatised as a battle of the 

Taiwanese versus the non-Taiwanese; meaning the pro-reunification party is simplified as 

Chinese or non-Taiwanese. Feeling hurt by the political labelling Aihua retreated from the 

Taiwanese organisations and took part in a Mainlander-based Chinese women’s 

organisation and a Qingtianian organisation but still remained cautious about involvement 

in sensitive political activities. 

It is interesting to learn how the political orientation could be manipulated as a 

push-and-pull strategy giving impact to the construction of a national identity. Aihua was 

born in Taiwan and considered a second generation Chinese Mainlander. She felt annoyed 

                                                 

2 Aihua’s family group is characterised by an international network: her parents and elder sister are in Taiwan, 

one brother in Vienna, one brother and one sister are settled in the United States. To facilitate communication 

among intra- and inter-generation family members, Mandarin is accepted by the parents as the primary domestic 

language. 
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by the recent politicised debates on “who is a real Taiwanese?” provoked by the 

Taiwanese politicians to forge a pro-Taiwan ideology instead of a pro-China one. The 

ideological battle split the Taiwanese ingroup and forced her to withdraw from the 

Taiwanese organisations as a marginal person. 

“I may consider myself a Taiwanese as well as a Qingtianian. But the Taiwanese will 

say that I am not Taiwanese because my parents came from Qingtian. As a descendent 

from Chinese Mainlanders, I was sometimes confused and did not know to where I 

belonged”.  

Aihua expressed a multicultural identity as she was not only a Taiwan-born 

Taiwanese but also a Chinese Mainlander because of her mother tongue. She would expect 

to see the future change in Taiwan’s next presidential election so that the part of her 

Chinese identity could be recognized. In other words, the sense of belonging is a matter of 

ongoing conciliation. Aihua intended to make sense of her identity not only with her 

collective origin but life events over time. The self-defined identity appears to be 

alternately ordered by the meaningful events in life in her perception.  

Aihua’s alternate ethnic identity suggests that identity construction is a learned 

experience from a biographical trajectory that could be destroyed and reformed depending 

on the subjective evaluation of a contextual change and cultural continuity. The politicised 

discourse that splits the overseas Taiwanese causes harm to the interpersonal relationship 

between the informant and her identified group. It is clear to see how the development of a 

political discourse in the informant’s home country has given impact to the Taiwanese 

perception of ethnic identity in the country of reception. The lasting ideological conflict 

between the Chinese and Taiwanese overseas is not new. However, the political partiality 

to the Taiwanese circle is crucial as it forces the uprooted party to look for a sense of 

belonging from Taiwan’s counterpart at the cost of ingroup’s disintegration. 
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II. Ms. Yuan Liang 

1. Yuan Liang’s Lived Life 

Yuan is the youngest child of the Liang family. Yuan was born in 1966 in a family of 

five children in Kaohsiung, Taiwan. Her parents migrated to Taiwan around 1949, the civil 

war between the Nationalist party and the Communist Party in Mainland China. When she 

was 12, her father, Uncle Liang, who had been working in Germany for five years decided 

to migrate to Belgium to take up a cook job. As Yuan was the youngest in the family, her 

parents decided to bring her and her 19-year old sister to Belgium. However, her sister 

decided to return to Taiwan to get married after a short stay. Yuan came to Belgium at her 

age of 12 after graduation from the primary school, the year of 1978. Since she had no 

knowledge of French language at all, the school teacher suggested to her to follow the 

courses of the first grade of elementary school and to attend classes together with 

7-year-old pupils. 

After four years of complementary education, at the age of 16, she entered the 

Académie des Beaux-Arts in Brussels in 1982. The reason why she chose the Académie 

was because of her former piano training in Taiwan and of the encouragement by a 

Taiwanese piano teacher who belonged to the same church. Yuan started to live on her 

own resources at 16 as she worked part-time in Chinese restaurants and became familiar 

with the necessary service skills in catering. 

Yuan’s father established his own restaurant when Yuan agreed to work with him. 

She assisted her father and served as a waitress during time-off from school. Although her 

father was the owner, actually Yuan had to handle all external communications and the 

management of the restaurant. She spent four years in the Conservatoire Royal de 

Bruxelles in 1985 and received a (diploma of) first prize in 1988. 

Yuan loved music but never imagined to become a musician or a teacher someday 

although her parents expected her to go back to Taiwan and become a piano teacher. In 

1991 she visited Taiwan but felt that she would not be able to adapt to the local society. In 

1992 a few months after her father’s retirement she co-invested with an Indonesian 

Chinese classmate from the Conservatoire and started her own restaurant.  
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The restaurant did make her a fortune but made her feel like a rich person with an 

empty brain. The participation in the church’s seminars organized by a church community 

in the United Statues between 1997 and 2000 appeared to be a turning point in life. In 2000, 

she sold out the restaurant at a cheap price, worked as a wine dealer and bought the house 

where she is currently living in the same year. However, the change of occupational 

orientation did not go smoothly. Therefore she started to give private piano lessons for the 

Chinese immigrants’ children in Brussels and Rotterdam. The reason she worked in 

Rotterdam was because there were more Chinese communities and she could participate in 

the church activities wholeheartedly. Since 2002 she worked as a devotee for the 

development of the Christian youth group of the church and commuted every weekend 

between Rotterdam and Brussels. In the meanwhile Yuan also visited Shanghai and 

planned to invest in the import and export trade between China and Europe. 

2. Ms. Yuan Liang’s Life Story Analysis - a Compressed Life without Adolescence 

Yuan first labelled her story of immigration as “a life without adolescence but only 

fighting for survival.” 

My interview experience with Yuan was in contrast to my general impression. She 

appeared expressive and straight forward in our daily conversation. But when she was in a 

position of an interviewee and was requested to speak about her life, she appeared reserved 

and narrated in a slow and low tone. Pauses appeared in several fragments. She started 

with a general description of the Chinese in Belgium and felt a bit uneasy to talk about her 

own life. After my ‘encouraging’ to speak of her individual life experiences, she made the 

above-mentioned remark of a life without adolescence. 

Yuan admitted that she did not have much to say about her childhood. The 

discontinuation of her life in Kaohsiung the birthplace and the break-up with siblings and 

friends did not seem to puzzle her as she reported there was “nothing really special to 

share with classmates about immigration”. However, her parents’ motive for emigration 

seemed quite intriguing from an outsider’s view as the family lived an enviable life. In the 

hard years of the 70s Yuan’s father was a highly remunerated chef and the family was rich 

enough to hire a domestic worker and afford the expensive tuition fees for the piano 



 

 158

tutorship. Learning to play the piano was considered a luxury hobby and brought about a 

label of belonging to the upper class during that decade. However, Yuan experienced a 

dramatic change as she had to help her mother with the dish cleaning the day after her 

arrival in Belgium. Using one’s hands to earn a living was the first lesson that Yuan 

learned in the country in which she had newly settled. 

Living in the Chinese restaurateurs’ social world, she witnessed the complicated 

social relations in Chinese circles and the problem of linguistic illiteracy that pained her 

parents. She narrated an example by saying that her father had been fooled to sign a 

document as a guarantor that caused a big financial loss simply because of his illiteracy. 

The parents’ limited ability in (the undertaking of) financial management made Yuan 

realise that she had to be independent and make her own decisions. Yuan admitted that the 

first four years were the foundation of her adaptation to the host society and indeed were 

the turning point in her life.  

“Because I came over at the age of 12 and I started to encounter several big 

problems in the next 4 years; such as the problems of language in Chinese circles, which 

drove me to be independent. Ya! Because I figured out something (pause)… How do I say? 

The cost was very high. (repeated once)  My father had been cheated, but I was too young 

and did not speak enough French to understand. Someone asked him to sign a paper and 

he did. Then we realised that was a paper as a guarantor, such a cheat. I also heard that 

the relations between the Chinese were not so friendly, especially among the Chinese 

organisations. So I started to make up my way.” 

She repeatedly emphasised that she was financially independent from her parents 

since the age of 16, especially on account of her investment in her own restaurant and the 

buying of the house she and parents are living in. 

Yuan mentioned that her father had been fooled by a Chinese compatriot and caused 

him a big financial loss. She felt sorry for her father as her language ability was 

insufficient to save her father from being cozened in those early days. The unpleasant 

experience caused by a poor command of the French language became the drive to master 

the spoken language at all cost. It seemed to Yuan that she was suddenly put in a 
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compressed environment in which she wanted to grow up fast. The challenges in life just 

forced her to mature quickly to protect herself and to be strong to help her illiterate parents. 

She then realised that her parents were no longer able to protect her or to guide her. She 

learned to be independent and make up her own mind. She would make more efforts to 

eliminate structural constraints to make her more integrated instead of relying under the 

cover of the co-ethnics’ network. Although the Chinese catering circle provided work 

opportunities and operational knowledge as an incubator for all, it looked as if she 

intended to keep a deliberate distance with ingroup members and tried to be included in the 

mainstream groups. 

The decision to study the piano as her college major but explicitly not to pursue a 

career as a musician looks like a paradox. It may be traced back to the original family plan 

that Uncle Liang wished the whole family to go back to Taiwan after his retirement and 

Yuan would become a professional piano teacher. That explained why Yuan enrolled in 

the music school and became a graduate of the Conservatoire. The concern of Yuan’s 

parents might be assumed to be for social mobility in Taiwan instead of being part of the 

niche labour market in the host country and to wish to have their daughter get out of the 

Chinese restaurant circle. 

However, the first visit to Taiwan (after immigration ) after Yuan’s graduation made 

her realise that it would not be possible to expect to go back to her homeland of twelve 

years ago. On the other hand, looking back to the host milieu where she was residing, her 

life was closely attached to the Chinese restaurant business. The occupational orientation 

of being a Chinese caterer in order to become economically independent was part of the 

reality of her daily life as she worked part-time in the restaurants to earn her living in her 

adolescence and then collaborated with her father to establish a family business. What she 

experienced was the career path of Chinese restaurateurs, the stories of becoming rich and 

independent through investments in the catering sector. In addition, the determination of 

“making my own way” urged her not to rely on her parents’ occupational guidance or 

financial assistance. 
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 “… Because I also know my father quite well. I know how he went through his 

history. Then I asked myself to have a try. I wanted to see how the path would become. 

That’s how I lived my life in this way.”  

The religious touch is another turning point in Yuan’s career life. It appears to be the 

main guiding force that oriented Yuan’s occupational trajectory. At the time of her 

preparation to be restaurateur, she described how she prayed to God to help her find an 

ideal location for the planned restaurant.  

Without being ‘awakened’ in a Christian seminar in the States, she might not have 

made up her mind to close down the business and switch to the business of wine selling. 

Yuan described her loneliness and difficulty in finding supporting friendship in the host 

country. What she cherished most in the residing country was converting to Christianity.  

“I should say that my religious belief saved me. My belief helped me very much. They 

offered me a spiritual belonging. You need to know that I do not have any good friends in 

this place and no one to talk to. Jesus is my good friend. Look, what I have got in this 

country? That’s faith and it becomes a goal for the rest of my life.”      

What does religious belief imply in Yuan’s career and life? She was aware that a 

restaurateur’s life simply was one-dimensional and it was an occupation that filled “my 

pocket with money but left my brain empty.” In Yuan’s view faith helped her to have a 

deeper reflection on herself and showed her the way to know herself better.  

After attending the yearly Christian seminars, she seemed to be enlightened about the 

fact that she had to live a different life and finally managed to sell out her restaurant in 

2000. She argued that being a restaurant owner could not satisfy her. She felt that she knew 

so little besides the restaurant world. 

“The time when I attended Pasteur Dang’s seminar was a big shock to me. Ya! 

Because the participants were intellectuals, it was a shock of institutional reform. My 

pocket was full of money but my brain was empty. That reminded me. Therefore when I 

went back to Belgium, I said to God that I had to sell my shop. I could not keep working 

like before.  
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Of course, I had learned from the testimony of old overseas Chinese as well. I was so 

afraid. When you were engaged in the restaurant business, you thought that investing your 

life was worthwhile. But at the age of 40, you discover that you do not know what you had 

been doing. Or what you want to do. Or how to get out of the (restaurant) circle? So many 

question marks are there. That inspires me to take a good look at myself .” 

The driving force of ‘knowing your self’ justified the reason for moving forward 

beyond the restaurant business. After closing up the restaurant business, the involvement 

in the wine business was Yuan’s transitional trial as it was not very successful. However, 

the opportunity to become a private musical tutor for the Chinese immigrants’ children in 

Belgium and in the Netherlands through religious and ethnic network opened up a new 

career for her in the field of musical education. Here again the parallel layer of career 

development seemed to apply to Yuan’s occupational orientation. She had jumped out of 

the restaurateur’s occupational layer but she could still use the restaurateurs’ network to 

create other job opportunity as she was now teaching the second generation of Chinese 

immigrants without a direct engagement in the restaurant activities. She would experience 

her life as much more meaningful by educating children while maintaining her network 

within Chinese circles in a selected way. In other words, a parallel pattern of working 

within Chinese circles assured her a decent job but saved her from being constrained in her 

perceived one-dimensional occupation. 

Yuan’s initial narrative provided a rich account of her compressed life and the missed 

adolescence that drove her to create her own destiny in post-migration days. Her life 

accounts on religious belief revealed that religious belief and its related organisations 

could effectively play a role in the support of better localisation in the host society.  

In the later part of Yuan’s narrative she was telling about her perception of the 

singularity of the gender aspect. Yuan was now in her forties and single. Her life story 

appeared to be that she did not see her housewife-mother as a role model but she worked 

hard to get emancipated through participation in the business field. What she perceived 

herself as was not being a “strong woman” and competitive in a men’s world, but simply 

as “knowing herself” and “making her own way” and the awareness of her celibacy which 

emerged as the core themes of her life. As a single woman, she was sensitive about her 



 

 162

gender and worked hard to create a refuge for herself, a house she owned herself. In her 

long narration of house buying Yuan explained what owning a house means to her, the 

good luck of buying her present house and the efforts she invested in making her home life 

more comfortable. A successful career and occupational achievement could not be 

concretised without owning a house which meant security and stability as a single woman. 

“I just find what a person needs is a sense of security and stability, in particular for 

women. A feeling of stability. Ah, why should I buy this house? I feel that I have been 

wandering around for 20 years. A home. Though I ran my own restaurant but I did not 

own it. It was not the same as a home to some extent. … Especially for women, a kind of 

security and stability. No matter how strong or capable you are! It is not necessary to 

get married or have a family. But a house can give you a sense of serenity.”  

Yuan’s perception of celibacy was somehow different from the stereotypes of the 

dependent house wife and the independent career-oriented woman. Unlike a 

career-oriented woman who would sacrifice family life for achieving a career, what Yuan 

struggled to achieve was how to accommodate herself by economic means to find refuge, 

which might connote a fundamental function of shelter as if provided by a family. Unlike a 

typical housewife who would give up an occupation for the benefit of a family, Yuan 

devoted her time to developing a professional life but felt satisfied in establishing her own 

shelter which is synonymous with family in terms of symbolic interpretation. Here again 

the idea of a parallel layer might be considered as a strategy to find a balance between 

career and family life, between a co-ethnic’s niche business and an individual social space.  

3. Researcher’s Field Notes 

Yuan Liang was introduced by Mary Lau, a Cantonese-speaking informant and a 

co-founding member of a Chinese volunteers’ organisation, a not-for-profit organisation 

for the empowerment of the Chinese in Belgium3. I was invited to have dinner at her 

                                                 

3 The establishment of this Chinese voluntary organisation had been introduced in chapter three of Part I 

referring to investigator’s participatory action approach..   
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restaurant to exchange views on the future development of Chinese organisations in 

Belgium. Yuan was then working as a wine dealer and George Ding and Mary Lau, who 

was a couple, were her clients. Yuan was presented as someone who had been a 

restaurateur and was involved in the wine business and knew the Chinese restaurateurs 

quite well, in particular the Qingtian-speaking group. Yuan observed the characteristic 

family-centredness and the passive participation of the Chinese restaurateurs in finding 

collective interests. It is evident that Yuan liked to compare Chinese participation in the 

Netherlands and in Belgium as she had been actively involved in church affairs in 

Rotterdam. All the informants appeared pessimistic about the development of Chinese 

organisations in Belgium, not only on account of the Chinese family-centredness but also 

for lack of being officially recognized as an ethnic minority as was the case in the 

Netherlands. However, a more crucial issue was the shortage of capable participants who 

in their view could deal with the authorities or the local institutional organisations. Besides, 

another interesting remark was about the strength of Chinese independence and belonging 

to the preferred cluster according to language, political identity and territorial origin. It 

seems to be paradoxical as the ethnic Chinese formally claimed to be united but naturally 

they are self-clustered on their identified interests and can not avoid splitting caused by 

internal competition. I found the similar paradox in Yuan’s remark of Chinese community 

where she was situated within but eagering to get rid of.  

 

III. Mme Li 

1. Mme Li’s Lived Life 

Mme Li was born in 1921 in an intellectual family in Ning Po, in the Zhejiang 

Province, China. Li’s father was a very famous military expert and the chosen intellectual 

close to Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek. He married a Japanese wife and had four 

daughters. Mme Li was the second. Li’s father had been trained in Europe and insisted on 

giving his children an open education. Mme Li studied in the Zhong-Si Girls’ School (a 

junior school providing Western education) in Shanghai and was forced to stop when the 

Sino-Japan War started (in 1937) during her second year in school. As China had long 
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been involved in the war-related affairs, Li was sent to the USA to study. She met her 

husband-to-be on the ship for the States since they both planned to study in the destination 

country. Li got married and was trained as a dietary nutritionist. When the Chinese 

Communist Party established the People’s Republic of China, they at once went back to 

the motherland and tried to work for their compatriots. However, they found it difficult to 

work under the Communist regime and migrated to Belgium as Li’s husband was recruited 

as a highly skilled engineer. 

According to Mme Li, she spent five years as a full-time housewife and caring 

mother. Without the worry of running a household and living a middle class life, she took 

the opportunity to learn French to become acquainted with the host environment. Li 

established her first restaurant in 1951 with the ambition to provide Chinese food of high 

quality. The business could not even achieve a balanced sheet in the first three years. It 

was not until the late 1950s that Li’s restaurant was welcome in the upper class, Belgian 

politicians and Chinese diplomats. In the 1960s Li was pioneering in the upgrading of the 

restaurant insisting on an open kitchen, high-standing hygiene and authentic Chinese 

cuisine. 

After having accumulated wealth and a fine reputation from the expanded business 

Mme Li was encouraged by the diplomats of the then Nationalist-dominated Embassy to 

provide Chinese education for the younger generation. The initiative also gained support 

from several Chinese parents as they liked to have their children to learn Chinese. Thus the 

Sun Yat-Sen Chinese School was established in 1965 and she was elected as the founding 

principal of the school, one of the oldest Chinese schools in Europe. An association aiming 

to protect the Chinese restaurateurs’ interests was created in the next year 1966 and was 

promoted by Mme Li. In 1975 at the initiative of Taiwan’s government that was welcomed 

by some Chinese representatives in Europe, Mme Li together with other overseas Chinese 

leaders founded the Overseas Chinese Federation in Europe. She had been appointed as a 

commissioner of the Overseas Chinese Affairs Commission (OCAC at cabinet level) by 

Taiwan (ROC) authority. Mme Li’s honorary title as a commissioner was taken away after 

the party in opposition, the Democratic Progress Party, won the Presidential elections of 

2000 as she was politically for KMT, the Nationalist Party. 
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Mme Li was also the one who established the first factory to cultivate and fabricate 

soya products such as Soya sprouts and Tofu (Chinese bean curd) in Belgium. She closed 

her restaurant business in the mid-1980s and the Tofu factory was closed in 1998 after 

handing it over to the second generation. 

When she was first interviewed in June 1996, Mme Li lived with her husband. 

Although she retired from her business career, she was still involved in the Chinese school 

and acted as the president of the said Chinese school. In 2004 Mme Li’s husband died and 

she was accommodated in a care centre for the elderly. Mme Li’s visible support of 

pro-reunification and her presence at the political rally of anti-independence and 

pro-reunification caused her to be excluded from the Taiwanese community. In 2006 she 

left Belgium and re-settled in her hometown under the arrangement of private care. She 

died in early 2007 at the time of writing. 

2. Mme Li’s Life Story Analysis – A Multi-Engagement Life 

Mme Li’s interview brought about the feeling that her life story consisted of a series 

of achievements not only in business but in particular of her commitment to the affairs of 

the overseas Chinese, or “QiaoWu/Chiao Wu (僑務) in Chinese”. She first described that 

in the 1950s the under-developed state of the Chinese restaurants either owned by the ship 

jumpers in Antwerp or the Chinese of Qingtian and Hong Kong origin in Brussels created 

her ambition to establish a high-standard restaurant to promote Chinese culture. Mme Li’s 

efforts to heighten the level of Chinese cuisine was subsequently compensated by the 

success in business figures and was externalised by the social relations with the Belgian 

politicians. Her wealth and reputation accumulated through business investment enabled 

Mme Li to achieve recognition from the Nationalist government of Taiwan (ROC) that 

enabled her to have a different perception of being a “Chinese overseas”. 

Mme Li attributed her economic and social achievement to her extraordinary family 

background and parenting: Mme Li’s father was a distinguished intellectual who received 

both a traditional and a Western education and served as a military adviser to Chiang 

Kai-shek, the leader of the Nationalist government in mainland China, and she intended to 

emphasise the choice of a liberal and innovative education she inherited from her father 
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and the patriotic love for her homeland. She narrated childhood experiences when the 

world-famous Indian poet Tagore was hosted by her father at home and took photos; what 

impressed her was Tagore’s big hand palm that was even bigger than her little face. At the 

time of the interview, she even showed Tagore’s poetry and read a fragment with joy. 

Some other famous figures such as the British philosopher Bertrand Russell and Hsu Zimo, 

the poet, were also part of her memory. Unfortunately, Li’s happy adolescence and 

education were discontinued by the start of Sino-Chinese War in 1938 and then came her 

long separation from her family on account of studies in the United States to evade the 

Great War. 

Mme Li used to sensitise the decisive effect of the family education that oriented her 

life to a transcendent goal that was somehow different from other fellow restaurateurs who 

were also university graduates. It appears that Mme Li’s devotion to Chinese affairs is a 

way to connect with her childhood memory and to show her admiration for her brilliant 

father. The reputation gained from her contribution to overseas Chinese affairs is a way to 

glorify her father and her family. 

“My family background was different from that of the ordinary restaurateurs. I 

inherited the spirit of creation, that’s because my family was different from others. Many 

were university graduates. They liked playing mahjong (a very popular Chinese gambling). 

Their family education was different therefore and my present situation is different from 

theirs. Had there be no war in China, you would not have come to Europe to run a 

restaurant. Otherwise, for what reason did you have to come to Europe? Would I stay in 

America, I had my diploma. I could work. But I lived in Europe, and the Europeans did not 

appreciate my American diploma. That’s why I started the restaurant business. My sister 

was in Europe and married in the States. She was a soprano.  She gave singing lessons. 

You got to build up a life from nothing. What was the advantage for me to run a restaurant? 

As I had a background of dietary nutrition, I learned how to design a hospital kitchen. The 

kitchen of Ming’s Garden was transparent. You could see it from outside. That was the 

first Chinese kitchen with an open and transparent look. The Chinese restaurants were 

valued because of my efforts. I read. I still read everyday. You got to read to make 

progress and you would not walk up the steps without sustained progress.  
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What was Chinese food like? ... When I ran my first restaurant, the clients said you 

did not sell chicken with curry sauce and pommes-frites, it was not Chinese food. You 

know, the first Chinese restaurant in Brussels was called La Chine, run by a Cantonese 

from Holland. But I did know what the situation was in Antwerp. In the capital city, the 

first restaurant was in the square on the Porte Louise. It was bought by Delhaize and now 

it is a Quick restaurant. The second Chinese restaurant was in Rue des Bouchers, run by a 

Chinese from Qingtian. We went to the restaurant and ordered six dishes. Every one tasted 

nearly the same. Yes, it was with bamboo, black fungus, beef, all ingredients are the same, 

no big difference. The standard was not high though you still get bamboo shoots and black 

fungus and rice. Anyway, it was so-called Chinese food. But what if you wanted to treat 

your guests with better food? To make them admire the delicious Chinese food, then we 

needed to run a Chinese restaurant with a high standard. In the mean time, we wanted to 

promote Chinese culture through Chinese catering. That was my original idea. 

After having overcome three years of loss, the business turned to be better and better. 

Busy, busy and busy. …I recruited chefs from Taiwan, not to cook the chicken with curry 

sauce.” 

Mme Li was backed by her husband, a professional agricultural engineer, not only in 

terms of investment capital for the restaurant but also for technical advancement for her 

later established factory of soya products. The family relationship was based on a dyadic 

couple who divided family work in accordance with personal ability; for example, Mr Li 

was responsible for the children’s study and homework which he followed the whole 

working time while Mme Li took responsibility for three meals as the family used to dine 

at the restaurant. Unlike many Chinese restaurateurs’ couples who suffered from an 

overload of work and family tasks, Mme Li was able to concentrate on private business 

and Chinese affairs at the same time. 

Mme Li self-identified herself as she never stopped making progress in business 

development. She claimed to have established the first high-level Chinese restaurant, the 

first factory to produce soya products, and claimed to be the first person to promote tofu 

and sprouts of green beans to the large supermarkets in the host society. Mme Li was 

convinced that her relentless efforts to localisation went through introducing authentic 
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Chinese food and soya products. What makes her different from other interviewees is her 

repetitive emphasis on active participation and contribution to public good. 

“I was the first to promote soya products in the supermarkets and now you see that 

the soya has become popular in Belgium. Why there were varieties of Chinese food 

products in the supermarkets? I attended fairs and food shows. Every time I prepared 

specialities made of soya sprouts, spring rolls at my food stand. So I won the first prize in 

the food exhibition. These were the things that you were committed to doing. Even in 

Europe, it is the Chinese who produced soya sprouts. Once I went to a hospital for 

physical check-up, it was in the afternoon and the nurse served me a soya salad. I was so 

happy. Look, soya salad is becoming popular in hospitals. It is just ordinary Chinese food. 

This is the contribution of the Chinese people to Belgium. We, Chinese, do not waste our 

life here. We have contributed much to this country. Moreover, we have made them know 

what Chinese food is.” 

However, not every Chinese member of the community appreciated her commitment. 

Some interviewees called her “gu ming diao yu, 沽名釣譽” which symbolised her craving 

for fame and reputation. Some would believe that her position of leadership in the Chinese 

restaurateurs’ association would give her possibility to recruit cooks abroad. Nevertheless, 

an interviewee who served as a manager in Li’s restaurant admired her determination as an 

entrepreneur and her generous contributions to implementing Chinese education for the 

younger generation. Thus the feelings for Mme Li are rather ambivalent. 

What is missing in Li’s biography is her dropping financial situation and the closure 

of the factory. It was said that one of Li’s sons inherited her business but failed to maintain 

the factory in good shape. It seems that there exists some hidden and turbulent family story 

that did not become apparent from Mme Li’s narrative. 
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IV. Mr. Dong 

1. Mr. Dong’s Lived Life 

Dong was born in 1921 in Leshan County in the Sichwan Province of China. Before 

being assigned as an expatriate diplomatic of the Chinese Consulate in Antwerp in 1947, 

Dong served for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Nationalist Government in Nanking. 

In 1949, when the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) established the new People’s 

Republic China, the diplomats dispatched overseas were soon divided by their political 

orientations. Some of his colleagues in France supported CCP and went back to China. 

Some chose to follow the Nationalist government (KMT) and retreated to Taiwan and 

some, like Dong, opted to stay in the country of residence. 

The political revolution in China was a decisive event in his life. If there had not been 

a political change in his homeland, he would not have become an overseas Chinese. 

The post-war situation in China and Taiwan remained turbulent and precarious. In 

1951 Dong married a Dutch-speaking Belgian wife and had a son next year. Dong narrated 

that his colleagues who chose to return to Mainland China did not live well as their 

political loyalty was suspected. The situation in those days in Taiwan was severe as well. 

Revealing his intention of moving to Taiwan, Dong was requested to appoint an official 

guarantor whose position would be ranked high enough to assure his political behaviour. 

In 1954, though he was finally approved to go to Taiwan, he chose to stay in Belgium for 

family reasons. 

In 1955 he considered remigrating to the United States but was stopped by his wife. 

Living in a democratic country like Belgium, he realised that as long as he could endure 

the manual work in a Chinese restaurant, he would be able to feed his family. He took the 

restaurant’s work on the analogy of the rehabilitation training in labour camps of 

Communist China. 

In 1959 he started his own restaurant with five tables. He took the responsibility for 

the kitchen work and hired a server for the front side. As for Dong’s wife, she took care of 

the five children and was not involved in the restaurant business. 



 

 170

The start was a success. Thereafter Dong moved to another city, expanded the 

business and built up a restaurant with 80 seats to accommodate the growing family 

members. 

In 1978 the Chinese government launched an open-door policy towards the world and 

encouraged the overseas Chinese to visit their motherland. Dong decided to close the 

restaurant business and took a long trip to China, after 31 years of separation from his 

family of origin. 

Dong described his involvement in Chinese affairs as he was one of the founding 

members of the first Chinese organisation in Antwerp. Dong described that few Chinese in 

Antwerp were so knowledgeable as him who spoke French, Dutch and English. It is not 

surprising that he was considered as a figurehead in the local Chinese community. He 

became one of the founding members of the Chinese Solidarity Association established in 

1972 when the Belgian government established diplomatic relationships with the People’s 

Republic of China. Several Chinese restaurateurs such as Dong collected money and 

bought a three-storey building on the Arteveldestraat in the downtown Chinese quarter. He 

was proud to tell that he chaired the welcome ceremony and spoke on behalf of the 

overseas Chinese to the first PRC’s Ambassador to Belgium. Dong’s remark of the 

existence of a cultural gap reflected the educational background of the early Chinese 

immigrants in Antwerp where the rural Cantonese and ship jumpers were the majority. 

“Since the time that I served in the Chinese Consulate, I first learned to speak French. 

After three months of learning, I could speak and read the news in French and then I 

stopped. Here in the Chinese Solidarity Association, no one spoke French. Look at the 

people who are sitting on the ground floor, none of them speaks French, let alone Dutch. 

They all speak Cantonese. But their children learn the local languages. They study in the 

country and they know the local languages. But that was not the case with the older 

generation.” 

Dong described that the establishment of the said association was to provide the 

ethnic Chinese with a place to meet, to exchange information, and leisure activities such as 

watching TV, playing cards and mahjong. The building was open daily from 2 pm to 10 
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pm or even later depending on the end of the mahjong gambling. To cover the daily 

expenses of the organisation, it was ruled that after eight rounds of mahjong each mahjong 

winner should donate 1,000 BFs (around €25) into a charity box. There was also an 

informal rule that the winner should give a tip to the servers in this building, including 

Dong and a Chinese woman cleaner. He remarked that as more Chinese organisations had 

been created to satisfy various needs of Chinese immigrants, the association could only 

attract the oldtimers who still liked to come here to chat or to play mahjong. 

Dong gave a long narration about his offspring including three sons and two 

daughters who were all married to autochthonous Belgians and none of them found a job 

in the Chinese restaurant sector. In the first interview in July 1996 he showed the family 

pictures and noted that his grandchildren looked very much like Europeans. Although in 

his description his children were 100 % Belgian, he insisted that the children should know 

the place of origin their father came from. 

In 1993 Dong’s wife died of a heart disease which he suspected was probably caused 

by heavy smoking. Unlike the traditional Chinese family where parents prefer to live with 

their children, Dong rented a small apartment that was a few tram stops away from the 

downtown Chinese quarter on a pension of around 800 Euros per month. He served for the 

mentioned association on a routine basis and enjoyed a good relationship with his 

offspring as they used to visit him on the weekends and invite him to family gatherings. 

Dong’s life story demonstrated his multicultural living environment and aspiration 

not only to connect with the ethnic network as a regular volunteer in the organisation 

where he was a founding member but also to enjoy a well localised life in the local 

neighbourhood. It seems that Dong displayed alternate identities as Chan and Tong (1993) 

proposed depending on his perception of situational context and the disposable resources 

he had accumulated. Similar to Mme Li, both expressed multi-engagement strategy in 

meeting the challenges ahead in the migratory process. What appeared to be prior concern 

is not only the personal economic performance in the host society but also the general 

interest of ethnic Chinese as a migrants’ group. It is the transcendent attitude that tends to 

improve localisation of the ethnic Chinese through active participation in group affairs that 

distinguishes from with the type of self-interested informants.        
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2. Dong’s Life Story Analysis – Living a Satisfying Life in a Multicultural Environment  

Dong is one of the few above 80 years of age who were still in good health and had an 

amazing memory. As a Chinese expatriate of the Nationalist government who was 

appointed in the most turbulent years of civil war (1946-1949), he was to witness the 

atmosphere of different political systems and social values shaping up in daily life 

between his home country and the country where he resided. Following the withdrawal of 

the Chiang Kai-Shek government to Taiwan and the establishment of Communist China, 

his life was facing choices as he had to choose whether to live in the newly founded PRC, 

follow the Nationalist government to Taiwan or find refuge in Belgium, the country of 

reception. His tentative plans for re-migration may reflect his unsteady life in the early 

1950s when he had a family and found no access to the mainstream labour market. 

However, he stayed in the host country to fulfil his family responsibilities although he 

might have foreseen a downward career. 

During the interview Dong seemed to distinguish himself from the majority of the 

Cantonese and the Qingtian restaurateurs in cultural background as many of them were of 

rural origin and were lacking in language literacy. However, Dong’s high educational and 

intellectual status would not help him to find a decent job in the primary labour market. 

The structural constraints to career development that Dong had to cope with were 

comparable to his poorly educated fellow countrymen. Worse than that, his self-image as a 

‘literati’ might make it difficult for him to be assimilated into the Cantonese-speaking 

group who were predominantly active in the Chinese catering sector. Unlike the 

Cantonese who were ingrained in the existing social network and were able to obtain 

social capital from within, he would encounter a bitter start compared with his 

counterparts of those days. 

Dong had a peculiar reason for “reforming myself” to justify his occupational 

orientation: starting as a dish washer with a low profile he moved up to the position of a 

restaurant owner. He said he would prefer to reform his body and mind within a Chinese 

restaurant setting: 
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“After I left my position of chancellor, what emerged in my mind was that, instead of 

staying in China and being educated in the labour reform camp, I would prefer to stay 

here to reform myself. Here the cultural level of the Cantonese workers was very low. 

Given the fact that even the Qingtian countrymen were able to earn a living, I could earn 

my livelihood if I did the same. Thinking of the former Communist leaders such as Zou 

Enlai and Deng Xiaoping who were ‘work and study’ students in the past time, why would 

I have to be afraid if I could stand hard work? Therefore I started doing a beginner’s work 

such as dishwashing. I observed and learned how they did their work. I worked very hard 

for years simply to reform myself.” 

It is very interesting to note that when he spoke about the option of a job after the 

unexpected end of a diplomat’s career, he used the expression of  ‘reforming myself’ 

instead of ‘finding a restaurant job’ to stress that his motivation differed from that of other 

ethnic Chinese. He also used an analogous example arguing how he felt empathetic 

towards some Chinese Communist leaders who had been the followers of the ‘work and 

study’ movement4 fashioned in the 1920’s in France. 

The interaction between the interviewer and Dong, the interviewee, may be 

illustrated as follows: 

Q: “Could you describe your life after the diplomatic work in the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs? Is that why you became a restaurateur afterwards?” (As the background 

information showed that Dong was a retired restaurateur, it was assumed he was a 

restaurateur as other informants.) 

Dong: I did not take a restaurant job. After the Consulate had been closed, I quit my 

job as chancellor. What emerged in my mind was that instead of staying in China and 

being reformed in a labour camp, I would prefer to stay here to reform myself.”  

 

                                                 

4 Please consult chapter one of Part I, the section of Chinese migration before the first half of last century - 

with a special reference to Belgium. 
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Transcendent thinking appeared to be a key step in the process of localisation. The 

way Dong’s occupational interests transcended and re-identified the value as a 

restaurateur as we have seen in the previous Mme Li’s case. As both of them were valued 

as literati in their generation, it would be an assumption that the traditional Chinese 

teaching gave inspiration and encourage them to contribute their life in a transcendent 

way.. 

The life of a mixed marriage also enabled Dong to organise the restaurant work and 

family life differently from the couple-based Chinese restaurateurs. The family 

relationship in Dong’s case is based on the dyadic couple combined with a conventional 

division of the family work by gender. Dong played the role of a breadwinner and became 

a restaurant owner after 8 years of working experience. Dong’s wife took on the role of a 

housewife taking care of five children and the housework. Dong appeared to be satisfied 

by and appreciate the devotion of his wife to being a full-time housewife. There is no 

involvement of Dong’s wife in the restaurant work, let alone of the offspring. As a mixed 

marriage is assumed to facilitate assimilation or at least high acculturation, Dong’s case 

may provide as a typical strategy of enabling the second generation to embrace the 

mainstream values for an upward mobility as the literature of straight-line assimilation has 

proposed. 

When Dong spoke of his four children of whom one son died at 32, he was using a 

joyful tone as he showed the pictures of all his children and grandchildren. He appeared to 

value all their mixed marriages with autochthonous Belgians as they were all 

economically independent and enjoyed a decent life. He also showed to be satisfied by the 

fact that all the children were integrated successfully into the domestic labour market and 

had been able to get out of the ethnic niche sector. As the children were raised in a 

Dutch-speaking milieu and did not speak Mandarin or Dong’s mother tongue, Dong 

appeared to transfer two different lifeworlds to his day-to-day life, i.e. the one of the 

Chinese work setting embedded in ethnic culture and the acculturated Dutch family life as 

the other. A further assumption about Dong’s transferability in cultural boundaries and 

lifeworlds might be that a multicultural identity would enable him to be ingrained in the 
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ethnic community on the one side and the autochthonous majority in the host country on 

the other. 

The open-door policy and the opening up of international migration claimed by the 

Chinese Communist government in 1978 appeared to be another turning point in Dong’s 

life. How decisive was the Chinese open-door policy for Dong’s life? It is significant to 

notice Dong’s determination as he promptly closed the restaurant business and paid a long 

visit to his homeland together with his wife. His projection of life was re-adjusted 

accordingly to the recovery of the family ties after the first home visit. Dong described that 

most of his fortune was used to support the several home trips and the expenditure which 

was required on behalf of the family members and relatives5. 

However, the reconnection with his homeland did not impact on Dong’s multicultural 

life as he intended to establish the cultural boundaries within his generation and see this as 

individual event. The episode that Dong narrated was an organised family tour to his 

homeland which provided a clue to Dong’s way of tackling the continuity of ethnic 

identity in an individualised way. It seems that Dong clearly saw the Chinese world as his 

father’s homeland of his generation and the present lifeworld as the future of the second 

generation. What he intended to do with the family tour to the homeland was to make the 

adult children aware of their Chinese roots and to bring about mutual understanding 

through experiences in the field. It seems that Dong had experienced a smooth dialogue 

between a Chinese cultural past and the current multicultural present as he acknowledged 

his Chinese origin on the one hand and the offspring’s multi-cultural future through high 

acculturation.  

                                                 

5 A home trip might have been very costly for Dong or other homecomer as they were labelled as ‘wa qiao 

(overseas Chinese)’ who were supposed to become wealthy abroad. Thus, a homecomer was supposed to show 

his/her wealth by giving money and gifts to the relatives and neighbours during the visit. In addition it could mean 

an informal competition of the personal fortune through the renovation of the ancestors’ cemetery and the buying 

of land and property. 
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“In 1991, I went back to China to find my roots and I bought four tickets for each of 

my children (one son had died before). I said that they were to come with us to find where 

their father came from. I took them to Chengdou, to Le Shan County, the countryside and 

showed them the house where I was born.” 

The last episode in Dong’s current independent life may be seen as an effort to 

achieve conciliation between the remaining of cultural continuity and adjustment to the 

young generation’s assimilated life. Evidence can be found from his well-integrated 

efforts to have a continuous involvement in the affairs of the Chinese association and a 

decent family relationship by good time management. Dong felt satisfied with life as long 

as he could get substantial help from his daughter and emotional support from his 

offspring. The way he structured his life story is to demonstrate how he made efforts to 

realise a good balance and engagement in other sense between a Chinese past and a 

multicultural present. 

“My (autochthonous) daughters-in-law and sons-in-law are very nice. They are 

honest and simple persons. They are not problematic people. Do you understand? 

(Questioning the interviewer) They all take care of their families. Family is the most 

important thing. They love their children very much which I think is excellent. Therefore I 

will not have any worry. Sometimes they come to visit me. For example, my oldest son 

came to visit me, and then my daughter-in-law picked him up and they drove us to have 

dinner together. Isn’t it a good thing? Life just works fine in this way.” 

3. Researcher’s Field Notes 

Mr Dong was interviewed in July 1996 on the Chinese Solidarity Association 

premises located in the ‘China town’ in downtown Antwerp. At the time of the interview 

he was aged 75, a little hard of hearing which was no problem to proceed with the 

interview. The interview took place in the ground floor living quarters where a few parties 

of local Chinese were playing cards and two teams of four were playing mahjong. To be 

able to talk freely without being disturbed, the interview continued on the first floor in a 

long meeting room with a number of pictures of the founders and leaders of the association 

together with a list of donors and records of the donations. 
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Dong boasted that he knew every Chinese restaurant in the quarter and the stories 

behind them as he was one of the earliest Chinese immigrants after WWII and was still 

involved in the organisation. He had an amazing memory as he could easily remember the 

important dates in his life such as the date of first arrival in Antwerp and the birth date of 

every child and grandchild. After having completed the interview he also mentioned a few 

Chinese restaurateurs who came over as ship jumpers before WWII but most of their 

offspring were no longer involved in the catering sector and quit the quarter except for one 

family who still ran a gift shop. Another appointment was made during which he would be 

showing the original area near the port where the ship jumpers started their boarding 

business for Cantonese seamen and started to serve food for Belgian customers too. 

The most recent visit to Mr. Dong took place in October 2005. It started at the 

Association where he was still serving every afternoon on weekdays. He then showed his 

current residence for the elderly where he paid a monthly rent around 300 Euros. Dong 

lived on a small pension of 700 to 800 Euros plus tips from his part-time service at the 

Association. Watching Dutch TV and reading local news is part of daily activities other 

than the afternoon duty. Dong still managed his daily life by himself with his daughter’s 

assistance for house cleaning. As his physical condition would not allow him to take long 

trips, he would never be able to visit his homeland again. Nevertheless, as he happily 

commented, he did not pity himself and had no regrets in life. 
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Chapter Five: Couple Dai and Lien  

  

I. Mr. Dai  

1. Mr. Dai’s Lived Life 

Mr. Dai was born in 1933 in Qingtian, the Zehjiang Province of China, the homeland 

of the Chinese. Fascinated by the brave image of his elder brother as a soldier, he joined 

the army and served as an adolescent soldier under the leadership of the Nationalist Party. 

This was around 1945, the end of WWII. 

When the Nationalist government was forced to retreat to Taiwan, Mr. Dai did not 

have a choice but to follow the Chiang Kai-Shek’s (the Nationalist Party) troops. He 

continued serving in the army after his settlement in Taiwan. When he was discharged 

around 1960, he simply found that it was difficult to make a living in Taiwan as a veteran 

soldier. So he managed to get a petty book-and magazine stand until 1963 and had the 

chance to go abroad. A peer veteran who was working in the Netherlands encouraged and 

convinced him that it was easy to make money in Europe if he wanted to come over. 

In 1963 he first arrived in Paris by ship and stayed for two weeks, passing through 

Belgium and then decided to settle in the Netherlands. Staying in the Netherlands as a 

worker without official documents, he suffered from the insecurity and the threat of 

deportation. Dai stayed on in the Netherlands for three years but failed to have his status 

regulated. Therefore he moved to Belgium to find better opportunities. Although Dai was 

born in Qingtian and might be easily accepted by the Qingtian group, his pro-Nationalist 

political orientation obliged him to keep his distance from the Qingtian Chinese 

immigrated from Communist China. 

Though the restaurant work in the Netherlands was very demanding, Dai liked to 

spend each weekly day off sitting in a café and practise Dutch with the local people. Then 

he moved to Belgium in 1966, worked as a waiter and bought the restaurant in the city of 

St.-Niklaas where he worked. 
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Dai would have married a Belgian girl if the girl’s mother had agreed to his proposal. 

In 1977 Dai went back to Taiwan to find a bride. Through the matchmaking by an old 

friend, he met Lien and married her in the same year. The marriage was first opposed by 

Lien’s parents as they could not accept their perspective son-in-law to be a Chinese 

mainlander. Nevertheless, the couple finally returned to the host country and kept running 

the restaurant until 1984, when Lien got tired of the restaurant work. Dai accepted Lien’s 

suggestion of re-migration to the United States but failed to be successful in anything. 

After the trip to the USA, Dai again proposed to his wife to restart a caterer’s career and 

bought a take-away restaurant from a Cantonese owner in a suburb of Leuven. 

In 2002 Mr Dai closed the restaurant for health reason. Dai got a brain stroke and 

underwent major surgery in Taiwan in 2003. As a veteran soldier of Taiwan, he was 

entitled to benefits from the medical allowance paid by the Taiwanese government.  

2. Dai’s Life Story Analysis – “What if I survived!” 

Mr. Dai started the interview with a sigh and commented: “Life is not interesting!”  

Mr. Dai is a so called ‘wai sheng ren, 外省人’, meaning a Chinese mainlander who 

had migrated to Taiwan in and after the Chinese Civil War between 1946 and 1949. Dai 

was one of the thousands of Chinese soldiers who followed the Nationalist government, 

claiming that residing in Taiwan was a provisional status and was committed to 

overthrowing the Chinese Communist regime some day. Driven by patriotic love and the 

fascination of becoming a soldier, Dai lied about his adolescent age in order to be drafted 

into the army. However, the War ended with subsequent withdrawal of the Nationalist 

army which caused a long separation from his biological family. Like many other veteran 

Chinese Mainlanders as he was described, Dai could not find a decent job but running a 

book stand making a modest living. He was confronted with and suffered from the 

socio-cultural isolation from the local Taiwanese-speaking people, lacking a sense of 

belonging and a threat of a precarious life. His tone was desperate when he commented 

that a veteran’s life was “very difficult, just wanting to jump into the sea, thinking 

everyday to end life and feeling life had no meaning at all.” 
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Counting on his fellow veterans’ international social network, he hoped to find a 

better life in Europe, even at the risk of being deported for lack of legal papers. The 

desperate feeling of being isolated was more deeply felt by an undocumented worker who 

suffered from the fear of deportation and unbearable working conditions. Moreover, the 

isolation was twofold and even worsened by the fact tat many of the Chinese restaurateurs 

and workers originated from Hong Kong and Cantonese was the lingua franca. As a 

Chinese mainlander from Taiwan, Dai felt discriminated by the Cantonese workers 

because of his Qingtian origin, illegal status and lack of cooking skill. He described how 

meaningful it was for him and how envious of it he was if he managed to acquire a legal 

residence permit like other Cantonese workers. 

Dai took a long time narrating the hardships of restaurant life during the first years in 

the Netherlands. In the inner Cantonese circles where he was living, what still impressed 

him was the endless work of making pastry dough for spring rolls and frying noodles and 

rice, the condescending attitude of the Cantonese co-workers and the hypocritical boss 

who never helped him to get his status regularised. Dai also argued how he wanted to have 

a harmonious working environment no matter who he was working with; the Cantonese or 

the North Chinese colleagues. He described that the reason for refusing to learn Cantonese 

was because of his unpleasant working experience with the Cantonese people. 

Facing the outside world where he resided, he had the feeling of being blind-and-deaf 

on account of his linguistic incompetence which made him feel isolated from the 

Dutch-speaking society. Dealing with all difficulties in the meantime, Dai used a Chinese 

expression of “Nine died and one survived (九死一生) ” which showed his enduring 

attitude to respond to the difficulties encountered and quickly mastered the required 

cooking skills, harmonized the working relations by giving small benefits and learned 

Dutch to increase his employability and so on. The above-mentioned expression could be 

rephrased as ‘what if I survived’ which implies a pragmatic and realist attitude in the 

Chinese sense. And it obviously was not a coincidence to find that several informants did 

share the same attitude. 

What if you got sick? Then you were destined to die. No one would accompany you to 

see a doctor. Work, everybody has got to work. The boss would not care if you were sick or 
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not. And the doctor did not speak Chinese. But you still had to see the doctor. …I went to 

see the doctor for severe influenza. I didn’t care what he gave me as medicine. I would take 

the risk to lose my life if the medicine could not cure me. I just thought what if I survived. I 

just kept in mind what if I survived. 

(…) 

I could not get along with them (the Cantonese co-workers). I was thinking to go back 

to Taiwan everyday. When I finished my job and went to bed, I cried. Lying on the bed I 

cursed the world and wondered how long I had to stay here to earn enough money to go 

home. Fuck! I came here at such young age and endured so much pain! I could make a 

living everywhere. The restaurant work in Europe was so hard. 

It’s true. You cannot go anywhere if you do not speak the language. You neither know 

the place nor how to make friends. That’s why I used to think what if I survived. 

(…) 

I found that my trip to Europe was a mistake. Nobody would help you. It was very 

dangerous to come here alone, wasn’t it? Now, if someone asked me to go somewhere else, 

I would hesitate. 

(…) 

The Chinese all care about ‘face’. They all think to ‘return to the homeland with silk 

clothes (a Chinese expression)’. It was just too miserable, too old fashioned, too pathetic.”     

At the time of interview, when speaking about his pragmatic realist attitude of 

problem solving, he voiced a practical opportunistic attitude toward life by telling a story: 

“Do you know the story of Yueh Fei (a historical hero who was admired for his 

loyalty and patriotic love)? Yueh Fei was to be killed by his counterpart called Chin Kuai. 

When General Yueh was caught and put to death, he vowed that his head could be 

removed but his commitment would never be destroyed. But, look how terribly sad this is 

saying this? Should your head be removed, you would never find opportunity to stress your 
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commitment. It’s ridiculous! This kind of story should never be told to the young 

generation, right! If you do have something to say, you should save your life to fulfil your 

commitment someday.”     

Dai did not find relief from the feeling of isolation after he settled in Belgium where 

the Qingtian group was not a minority and boasted to be the most unified sub-ethnic group 

as they provided support to their fellow countrymen but appeared to exclude other Chinese. 

However, as a follower of the Nationalist Party, he would prefer to keep his distance from 

the Qingtian group for fear of being labelled a ‘spy’. It seemed that Dai could not liberate 

himself from the terrifying experience of the ‘white terror (being charged as a Communist 

spy)’, the time of anti-Communism under President Chiang Kai-shek’s regime and the 

traumatic experience at the time of the Civil War. 

He tended to adopt a lighter tone to express his indifference to Chinese politics and a 

persistent wish to make a living in the host country.  

“I dared not participate in the Chinese organisations. I married a Taiwan-born wife. 

Alas! There were some political concerns. We are here and simply try to fool the 

Europeans into earning a bowl of rice. Do forget the political issues. These are games that 

we cannot afford to play. It is not worth getting involved in. We need a nation but we shall 

not mind different thoughts of others. It’s meaningless.  

Dai was convinced that he was a very practical person and did not have any religious 

beliefs, unlike Lien, his wife, who was a very devout Christian. 

It is interesting to note that Dai’s tentative alienation from co-ethnics appears to be 

similar to Yuan Liang’s presented in the last chapter, however different from Aihua’s 

intention to be assimilated into the ingroup. Neither Yuan nor Dai felt attached to the past 

and intended to bring about better localisation through tackling the structural constraints 

that might jeopardise their occupational development. In addition, Dai’s late marriage (at 

the age of 43) and his silence about his biological family in his hometown suggest that he 

did not follow the ingroup’s biography with regard to the continuity of the family. The 

typicality of Dai’s response in his perceived localisations within the host society appears 
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to endorse the value of individuality that urged him to focus on career building or business 

as prior life project.  

The most telling sentence in Dai’s biographical account is the use of the expressive 

scenario of “what if I survived” when he encountered difficulties or threats that might 

imperil his post-migration plans. Fleeing to Taiwan seemed to be an involuntary but 

realistic action to the historical event and the thought of “what if I survived” may well 

demonstrate the drive for immigration. The decision to re-migrate to the Netherlands by 

risking deportation and having to endure a miserable life is just another example showing 

the strength behind a vulnerable individual under threat. Is it not also convincing enough 

to conclude that Dai’s struggling for life on account of being constrained by and fighting 

for the twofold isolation is the best example of “what if I survived!” 

 

II. Dai’s Wife - Lien 

1. Lien’s Lived Life 

Lien was born in Taipei County, Taiwan in 1947. She was the second (or the first 

daughter) of 8 children. Lien’s mother was adopted by her maternal grandmother and 

Lien’s father was married to her mother and lived in the bride’s house. In a patriarchal 

society of the 1940s in underdeveloped Taiwan a man who was married ‘by’ the bride’s 

family was considered inferior to his wife and the wife’s family. Nevertheless, Lien’s 

father did not behave like an ‘inferior’ husband within the family. Lien’s grandmother did 

have a sanguine biological son but he died at the age of 29. Therefore the grandmother 

lived with the family of her adopted daughter. 

Lien’s father did not allow her to finish secondary education and she was forced to 

drop out of a commercial school at the age of 13 (1960). After dropping out, Lien took 

different manual (labouring) jobs such as subcontracting for a sweater knitting job on a 

piece-rate basis and working in a soy sauce factory. At the age of 16 Lien’s wish to 

continue secondary education was again turned down by her parents. Lien did not accept 

her parents’ decision. She left the family and started living on her own.  
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In 1964 at the age of 17 Lien found work in the state-owned Chinese Petroleum 

Company where most of the positions were taken by Chinese mainlanders and only some 

low-profile jobs such as typing were left to the Taiwanese. Thus Lien started as a typist 

and she did perform quite well. She even managed to complete secondary education and 

was offered some subcontracting typing work by official institutions with the help from 

her Mandarin colleagues. 

Lien was not satisfied with a stable and comparably well-paid job in the state-owned 

company and planned to go abroad if an opportunity presented itself. In the mean time, her 

parents still kept asking her for money simply because Lien could not resist her father’s 

requests. In 1971 she decided to leave the then job and applied for a secretary’s job in a 

publishing firm in the United States. However, the perspective of a job came to an end as 

she had misjudged the type of the work content and after a few months Lien was obliged to 

return to Taiwan at her own expense. Lien’s intention to break up with her family and the 

planned emigration to the USA outraged her parents as she described. After returning 

home, she suffered more often from her mother’s sour criticisms as she cursed her 

escapade and nagged her for being an old virgin. 

In 1977, Mr. Dai went back to Taiwan with the intention to find a bride. Dai met Lien 

through the matchmaking by a common friend of theirs and he proposed to marry her. 

Without knowing too much about Dai’s background, Lien quickly agreed with Dai’s 

proposition and thought about cutting the family ties definitely by living abroad. To 

protect herself from being cheated by Mr. Dai, Lien insisted that she would not give up her 

virginity until the day she arrived in Belgium. 

Lien’s marriage did not receive her parents’ blessing and she was forced to organise 

her wedding ceremony in a very modest way. Without a wedding dress and a romantic 

ceremony Lien and Dai proceeded with the civil marriage. She described that she did not 

care about Dai’s age as he might be 12 years older than she was. But actually Dai was 24 

years older than Lien. Nevertheless, she imagined that her miserable life would finally 

come to an end by the ‘marriage with Europe’. The most striking thing to Lien was that her 

life did not go as she had wished when she became pregnant and discovered Dai’s love 

affair at the same time.  
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Being a restaurateur’s wife, Lien shared the restaurant work as a waitress with Dai 

who served not only in the front but also helped with the kitchen work. Dai’s elder brother 

handled the kitchen. Dai’s indigenous mistress had been hired as a waitress long before his 

marriage with Lien but she only served at the dinner shift. Thus Lien refused to work 

together with Dai’s mistress at dinner time and preferred to stay in the kitchen. However, 

Dai’s elder brother did not get along with his brother and Lien and quit the job afterward. 

Lien gave birth to her only son Philip in 1978. In January 2005 Philip graduated from 

a business college and was working in a bank as a financial consultant. Lien’s health was 

not good as she had undergone an operation and had been hospitalised for a long time in 

Taiwan. Lien simply travelled back and forth whenever her health allowed it. 

2. Lien’s Life Story Analysis – a Broken Dream for an Ideal Family 

Lien was born in 1947 and thus belonged to the generation of the post-war baby boom. 

She grew up in the period when Taiwan was in fast transition from an agricultural society 

to a labour-intensive and export-oriented society. As the economic growth was stimulated 

by rapid industrialization that started in the late 1950s, there were huge demands for labour 

which enabled Taiwanese young women to actively participate in the factories. Lien’s 

lived history depicted how an individual’s fortunes were connected to the changing 

macro-economic structure and government policy on land reform as she witnessed the rise 

and fall of the family fortune affected by political and economic renewal. Unlike Lien’s 

grandma and mother whose positions in the family relied on inherited wealth, the demand 

for women with a view to the supply of the export-oriented labour market gave Lien hope 

for individual freedom through economic emancipation of the family. 

Lien could not avoid the gender discrimination commonly found in the traditional 

father-son dyad based family. She described that her parents were in favour of boys and 

cared less about girls. The traditional ethic, Lien said, such as filial piety could not be 

found in her parents’ treatment of her maternal grandma. Instead she described how her 

father not only spent a lot of money inherited from Lien’s maternal grandmother on behalf 

of his biological family but also failed to maintain his business. Consequently the family 

was poor and indebted. 
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Thus Lien’s story began with complex feelings towards her parents as she suffered 

from being discriminated and dominated by authoritarian parents while she was unable to 

cut the family ties no matter what the heart-breaking situation. Her narration on the 

cross-generational relationship with grandma was full of empathy and pity. It seemed that 

what she lamented was not only the shared feminine role for which she was destined by 

her grandma, but also for the misery that repeatedly happened to her since childhood. 

“My grandma lived with us. She worked so hard that her ten fingers showed festering 

sores. So when I saw that she was labouring in such way, that she was enduring so much 

physical pain that there were ulcers on her fingers, I felt such pity. It’s very painful to see 

her suffer when her festering fingers touched soy sauce or any salty stuff.  I used to help 

her to ease her workload. So I replaced my grandma to handle all domestic work after she 

died.”  

However, Lien was able to support herself by active participation in the labour 

market and free herself from her parents’ dominant control. Without the economic 

opportunities emerging in the developing society which emancipated her position in the 

family Lien would not have been able to sustain her determination to receive more 

education, realising her dream of emigration to the United States making up her mind to 

have an independent and liberal marriage. In other words, the reason why she did not 

follow the path of her grandma’s destiny and behaved bravely to resist the family’s 

domineering culture was brought about by her economic status as the breadwinner of the 

household. 

Lien’s work experience in a state-owned enterprise correctly reflects the unequal 

access to social mobility of Taiwanese and Mandarin migrants having settled soon after 

1949. Therefore it is understandable that the stratified labour market caused strong 

dissatisfaction of the Taiwanese people with the Mandarin government and the Mandarin 

people in general. However, Lien’s personal experience also gives an alternative image of 

the atmosphere of the work relationships with the Mandarin senior and peer colleagues. 

Her episode reminds us that the ethnic relationships, such as the ethnic conflicts between 

the Taiwanese and the Mandarin migrants, is indeed multifaceted and needs to be treated 

in a more cautious way. 
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“The Chinese Petroleum Co. was an enterprise of families and relatives. Only the 

people who had family relations were allowed to work in the company. I did not have any 

relation and got promoted three times within two years. I told you. Many people thought 

that I have some special personal relations. I was indeed very responsible and worked 

diligently. That’s why they appreciated me so much. That’s the reason.” 

However, it is such a complex situation why economic independency did not make 

Lien cut the family bond. Instead she kept playing the supportive role in the household 

until she found an opportunity to ‘escape’ to the United States. It is imaginable how the 

idea of going abroad was attractive to the young people of her generation in the 1970s. 

However, emigration might also be a good reason for Lien to be free from the painful 

relationship with her parents, a strategy to get rid of the past and to create a new life in a 

foreign country. The failed experience of emigration and return to her biological family 

appears to correspond to her complex feelings towards the problematic parental 

relationship. It seems that she would choose the family as the ultimate refuge when she felt 

hurt by the exterior world. 

It may be noted that Lien’s motivation for emigration was not an economic incentive 

but rather a social consequence of her independence acquired by economic participation 

and the weakening power of traditional fatherhood. 

Lien’s other way of ‘escape’ is marrying Mr. Dai, an overseas Chinese, and living 

abroad by taking advantage of married status. Lien appeared to have expected more from 

being married to a much older spouse, an image of the ideal couple she learned from the 

former colleagues in the petroleum company. Dai was in fact 24 years older than Lien and 

boasted to be a restaurant owner in Belgium. However, Lien’s deliberate marriage to a 

Mandarin provoked a family revolution as her parents refused to accept a Mandarin 

bridegroom. Caused by the stratified world of work and discrimination against Taiwanese, 

the strong resistance of Lien’s parents to her decision to marry a Chinese mainlander is 

easily understandable. 

Lien narrated at length about how the marriage was opposed by her father because of 

the bridegroom’s origin (a Chinese Mainlander) and how she had to endure all her parents’ 
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verbal humiliation and organize a modest and simple wedding without familial support. It 

seemed that the dream of an overseas marriage would lead Lien to cut the family ties and 

to live in peace afterwards being free from the familial burden. 

Marriage seems to give Lien a justified excuse for breaking up the ties with the 

biological family as she was presumed to establish her own family and devote her life to 

her husband and the future generation. In other words, what she dreamed about would be 

to establish an ideal family on her own expectation, an ideal type that might be free from 

all miseries she had endured. However, marrying an overseas Chinese was like an 

adventure or a gamble as she knew very little about Dai’s family background and his 

business. As to the gamble Lien insisted that she would keep her virginity until the day she 

arrived in Belgium although they had been officially married. Lien’s intriguing abstinence 

from sexual relations with her husband implies the interesting question of the perception 

of a meaningful marriage. To Lien a formal wedding was not a marriage of substance 

although it was legally approved. Instead, the public ceremony (the form) accompanied by 

the loss of her virginity (the substance) makes sense in Lien’s perception. Lien’s 

perception of marriage might give a clue to explain the popular form of a false marriage 

practised by some Chinese perspective emigrants. As a conspicuous marriage would not 

involve sexual relations, it should not be considered as a true and substantial marriage and 

thus can be acceptable by both parties and their families. The subjective perception of a 

substantial marital relationship challenges the subjective acknowledgement of an 

objectified definition of marriage by giving emphasis on a public ceremony and the 

questionable fact of cohabitation. However, as long as the natural part of the conjugal 

relationship would not be fulfilled, a formal marriage would not imply the subjective 

meaning of marital life. 

Nevertheless, the perspective marriage did not bring Lien with peace when she 

discovered her husband’s love affair with their hired waitress during the time of her 

pregnancy. The discovery of the husband’s disloyal behaviour appeared to be another 

turning point in Lien’s life as she was aware of taking some protective measure for herself 

and the coming child. What she responded to her husband’s disloyal deeds was to demand 

a substantial wage as a guarantee for economic independence and a sum of compensation 
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that she invested to buy a house in Taiwan on her own behalf. The discouraged marriage 

urged Lien to re-habilitate the relationship with her biographical family as she would need 

some emotional attachment from the family though it might not be supportive from 

outsider’s view. The following quote shows Lien’s paradoxical feelings about the original 

family and the established family through marriage.     

“I was only thinking to keep more distance with them (biological family) and I would 

never involve in the business of their family Lien. Anyway, let bygone be bygone. My 

original family treated me in such way. In 1971 when I went back from America, my 

mother said to me: ‘Did I find no place to die so I went home to die?’ That’s why I had to 

endure my husband’s mistress when I first arrived in Belgium. I would die in misery if I 

went back to Taiwan. Therefore I urged him to give me 30,000 BFs a month.”       

At the time of interview, Lien described that she had lived through the miserable 

marriage for 18 years and was satisfied with her current conjugal relations. The way that 

Lien spoke of her life was using a series of stories to express her feelings emphasised by 

some emotional comments. Being suffered from the turbulent parental relationship, she 

found her self lucky to have the support and appreciation from her colleagues and 

employers who acknowledged her hardworking manner and work performance. Although 

work satisfaction and successful insertion in the Mandarin dominated company do give 

Lien some compensation, however, a loving family relationship appears to be her constant 

aspiration. It seems to me that Lien’s biography reveals her everlasting search for an ideal 

type of family love and her let-go attitude as a response to the realistic life.  

3. Researcher’s Field Notes 

Lien was introduced by a retired woman restaurateur as they both originated from 

Taiwan. Then I became acquainted with Mr. Dai after some visits to their restaurant. At the 

time of the first meeting with the couple in December 1995, they were running a take-away 

restaurant in the surroundings of Leuven where a significant part of the population were 

university students. The restaurant business had been decreasing because of the 

appearance of new competitors since the 1990s. Thus the couple was able to handle the 

shop without hiring extra workers. However, their only son Philip aged 18 was asked to 
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give a hand at peak times although he felt reluctant to. In the take-away restaurant Dai was 

responsible for cooking and Lien handled the orders at the front and helped with the 

kitchen work when there was enough time. Dai believed in some golden rules of restaurant 

management such as “The client is king” and “Cheap prices make for good business.” 

Although Dai claimed that he did not speak Dutch, he managed to serve the clients in 

Dutch with a peculiar accent. Unlike several Chinese restaurateurs who enjoyed watching 

Chinese cable TV, Dai used to follow the news in Dutch. 

Lien preferred to serve good food in reasonable quantities to increase profit with each 

serving. The complaints and the quarrels of all sorts about the way in which the business 

was run, was just repeated in daily work. Lien appeared to be easily annoyed by Dai’s 

cooking while Dai used to respond to his wife’s complaints in a rather tolerant way. 

At the time of the interview Lien used a rather emotional and dramatic tone of voice 

when she started to narrate her childhood and could not help wiping away her tears. Lien 

was a gifted narrator. She was very good at using local expressions or artful language in 

describing everyone being part of her life story. Most of the time she spoke Minnan (a 

local language spoken in southern Fujian, Taiwan and among Taiwanese overseas) and 

used Mandarin only on specific occasions. Speaking Taiwanese appeared to make Lien 

feel more comfortable although she spoke Mandarin fluently. Speaking in her mother 

tongue could avoid her mandarin-speaking husband listening to her narrative as the 

interview took place in the living room which was next to the restaurant kitchen as there 

was no closed-off partition. 
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Chapter Six: Couple George Ding and Mary Lau  

 

I. George Ding 

1. George Ding’s Lived Life 

George Ding was born in Xinjie (or SinKai in Cantonese), Hong Kong, in 1957. The 

birth place was a very rural area where the neighbourhood in the village all shared the 

same family name, Ding. George’s father left for the UK in 1962 to find work. George’s 

mother stayed in the home village, worked in the rice plantation field and cared for the four 

children.  

In 1967 when George was 10, his mother and elder brother went to the UK as well 

and left the other three children at home, cared for by the neighbours-relatives in the 

village. As the parents went abroad, a grandaunt (uncle’s mother) cooked daily meals for 

the children, George and a 7-year-old brother and a 4-year-old sister at home. The long 

separation with the parents did not leave George a miserable memory. In stead, the kids 

were surrounded by and under the care of kin people. In a hometown of overseas Chinese 

like the Ding village, George’s story is not unique. 

In 1971 or 1972 George’s parents went back to Hong Kong and brought him to 

London. Then his younger brother and sister emigrated one by one when the parents’ 

financial situation had gradually improved. 

After having settled in London, George first entered a school where there was a class 

especially organised for immigrants’ children and the curriculum put more emphasis on 

learning English. Then he followed senior high school education but dropped out the 

second year for lack of linguistic proficiency. The parents were busy at work and had no 

time to take care of the children’s study. 

George started to work as an apprentice in a restaurant of a hotel after he had 

dropped-out of school. As many Chinese immigrants of Xinjie origin concentrated and 
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formed a niche in the catering sector, it was not difficult to find a job in the 

Cantonese-speaking restaurants as they were part of the ethnic Cantonese network. 

George’s father established his take-away restaurant in 1977 and demanded that all 

the children should work together for the family business. In addition, George’s elder 

brother got married in the same year which meant that the family burden would be heavier 

than before. Through the kin’s network George went to the Netherlands to try his luck 

there. He left for Holland in January 1978 and worked as a worker-partner in the restaurant 

in which his father and uncle, a father’s cousin, had co-invested. The partnership did not 

last long and he quit the restaurant after three months as the profit sharing was unfair and 

he could not get along with his uncle. Nevertheless, for the sake of the ethnic network, he 

could always find service job in Chinese restaurants, both in the Netherlands and Belgium. 

 During the interview George showed a small bill-book in which he had listed in 

detail the important dates of work, family activities and each main source of income. 

George met his current wife, Mary Lau, in 1981 in Antwerp and started his own 

restaurant business in September 1983. After making the decision to buy a restaurant, 

came the question of finding an ideal location. He distributed name cards to everywhere 

and to everyone he met and finally found a place in a little Dutch-speaking town in West 

Flanders.  

Unlike some restaurateurs who were skilled cooks so they would have less worry of 

food quality and stability of the kitchen staff George knew little about cooking. However, 

this was not his main concern. He admitted that he had never even worried where his 

customers would come from as he witnessed the continual growth of Chinese catering in 

Western Europe since the 1970s. The Chinese restaurants were still in good shape at the 

time when they were opened and he could never imagine the possible scenario of the 

decline of business someday. Therefore, he persisted in finding a place first and then 

recruiting a good cook. 

With a savings of 100,000 BF, George applied for a loan of one million BF from a 

bank and borrowed the rest of the investment capital from his brothers and friends. As a 
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beginner he knew nothing about the management of bank loans but the accumulated 

experiences helped him to work out a better planning for the future. 

George and Mary Lau got married in January 1986 though Mary’s parents did not 

give their consent to the wedding. George and Mary had three daughters and one son, the 

youngest. George’s mother insisted that at least they should have a boy to inherit the 

ancestors’ property in the hometown. 

As the restaurant business kept growing, the couple bought a new location to expand 

the business in 1991. 

George’s business could not help facing the vicious competition from the Chinese 

counterparts and the challenge of the economic depression in the 1990s. However, the 

couple still managed to maintain the business and received profits from the mortgage 

investment. 

2. George Ding’s Life Story Analysis – What a Wonderful World! 

No one will deny that George is a pleasant person at the first sight. Mary, George’s 

wife, described her husband that “he is a happy guy and I am sure that he will live to be a 

hundred.” When George was telling his story, he was joking that a small potato like him 

had not had any adventures to show off with. He started by stating that he enjoyed a 

smooth life because he did not foresee any difficulties. 

George was born in a rural village in Xinjie, a homeland of Overseas Chinese, where 

all the families have the same family name, Ding. The strong kinship network enabled 

George’s father to find a living in metropolitan London. George’s mother and elder 

brother also left home to look for work when he was 10 years old. A younger brother and 

sister lived with George at home and were cared for by the relatives. The lack of parental 

care during childhood was soon to be compensated by the solid kinship and familial 

network constituted by the Ding village. The international kinship network not only 

helped his parents to have the opportunity to generate more income abroad but also helped 

to care for the vulnerable family members in the home place which was usual in the typical 

‘qiaohsiang’ (homeland of overseas Chinese)’. The reciprocal networking and its related 
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division of work between homeland and the host country seemed to function under the 

collective will and awareness gained from the accumulated experiences of the 

predecessors so that the newcomers would just take the emigration trajectory for granted. 

In George’s case emigration seemed to be a daily reality all the family members had 

learned from their neighbourhood. Mutual help in having and raising children would be 

part of the reality George learned from the community where he was living. 

“The old time was so good. You know why? Because when you played outside, 

everybody knew you. It’s just so convenient. (…) We have four children in our family. 

There was no adult to watch us. As the neighbours paid attention to us so life just went on 

smoothly. In 1969 or 1970 my mother and elder brother moved to the UK. So I lived with 

my younger brother and sister at home. My younger brother was 7 years old. My young sis 

was 4 years old. Just the three kids lived together. It would be impossible without the help 

of neighbours because we were so young and our mom and elder brother went abroad. But 

the neighbours were all relatives of ours. They all were very much present in our lives. 

Our grandaunt cooked for us and we three kids slept together. But we did have lot of fun, 

the adults went to farm the rice plantation and the kids played games. We played with 

glass balls, spinning tops and cigarette paper. We could always find interesting thing to 

play in every season.” 

Being born in Hong Kong as UK’s previous colony, the first contact with Westerners 

seems to be pleasant. George would not forget the taste of butter cookies that he used to get 

in exchange for fresh eggs from the British soldiers as there was a British military camp in 

the area. He thought that Xinjie was so far away from Hong Kong Island and a visit to 

Hong Kong Island was already something special in his young mind, let alone going 

abroad. 

Life in the early post-migration days was frugal. George described the modest living 

conditions in London where there was only one room for the parents, elder brother and 

himself and a kitchen and toilet shared by all floor mates. The experience of living in a 

modern city like London was completely new. He had never imagined that someday he 

would live in a foreign world. 
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“We immigrated to the UK. The room was so small. My mom, papa, brother and I 

lived together. When I went abroad, I saw such high buildings and never saw so many cars 

before. I had never had the opportunity to visit a big city in my childhood. I did not have a 

chance to visit Hong Kong Island even when I grew up. I never thought that there was a 

foreign world. I really had no idea at all. I had never imagined that the cars in London 

were so big.” 

George’s case is a typical example of chain migration in that the occupational 

orientation is a reproduction of family culture. Under the coverage of the kinship network 

he could always find work in the Chinese catering sector. The accumulated experiences 

would also have him believe that he would become a restaurant owner someday as long as 

he kept following the predecessors’ career path. In addition, the kinship network would 

provide financial support to the restaurateur-to-be when he was starting out. In several 

cases, the business supported by kinship network would play a role as an incubator for the 

junior kin so they could learn the skills, acquire the knowledge and accumulate the capital 

that was needed to establish a business sooner or later. However, the kinship network 

appeared to be extended at a horizontal level between the old and new migrants instead of 

the vertical one simply because the effect of acculturation and upward mobility found in 

the young generation. We have found that the kin-restaurateurs would hope that the 

Belgian-born generation would have an alternative and better choice in career building as 

was the case for George and Mary. 

When George’s parents insisted that all children should collaborate in the family 

restaurant but the size of the business was not enough to afford a decent living for each 

member of the family, his strategy was to leave the UK and collaborate with his uncle in 

the Netherlands as a way to ease the family burden and create his own career. But the 

question might be who was to leave home. How and why did the decision have to be 

made?  

George’s elder brother got married around the time when the family restaurant was 

established. As the second son who was single which meant he had more mobility 

compared with his elder brother, he would be the best candidate to go abroad and 

undertake this adventure. In addition, at the time when he was considering re-migration, he 
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was 22 and had acquired a comparably more extensive working experience than his sister 

and brother. Therefore, his decision to quit the family business should not be interpreted 

only from an individual point of view but rather as an intentional, rational plan of family 

development. 

George described how he had benefited from the kinship network and suffered from 

the entailed constraints embedded in the kinship ties. It would be to be thankful for to have 

work opportunity offered through the channel of international kinship, but to identify 

rights and responsibilities in such relationship appeared to be problematic. The fact was 

that he was not in a position to bargain for a competent salary or an equal partnership with 

his uncle-partner imposed by the embedded ranking of family lineage and its implied 

moral burden. Does it mean that kinship network is a two-sided coin that can provide first 

and instant help for the kin member on the one side but delimits the space for rational 

bargaining for working conditions and compensation on the other? The complexity of 

kinship and personal relationship appears to be a common feature in several interviewees’ 

narratives. In a case like George’s it would be obvious to consider the interpersonal 

relationship annoying but this seemed to be taken for granted. Some other cases such as 

Yuan Liang’s (in chapter four) or Mr. Dai’s (in chapter five) were different in the type of 

informants who kept their distance from the Chinese circle.  

In line with the predecessors’ occupational trajectory, George started up his business 

after his plans to get married. Although George did not admit that his determination to be 

restaurateur was pushed by Mary, the idea just came to realisation as it was the 

taken-for-granted trajectory as like that of other predecessors and peers. 

“In 1983 I met her (Mary). Then I was thinking of starting my own business. It’s not 

because of her pushing. I had played around enough. I had travelled to so many places. 

But I was not a boss yet. So I decided to open a restaurant”. 

George seemed to regret the lack of opportunity to get a higher education. He argued 

that receiving higher education and becoming a well-trained person would have been 

advantageous and offered more choices in career making. That was why he and Mary 

would give their children full support to achieve a higher education as much as they could. 
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He described himself as a happy man because he never went to bed worried and believed 

that nothing was difficult in life. 

George’s case may be assumed to be a typical case of assimilation into the ingroup’s 

occupational biography as his life and work were well embedded in the co-ethnic’s 

network and benefited from within. To George there was no definite break with the past 

under the coverage of the chain migration. Thus he quickly managed to be localised 

through economic independence. However, he might not have achieved a better 

localisation if he had not made the effort to be included into the society of residence. In 

some related episodes George demonstrated his willingness to appreciate the people and to 

be included into the culture of the mainstream society. His narration of the early contacts 

with “red-hair devils”, the British soldiers who each year organised outdoor cinema shows 

for the villagers of the area where the military camp was situated is an example. The 

exchange of the British soldier’s biscuits for fresh eggs simply was a part of the happy 

memory of his childhood contrasting with the stereotyped nationalist feeling advocated by 

some doctrinal Chinese media to foster official nationalism. In addition, the readiness to 

exchange good will with autochthonous neighbours was again found in his narration of 

when he was anxious to find an ideal location for starting up his business. His ability of 

integrating into the local network helped him to acquire a bank loan for his business as 

well. It seems that George was good at creating a local social network and turning the 

kinship network into a substantial resource. In other words, his attitude to include the host 

culture based on the exchange of good will would be of help to George to increase the 

transferability of the social network to meeting the challenges encountered in the country 

of reception. 

George’s story was expressed in a report style that clearly depicts each transitional 

passage from an apparently naive childhood in a poor rural area to the precarious life of an 

adolescent immigrant and finally to that of a successful restaurateur. His assimilation into 

the ingroup’s path towards localisation and his inclusive attitude extending the social 

network to acquire external resources helped him to overcome the challenges in 

post-migration life. The niche sector provided an alternative to the mainstream labour 
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market so that George could follow a detour strategy for his family to become better 

localised which enhanced mobility of the second generation through accumulated wealth. 

 

II. Mary Lau 

1. Mary Lau’s Lived Life 

Mary Lau was born in 1963 in Jiolong (Kowlong in Cantonese), Hong Kong, in a 

modest family as the first of five children. Mary’s father had been unemployed for a long 

time and could not find a stable job in the hometown. He left for Belgium with the help of 

the kin’s network when Mary was 6 or 7 (1969 or 1970) years old. As the eldest child in 

the family who felt responsible for sharing the domestic work and family care, Mary had 

to take care of her other three sisters and one brother and shared the financial burden since 

her adolescent age. The family situation had improved when her father was able to send 

some money from Belgium, but not regularly. However, when her father ran out of capital 

to start his own restaurant and did not manage to send money home, she could not help but 

borrow money from the relatives. To supplement the household income, Mary decided not 

to follow secondary education and become the breadwinner of the family. 

In 1980 she left for Belgium with her mother and the other three sisters while the only 

brother had preceded them and lived with his father for years. In 1981 she met her current 

husband, George, and got married in 1986. Her liberal marriage did not receive her 

father’s consent and the father-daughter relationship was broken. It was not until the birth 

of Mary’s fourth child and only son that her father recognized the marriage and the 

grandchildren. 

Mary’s parents did not receive formal education and neither spoke Dutch. As an 

immigrant’s daughter, she quickly learned that no one could help her but herself. She 

learned Dutch and the necessary skills to manage the restaurant and worked hard to prove 

that she was as competitive as the hired autochthonous waiter. Before she decided to opt 

for an independent marriage, she helped her only brother to obtain the obligatory business 

license so that he could inherit the family business and relieve her father’s burden to 
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support the family. The strategy was intended to enable her brother to take over the family 

restaurant so that Mary could delegate her responsibility to the only son of the family. 

In 1986 Mary married George. They had three daughters and one son. As a 

restaurateur’s wife she is responsible for the control of the food quality and the 

management of human resources while George served as a waiter-manager and took the 

responsibility of the accounting and the financial management. George was good at 

personal communication and pleasing to the clients while Mary collaborated with the 

kitchen staff to provide food of quality. 

Unlike her father’s negative attitude towards education, Mary invested most of her 

efforts in education aiming to achieve good mobility for the second generation.  

Mary not only appreciated education but also emphasised her pride of being Chinese 

and learning Mandarin. She insisted that each of her children study Chinese as they were 

obliged to follow the full curriculum of 6 years at the Sun Yat-Sen Chinese School in 

Brussels every Saturday.  

2. Mary Lau’s Life Story Analysis - Meeting All Challenges to Stand for Dignity 

“I used to feel like a happy person since my childhood no matter how poor or rich.” 

Born in a poor family, Mary was forced to sacrifice her opportunity of education to 

support the whole family as a breadwinner. She described that her father was 

old-fashioned and did not like the girls to get an education, even to attend primary school. 

Without her mother’s indirect help she might not even have completed elementary 

education.  

Father’s long unemployment and the family poverty situation that resulted in 

contempt from the relatives, was the unforgettable experience that drove her to fight for a 

life of dignity. In the episode she narrated the feeling of fulfilment when she was able to 

buy her first colour TV in the surroundings where she lived and she supplemented the 

family income at the cost of an opportunity to become educated. Life in Hong Kong was a 

battle for a living to save the family’s dignity. Though education would provide access to a 
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life of dignity she was dreaming about, she just had to give it up for the concern about 

supporting the household. 

“We were the first ones in the ally to own a colour TV. So the neighbours’ kids all 

came to watch our TV. At the time my father was planning to start a restaurant and unable 

to send money back, so I worked and worked. I spent my money to buy a colour TV for my 

family. I was so happy and felt satisfied because we would never be looked down upon 

again”. 

Her suffering from being despised by the relatives and the neighbours apparently was 

shared by some informants. Nevertheless, the negative experiences that were produced 

through interpersonal relationship became a motivation to get rid of poverty as Mary 

might have learned from the narratives of others. I would recall the Chinese emotion about 

shame and guilt well argued by Ho et al. and Bredford found in Chapter two, the section of 

cultural components. Being exposed to the narratives of fellow countrymen who had gone 

abroad, working industriously and surpassing all difficulties and becoming a successful 

entrepreneur in the end, Mary’s family was also inclined to take the path of emigration to 

create better opportunities for the future generations. That is why Mary’s father went to 

Belgium through the family network when she was a 7-year-old girl. As long as the typical 

story of entrepreneurship was produced and reproduced in day-to-day life, Mary’s 

contemporaries and successors would take this model for the development of the family 

for granted. 

To Mary the building up of a family business made her aware that she still had to play 

the main supportive role in the household living. As her illiterate parents could not help 

her to develop the survival skills and the knowledge to run the business, she had to learn to 

rely on her own efforts to familiarise herself with the outside world and to make decisions 

on behalf of the family. It seems that the negative experience of being despised in 

childhood was so vivid that she promised herself that “(she) would never let her father be 

despised again.” Mary perceived herself as a committed elder daughter and never 

considered her own needs until she started dating George, her current husband. 
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Mary argued that marriage was the first decision she took on behalf of her own 

business regardless of her father’s strong objection. She had been playing a double role for 

a long time supporting the family and sacrificing a lot on behalf of it and decided to have 

an independent marriage free from her parents’ intervention. 

The perspective marriage was turned down by her father and the subsequent break-up 

of the parental relationship appeared to be the turning point in Mary’s life. Without the 

parents’ presence and making wishes at the wedding ceremony, Mary described that the 

day of her marriage appeared to be the most regrettable event in her life. It was not until the 

birth of her fourth child that her parents would recognize George as their son-in-law. The 

unwanted break-up with her biological family pushed her to reconsider her subordinate 

and supportive role in the family. What she perceived was that a daughter could never 

sustain the biological family for ever. A daughter like her would need marriage and leave 

the family and the boy (her only brother) should be her substitute. Therefore, it became her 

strategy to help her only brother to take over the family business and fulfil the 

responsibility for the family in the traditional culture of filial pity. 

The conflict between father and daughter also stimulated a reflexive question that 

Mary would ask herself: ‘Who is the master of my life?’ By expressing and insisting on 

her decision, a sense of individuality was emerging that was in conflict with her past image 

of the most committed daughter making sacrifices on behalf of the family. Mary’s 

awareness of individuality was raised when she intended to become the master her own 

life that appeared to be similar to the Lien’s (in chapter five) and Yuan’s (in chapter four). 

More discussion about the changing family relationships of the ethnic Chinese in 

post-migration life can be found in Chapter Ten, the section of the informants’ family 

world.  

Mary’s perspective of a dignified life was not only enhanced by her childhood 

experiences but also reproduced in her parenting hoping that all her children would receive 

higher education and live a life of self-esteem. She would ask her children to learn all the 

good ethical principles not only from their Chinese peers but also from the indigenous 

values and cultures of the outside world. In other words, to lead a life of dignity was not 
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necessarily to devalue one or the other culture, but to accept and integrate the good parts 

that would be useful in the search of a better future. 

Her integrative and open attitude appeared in the issue of the matchmaking on behalf 

of the children but the matter of learning Mandarin was an issue non-negotiable. As Mary 

and George both are Hong Kong-born Chinese and speak Cantonese as their domestic 

language, learning to speak Mandarin seemed to require an extra effort and was therefore 

resisted by the children. However, she perceived that children are Belgium-born Chinese 

and learning Mandarin would be a must to preserve their cultural identity. 

I used to say to my children that they were indeed lucky to be Chinese. ‘You are 

Belgium-born Chinese. Therefore you can learn good ethics either from Chinese or 

Belgians a as part of being perfect.’ I used to say that they should learn to meet good 

characters and disregard the evil ones. It does not matter whether the characters are 

Chinese or foreigners. Just get to know the good ones.” 

Mary’s perspective life of dignity might not be realized without emigration as she 

made a comparison between her past life in Hong Kong, the city of origin, and the current 

life in Belgium, country of reception. She commented that life in Hong Kong would be 

much more difficult without a qualified degree compared with her current situation in 

Belgium. 

“I cried the first day I started to work in the factory. I thought that my life would be 

buried in this factory. So you can imagine if I had been in Hong Kong, I would have no 

time to spend with my children. Every Hong Kong Chinese had to work. But it is different 

in Belgium. In this country, I could approach things that I expected to. I had no 

opportunity to go to the university. But I hoped that my children would be able to. All I 

have had would not be possible if I had been in Hong Kong.” 

Emigration appeared to be a strategic measure for the betterment of the family 

development. She would be following the predecessors’ typical path to realize a dream of 

her perceived better life. However, her dream might not come true if she did not capture 

the sense of individuality and opt to get married for her own happiness.  
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3. Researcher’s Field Notes 

The interview with Mary was one of the earliest and was conducted in December 

1996. It transpired that Mary’s youngest sister Nancy Lau was an I-Kuan Tao follower. As 

a regular visitor to the Buddha house of I-Kuan Tao in downtown Antwerp, the 

interviewer was introduced to Nancy’s elder sister as she believed that her sister should be 

a person worth meeting. The interview took place in the dining room of Mary’s 

restaurant–house. The restaurant was on the ground floor and had an eating area of more 

than 80 seats and a kitchen in the basement. The first and second floors were private spaces 

that accommodated the couple and four children. A separate and independent living space 

was provided for the restaurant workers and part-timers on weekends. 

The interview took place at the dinner table while Mary was stirring a spicy sauce or 

arranging a plate of pickled sweet-and-sour cabbage. She used to cook dinner for the 

children and enjoyed chatting with them at dinner time. To express her maternal love for 

the children she would prefer to cook typical Cantonese soup and food for them instead of 

eating stuff prepared by the hired cook. Like several Chinese restaurateurs Mary and 

George used to eat a late supper prepared by the cook around midnight, which was closing 

time. As for the children, they were requested to finish supper by 7:00 pm and prepare 

their homework afterwards. There was a special arrangement for Sundays and holidays. 

They had lunch at 3:00 pm together with the children and the workers as it looked like a 

family gathering. Given the fact that the restaurateur’s working time was different from 

general office hours, Mary and George would take time to stay with the children. During 

breaks in the working time, George used to come upstairs to see the children and talk to 

them for a while. As the restaurant setting was just below the private rooms, the couple 

saw it as an advantage to accompany their children as much as they could. 

Mary liked to show family pictures hung up on the wall and some news clippings 

from the school activities she collected about the children’s performance in the Chinese 

language school. Unlike some Chinese restaurateurs who preferred to work all year round 

and reluctant to take any holidays, the couple used to organise family trips together with 

other siblings’ families or with some close families. They considered that it was 

worthwhile to spend time with children and siblings and to enlarge their knowledge 
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although travelling would cost a fortune. Besides, Chinese courtesies for example giving 

respect to the senior and being attentive to questions raised by the elderly were much 

emphasised. What impressed me was Mary’s way of parenting by reminding her children 

that they were Asians without European outlook. Therefore they would have to work 

harder than the indigenous people to be competitive to gain recognition. The parenting just 

recalled the couple’s inclination to ingroup assimilation as they believe that the classic 

teachings would help the young generation to overcome difficulties entailed from the 

perceived racial differences for mobility.      
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Chapter Seven: Couple Tan and Song 

 

I. Mr. Tan 

1. Mr. Tan’s Lived Life 

Mr. Tan was born in 1964 as the youngest boy in a poor family of six children. His 

birthplace was in Qingtian, Zhejiang Province of China, a populated ‘qiao hsiang’ (homeland 

for overseas Chinese) where a large proportion of fellow countrymen had emigrated to Western 

Europe and the new immigration countries such as Spain and Italy. Tan’s father died when was 

three. As he had lost his father in childhood, he did not have any impression of paternal 

parenting. The realisation of the loss of a parent made him aware that he was different from 

other children who had both their parents. Thus he remembered how he enjoyed very much in 

the old days sitting together with the elderly people, listening to their folk tales and local 

legends which enriched his knowledge about the world of the past. Tan was strongly attached to 

the past and even narrated a folk story at the time of the interview.  

After finishing senior high school education, Tan failed to enter university and idled away 

a long time since his graduation in 1982. During that time the Chinese people were trying to 

recover economically from the Cultural Revolution which had come to an end and there were 

only few work opportunities for the young and unskilled youngsters in the hometown. 

In 1986 his mother asked him to go to Europe to try his luck as he was the youngest and 

single which offered greater possibilities to find a bride abroad. Therefore Tan’s uncle-in-law 

(husband of father’s sister) who was a naturalised Belgian helped him to apply for a tourist visa 

and Tan was introduced to the Song family where he met Miss Song, the elder daughter of the 

family. Song’s father liked this young man very much and proposed to Tan to marry his 

daughter. They got married after a few months in the same year as Tan under the pressure of 

having his stay regularised or he would run the risk of deportation. Without a formal marriage 

and regularised citizenship it would have been difficult for Tan to stay in Europe.  
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After the marriage they first worked with Tan’s uncle-in-law in running a restaurant in 

Ghent. But the experience of cooperation ended with separation. So Tan started looking for a 

location for his restaurant which he started with his wife Song in Ostend in 1988. 

Having established his own business Tan made his first home trip together with Song. Tan 

was excited to make this home visit while Song found the hometown gave her a strange feeling 

and she found it difficult to adapt to local life. That was Song’s first visit to China after her 

emigration to Europe and 10 years of separation. 

After Tan had settled in Belgium, his other five siblings were able to emigrate and found 

an opportunity to settle in Belgium, Austria and Spain. Tan’s mother stayed in Qingtian and 

decided to renovate the inherited house with the money contributed by all children. 

The restaurant business kept growing till 1995, which was also a crucial year that changed 

Tan’s life. Tan’s restaurant was suspected of having connections with the Chinese mafia and its 

business image was heavily damaged after a large-scale operation launched by the military 

police joined with local police and the social inspection which was widely reported by the 

Belgian media. The police confiscated all pictures, accounting books and receipts and blocked 

his bank account. None of any evidence was found to support the hypothesis of mafia 

connection but Tan was found responsible for illegal employment and problems of hygiene in 

the workplace. 

In the troublesome decade between 1996 and 2005 Tan was fined for driving under the 

influence of consuming alcohol and once caused a serious accident. On top of his drinking habit, 

he was a heavy smoker. 

 The legal proceedings continued after that event and business went slowly. In early 2005 

Tan and Song started a new Chinese restaurant in a satellite city of Oostende and hope to be rid 

of the bad reputation and make a new start. After the interview in May 2005 Tan had managed 

to quit drinking and smoking. 
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2. Mr Tan’s Life Story Analysis – Telling a Story of Social Alienation 

Tan’s initial narratives could be structured as a story of social alienation as he 

appeared to associate his life story with escape and retreat. A status of alienation either 

towards the ingroup or the outside world had emerged from the fragments he narrated. 

During the interview he used to make long pauses (of more than 5 seconds) at certain 

episodes and hesitated to resume his narrative. It seemed that speaking about his life was 

something unpleasant and stressful which he was reluctant to go through again. 

The loss of his father in his childhood may have been the first experience of 

alienation as he found out that he was “different from other children” and “no one could 

teach me, guide me in my childhood.” However, his feelings of being alienated were 

somehow remedied by his interest in listening to folk tales narrated by the elderly in the 

village. Tan was pleased to share a story about the origin of a tourist place in his hometown 

of Qingtian called ‘Half-Tower’. His story was about a serpent which had been living for 

hundreds of years in the tower and had acquired a god-like superpower. Once the serpent 

flew to heaven and disturbed the deities. Therefore the god of thunder hit the serpent with 

a flash of lightning from the heaven and destroyed half the tower. That was how the name 

Half-Tower became famous for its legendary origin. The telling of folk stories seemed to 

give Tan relief and enabled him to retreat from the real world, as he really enjoyed such 

folk tales. After this start which apparently was to be seen as a warm-up the interview just 

went smoothly. 

As a Qingtian fellow countryman Tan and his family should be exposed to the stories 

of predecessors and contemporaries who became successful entrepreneurs in Europe after 

years of hardship. Embedded in the international network it did not seem difficult to find 

opportunities to go to Europe with the assistance from the early settlers. However, the 

question of ‘who should go abroad on the family’s behalf’ might be an issue of family 

rather than of individual interest. As Tan was the youngest son of the 6 children of the 

family and unmarried, he would be available to find a mate in Europe, given the fact that 

many overseas Qingtian parents would prefer peer villagers to marry their daughters. As a 

matter of fact emigration should be interpreted as a plan for family development which 
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meant that sending the youngest unmarried son abroad to settle in Europe would be a 

decision on behalf of the well-being of the whole family. Thus it was not surprising to find 

out that all his brothers and sisters were now residing in Europe on account of Tan’s initial 

anchor and subsequently the family network and the accessibility to chain migration. 

Once his status was regularised, marriage appeared to be an effective solution to 

realise the family plan of immigration. As the marriage did not appear to be based on 

equality and was dependent on the acceptance of by his wife’s family, Tan could not help 

doubting the integrity and the lack of trust on the part of Song’s family. So it was not 

difficult to understand Tan’s determination to leave the shelter of his parents-in-law’s 

home and to live an independent life as a way to demonstrate his masculine identity 

associated with the traditional father-son dyadic family system. 

The experiences of starting out are full of bitterness and sorrow. When narrating the 

hardships of restaurant life, Tan expressed his deep pity for his children because of his 

limited capacity to take care of them. 

“I said that here the Chinese children were quite mature and independent if they 

were born in a family where the situation was more difficult. My two sons were able to find 

stuff to eat when they were 7 to 8 years old. When my elder son was in the first grade of 

junior high or the sixth grade of primary school, he could go to school by himself. The 

second son was in the fifth grade. I was too tired to drive them to school. The bread I 

bought was there. They just ate the bread and went to school. I remember that when my 

second son was only 5 years old, I was exhausted with restaurant work. They were 

quarrelling and fighting. I was extremely angry and scolded them, saying that I would not 

cook food for them afterward. So they had to find something to eat on their own. Later they 

really found a loaf of bread with mildew. When I discovered that, I scolded them again. 

(Tan laughed embarrassedly and paused for 5 seconds) At that time many relatives 

believed that I’d earned a lot of money but actually I had nothing.” 

When in 1995 Tan was allegedly involved in the Chinese mafia this appeared to be a 

turning point in Tan’s life. It seemed that his constructed world and accumulated 

confidence had been gradually destroyed in the following years of litigation without the 
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reward of social justice. He commented that the unfounded accusation in 1995 completely 

changed his life. He was caught up in a situation in which he felt discarded by his kin, 

friends and neighbours because of his suspected involvement with the ‘mafia’. The 

restaurant business was downgraded dramatically after that and his financial burden 

became even heavier by the huge penalties he had to pay. Tan argued that it was not the 

judicial decision that beat him, but the seemingly endless legal proceedings that exhausted 

his energy. 

“Maybe after that event, I changed a lot my personal thoughts. That’s why I could 

surpass the difficulties I encountered afterward. In the beginning I still kept hoping and 

wondered when an ending could be found for that incident. But it is not finished yet (at the 

time of interview in May 2005). How to say it? If it came to an end, I would be able to 

re-start my business. But the case has lasted for 10 years. It’s a waste of time. If I started 

again, I would not have the energy as I had had before…. Mentally I was destroyed. My 

will was destroyed.” 

As to Tan, he would admit his unlawful employment and accept the due penalty but 

not to be charged as a criminal mafioso. In the episode of his depressing life, the “hell-like 

life” after the event of 1995 and the desperate feelings toward the unfounded accusation of 

being involved with the mafia seemed to lead him to look for a refuge, where he could live 

a simple life and find relief from the cruelty in present. 

Worse than the institutional discrimination and unfounded justice was the distanced 

attitude of his offspring and relatives after the 1995 event. The cold response from them 

was a severe blow to him that pushed him to feel alienated from the inner group. He 

described that none of his relatives would give him a hand when he was in this really 

disastrous situation. His feelings were mortally wounded in particular when thinking about 

how he had been making efforts to help the brothers and sisters to go abroad. He 

recognised that the family bond could never be denied, so he would just keep his let-go 

attitude towards them. 

As to the issues of his future life after retirement, Tan expected to find a refuge in his 

hometown and live as a modest farmer but he did not get any support from his wife, Song. 
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Tan commented that his wife was acculturated to some extent and preferred to reside in 

Belgium which became clear when they were discussing the retired life. It seemed to be 

difficult for the couple to develop a shared strategy to meet the challenges as long as they 

found it difficult to negotiate a commonly accepted family goal. 

He also argued with the feeling of vagueness as a Qingtian country fellow living in 

Europe, he would never understand the feeling of vagueness if he did not become an 

immigrant. However, the Chinese conceptions of face and shame might force the Chinese 

immigrants to stay in the country of residence at all cost. 

“Every Chinese family wanted to save face. You should not go home with empty 

hands. That’s why they stayed here, year after year, generation after generation.” 

A paradoxical feeling is that it would not be possible for him to start a business in 

China as he felt incapable to meet the high competition in such rapidly changing society on 

the one hand and the shortage of a great sum of capital on the other. Tan remarked that 

only the less capable young people would find ways to go abroad but not the people who 

had a satisfying work life in the homeland. 

To sum up, the subsequent alienation interpreted through Tan’s life accounts, was not 

only caused by the institutional discrimination originated from the event in 1995 but also 

the discouraging family relationships and the different projections of his future life in the 

conjugal relationship. Constrained by the Chinese “face saving” culture as Tan described 

it, his case appeared to be a fractured biography as he felt strongly attached to the past and 

family but no substantial action could be found to respond to his aspirations for a better 

family relationship. 

 

II. Tan’s Wife - Song 

1. Song’s Lived Life 

Song was born in 1966 as the eldest of four children in a poor farmer’s family in 

Qingtian, the same birthplace as Tan’s. Her grandfather served as a soldier and fought 
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against the Chinese Communists and fled to Taiwan in 1949 following with the Nationalist 

government. Song’s parents grew up in the same village and they were the so-called 

cousin couple. Song’s father was addicted to gambling and her mother took the 

responsibility for the life of the household. As the eldest daughter, Song helped her 

grandma and mother with domestic work. 

Song’s right leg looked slightly crippled caused by an abnormal growth of coax. She 

also suffered from a problem of one of the kidneys since her child age. Her health problem 

and physical disability caused a big fortune for the family and seemingly became the 

scapegoat of the long time poverty of the family. 

Song received only two years of elementary education in the home country and 

dropped out in order to do domestic work. In 1978 when she was 13, her grandfather 

settled in Belgium and applied for visas for family reunion so that the whole family was 

able to emigrate. To assist more relatives to go abroad, it was arranged that her elder 

cousin, the eldest daughter of her uncle, would become her elder sister to benefit from the 

regulation of family reunion. Song’s official age was thus conspicuously reduced to the 

age of 9 to cope with her cousin’s real age. 

After having settled the family, Song started to follow regular education. She was 

able to complete junior high school education but was forced to drop out from a 

professional hotel school after one and half year.  

Being a restaurateur’s elder daughter, Song worked full time in the family restaurant 

and shared most of the domestic work. However, her relationship with her parents seemed 

not to be ameliorated after immigration. At 19, she took an overdose of sleeping pills and 

attempted suicide after a serious quarrel with her father about the matter of marriage. 

Song’s father insisted that she should marry a Qingtianian and urged her to go back to the 

hometown to find a marriage partner. After she was involved in an accident, Song was 

hospitalised and received rehabilitation in the following three and a half months under 

careful treatment by a Belgian-Indian doctor who sympathised with her situation as they 

shared an Asian-Cultural identity. 



 

 212

After the attempted suicide Song’s father intended to make up the parental 

relationship but he found it difficult to repair. It was to wait until Mr Tan, a Qingtian peer 

villager who had newly arrived without a legal residence permit. He was introduced 

through family network and proposed to marry Song. So the parental relationship started 

to get better. 

Song’s father explained everything about his daughter to Tan including the suicide 

event. The father also reminded Tan to treat his daughter with a full heart and 

responsibility if he married her. They married in 1986 and had two sons; the first is 18 and 

the second 15. 

After marriage Tan proposed to establish their own and independent living. The 

couple first collaborated with Tan’s uncle-in-law and then established their own restaurant 

in Ostend in 1987. As to the division of the restaurant work, Tan handled the kitchen at the 

back stage and Song was responsible for the client service in the restaurant itself since she 

was a trained waitress and spoke French. 

As she was a sincere converted I-Kuaun Tao (please consult chapter three of Part I) 

she used to visit regularly the IKT Buddha house in Antwerp. She quit smoking, drinking 

alcohol and gambling and followed a strict vegetarian diet after her conversion to I-Kuan 

Tao. 

In 2004 Song and Tan closed the downward business in Ostend and established 

another one in a surrounding city through the financial help of Song’s parents and siblings 

in the next year. 

2. Song’s Life Story Analysis – Struggling with Changing Family Relationships in the 

Host Society  

Song first started with the following comments in the interview: “My life was full of 

bitterness, really very bitter. My life story was constructed with several stories. I was 

despised since my childhood.”  

Song’s life story is structured to demonstrate two difficult relationships in the 

transitional passage to adapt to a different life in the country of reception. The first part 
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intends to show how an authoritative and patriarchal family culture could have serious 

problem of adjustment in the host society where the cultural system places more value on 

individual rights and freedom and is based on a husband-wife dyadic family system. The 

second part of the story is to illustrate that a marital relationship would be in crisis when 

the spouse suffered from the mal-adaptation to the host country due to institutional 

discrimination. 

In her long narration of parental relationship, Song described that her life in Qingtian 

was full of misery, that she lived through an unhappy childhood feeling discriminated and 

less cared for by her parents because of her gender and her physical disability. Moreover, 

the poverty that caused her an unbearable feeling of being despised by the relatives was 

something unforgettable in the child age. The reason why she felt despised and disdained 

was not only because of her family situation but also of her physical disability. When 

describing her past life, she also stressed a deep regret that caused difficulty to her family 

because of her health problem. The feeling of being ignored by her parents and a sense of 

regret made her believe that she was the least pleasing child and brought misfortune to the 

family. 

Another thing that made her feel regretful was her limited knowledge of Chinese 

culture as a child immigrant. When speaking about her lack of Chinese education, Song 

expressed her sorrow and came to a conclusion by saying that she could not interact with 

Chinese fellow countrymen properly on account of her lack of Chinese cultural affinity. 

Song and her parents were able to immigrate because of the efforts made by her 

grandfather, a veteran soldier who had fled to Taiwan in 1949 and became a naturalized 

Belgian after years of a restaurant career. It was s interesting to note that emigration was 

again shown as a family strategy instead of an individual account, a matter of how to 

maximize the benefit from emigration granted by the welcome policy of family reunion of 

the host country. In order to create opportunities for the sibling’s family, a cousin, it was 

also arranged that the daughter of Song’s uncle, would be made to become the eldest child 

to be able to follow Song’s family in its move to Belgium. 
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The contingent strategy of family organisation in Song’s family case may support the 

Chinese anthropologist Hsu’s attributes about the elemental characteristics of Chinese 

culture, namely authority, asexuality, inclusiveness and the social relations extending from 

one family to the other. Thus he concluded after having conducted field studies on the 

Chinese in various foreign countries and in particular in the United States (please consult 

chapter two, Literature Review). The deliberate arrangement of family members suggests 

that inclusiveness to the Chinese family is still the core as a continuation of the strategy of 

the Chinese family to arrange for the inclusion of family members. It is perceived as a 

means to comply with administrative constraints and would not cause substantial change 

to the composition of Song’s family. A comparable arrangement can be found in the cases 

using conspicuous marriage or adoption as a means to obtain foreign citizenship as long as 

the natural part of the family relationship remains untouched. 

The fact of emigration to Belgium appears to be the turning point in Song’s life. She 

expressed deep appreciation when she experienced extraordinary care and support in 

particular from the educational institution in Belgium and the surrounding autochthonous 

people. She was in particular touched by a schoolteacher who understood her hardship in 

the family restaurant and paid her extra attention. What she experienced in the host 

country was different from a world of misery in the past. Thus she was able to follow the 

obligatory education and receive professional training in a hotel and restaurant school and 

to help the family to end the poverty by starting up a family restaurant. 

“I learned so many things in school. I felt that the teacher gave me so much care and 

worry what if I did something wrong. The teacher was indeed better than the teacher in 

China. Besides, sometimes I fell asleep because of the hard work in the restaurant but the 

teacher did not scold me. The teacher allowed me to take a rest and gave me a sheet of 

course note after class so that I could learn at home, a kind of special care. I felt better in 

this country in every sense.” 

However, her relationship with the parents did not improve but degraded and came to 

a break up when marriage was as issue. Song refused the father’s forceful request of 

marrying a Qingtian mate and decided to commit suicide as an extreme response to her 

father’s command. Song’s resistance to marrying a Chinese man might reflect her 
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perceived image of Chinese husband in her surrounding world as she noted the Chinese 

men used to be addicted to gambling and using violence at home. Song argued that the 

suicide attempt was not only on account of the feeling of a forced marriage and 

abandonment by the parents but also of her isolation from the outside world. It was noted 

that Song was very disappointed at her father’s discriminatory decision when he turned 

down an offer from a fellow restaurateur to employ her as a waitress-manager and instead 

he recommend her younger brother to fill that vacancy. 

The incident of the suicide attempt apparently was a domestic conflict but received 

further meaning as the traditional authoritative parental relationship was challenged in the 

transitional passage to the host country where individual rights and freedom would be 

much more valued. What Song struggled to fight for was not only a marriage based on free 

willing but also an alternative life pattern that could be under her own control. 

After months of mental care and rehabilitation she recovered with the help of an 

Indian-Belgian doctor who expressed understanding sympathetic to her situation as the 

doctor was also a descendant of an Asian immigrant’s family. The cultural identity shared 

by the doctor and the patient was constructive in a way to provide Song with support in 

her mental rehabilitation. However, the broken parental relationship had improved when 

Song’s father adopted an attitude of tolerance and paid more respect for her in her 

individual world. 

The hurried marriage to Tan and the subsequent conjugal relationship appeared to 

be another complex in Song’s narrative accounts. She did not say a word about how she 

accepted to marry Tan, as a fellow villager from Qingtian, by simply saying “then we 

married afterward”. It is to be remembered that Tan appeared at the time when Song’s 

father started to make up relations with his daughter. As he was fond of this young man, he 

would propose to Tan to marry Song and urged the perspective son-in-law to treat Song 

with responsibility and good faith. 

“When my husband came to our home, my father told him every horrible thing about 

me, such as my physical disability, my abnormal temper, my lack of respect for seniority, 

etc…. He said that if you (Tan) wanted to marry her, he should be responsible and respect 
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her. He warned him that since the event of her failed suicide, none of the families dared to 

treat her badly.” 

It seemed that this was a timely message to urge Tan to clear up his attitude towards 

the marriage because he would not only benefit from an overseas marriage but in this way 

he could also keep his promise with integrity. As the marital relation was not based on an 

equal footing, Song said that her husband was very sensible about the way her parents and 

siblings valued his performance and he used to complain about his being despised by the 

relatives-in-law because of the seemingly arranged marriage. 

The marriage did make Song change her attitude towards her father. Song’s mother 

advised her that she had to maintain a good relationship with the biological family because 

she would need the family’s support if she would be humiliated by the husband’s family. 

Her cousin also reminded her that a Chinese could never leave his/her parents and 

suggested to her to strive for good relations with her father in particular in the wedding 

ceremony in front of all relatives and Tan’s families. 

In the episode in which Song was urged by Tan to live a married life independently of 

her native family, it was the husband’s masculine identity and self-esteem which was in 

question. As Song expressed that “he (the husband) would never be able to stand his 

ground straight to her (the wife’s) family if he kept living under the wife’s roof.” The 

demand for a separate and independent life from Tan seemed to cause confusion to Song 

as she felt torn between the repaired parental love and Tan’s expressive masculine identity. 

In other words, what to Song was difficult to accept might not be the separation from her 

parents but in particular the prompt involvement in another subordinate relationship 

through marriage. 

As was previously argued in connection with Tan’s discouraged attitude towards 

current life and the nostalgia for the homeland after retirement, the couple apparently had 

different perceptions of emigration and entrepreneurship. Suffering from the deadly blow 

by the event of 1995 and the subsequent social isolation as well in the inner group as the 

outer world, Tan opted to adopt an attitude of escape from the realistic world while Song 
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chose to meet the challenges as she intended to have permanent stay in the country of 

reception. 

Song also commented on the unfounded accusation of involvement with the Chinese 

mafia in 1995 and the following troubles with the local authority. It was interesting to note 

the way she attributed the cause of the event and the subsequent governmental controls to 

business management. Song would believe that it was the cause of a disharmonised 

relationship with the public administrations so that their restaurant was blacklisted. It 

seemed that it was not a question of legal compliance or good practice of the law in Song’s 

perception. Instead, it was the problematic relationship with the law enforcers that caused 

endless troubles. Song’s attributed remark on the disharmony of social relations with outer 

world seems to echo the ‘relational approach’ of traditional Chinese culture proposed by 

the cultural psychologists (see chapter two, Literature Review, the section of cultural 

components). 

As for the strategic measures developed to save the regressing family business, Song 

took a twofold solution. On the one hand, she looked for advice from the autochthonous 

clients aiming to learn the thinking pattern of the law enforcers and the professional legal 

assistance in order to get rid of the huge fines that would cause bankruptcy.  

On the other hand she tried to find spiritual support from the religious belief as an 

I-Kuan Taoist convert. Song learned from the I-Kuan Taoist teaching and interpretation 

that all current suffering was the effect of the past and present life. Thus, what she would 

have to do was to pray to acquire ‘Ping-An (peace and safety, 平安)’ which implied both 

the physical and spiritual dimensions of a human being. 

What Song argued with the quest for ‘Ping-An’ from her religious belief is 

comparable with acquiring harmonized relationships with the inner self and others and 

well-being in physical health. Her obvious need for ‘Ping An’ might illustrate the difficult 

relationships with her parents, her spouse and the local authorities. 

It is also important to note that the marital relationship might be in difficulty if the 

spouse/partner would be ill adapted to the country of reception. It seemed that the marital 

relationship would become difficult as the couple had different expectations from the plan 
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of settlement and failed to negotiate for a common orientation. In addition, it should not be 

forgotten to mention the damaging effects to the individual and his/her family caused by 

the inadequate execution in the name of public authority as was illustrated by this case. 

Song described that Tan did not keep his previous promise and the conjugal 

relationship did not go very well when Tan got addicted to “playing mahjong (which) was 

more important than looking after her”. Song described that Tan was in two serious car 

accidents as he was driving under the influence of alcohol. Besides, Tan was a heavy 

smoker. The clients also complained that Tan smoked heavily during work. She narrated 

that she was exhausted with effort when they were arguing about his bad habits of drinking 

alcohol, smoking and playing mahjong. Other than Tan’s traffic accidents, the restaurant 

had been found at fault with problems of taxation and illegal employment and was 

penalised with huge amounts of money by judicial decision. As time went by, she felt less 

and less affection for her husband. As the family relationship appeared to get out of Song’s 

control, she may have chosen to escape as a solution. At the time of the interview, she 

described that she might leave the family but assured that she would not commit suicide 

again. It was clear in her mind that she would not terminate her life as a solution. She 

appreciated that the Heaven had saved her life. She might become a religious person and 

never come home again. Or, she would be homeless and idle anywhere. Song tended to 

end her story in a mood of disappointment and helpless.  

However, although with a tone of depression, Song still took actions to find solutions 

for the declining business, to take care of domestic work and practised the I-Kuan Tao 

teaching properly. She expressed her projection of establishing a family in good shape and 

responded to the structural constraints in feasible way which is something different from 

Tan’s detachment to the real life. 

Song’s life story reveals several issues that deserve further attention as the reader 

may find in Part III, the thematic analysis, section of the informants’ family world. Song’s 

suicide attempt was a reminder of the state of isolation of an immigrant family and the 

aspect of mental health of young daughters as they used to be vulnerable when the 

traditional patriarchal relationship was challenged and their status either in the family and 

the society would be re-identified in the course of experiencing cultural transformation 



 

 219

and localisation. It was interesting to compare Mary Lau’s story with Song’s as both of 

them were confronted with the authoritarian parental relationships while the strategic 

actions apparently were different. Another issue is the interactive and interdependent 

effects to the individual and family’s well being hampered by the event of institutional 

discrimination. The use of biographical analysis is of help to have a comprehensive view 

on how the poor performance of the authority power may give negative impact to an 

individual’s biography ( Tan’s) and his/her family’s. 

3. Researcher’s Field Notes 

I first met with Song in the I-Kuan Tao Buddha house in Antwerp where the majority 

of converts where Cantonese speaking including the spiritual master who chaired the 

meetings. Song had not received much Chinese education and felt that I could explain 

some of Buddhist teaching to her. She behaved as a very religious person and attended the 

weekly seminar regularly. She also introduced many other Qingtian fellows to visit the 

place and convinced them to receive initiation. Tan was very supportive of Song’s 

devotion to religious practice and hoped that she would learn more Chinese classic 

teaching to know the Chinese way of interaction and expression. Song felt inferior to her 

husband because of his wide knowledge of Chinese folk history. 

Song argued that her first visit to the religious house was to wish for a prosperous 

business but the spiritual master simply advised her to pray for peace; peace in body, peace 

in business and peace with government officials. The spiritual master used ‘karma’ to 

explain her long suffering and encouraged her to do good deed that would have a better 

effect in the future. She admitted that religious belief did help her to understand her 

difficulties. She stopped smoking and drinking alcohol after her conversion to Buddha. 

Tan also supported Song to practice the Buddhist five precepts of not destroying 

living creatures and follow a strict vegetarian diet which meant not only refraining from 

animal meat but also abstinence from herbs, namely garlic, onion, green onion, leek and 
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any of the same species6. As Tan was responsible for the kitchen work and preparing daily 

meals, he used to cook separately; something with meat and something without meat. The 

family also kept the good belief of not wasting food meaning that the leftovers should be 

consumed the next time. When eating together with the co-workers it was noted that the 

leftovers were reheated and put on Tan’s side. He disliked to be seen as a mean 

restaurateur that only provided leftovers for the co-workers. However, they would prepare 

food with generosity when treating friends and relatives. 

Once I was invited to have dinner with the family. Tan prepared delicious vegetarian 

food using several sorts of meat substitution that were not easy to find in the market. The 

guest joked with them that they apparently ate vegetarian meal with a great deal of luxury. 

Tan replied that the occasional generosity was simply to show their hospitality to a friend 

from afar. 

In late 2004 with the help of Song’s family and bank loans, the couple was able to buy 

a new restaurant in a suburb of Ostend. The restaurant was located in a small 

Dutch-speaking town where some clients complained that Song did not speak decent 

Dutch but only French. The business in the beginning seemed to stand still and only did 

better after some promotional activities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

6 It is believed that the mentioned herbs can produce a strong smell which created an atmosphere in which it 

was difficult to speak of Buddhist teachings and in addition these plants were thought to enforce sexual desire that 

will hamper religious practice. 
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Chapter Eight: Couple Hsiung Kao and Hsin Hsin 

 

I. Mr. Hsiung Kao 

1. Hsiung Kao’s Lived Life 

Hsiung Kao was born in 1960 in Kaohsiung City, Taiwan and was two years younger 

than Tien Kao, his elder brother. Hsiung Kao started by narrating a childhood during 

which his parents were busy all day to earn a living and had no time to spare for them. 

Living in a three-generation family, the children were raised by the generation of grand 

parents instead. 

Kao’s father was a local distributor of fruit and vegetables and worked hard to run the 

business smoothly. Kao’s paternal grandpa was a political victim of the 228 event7. The 

family had suffered long time in the shadow of the white terror during the regime of the 

Chiang Kai-shek government. Since 1971 Taiwan was no longer a member of the United 

Nations. Like some Taiwanese who were worried about the security of the Island, Kao’s 

father believed that the political situation was not stable and noted that many people were 

eager to go abroad. Therefore Kao’s father seized an opportunity to visit his younger sister 

who had married a Mandarin cook and had just started up a family restaurant in Brussels in 

1977 or 1978. Father Kao was satisfied with the local environment and decided to 

immigrate to Belgium. Hsiung Kao’s mother and the only sister were reunified with father 

Kao afterwards. The two Kao brothers would have to wait until after the completion of 

their compulsory military service until late 1982. 

Kao came to the country for study reasons but also worked at his aunt’s restaurant as 

a waiter. 

                                                 

7 The 228 incident or 228 massacre was an uprising in Taiwan that began on February 28, 1947. More detail 

please consult chapter one of Part I, the section of Chinese migration after WWII.  
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He met his current wife Hsin Hsin and married her in 1989. In 1990 the couple had 

their first daughter. Then they returned to Taiwan, planning to resettle in Taipei. 

Nevertheless Kao found it difficult to adapt to the life in Taipei as his wife described 

that he was looked upon as a foreigner in the city. Kao was in particular unsatisfied with 

the over-pressured educational environment for children in Taiwan. 

In addition to the above-mentioned concerns an urgent reason forced the couple to go 

back to Belgium in a hurry to seize the opportunity to apply for Hsin Hsin’s Belgian 

citizenship.  

After coming back to the country of residence Kao prepared to start up his restaurant 

in 1992. Kao handled the whole restaurant business and shared the kitchen work with his 

father while Hsin Hsin served in the front side under Kao’s assistance. Then in 1993 Hsin 

Hsin gave birth to a second child, her mother came from Taiwan to assist the young couple 

and shared the workload. The couple finally felt a bit relieved from the exhausting labour. 

As an owner of a small business who can only engage the labour of family members, 

Kao expressed his deep sorry in particular about the children for they could not enjoy a 

‘normal’ life like other children.  

2. Mr. Hsiung Kao’s Life Story Analysis – Being Pragmatic to Ingroup Assimilation   

As a second generation of an immigrant’s family Hsiung Kao came to Belgium on his 

parents’ behalf and acquired the Belgian citizenship with the help from the family network. 

It was not easy for Kao and his brother to acquire the Belgian citizenship as they came to 

the country as young adults. Thus, they would need some specific assistance from the 

family network to fulfil the requirements for permanent citizenship of the host country. 

The chain migration of the family Kao began at Kao’s uncle-in-law who was 

recruited as a professional cook and established his own restaurant in the 1970’s. As a 

business owner he was able to apply for a work permit for Kao’s father which enabled 

father Kao to emigrate from Kaohsiung with his spouse and adolescent daughter while the 

other two sons would have to come after doing their obligatory military service. Kao’s 
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uncle-in-law played the role of an incubator that enabled father Kao to familiarise himself 

with the Chinese cookery skills and to establish his own restaurant after years of practice. 

Kao first applied for a student visa and was enrolled in a language school and began 

to practice his server’s skill in the uncle-in-law’s restaurant while his elder brother worked 

for the family business. Kao was granted Belgian citizenship for work reasons and his 

brother was able to change his student status to that of a business partner as father Kao’s 

health proved problematic. Under the coverage of the family network, Hsiung Kao 

expressed his appreciation to the then occupation; a server’s job in the niche market with 

decent pay. 

“At that time she (the aunt) helped me to apply for a work permit. And my father 

made an appeal with a view to a business partnership to enable my brother to stay. We 

were lucky then. Things went smoothly. Because we knew that there were many people 

who tried to find the excuse for the work permit or partnership to stay here. But many 

people (restaurateurs) disliked giving help. I think that’s because we were families and 

because it was related to the issue of taxation so many people (restaurateurs) did not want 

to be involved in it. If they were not interested it would be difficult.” 

Kao’s marriage to Hsin Hsin and the birth of his first child appears to be a turning 

point in his life as he was aware of the family responsibility and concerned about the 

happiness of the children’s generation. Coming home and trying to find another career 

would be a compromised family plan as his wife Hsin Hsin had a hard time becoming 

adapted to the restaurant work. In addition as a holder of a double citizenship, he was able 

to take the advantage of transnational mobility to reside in any country that would suit his 

expectations for future life. For Kao the acquisition of foreign citizenship appeared to be a 

practical interest to accommodate the daily life and was not related to the question of 

national loyalty. 

As a homecomer Kao found himself to be a stranger when the familial was no more 

familiar in Schutz’s term (Alfred Schutz, 1964). The decision of returning to Belgium was 

made as Hsin Hsin was called by the local authority to proceed with her application for the 
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Belgian citizenship on the one hand and his willingness to provide a balanced educational 

environment for the young generation. 

“The children went to school in the daytime and they still had to accept extra 

teaching in the off time. A little child had a simple mind. How could a little child endure 

the burden if his/her brain had to process so much stuff? But look, what was the situation 

in Taiwan? It was not the children who wanted to learn stuff. Instead, it was the parents 

who liked to compare them with other children. They compared what their child had 

learned and the other children had not. The aim of education was not to fulfil the 

children’s real needs but to satisfy the parents’ inflated vanity. Weren’t to be pitied, the 

poor little children?”  

As for the request of a foreign citizenship, it was considered pragmatic for 

localisation and mobility and irrelevant with allegiance to the host country. Kao described 

what a European citizenship meant to him: 

“Why (a foreign passport)? Because it is very difficult to obtain the (Belgian) 

nationality. Not everyone can have it as he or she wishes. This doesn’t mean that we are 

fond of being foreigners. It is the convenience that counts. We would not need visa when 

travelling in the EU countries. We wouldn’t even need visas for the United States. 

Therefore, it is very useful, very useful. It’s very convenient when travelling abroad. You 

just consider the time and the money you have to spend for applying for visas. Sometimes 

you will even be humiliated. Now it (the citizenship) becomes easy to be placed on your 

hand. That means the citizenship is ready over there and awaiting to be owned. Why not 

take it?” 

For the betterment of the children’s education the new family plan was to start up a 

family restaurant as Kao perceived that a restaurateur’s profession was the only suitable 

occupation that he felt confident to exercise in the host country and that could easily create  

support through the family network8 .Kao’s narration was in line with my previous 

                                                 

8 Kao’s father came to the rescue at the time when his restaurant needed skilled labour at peak periods. Most 

of the time he stayed in the family restaurant and partnered with Hsiung Kao’s elder brother. As the brothers Kao 
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assumption that occupational orientation would be a reproduction of the family and the 

family culture and that family’s sense of responsibility might be the driving force behind 

the entrepreneurship. 

Kao’s life accounts clearly showed the role the family network played in facilitating 

chain migration and incubating the newcomer’s employability in the country of reception. 

At the time of interview he described that the most worrying thing to him was the business. 

“Everyday you got to pay bills. You have to pay out. How will you do that if you do 

not have any income? We would be able to hire an extra person for the child care as long 

as we could afford it. Can you understand this? We cannot afford it because the business is 

so-so. That’s why we have to spare our time for caring even at the peak time of business. 

Or we can raise our children full time and hire staff for the restaurant if the business was 

prosperous. I am not worried about the expenses if the business was better. Since the 

business figure is not beautiful, we have to work very hard.” 

The involvement in a restaurateur’s career did not provide a promised caring life for 

the children as the business did not go as smoothly as Kao had expected. The passage 

when Kao expressed his sorrow for the children revealed feelings of a paradox between an 

exhausted business beginner and a committed husband-father. Kao’s case seemed to be 

typical as seen in many of the informants’ narrative accounts as they all shared a feeling as 

a homecomer while struggling to live an upward life at the price of a lack of proper child 

care. 

To sum up, Kao appeared to be pragmatic and compromising as he opted for the 

niche sector after a failed attempt to search for an alternative career in his home country. 

What he felt difficult to compromise about was the substantial well being for the children’s 

generation. As children’s future was his primary concern, being a restaurateur would be a 

transitional means to support the family as long as the children could benefit from the 

                                                                                                                                                         

owned separate restaurants, Uncle Kao would have to play as a complementary labour and go between the two 

restaurant sites.   
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educational welfare in the country of residence. Thus Kao’s life story was structured in a 

way that demonstrated his pragmatic and compromised choice for an occupational 

orientation and paradoxical feelings of an exhausted business owner and a committed 

husband and father. 

 

II. Kao’s Wife - Hsin Hsin 

1. Hsin Hsin’s Lived Life 

Hsin Hsin was born in 1964 in Taipei. As a bachelor from the Dancing Department of 

a university in Taipei, she came to Belgium in 1988 after having been selected to join the 

dancing school of Maurice Béjart. As the school was soon closed and moved to 

Switzerland the next year, she entered a dancing school in Bruges and worked as a 

teaching assistant. She met her current husband, Hsiung Kao in the same year and got 

married. Unlike her husband Hsiung Kao who had been working in Chinese catering for 

years, she described how difficult it was for her to adjust to the restaurant business as she 

had no other choice. 

As Hsin Hsin felt reluctant to live a restaureur’s life, she and Kao decided to re-settle 

in Taiwan for one year to try their luck. However, three main concerns that urged the 

couple to return to the host country were: Hsiung Kao’s inadaptability to the Taiwanese 

working culture, appreciation for a better educational environment and children’s welfare 

in Belgium and a Belgian citizenship. Hsin Hsin admitted why she made the decision to 

come back. Without the immediate opportunity for acquiring a Belgian citizenship, she 

would have insisted on staying longer in Taiwan and then moving abroad when the 

children had grown up. 

2. Hsin Hsin’s Life Story Analysis – Chagrining for a Broken Career  

Hsin Hsin never thought that she would marry and live in a foreign country someday. 

As she was a trained dancer in Taiwan, the reason to leave a satisfying life and to come to 

Belgium seemed to be clear, i.e. to move up in a dancing career. However, confronted with 

the closure and the move of the dancing school to another country, Hsin Hsin managed to 
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find a temporary and modest offer from a local dance school while the route of becoming 

an artist was jeopardized and not as she had presumed. Hsin Hsin met her current husband 

Kao during her stint at the dancing school. An overseas marriage and the subsequent 

pregnancy just forced her to review her life plan and to reconsider the meaning of ‘career’. 

It was not surprising for Hsin Hsin to express nostalgic feelings about her past artistic 

life in Taiwan when she compared it with the current life of hot pots and pans as a 

restaurateur’s wife. What Hsin Hsin found most difficult to adjust to were the irregular 

working hours in particular the night shift which was supposed to be the private time for 

the family. As she had a hard time for adjustment, Hsin Hsin convinced Kao to find an 

opportunity in their home country, Taiwan. 

“(…) I knew nothing about Belgium. My only flying experience was when I was 

invited to join a party for a trip to Pegadore (a satellite island of Taiwan) to entertain the 

army. It’s so exciting to take fly. (…) I like my job very much. I had one morning class 

which was the time for self-training. And I gave dancing classes in several kindergartens. 

My schedule was always full and I taught in different places. I was very happy as long as I 

could dance. But if I chose to come to Belgium, I had to give up everything.” 

If there had not been an urgent demand for acquiring the Belgian citizenship, Hsin 

Hsin and Kao would have stayed in Taiwan. The European citizenship would be 

strategically important for Hsin Hsin to have transnational mobility for the interest of 

family development. In addition, as Taiwan’s government recognizes double citizenship, 

the ownership of additional nationality would be considered as a pragmatic advantage for 

a better localization in the country of residence. The decision to come home, as Hsin Hsin 

described, was a plan for having more choices in career building. However, the 

disappointing educational environment for the younger generation and Kao’s difficulty to 

adjust to the home society forced the couple to reconsider the future settlement.  

“He (Kao) had become a foreigner. Really, some of his thoughts… (pause). When he 

lived in Taiwan, he moved and responded slowly. I just wondered how I could get married 

to a slowly moving man. But you know in Taiwan, if you acted slowly, you would be kicked 

out. I felt that if he could not make progress to adapt to the environment, then I would 
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suggest to him to come back. Eh, for children, here (in Belgium) is indeed a paradise for 

children. That’s why we came back…. (Q: Any other concerns?) I thought that I made an 

important decision to stay (in Belgium). He had all his family here so he didn’t need to 

make any compromise. Instead, I think it was an important decision for him to go home 

with me. It’s needless to waste time to stay there if he could not adapt very well. In fact, I 

thought that if he wanted to stay more than half a year, he might have made a little 

progress. Nevertheless, we came back for the urgent issue of the Belgian citizenship. 

Acquiring a Belgian passport would be much more convenient for the future.” 

As both agreed that children’s education had priority over the concern for an 

individual career, Hsin Hsin and Kao found a compromise in occupational orientation and 

started up their own business which in the Chinese catering sector was an occupation that 

was taken for granted. 

However, the compromising decision was again in conflict with the children’s 

interests since the birth of the second child would demand more parental care and the 

couple could not afford to pay extra money for the demanding restaurant work even with 

supplementary help from Kao’s father at peak times. It seemed hard to find a transitional 

measure for Hsin Hsin to play her maternal role more efficiently as she noticed on the one 

hand and to be a productive restaurateur on the other. The passage that expressed her 

sorrow for the children demonstrated the paradoxical feeling between her reproductive 

role as mother and the productive role as business partner. 

“I thought that if restaurant work would influence the care for the children, then I… 

(pause). For example, when my children were sick, you were unavailable to take care of 

them. Or when it was time for bed I would not be able to accompany them. My children 

relied on me.” 

To Hsin Hsin the most painful aspect of living a restaurateur’s life was to find a 

balance between the business and the childcare. 

“It was very painful as long as the children would be affected by work. I just felt that 

we could stand the hardship and bitterness of work because we were starting up a business. 

Besides, this is your business, your job and you cannot complain. But if it had an effect on 



 

 229

the children, then I thought …(pause). Every time (we quarrelled) it was because of the 

children. For example, you didn’t have time to care for them when they were sick. Or you 

could not accompany them at bedtime. Then the children would not keep quiet. They were 

just babies and could not sleep alone. Because the children were still dependent and 

before we started up the business, my elder daughter used to be very dependent. In Taiwan, 

she felt like living in a paradise since she was surrounded by all the families. We did not 

live a restaurateur’s life. My father was retired and we could take turns to take care of him. 

Since we came back (from Taiwan), she felt it was a bit difficult to adapt, let alone the 

starting up.” 

The case of Hsin Hsin depicts the typical challenge for a couple that chose to stay in 

the host country to take advantage of the advanced social infrastructure but found them to 

be fenced in an occupational orientation as an individual. The perceived gap between an 

ideal life there and the real difficulty here might demonstrate the rigidity of social mobility 

for the skilled immigrants as Hsin Hsin encountered. 

3. Researcher’s Field Notes 

Hsin Hsin and I got acquainted as we belonged to the same Taiwanese overseas 

students’ organisation. I met Hsiung Kao at the occasion of a social gathering for overseas 

Taiwanese. Unlike his elder brother Tien Kao who was very active in organizing and 

participating in the social activities for Taiwanese, he pretended not to be emancipated and 

showed up at such occasions simply to show his solidarity. He expressed modestly that it 

was beyond his capacity to be involved in the organisations for ethnic Chinese and 

Taiwanese. He felt tied up by the family responsibility and had no extra ability for social 

activities. 

The interview with this couple took place in November 1996 when they had had their 

own restaurant for four years and Hsin Hsin just had given birth to the second child several 

months ago. The couple appeared to be exhausted taking care of a 5-year-old daughter and 

the newly born baby on the one hand and handling the restaurant work on the other. Kao 

expressed his gratitude to his mother-in-law who came from Taiwan to help them with 

babysitting and the kitchen work. 
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The interview took place during the break between lunch and dinner for the separate 

interviews and then I stayed on to observe how the couple handled the childcare and the 

restaurant work at dinnertime. As there were not many clients that night, Hsin Hsin’s 

mother took the time to do more preparation while Hsin Hsin took care of the baby and did 

some kitchen work when her hands were free. Most of the time Kao served in the front side, 

moved in and out for the handling of the orders and serving the food. At a certain time the 

three of them were all very busy cooking and serving, The five-year-old girl watched the 

cartoon programme on the TV. Hsin Hsin felt so sorry as the TV appeared to be her 

daughter’s babysitter. 

In June 2005 when I revisited Hsiung Kao’s brother, Tien Kao, the couple had 

re-emigrated to Montreal, Canada around the year 2000. Tien Kao described that in 

Montreal they would need less effort to adjust to the local environment as one spoke 

French there. Hsin Hsin found a teaching job in a Chinese language school and gave 

dancing classes that would somehow reiterate her trained experiences as a professional 

dancer-teacher. As for Hsiung Kao, he worked full time in a food-processing factory as a 

salaried worker and was no more engaged in the catering business. 
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Chapter Nine: Liang Family 

 

I. Uncle Liang 

1. Uncle Liang’s Lived Life 

Uncle Liang was born in 1925 in Fu County, Shandong province of China, the 

hometown of skilled cooks where the young fellow villagers were able to find cooking 

jobs in big cities by taking advantage of the local chain. At the age of 16 Mr Liang was 

introduced to work as an apprentice in a very big restaurant in Shanghai from 1941 to1948 

where the boss was also a fellow countryman. As the civil war between the Nationalist 

government of the Republic of China and the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) caused 

social dislocation and a wave of migration to Taiwan, like many perspective migrants who 

were anxious to leave Mainland China, the boss was afraid that the Communist Party 

would take over the city of Shanghai and decided to follow the Chiang Kai-shek’s army 

and move the skilled restaurant workers to Taiwan. At the time of his flight Uncle Liang 

was married to a bride who was 13 years older than he, which was in accordance with local 

custom9. As the CCP was taking over Shanghai, most of the people were anxious to flee. 

Uncle Liang was selected to leave for Taiwan in late 1948 but his wife and only son were 

forced to stay in the home country. 

The restaurant where Uncle Liang was working was located in Taipei (the capital city 

of Taiwan). Some head cooks of the restaurant decided to resign and established a new 

restaurant in Kaohsiung after a fire accident. Uncle Liang was asked to join the new team. 

Kaohsiung was the second largest and a port city where the military camps of various 

kinds of army resided. Uncle Liang kept working in the restaurant and was promoted to a 

position of chef after years of contribution. Since other head cooks of the restaurant were 

all from Shandong, they felt responsible for finding a good wife for Liang without 

revealing his married status, as he was regarded as the youngest brother among the core 

                                                 

9 ‘ 童養媳Tong Young Si ( )’ in Chinese means a girl who was raised to be the wife of the son of the family. 
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team of head cooks. One senior colleague played the role of matchmaker and convinced 

Liang to marry a 19-year-old lady whose father served in the Navy. The lady’s family also 

came from Shandong. 

Uncle Liang married his current wife in 1952. The couple had three boys and two 

girls. Uncle Liang confessed the fact of the first marriage and obtained his wife, Aunt 

Liang’s understanding. 

In 1963 or 1964 Uncle Liang was recruited by a Chinese restaurateur in Lyon, France 

through the introduction of a former restaurateur colleague. Liang terminated the contract 

as the working conditions were not as he expected. Another chance for working abroad 

came along in 1972. Again through his professional network he was recruited to serve as a 

cook in a canteen of an American military base in Germany from 1972 to 1977. Though he 

worked hard to have his family in Taiwan come to Germany for a family reunion, the 

official decision was always postponed. When he gave up the idea of staying abroad and 

decided to go back to Taiwan, a friend who was a professional cook and was working for a 

Chinese restaurant in Brussels, suggested to Liang to replace him so that he could establish 

his own restaurant. Thereupon Uncle Liang accepted the offer and migrated to Belgium in 

1977. Uncle Liang’s wife and two adolescent daughters joined him the next year in 1978.  

As for who of his five children should come to Belgium, Uncle Liang considered that 

only the two young daughters, one 19-year-old and the other 11-year-old, were able to 

come and it would be better for the three adult sons to stay in Taiwan. Nevertheless, the 

19-year-old daughter disliked going abroad as she was in love with a boyfriend and went 

back to Taiwan next year. From that time onward the Liang’s lived with their youngest 

daughter Yuan (see Yuan Liang’s case in chapter four). 

After terminating a fixed-term five-year contract chef Liang established his own 

restaurant encouraged and supported by his wife and youngest daughter. He and his wife 

handled the kitchen while Yuan took the responsibility for the front and all external 

communications. The restaurant did good business till 1992, the time that the house lease 

was to expire. 
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At the time of the closure of business chef Liang wanted to return to Taiwan 

permanently while Yuan, the youngest daughter, would prefer to establish her own 

restaurant. To save labour costs for Yuan’s restaurant the couple Liang managed to recruit 

Uncle Liang’s grandchild from the previous family in China to come to Belgium. They 

discussed the matter of who of Liang’s three grandsons in the hometown should go abroad, 

and the second was selected as the elder was married and got a stable job. Therefore the 

selected grandson came to help out in Yuan’s restaurant and then the third came over to 

replace him as the second one fell ill. The third grandson was able to establish his own 

take-away restaurant after years of cooking experience. 

In 2000 Yuan also sold out the restaurant and became involved in another occupation. 

Now the couple just travelled back and forth between Taiwan and Belgium. For Uncle 

Liang it was difficult to choose a country as a permanent residence. He was informed that 

he would not be able to claim his pension rights if he stayed permanently in Taiwan as a 

foreign passport holder on the one side. On the other, he was worried about the medical 

and care facilities in Belgium because of his old age and did not know what would happen 

in the future. 

2. Liang’s Life Story Analysis- In Search of a Journey of Redemption 

Uncle Liang never forgot to impress with the scale of the restaurants he served in 

either in Shanghai, Taipei or Kaohsiung and the high reputation he had as a top cook. He 

was devoted to his work as a cook all his life and began as an adolescent apprentice 

through the fellows’ network. Without the onset of the Chinese Civil War (1946-1949) and 

the terrifying Communist regime, he would never have left China. When the fellow 

restaurateur decided to flee to Taiwan, he could not help but follow the boss’ decision. As 

a junior worker in a grand restaurant of 168 workers, “you were not at that position to say 

that you wanted to go or stay.” Uncle Liang was forced to leave his wife and son behind at 

the hometown for a separation of more than 30 years. He explained that it was local 

practice in the rural area to adopt an adult young woman to help with the housework and to 

be ready for marriage when the adopting family’s boy became of age. It is clear to see how 

an individual’s life was affected and subsequently victimized following on account of 

historical events. 
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Uncle Liang’s second marriage appeared to be a strategic one in the face of historical 

events and contextual constraints. Liang first expressed his reluctance to propose marriage 

to Aunt Liang but could not resist the concerns of the senior fellows who treated him as the 

youngest brother of the restaurant-family. As a single young Mandarin migrant living in 

Taiwan without any family support Liang may have taken his family responsibility into 

consideration to continue the family lineage, in particular in view of the war as he was the 

only survivor from the Chinese Communist regime. It is self-evident that having offspring 

to inherit the family lineage was a sacred mission to the Chinese families in the traditional 

patriarchal society. 

The early experience of settlement in Taiwan was completely new as Taiwan had just 

returned to the Nationalist government after 50 years of colonisation. Liang was first 

shocked by the post-war situation in Taiwan when the ship landed in Kaohsiung. What 

struck Liang most was the utmost poverty and the Japanese dress culture. 

“…Many buildings were bombed to ashes during the WWII and the Taiwanese wore 

wooden clogs that made a noise of ‘kada! kada!’…”.10 What shocked Uncle Chang was 

the immense poverty among the Taiwanese families and the extreme absence of young men 

because of the war. 

As Taiwan and China were still at war and all contacts were strictly forbidden even 

for family reasons, Uncle Liang felt deeply sorry for his family in the homeland and 

wanted to provide financial help by risking his life on account of being accused of being a 

spy. As he suffered by the growing sense of ‘guilt’ because of the abandonment of the 

former family and the persistent worry about the political insecurity in Taiwan, Uncle 

Liang wanted to take action to change the situation. As a skilled cook it was comparably 

easy for him to take advantage of the cooks’ international network to find an overseas post. 

Moving to and living  in a democratic country and enjoying a life free from the worry of 

                                                 

10 Wearing wooden clogs was a custom inherited from Japanese life style as Taiwan had been a colony of 

Japan for 50 years (1895-1945). 
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political insecurity therefore became a solution that would allow Uncle Liang to help his 

family in China much more easily.  

Liang’s anxiety to maintain the continuity for the family group is twofold. On the one 

hand the forced abandonment of the former family appeared to be the turning point in 

Liang’s life as it was a definite break with the past since he would not be able to play a role 

as responsible husband and father. On the other hand, he would have to remarry to fulfil 

the role of a responsible male descendent of the Liang lineage. It seems to be clear that 

there was a conflict between his perceived roles as a son, a husband and a father. 

In his narration Liang repeatedly referred to the terrible war experience and how he 

witnessed the cruelty of the Communist repression of the ordinary people. He was so 

terrified and always afraid that someday Taiwan would be taken over by the Chinese 

Communists as well. 

Besides everlasting fear for the post-civil-war Taiwan was under the strict control by 

Martial law and any intention to develop contact with people on Mainland China was 

considered to be spying as Communists. Therefore, it was definitely forbidden and 

dangerous to have any contact with his family, let alone sending money from Taiwan. 

Aunt Liang also shared Uncle Liang’s worry and promised to support his former 

family with money. As they had to take a big risk to send money via Hong Kong that 

needed to be passed through several hands, Uncle Liang started thinking about emigration 

to live a life with more political stability and personal security. 

Through the network of restaurant colleagues and friends Uncle Liang had been 

working in France for 6 months and in Germany for 5 five years and finally settled down in 

Belgium. Liang’s current wife and the youngest daughter were able to join the family. 

The ‘family project’ would not be possible to achieve without the consent and full 

support of Aunt Liang who shared Uncle Liang’s responsibility for the former family and 

took care of the current family as a devoted housewife. To some extent Uncle Liang relied 

on his wife’s substantial support and appreciated that Aunt Liang brought him good luck in 

his career. Aunt Liang also admitted that “your Uncle Liang could not stay long in 
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Germany if I had not been able to join him.” The perception of the husband and wife 

seems to be gender-related and traditional, the man being the breadwinner and the woman 

the housewife. However, it is the question whether a traditional couple like Liang’s should 

be considered as stereotypically inequitable and unequal in role-playing. There will be 

more to say about woman’s perception of equity and equality between man and woman in 

the following section of Aunt Liang’s life story. 

The first overseas job in Lyon, France was not pleasant at all. Uncle Liang recalled 

that the kitchen work was too hard to imagine and he could not go out because his 

residence permit was not regularised yet. The most problematic thing was that the French 

government did not allow free export of funds and issued strict rules about family reunion. 

Consequently he decided to return home and kept working in the previous restaurant as the 

boss still welcomed him. 

He mentioned that many of his colleagues went to the United States and Europe. The 

colleagues, co-workers and apprentices constituted a growing network of cooks that 

enabled Liang to obtain information and find work opportunities abroad. 

It is interesting to note that in Uncle Liang’s emigration plan his three adult sons of 23, 

22 and 21 were not meant to emigrate but would stay in Taiwan. Only the two adolescent 

daughters came with Aunt Liang and only the youngest stayed afterwards. Uncle Liang’s 

account of emigration did not mention the willingness of his children. Did he consider the 

cost for adult sons’ emigration to be too high to start a life in Europe? Did he think about 

the difficulty of finding a partner and marriage for the boys? Or did he think that eggs 

should not be put in one basket and prefer to maintain a base in Taiwan? A further question 

would be whether he considered emigration to be fit only for himself as an individual 

commitment. If it was the case, emigration would be used as a strategy for Uncle Liang to 

have political security to get in touch with his family in the homeland. In other words, 

emigration would not be a strategy to benefit all the family members but to fulfil a specific 

family commitment as the action of emigration is neither career-oriented nor 

family-oriented but is an individual journey of self-redemption. 
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With Aunt Liang’s and Yuan’s life accounts as proof the hypothesis of ‘an individual 

journey of self-redemption’ appears to be coherent as Uncle Liang did wish to return to 

Taiwan after his retirement and he hoped that Yuan would become a music teacher as he 

expected. 

Another contribution of Liang’s life story is the perception of a successful career. 

Uncle Liang was a learning-by-doing cook, a career which had started in his adolescence. 

Without any formal training or professional diploma his cookery skills earned him a solid 

reputation which allowed him to have a prosperous life in Taiwan. However, his cookery 

did not receive comparable appreciation when he started up his own restaurant in the 

country of reception. He distinguished between the group of authentic restaurateurs who 

had a professional background (like himself) and the student/intellectual group who had 

not. The way he realised the success of student-restaurateurs was attributed to some kind 

of destined ‘luck’, a factor beyond human control. It was interesting to see that several 

informants did share the belief of ‘luck’ as a necessary but insufficient factor of a 

successful career. Unlike the assumed ‘luck’ to be a successful restaurant business, it 

appeared that authentic Chinese food may not be the key factor to a popular Chinese 

restaurant where the majority of clients are autochthonous Belgians. More factors would 

need to be explored. 

According to Liang, the students who chose to become restaurateurs and settle in 

Belgium did achieve success in business. It was a matter of luck, a fated attitude found in 

Wang’s article on the cultural drive for Chinese entrepreneurship presented in chapter two, 

section of cultural components. 

“It’s hard to say about the restaurant business. Those students who stayed in 

Belgium and became restaurateurs did make a fortune in the catering business. What can 

I say? I would die of anger if I kept thinking about the logic of doing business. A 

restaurateur of Shanghai origin said that he could easily run a big restaurant in Shanghai 

but not in Belgium. One of his colleagues arrived at the same conclusion. The students 

who stayed in the country became rich running Chinese restaurants. But how do we 

explain our case? It depends on your luck.” 
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In Uncle Liang’s narratives the occupational and/or social network played a 

meaningful part at different stages of life; for example, the starting of a cook’s career, the 

brotherhood and the family-like solidarity among the colleagues in the restaurant in which 

he served in Taiwan, and the international network that enabled him to find an overseas 

post in Europe. Being a cook is one of the wanted jobs not only in the immigration 

countries in North America but also in West European countries. The brotherhood-like 

solidarity among the Chinese cooks, in particular on the mainland of China, who migrated 

to Taiwan after the Civil War may have encouraged chain migration not through the 

biological family tie but the shared historical background and destiny. 

To sum up, the case of Uncle Liang can be structured as ‘a journey to 

self-redemption’ as his interpretation of a lasting struggling with the role conflict of the 

family and the guilty feeling embedded within the traditional family ideology. Emigration 

is not motivated for reasons of economic or family development from a stereotypical view 

point. Through interpretive analysis of biographies it may be concluded that emigration is 

a peculiar means to enable Uncle Liang to connect with his past, a remedy to ease his 

suffering caused by the unwanted break with the former family. 

 

II. Aunt Liang 

1. Mme Liang’s Lived Life 

Mme Liang was born in Shangdong in 1934 in a soldier’s family. In 1949 her father 

followed the Nationalist government and withdrew to Taiwan accompanied by his wife 

and all the children. Mme Liang did not receive any formal education neither in her 

homeland nor in Taiwan. As she came to Taiwan as an adolescent at the age of 15 she felt 

too embarrassed to start elementary school and stayed at home for household tasks. 

In 1952, at the age of18, Aunt Liang married Uncle Liang out of respect for her 

mother’s promise on the one hand and concern for the family burden on the other. As the 

dependents of public servants and soldiers under 18 were entitled to a food (rice) subsidy 

but could only be issued with a view to education Mme Liang’s mother would have to find 
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a way to feed the whole family. Mme Liang understood very well that she would cause the 

family more burdens after the age of 18 and finding a good spouse appeared to be a 

common destiny for girls. 

Aunt’s mother insisted that Aunt Liang should marry a Northern man (who was born 

in North China) instead of a Southern man. As Uncle Liang also originated from Shandong 

and had the cookery skill so he could feed the family without worry, Aunt’s mother agreed 

with the marriage proposition from a friend who was a colleague of Uncle Liang.  

The perspective marriage was arranged by Mme Liang’s parents. A good girl should 

not date a boy, according to Aunt’s mother. Once a girl dated someone it meant they 

should get married afterwards. Thus she met Mr. Liang when he came for a formal visit at 

her home in January and marriage followed in February 1952. 

However, the most striking aspect of her marriage was that she was unaware of 

Liang’s first marriage in the homeland. The fact of Liang’s first marriage was discovered 

when the young couple applied for a marriage licence to the city administration. 

Nevertheless, Aunt Liang accepted the fact with full understanding and empathy. She 

understood how her husband felt responsible to the first marriage and supported Uncle 

Liang by sending money to his previous family. 

In 1953Aunt Liang gave birth to the first son and the couple has three more sons and 

two daughters in total. The couple quickly got out of poverty and enjoyed a high standard 

of living because of Uncle Liang’s high position in one of the biggest restaurants in 

Kaohsiung. Though they were becoming prosperous and the family income was enviable, 

the couple planned to emigrate to get rid of the fear of the Chinese Communists’ invasion 

of Taiwan and to reconnect with Liang’s former family. So Uncle Liang left for France (in 

1968) and for Germany (1972-1977) and made all possible efforts to immigrate to Europe. 

As for Aunt Liang, she took care of the five children and worked as a full-time housewife. 

In 1978 Uncle Liang accepted an offer of a cook’s job with a Chinese restaurateur in 

Brussels so he could settle in Belgium. Aunt Liang was able to join him accompanied by 

two young daughters in1979. As the elder daughter went back to Taiwan for reasons of 

marriage, the couple finally managed to live with their youngest daughter, Yuan Liang. 
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Aunt Liang stopped being a full-time housewife after coming to Europe. She had to 

work as a cook’s helper when Uncle Liang was the chef in the kitchen. However, she could 

not adapt very well to the stressful kitchen work and was hospitalised after a few months 

of hardship. From that time onward she always served as Uncle Liang’s assistant, no 

matter where they worked. 

When Uncle Liang retired and closed his restaurant in 1992 and the youngest 

daughter Yuan decided to open another one in the meantime, Aunt Liang was thinking of 

seizing the occasion to help Liang’s first wife and his grandsons in China. Aunt Liang 

suggested recruiting one of Liang’s grandsons to come to Belgium and helped him to 

obtain a long-term residence permit. So Liang’s second grandson was able to come and 

then the third grandson came to replace him and managed to work for Yuan’s restaurant 

for years and obtain a Belgian citizenship. 

2. Mme Liang’s Life Story Analysis - An Integrated Spousal Identity 

When Aunt Liang was invited to be interviewed, she felt somewhat surprised 

claiming that she was only a housewife and did not have many interesting stories to tell 

about work or profession. As she was encouraged to tell any story in her own words, she 

started her narration of her being a full-time housewife. Then the interview was interrupted 

when Yuan came home for lunch. After lunch Aunt Liang resumed her story that began 

with her long trip to Taiwan and described her ‘dramatic’ marriage to Uncle Liang in 

detail. 

Aunt Liang elaborated on the hardships of being housewife and caring for the 

children in the past when there were no modern facilities and all had to be done manually. 

She described the hardships of raising five children, cooking the daily meals and preparing 

the meals when the kids were at school, washing the clothes for all six members of the 

family when Uncle Liang was abroad. Comparing the modern women who might choose 

to be single of have a career, she was full of sympathy.  

“When he (Uncle Liang) was abroad, I had to buy food and wash clothes. It took me 

a long time to do the laundry. It seemed to me that to finish washing was finishing the 

housework of the day. I had to take care of five children and get up early since they had to 
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study. I had to prepare their lunch boxes myself. Being a housewife, you went to the market 

with a food basket. You just looked around and around and could not decide what to buy. 

So I say that I was lucky because the family situation was fine. Just imagine what a poor 

housewife could do without money? More than that, I had to cook delicious meals, not 

tasteless ones. I prepared dishes of great diversity, such as simmered pork, chicken, duck 

and eggs. You had to avoid fish because of the particular fishy smell in the food box. You 

know that? And it’s better to cook vegetables for them. To make a lunch box was the most 

difficult thing when the children were in school. (Sigh) So I think it is also all right if you 

don’t get married.” 

Her way of using ‘past versus present’ comparison demonstrated her transitional 

view and sympathetic attitude towards Yuan’s factual celibacy. However, she appeared to 

be satisfied with her identity as a spouse, being a full-time housewife and a caring mother. 

Growing up in a traditional and conservative family in Northern China in which the 

concept of a marital relationship was morally stereotyped; the man working as the bread 

winner and the woman staying at home as a housewife, divided by the spatial perception of 

the housewife in the house and the husband out of the house.  Mme Liang accepted an 

arranged marriage as a way to reduce the family burden while she was unaware of the 

perspective spouse’s family background. Aunt Liang described how in her adolescence 

her parents valued personal ethics such as honesty and diligence in a future mate. As she 

put it: 

“He (the matchmaker) said to mom that ‘I brought the young boy to visit you and 

asked your opinion. He does have good cookery skills. I would like to introduce him to my 

niece (Aunt Liang).’ And my mom said: ‘We do count on you.’ …The people of the old 

generation thought that it was good enough to have a candid and honest husband. The 

elderly thought in that way, as long as the young man was diligent. That’s all. In the past 

we did not have so many challenges. Now there are so many challenges to be confronted. 

My mom said: ‘My daughter is not beautiful but quite obedient. And the matchmaker said 

that’s fine.”  
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In Aunt Liang’s long narration not a word to complain about her arranged marriage 

and the fact of her husband’s previous marriage destroyed by the Civil War. Rather, she 

expressed an empathetic attitude to Uncle Chang’s former wife “as a woman who took 

good care of the son” and gave substantial support to Chang’s former family. 

“How do I say this? I can do it at my capacity, at my maximum. … When we first got 

married, he did not tell me about sending money back home till I found out his secret. Your 

Aunt Liang did not say anything of good. But I would do as much as I could at every New 

Year and festival days. I told Uncle Liang that his former wife took care of the child. I have 

empathy and pity for her as I am a woman too. They lived in the country place under the 

Communist regime. We had to eat less to send money back. You don’t need to worry about 

what if I had discovered the secret. This is also your responsibility. Therefore Uncle Liang 

sent money back at the Chinese New Year, the mid-Autumn Festival and the Dragon Boat 

Festival (the fifth of May).” 

It seems that acknowledging Uncle Liang’s former marriage was a turning point in 

Aunt Liang’s life as her spousal identity had been strengthened because of the shared 

maternal awareness. She narrated at length how she helped Liang’s second grandson (from 

China) to find work in Belgium. He was the one who had stomach cancer and was cured by 

modern surgery. Helping him was another proof of her generosity and sympathy. 

In the context of the phenomenon of the double marriage among the Chinese 

mainlanders who had migrated in and after the Civil War as a couple, Liang’s case is not 

exceptional. Many Chinese migrants’ families were forcefully disorganised or destroyed 

after the Civil War which caused unwanted separation and abandonment. It was 

imaginable that the Liang couple who lived through the war, may have found the previous 

family and remarriage justified in war time. As a matter of fact, when Uncle Liang decided 

to live in a third country to reconnect with his former family, Aunt Liang played a 

supportive role when Liang was abroad. If immigration was Liang’s individual plan for a 

peculiar reason, Aunt Liang would be a perfect functional partner in the long process of 

conciliation to the present situation and the family reunification.  
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Settling in Belgium was another turning point in Aunt Liang’s life. She was forced to 

leave the home and work as a cook’s helper in the restaurant where Uncle Liang served. 

The changed work and life circumstances urged Aunt Liang to try and achieve a better, 

physical and mental, adjustment. She would perceive her spousal identity as traditional, 

but also functionally equitable. 

There was no clue in Aunt Liang’s story about her motivation for entrepreneurship. 

However, Aunt Liang appeared to be determined to establish a family business, as being 

an entrepreneur would be a way to glorify the family and ancestors, a traditional belief 

commonly shared by Chinese informants. 

Running a family business indeed was a family plan that would require their daughter 

Yuan to be an important partner who played a dominant role in the management of the 

restaurant. Moreover, being a restaurant owner meant that the Liang’s would have more 

resources available to help the family members in the homeland. A tentative plan was to 

recruit one of Liang’s grandsons11 to work for their restaurant which would enable the 

selected grandson to obtain Belgian citizenship. Aunt Liang used a certain tone to describe 

how she convinced Uncle Liang to take action on behalf of the plan for the extended 

family. It seems that Aunt Liang was the substantial motivator behind the plan for family 

development. It appears to Aunt Liang that the proposed recruitment was a win-win 

strategy; meaning that hiring a family member would benefit the restaurant on the one 

hand and would be helpful for overseas employment of Liang’s former family. At a 

symbolic level a plan to help the extended family was a strategy to help Uncle Liang to 

connect with his past (as was discussed in Liang’s case) and to help continue Aunt Liang’s 

promising role as a devoted wife and mother. 

It was interesting to note that Aunt Liang as a traditional spouse successfully 

integrated the role of an equal and competent partner in the transition to a life as an 

immigrant. The form of implicit emancipation in the conjugal relationship differs from the 

statement that marital equality and equity may be mainly achieved through economic 

                                                 

11 Uncle Liang’s son from his former wife died in his 30s and left a wife and three children. 
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participation. The conclusion from Aunt Liang’s story is about marital identity that a 

traditional woman’s identity does not necessarily imply subordinate or inferior status in 

the family. At least in Aunt Liang’s case a traditional but also equitable relationship would 

be plausible and feasible as it relied more on the interactive relationship at the level of the 

individual. 

A worry emerging in Aunt Liang’s narrative was the arrangement of retired life as she 

felt torn between her roles as a devoted wife and a caring mother when Uncle Liang 

intended to return to Taiwan for fear of being isolated while Yuan preferred to stay in the 

country of reception with a view of an adequate localisation. A substantial concern for the 

Liang’s was the enjoyment of pension rights. As they were not Belgian citizens but 

residents with long-term permits they would lose their pension rights and related benefits 

if they left Belgium definitely. How to accommodate the aging immigrants and their 

retirement life either at the levels of family or local community has become an emerging 

issue that deserves more attention for the related policy decision makers and stakeholders.  

3. Researcher’s Field Notes 

Getting acquainted with Yuan was easy even at the first visit as she was pleased to 

hear news updates about Taiwan and the heated conflict concerning political saga of 

cross-straits relations. Being aware that a research project was being conducted about the 

Chinese restaurateurs in Belgium, she invited me to taste the homemade dumplings 

prepared by her parents, Uncle Liang and Aunt Liang. Uncle Liang was presented as a 

distinguished chef who was specialized in the Northern-style cuisine. As for Aunt Liang, a 

skilled cook helper, she used to help Uncle Liang in the kitchen with when they were hired 

as kitchen workers in Chinese restaurants. 

The couple lived with Yuan and took care of the daily meals, house cleaning and 

gardening. Uncle Liang kept a cat as the family pet for many years. Yuan spend most of 

the time as a piano tutor and came home in the evening during the weekdays and stayed 

overnight in Rotterdam for music classes and church affairs in the weekends. Aunt Liang 

considered that her daughter was working hard for her future career and the best thing she 

could do was to take care of Yuan’s daily life, including cooking three meals and 
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housecleaning. The couple liked to watch Chinese cable TV programmes and was 

concerned very much about the news and commentaries about Chinese and Taiwanese 

affairs. 

 Liang’s family lived frugally although they actually were financially sound. They 

ate simply as there were two dishes and one big portion of soup on the dinner table for the 

three of them. Aunt Liang served steamed vegetarian dumplings, a typical Northern 

Chinese dish that has gradually become popular on the menu of Chinese restaurants in 

Belgium. The leftovers of the last meal were re-heated and served on the table. Uncle 

Liang used to prepare various kinds of frozen dumplings so that Yuan could easily cook 

when he and Aunt Chang had gone back to Taiwan. Yuan seemed to adapt to the simple 

supper but liked to have a glass of red wine when eating. It seemed that frugality simply 

was a part of routine daily life rather than risking not having enough to eat. 

It took three half days and each time two to three hours to collect the interviews of 

each family member. The most exciting time used to be the off time after the interview. 

The Liang family loved to chat about recent political developments in Taiwan and China. 

Although they lived far away from the countries they had come from, they enjoyed live 

discussions for the future of China and Taiwan. 

 

III Remarks on the Processing of Localisation of the Liang Family – A 

Cross-generational View 

A family is a ‘microcosm’, a small world in Bertaux’s term, complete with structural 

layers which may be described and interpreted. (Bertaux, 2000, p.83). In this section it is 

proposed to compare the elements in the processing of localisation based on the narratives of 

the members of the core family, namely Uncle Liang, Aunt Liang and Yuan Liang. As the 

research was not designed to offer an analysis of the family as a case, which means placing 

various forms of relationships at the centre instead of the person, the data collected were 

somehow restricted to personal life and experiences. However, as the informants lived in the 

same household, it is natural that what they lived through is interconnected with the others, such 

as the shared and diversified values, the perception of their social roles, the way of 
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identification, the actions and strategies encountered as social constraints and so on. It is 

interesting to note that the life profile of one member may be complemented by another 

member’s narrative and the cross-supplementation may be of help to shape a comprehensive 

picture of the family history. 

As the research is focusing on the strategic patterns of localisation it is assumed that a 

cross-generational analysis of the conceptual elements extracted from the informants’ life 

stories would be helpful to understand how a certain value system is transmitted to or 

abandoned by the younger generations and how the family members make their life plans in 

what form of interaction with whom of the family. 

The case of the Liang family is used to illustrate how the parents and the adult children 

perceive and demonstrate their responses towards localisation emerged and were framed as the 

topics of career perception, ethnic and social networks, marital identity and dynamic family 

relationships. The discussion is complemented with concluding remarks drawn from 

comparative practice. 

1. Perception of Career  

As the Liangs see emigration as a transitional stage in life and a specific plan to fulfil 

the family commitment, they would expect the adult child to return to the native country 

for career development. Unlike her parents’ perception, Yuan, the daughter, takes 

emigration as a process of transformation in that she has become localised and 

acculturated in the host country. The value of entrepreneurship was transmitted as she 

started up her first business admitting that she was inspired by her father’s path. She grew 

up with the value of entrepreneurship embedded in the interpersonal relationships in her 

day-to-day life. 

As for occupational orientation the experience learned and acquired in Yuan’s long 

involvement in the restaurant sector and the professional support from her parents are 

helpful to the restaurant management. In other words, the experiences in her father’s life 

and in particular his technical assistance may play the role of an incubator and were 

transformed into capital conveyed to the daughter. For a Chinese immigrant’s family the 

spirit of entrepreneurship seems to be embedded in the interpersonal relationships of 
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day-to-day life and the professional orientation to restaurateur would be a reproduction of 

a familial and familiar culture. 

The ethnic and social network that Uncle Liang lived in life as an immigrant Yuan 

appeared to be able to transform into disposable asset that she can either integrate into or 

keep at a distance depending on the orientation of her career. Yuan shows the capability of 

transferring, integrating and creating a supportive social network through her embedded 

ethnic identity and the knowledge acquired in the host society enabling her to have a better 

localisation in terms of life and career building. Unlike her parents’ orientation to 

assimilate with the ingroup’s biography, Yuan seems to be endorsing an individuality that 

focuses on career development rather than on family relationship. 

2. Dynamics of Family Relationships 

From the history of the Liang family it may be concluded that establishing a family 

business is indeed a family plan that involves total participation by the core members. The 

household does not only have an emotional and reproductive function but also is a 

productive economic unit in which the members collaborate and share the work of the 

family business. However, the cross-generational collaboration in business referred to 

might provoke a change in the power relations as well as in family relationships. In this 

case it seems that there is a move from the father-oriented to the child-oriented relationship 

when the second generation started playing a decisive role in the undertaking of the family 

business. The changing process might induce domestic conflict and require negotiations 

for more new adjustments. 

When disagreement on career development emerged between the parents and the 

daughter, the parents choose to support the daughter’s business plan and collaborated. On 

the one hand the parents’ concession might have been prevented by a potential break of the 

family relationship and re-tightened the familial bond. On the other hand the father’s 

expertise could be transformed as valuable capital and transmitted to the daughter. 

An extended family plan to recruit a new member from Uncle Liang’s former family 

in the homeland was developed to create a win-win effect not only to the profit of Yuan’s 

business but also for the betterment of Chang’s offspring from the former family. The 
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ensuing measure to reform the family plan indicates how the family relationship may 

adjust to the economic constraints consideration of parental commitment and 

responsibility. 

The collaborative relationship of the core members in the family business implies the 

change and readjustment of the family relationship. Thus the family plan may be formed 

and reformed to avoid a potential threat to the family bond. The dynamic performance of 

the family relationships demonstrates the desire for continuity of the Chinese family 

characterized as a typical Chinese value. 

3. Marital Identity and Family Ideology 

Yuan’s independent and individual-centred identity is contradictory but acceptable to 

Aunt Liang compared with the mother’s integrative (traditional and equitable) and family 

centred identity. For Yuan who emigrated from Taiwan at the age of 12, the early stage of 

adolescence, becoming self-dependent resulted from the negative experiences learned in 

her early years of adaptation. It seems that the mother’s open and tolerant attitude towards 

her daughter’s life avoided the potential for intergenerational conflict due to different 

courses of localisation. Unlike her parents’ generation who grew up in a family-centred 

cultural milieu, Yuan was under less cultural pressure from her Chinese origin and felt 

comfortable within the individual-oriented cultural milieu. In other words, the parents’ 

inclusive and adjustable attitude towards the mainstream values of the host society might 

enable the second generation to achieve better localisation in the country of reception. 

Nevertheless, it may be noted that the self-dependence in Yuan’s case is not a 

transmitted gift from the parents but a consequence resulting from negative experiences in 

early emigration. Yuan’s distancing herself from the ingroup network also indicated the 

complexity of interpersonal relations in a Chinese community. The ethnic network appears 

to be a double-edged sword meaning that it may provide decent assistance once the person 

is accepted and restrain the individual’s career orientation if the ethnic group is 

over-centred on one occupation.  
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4. Multicultural Chinese – A Self-defined Identity or a Biography? 

The Liang’s were originated from China but preferred to identify themselves as 

Taiwanese Chinese instead of Chinese as the Chinese identity would imply adherence to 

the communist regime that they refused to accept. The passage from an ethnic Chinese to a 

Taiwanese Chinese shown in the informant’s life story suggests that self-identity cannot 

demonstrate the process of self-identification as it is used to relate to various territorial or 

migratory experiences. A self-defined identity would reduce the opportunity to understand 

how the informant comes to self-identification in the different stages of life and ignores the 

historical and structural constraints at the specified stage. By learning the informant’s 

biography and the stories told, the identity approach should be understood as an ongoing 

process of history-context-oriented construction. Taking Uncle Liang’s life story as an 

example, the multi-Chinese identity is a historical creation by the Chinese Civil War and 

familial misery caused by the Communist regime. For a war victim such as Uncle Liang it 

was natural for Aunt Liang to experience a similar process of self-identification from a 

historical-biographical point of view and assume an empathetic attitude towards Uncle 

Liang’s former marriage. 

Compared to the parents’ Taiwanese Chinese identity, Yuan appears to be capable of 

integrating her Taiwanese origin with Belgian citizenship as living like a Belgian 

Taiwanese or a Belgian Taiwanese Chinese according to her parents’ origin. She admitted 

that the acculturated part of her identity came from the country of reception and accepted 

the embedded part of her ethnic identity as a given. Without historical-biographical 

knowledge of Yuan’s life it would be difficult to learn how she came to a multi-cultural 

identity at different stages of her life. 
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Part III Thematic Analysis and Typology 

 

Introduction 

 

I have presented the life experiences of the fourteen researched subjects in respect of their 

perceptions of their lifeworld, the phenomena they described as constraints, resources and 

strategic measures developed to meet the challenges of day-to-day life. Each life story intends 

to display some similarities and diversities that are related to the specific time of their 

occurrence, social context and history. However, a strategic pattern may be formed by a group 

of people or be different from another depending on what references the informants in question 

made and interpreted within the ingroup and the outside world in their biographies and then 

came up with a subjective presentation of their life pattern through narrative accounts. 

In this part I divide my findings into two chapters. 

Chapter ten deals with the themes emerged from the data that I have collected and may be 

presented under three dimensions of an individual’s lifeworld, namely the aspects of 

occupational, family and social relational world. It is assumed that the consequences of 

migration and settlement might be reflected in the above-mentioned accounts although 

occupation remains the core part in each individual’s life. Although each interview was 

conducted in an open way without giving thematic interest before the conduct of interview, the 

data collected can be classified in the mentioned aspects of the interviewee’s lifeworld. The 

analysis of the thematic aspects of life tends to answer to the research question why and how the 

Chinese informants migrate and settle in such way? Sub-questions are: why they choose the 

profession of restaurateur as the primary occupational orientation and how they lived their lives 

as responses to meet the challenges in the process of localisation. In other words, the thematic 

topics shaped in the mentioned life aspects reflect the informant’s reactions and actions arisen 

from their lived experiences in the different domains of the lifeworld. 

Chapter eleven will focus on the typology formulated through biographical analysis. I 

shall indicate that the informants show some typical strategies to construct their biographies as 
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they were encountering structural and cultural constraints at the different phases of their life. 

However, some narrators might display disrupted experiences or failed responses to the 

challenges and thus cannot be outlined with certainty. The discussion of typology and broken 

biographies appears to be real lessons for the policy makers before and in the process of 

framing the related policies and measures. 
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Chapter Ten: A Thematic Analysis 

 

I. The Informants’ Occupational World 

I would note that the thematic topics are grounded in the selected cases and shared by or 

contrasted with other Chinese restaurateurs. The various themes demonstrated in the various 

aspects of life journey do not represent a definite or fixed evaluation but rather a situational and 

temporal disposition generated from the informant’s narrative accounts. As the research has 

limited its time frame and does not present findings from a longitudinal view, there are no 

further data in view of the movements or transfers between the strategic patterns shaped in the 

three aspects of life journey. However, it will be interesting to conduct subsequent research on 

the possibilities and phenomena of the changes of the assumed evolutions in different structural 

and cultural contexts and at different phases in life. The following table of contents lists the 

extracted thematic topics, reactions, actions and evaluations as remarks made by the 

representative informants. 
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Table III-10-1 The Informants’ Occupational World 

1 Occupational Trajectories of Male Informants 
1.1 Restaurateur as a Contingent and 
Transitional Path 
- A realistic and pragmatiical choice (Hsiung 
Kao, Dai) 
- A way of self-reform (Dong) 
- An unwanted choice (Tan) 

1.2 Restaurateur as a Straightforward Career 
Ingrained in the cooks’ network (Uncle 
Liang) 
Professional work (George Ding) 

2 Occupational Trajectories of Female Informants 
2.1 Determination to be Restaurateur 
Committed to promoting the Chinese art of 
cooking (Mme Li) 
Independent in work and life (Yuan Liang) 

2.2 Ingrained in the Family Business 
Committed to the betterment of family (Mary 
Lau, Song, Aihua and Aunt Liang) 
Discouraged but helpless (Hsin Hsin) 

3. Strategies to Business Constraints 

3.1 Making a Detour 
- Re-migration and finding alternative job 
(Hsiung Kao) 

- Investing in a secondary business (Tien 
Kao, Yuan Liang) 

 

3.2 Enabling Oneself 
- No difficulty expected (Mme Li, George 
Ding and Mary Lau) 
- Keeping oneself informed and 
knowledgeable (Mme Li, Dong) 
- Creating innovative measures (Aihua, Mary 
Lau) 
- Employing family labour (Aihua, Hsiung 
Kao) 

3.3 Being Persistent and Waiting for Good 
Times 
To endure hard times when business is down 
(Dai) 
The cheaper the better (Dai) 

3.4 The Good Times are Gone 
Feeling defeated (Tan) 
All depends on luck (Uncle Liang) 
 

4 Motives behind Becoming Business Owner 
4.1 Family Values Orientated  

Family responsibility as an obsession (Uncle 
Liang and Aunt Liang) 
 Giving children a better future (Mary Lau, 
Aihua, Hsiung Kao)   

4.2 Self-realisation Orientated 
-To make one’s own way (Yuan Liang) 
- Pioneering in the sector (Mme Li) 
- Advocating Chinese art of cooking (Mme 
Li) 

5 Concluding Remarks 



 

 254

1. Occupational Trajectories of Male Informants 

1.1 Restaurateur as a Contingent and Transitional Path 

Some informants like Mr. Kao and his elder brother1 (Tien Kao) opted to become 

restaurateurs as they came over as young adults in the 1980s and were the second 

generation of a restaurateur’s family having originated in Taiwan. The family restaurant 

played the role of incubator that enabled them to quickly learn the skills of management 

and service in the catering business. They all finished secondary education and learned to 

speak French and planned to pursue another career as soon as they would find the 

opportunity. Hsiung Kao and his wife Hsin Hsin remigrated to Montréal, Canada in 2000 

after a 7-year restaurateur’s career while at the time of the first interview in 1996 Tien Kao 

was involved in the international trade of pigeons and became a full-time dealer at the visit 

in July 2004. However, they perceived that being restaurateur was a contingent and 

pragmatic choice. They would not be satisfied with the transitional choice and would have 

more chances of moving upward than their parents’ generation. 

The Chinese catering sector accommodated some people like Mr. Dai, a veteran 

Mainlander who found it difficult to be accepted by the Taiwanese society and failed to 

make a decent living at his capacity. The veterans came in the golden 1960s when the 

Chinese restaurant business was booming in the UK and the Netherlands and expanding to 

other Western European countries such as Germany and Belgium. They were able to settle 

down in the receiving countries when they were middle-aged thanks to their ethnic or 

                                                 

1  When speaking about the motivation of occupational change, Tien Kao considered that he could never beat 

the Qingtian restaurateurs as they appeared to work 24 hours a day, let alone the idea of taking rest day. 

Additionally, the growing number of Chinese restaurants and snack bars in the area had made the profit margin 

decreasing. All negative facts just forced him to make a change. However, Tien Kao described that he was not 

rushed to fully change in career. Instead, he considered that pigeon dealing was compatible with catering service 

and he would not leave the restaurant unless the other business would achieve a phase of maturity someday.  
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peers’ network while suffering from social isolation for lack of language ability. They 

started as a cook’s helper and retired as business owners. Some of them were able to assist 

family members in China to emigrate when the PRC lifted the emigration control in 1980s 

and could thus facilitate the wave of chain migration. 

A young diplomat like Dong who was forced to abandon his career on account of the 

Chinese civil war (1945-1949) decided to stay in the country of reception and was 

involved in the restaurant business after his marriage and the birth of his first child. Thus a 

transcendent willingness is motivated to adopt a restaurateur’s career as a way of 

self-reform inspired by the Chinese Communist leaders who practiced the “Work and 

Study” movement in France in the 1930s. Although he retired as a restaurant owner, he 

believed that it was a conciliated choice imposed by the then situation. Perceiving himself 

as a member of an elite Chinese group he apparently demonstrated commitment for the 

well-being of Chinese immigrants by establishing of and participating in Chinese 

organisational affairs. 

Tan completed his secondary education, immigrated to Belgium on account of his 

parents’ decision in the 1980s, and then enabled all his siblings to immigrate to Europe 

through chain migration. Feeling uprooted in the country of residence and as a victim of 

institutional discrimination he was fenced in a desperate situation and despaired of finding 

means to get rid of depression. At the time of interview in 1995 he was in his 40s and 

dreamt of leading a retired life in his hometown. The restaurant career might be a lifelong 

career but appeared to be a transitional means to support the children in getting a higher 

education. 

Some of participants who saw a restaurateur’s career as a transitional occupation 

would accept it for pragmatic reasons as it appears to be a common choice made by the 

majority of fellow Chinese. The biographies of the informants mentioned were disrupted 

either for unwanted reasons or by chain migration. For the informants like Dong, Dai and 

the Kao brothers who were able to adopt conciliated attitudes appear to quickly accept the 

occupation and take it as a basis for future development. However, informants such as Tan 

who experienced discrimination might reject this transitional occupation and find himself 

alienated in the host society. The feelings of depreciation appeared to be reflected upon by 
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the depressing incidents observed in the informant’s biography. Moreover, the said 

striking events are the experiences of discrimination or prejudice which appeared in 

different life phases and not necessarily in the post-migration period. It is interesting to 

note that the said effect of depreciation could be used for the Chinese restaurateurs to 

encourage the young Belgian-born generation to be better educated with the view to 

upward mobility. Moreover, depreciation can also be found among the children who 

looked down on their parents’ catering profession as they were forced to share the 

restaurant work from a very young age. In my field I also noted a humiliating experience 

by Lien once her only child refused to accompany her for going out because of the 

‘unpleasant’ oily smell on her clothes. 

1.2 Restaurateur as a Straightforward Career 

A skilled Chinese cook like Uncle Liang seems to have had it easier to find an 

overseas job as he had the necessary advanced cooking skills which could hardly be 

replaced even in the niche market. The Chinese cooks’ network appeared to be a solid one 

as it was constituted by mentors, peers and disciples. It was a social network constituted by 

elements of ethnicity, kinship, camaraderie and mentorship. It was also cross-generational 

and international and was in expansion following the popularity of the Chinese cuisine in 

North America and then in Europe as seen from Uncle Liang’s personal network. He 

admitted that many of his colleagues were recruited in the United States as being a skilled 

cook is an advantageous class for emigrants-to-be to be part of. It is noted that when a 

Chinese restaurant owner planned to recruit a professional cook, an effective way to find a 

qualified candidate is through the channels of the cooks’ international network. A 

restaurant owner can also impose an obligation of a replacement before the expiry of the 

current cook’s contract. In Uncle Liang’s case he was obliged to find a competent cook to 

replace him before the end of his labour contract before he could prepare for his start-up. 
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Some informants like Boman Yao2 and George Ding saw being a restaurateur as a 

professional career and started their own business after years of relevant working 

experiences. They had good communication skills and insisted on serving Chinese quality 

food. They had no difficulty in accepting the work and felt proud of it. 

2. Occupational Trajectories of Female Informants 

2.1 Self-determined to be Restaurateur 

Mmes Li, Chien and Zan, the three lady restaurateurs who had a higher education in 

the 1940s, were forced to stay in Belgium with their husbands when China was in the 

hands of the CCP. Before starting up her own business Mme Li was a full-time housewife 

and enjoyed a middle-class life while Mme Chien as a PhD holder had a brief academic 

career and quit for family reasons. As Mme Li felt dissatisfied with the then Chinese food 

and committed herself to promoting Chinese cooking, she gained support from the other 

two women and established her fourth restaurant in Brussels. They adopted a transcendent 

strategy to justify the occupational motive to a level of cultural identity and upgraded the 

image of Chinese food by its authenticity. They also recruited skilled cooks from Taiwan 

and Hong Kong that even subsequently organised chain migration. In other words they 

were motivated to become restaurateurs not only out of economic interest but also cultural 

sensitivity on account of which they felt obliged to make a contribution to the homeland 

and the host country by promoting authentic Chinese food. For example, Mme Li was 

                                                 

2  Boman described that his way of management differed from the golden rule of ‘the lower (price) the better’ 

meaning that some Chinese restaurateurs disregarded the quality of food and service but simply dumped on price. 

To increase the benefit margin he upgraded the quality of food-service and rationalized the price list. He preferred 

to promote and sell more drinks and wine to the clients instead of serving Chinese dish because beverage items 

were more profitable. He spent time to make friendship with local communities and maintained good relations 

with clients as he spoke fluently English, French and Dutch. However, he argued that he would never conduct 

bribery for private interest though he did maintain good relations with local politicians.  
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proud of her relentless efforts in promoting Tofu (Chinese bean cake) and soya sprouts that 

were popular in the local food market. She attributed her success to the contributions made 

by the Chinese immigrants to the country of reception. 

It is necessary to note that the intellectuals from early days such as Mmes Li, Chien 

and Zan who had a successful restaurateur’s career in the 1960s provided a role model for 

the latecomers. Some graduates with higher-education degrees who finished or 

discontinued their studies in the country assimilated into the career path the three ladies 

had adopted. The followers found that an academic degree became devalued as they could 

not find a qualified job in the primary labour market. They admitted that bearing the title of 

‘intellectual’ did not help them to survive while a path towards a restaurateur’s job would 

help them to feed the family and to expect a better future. This is again to show how the 

high-educated restaurateurs took a transcendent strategy to cope with the paradoxical 

feelings towards an occupation that was not valued high in the traditional Confucian 

society.  

Yuan Liang came to Belgium at adolescent age and found herself unable to adapt to 

Taiwan, the mother country, in a home visit. She turned down her parents’ plan for coming 

home and decided to start up her own business as a way of self-realisation. She would 

follow the predecessors’ route and become a restaurateur as it was a sector that she grew 

up in. The consequence of building up an assimilated career was first shown by her 

determination to become a businessperson while the experience of unpleasant relations 

with the ethnic Chinese alienated her from Chinese circles. After 7 years of a caterer’s life 

and comparing it with other Chinese Christians in the United States, she found less value 

in the catering career and endorsed a transcendent view about future life. Yuan’s example 

had demonstrated her occupational orientation as a contextual response she made as it 

reflects the then challenges and resources identified in the course of life. 

Women used to be considered as migrants’ dependents that caused social burdens in 

the host society. They are considered to take on family tasks as a primary responsibility 

and as a minor one in the labour market. However, the above-mentioned examples 

indicated that women can become independent restaurateurs as long as they are in a 

comparably equal environment compared with that of the men in a traditional patriarchal 
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society. The above-mentioned woman restaurateurs with higher education enjoyed a 

comparably equal room for economic participation as they could obtain their spouses’ 

support.  

2.2 Ingrained in the Family Business 

Many of the female informants involved in the restaurant business were there for the 

fulfillment of the family responsibilities because they were the daughters of the 

restaurateur or for reasons of marriage. The daughters who learned the local language used 

to play a key role in assisting the parents who lacked the necessary communication ability 

and worked as unpaid or less paid labourers. Several of them were motivated to support 

the business because of the experiences of a poor childhood in the rural hometown that 

were looked down on by the relatives and neighbours. When they got married, they 

became the husband’s capable partner to start up a family business. Being a restaurateur’s 

daughters they might be identified with their mother’s role as a business partner who also 

had a family career. 

Some female informants who married Chinese restaurateurs might encounter more 

challenge in localisation not only in the process of adjusting their multiple roles but also in 

the sharing of the home life. In particular it was difficult for the mothers to conciliate the 

caretaking tasks and to support the family business which appeared to be a commonly 

experienced challenge. In some cases like Hsin Hsin’s, a trained dancer-teacher, she 

expressed difficulty to assimilate with the profession but she did find re-migration as an 

alternative. Feeling hemmed in by the precarious business situation as a starter and unable 

to give the children sufficient care, she intended to withdraw from the business and 

managed to re-migrate to find others opportunities. She was in a paradoxical situation and 

questioned herself whether it was the right decision to emigrate as she was devoted to 

providing a better life for children. Apparently Hsin Hsin’s life was disrupted when she 

found it difficult to repair it by accepting a transitional career as a restaurateur and 

re-migration was provided as an opportunity to reconstruct her life course. 

Some families might not be able to reconcile family and work. The Ho family was 

forced to close the business because Ho’s wife insisted on taking care of the newborn 
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herself and disliked relying on institutions for child care while a salaried worker might 

take parental leave supported by social welfare. Thus, seeing the childbearing as a primary 

concern, some would choose to be hired as a regular worker. A Vietnam-born Chinese 

couple closed their restaurant and worked for a Thai restaurateur who employed several 

Vietnamese-speaking workers. The husband served as the manager and the wife as the 

head server. They felt free from the burden of business ownership and enjoyed more 

family time with the children. In some other cases parents or senior members of the young 

couple’s family used to provide the main support to release the burden of caring for the 

children. For the Qingtian informants whose families in homeland could share the task of 

caretaking it seemed to be commonplace for the young couples to have their newborns 

cared for by people of the parents’ generation or fellow villagers at low cost. Informants of 

Qingtian origin considered sending children home as extra-advantageous as they were 

brought up by the grandparents in order to become acquainted with the Chinese culture 

until they reached kindergarten age. I would like to note that the social network between 

the Qingtian restaurateurs is strong and extensive as the newcomers can be easily 

assimilated with the predecessors’ path to localisation and can delegate the responsibility 

for family to the grandparents. 

3. Responses to Business Constraints 

3.1 Making a Detour 

Chinese restaurants played a role in a niche market and provided easy accessibility to 

it to the ethnic Chinese. However, the internal competition became increasingly stiff, as 

many informants remarked. Thus some informants would choose to close down the 

business but continued to remain closely tied to the niche sector as they could still find 

other opportunities by making a detour. A couple sold out their business so that the 

husband worked as a head cook in a Chinese restaurant and the wife worked in a 

food-processing factory as she spoke Dutch. The wife was satisfied with the regular 

working schedule and paid vacation that was different from her former life as a 

restaurateur when she could not afford taking a long vacation. 
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Tien Kao originated from Taiwan and realised that someday the catering business 

would be crowded out by the increasing number of newcomers which would make it hard 

to sustain the reasonable benefits from radical competition. He started to become involved 

in the pigeons’ brokerage activities between Belgium and Taiwan3 as an amateur and used 

the restaurant setting to accommodate the Taiwanese buyers and Belgian owners. While 

Tien Kao admitted that the restaurant was a transitional choice, he would identify himself 

with some overseas model Chinese entrepreneurs and prepared himself to withdraw from 

the restaurant sector as soon as he felt ready. 

Yuan Liang quit the restaurant sector not only on account of the high competition but 

also inspired by developing a transcendent life other than a life of material sufficiency. As 

a trained pianist she was able to give music lessons to Chinese children in Belgium and 

the Netherlands. Although she was involved in the catering business, she could continue 

to use the existing social network to recruit students. 

The informants who adopted a detour strategy did not intend to separate themselves 

from the Chinese catering business but wanted to explore the beneficial margin from 

within. Although the options for making a detour seemed to be manifold, their 

opportunities were either limited in the niche sector or linked to the ethnic social network. 

Moreover it would be misleading to assert that the ethnic social network is beneficial to 

all ethnic Chinese. As the internal competition is as significant as the easy accessibility to 

the niche market, the ethnic Chinese would benefit from the specific social network if he 

or she was assimilated into the sub-ethnic ingroup. For example, the Qingtian people 

would preferably provide aid to fellow Qingtians, and so would the Cantonese, the 

Taiwanese and the Chinese of other regional origin. In addition the success of the 

detouring strategy might depend on effective assimilation into the ingroup or the extended 

network of the niche labour market. 

 

                                                 

3 Taiwan is well-known for its active participation in international pigeon racing games and therefore finding 

the best pigeon is a very profitable business. 
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3.2 Enabling Yourself 

If detouring appears to be another way of moving forward, self-enabling is a 

straightforward strategy to meet the challenges of business management. Keeping a 

positive attitude towards the business and facing its problems without fear was the motto 

for George Ding as he learned to be self-reliant since childhood. Another female informant 

recalled the warning to the newcomer given by a senior immigrant meaning to look 

forward regardless of bad condition. Mary Lau found out that the traditional Chinese 

morale of endurance and persistence made sense to her. She also encouraged her children 

to practise the old Chinese ethics in daily life by strengthening their Chineseness. A 

practical veteran like Dai would seize every opportunity to learn Dutch and struggle for 

life in spite of all the difficulties for survival. Tien Kao spoke about how his parents lived 

through the difficult times in Taiwan and appreciated the unique opportunity of emigration 

without a word of complaint. The traditional moral attitudes such as endurance, 

persistence and industriousness seemed to be the common language of the informants who 

opted for the said strategy conveyed to them by their predecessors. 

To enable yourself is to get local knowledge. Informants who were good at 

communication were able to search for information from the outside group to be used in 

business and life. For example Ms. Song admitted that she had learned many things from 

indigenous clients. As she wondered whether her restaurant was on the black list of the 

local authorities she wanted to know how the native Belgians interacted with the 

bureaucracy and was eager to receive suggestions. George Ding was able to find a good 

location for the new restaurant resulting from maintaining good neighbourhood 

relationships that provided him with ‘for-locals-only’ information. It was highly beneficial 

for Dong to find people who were familiar with the regulations of the social inspection 

which enabled him to look for loopholes to keep his business when he was found guilty of 

illegal employment. 

Finding ways for innovation also was a strategy of self-enabling. Ho made an effort 

to achieve innovation and practised new ideas for enriching the menu integrating other 

talents which would be a good way to enlarge the market of Chinese food and avoid 

vicious competition. As Ho’s wife was talented in the field of art design the couple thus 
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developed a set of menus of Chinese specialties suitable for receptions and outdoor 

activities as the banquet market used to be taken by the Western-style caterers. 

Not the least effective strategy of ‘enabling yourself’ is to employ sustainable human 

resources. Thus several restaurateurs would request their family members to do restaurant 

work the level of involvement of which could vary. In the 1970s and 1980s when the 

recruitment of overseas cooks was still accessible, it was a solution in particular for the 

Cantonese and Qingtian restaurateurs to recruit compatriots for a fixed term with relatively 

low pay in the beginning stage. However, an owner might take the risk of simply providing 

an invitation for a family visit and accommodating the immigrant-to-be as an illegal 

worker. The employment through the ethnic network was perceived as an arrangement for 

the mutual interest for both the owner and the recruited fellow as he or she would have the 

opportunity to settle in the receiving country. For some informants who came to the 

country through the ethnic chain, the lower pay and the modest working conditions were 

recognised as an obligatory passage before the emigration. The emigrants might quickly 

assimilate themselves with the commonly accepted pattern of patron-beneficiary that had 

nothing to do with exploitation or social dumping. In other words, the objective 

observation of this being exploitation did not fall into the informants’ subjective 

perception if they regarded the modest offer by the host restaurateur as part of their plan 

for future development overseas. 

3.3 Being Persistent and Waiting for the Good Time 

Some informants believe that the result of business is much more dependent on 

timing or ‘Shi Ji’ (時機) in Chinese embedded with implications of time and opportunity. 

The thinking of timing appears to find a justification for the participants to be persistent 

enough to wait until the business might change for the better when an opportunity presents 

itself. A female informant originated from Qingtian commented that one of the strongest 

characteristics of the Qingtian restaurateurs was persistence that enabled them to 

overcome bad times while other ethnic Chinese restaurateurs would not be able to do that. 

For Qingtian people persistence and waiting for the good timing is not a passive strategy. 

Instead it takes continuous efforts to manage the business even in a long and bad period. 

They would accept the viewed incredibly poor living conditions to maintain the business 
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which would not be acceptable to other Chinese restaurateurs. I would stress the effect of 

the power of assimilation of Qingtian restaurateurs as they had witnessed how the 

predecessors had overcome such crises and taken the downgrading business as a potential 

threat and took it for granted. 

However, remaining persistent and waiting for the right time would possibly place 

the restaurateur’s family members in a difficult situation and the restaurant in a vicious 

circle. For example, the strategy “the cheaper the better” is considered as a popular 

strategy to attract clients which is not only seen in the Chinese restaurants. However, the 

challenging low price policy might force the restaurateur to have longer working hours 

and exploit the unpaid family labour to minimise personnel costs. Several restaurateurs 

were aware of the situation but perceived it a contingent strategy. 

3.4 The Good Time Is Gone 

Some informants would believe in fate meaning that to have a successful business or 

not would be something predestined. Uncle Liang might not understand why a 

professional cook like he could not compete with the restaurateurs who were students and 

had invested in the restaurant business without knowledge of the Chinese cuisine. Thus, he 

attributed the consequences to individual fate meaning that each person will do his or her 

best to achieve a thing while the result is a predestined outcome. 

As the former one attributed his bad luck as predestined, an informant like Tan would 

believe that his failure in life is a fabricated event. Tan believed that his life was destroyed 

by the endless juridical process and felt depressed to take active measures to save the 

business. He would perceive that his best time had been abused in dealing with the long 

lasting court case which did not produce a just result. His stressful situation did put the 

conjugal relationship in difficulty and the business would just keep downgrading as Tan 

could not help himself to get rid of the downward situation and repair the partnership with 

his wife. 

 

 



 

 265

4. Motives behind Becoming a Business Owner  

4.1 Family Values Orientated  

Some informants were committed to becoming business owners as they perceived it 

as a way to glorify the family and the ancestors as the predecessors had passed them on. 

The stories of how successful Chinese immigrants went back to their homeland with an 

enviable fortune, built up grand mansions, renovated the cemetery of ancestors and helped 

the charity organisations as generous donors ran through the lively anecdotes and were 

also reported by the mass media. The narratives of such successful stories were repeated 

over and over again and transferred between generations and among fellow countrymen in 

day-to-day life. The students of the overseas Chinese and their economic performance 

would all agree that it seems to be a ‘calling’ for the Chinese to work hard to become rich 

to benefit the family (Tan, 2004). Although the Chinese in Belgium are concentrated in the 

restaurant business and do not play a prominent role in economic activities in the country 

of reception as do the Southeastern Chinese, the motive to make money and become 

business owners through the worship of family values appears to be similar. For many of 

the informants the family values are not only traced back to the ancestors but focus more 

explicitly on the presence and future development of the younger generations. This is 

found to be true in the case of the Chinese immigrants in Belgium. Through making wealth 

to glorify the parents in homeland and enabling the younger generations to have a better 

future, the ethnic Chinese are able to maintain the continuity of the family as Hsu 

remarked considering as one of the attributes of Chinese culture. 

For example, a female informant, Ms. Song, recalled that her parents used to speak 

about the hardships and glories of the overseas Chinese in Europe as they came from 

Qingtian, the homeland of overseas Chinese. Their biographies thus became a model for 

success that she wanted to follow. Although the mass media and the lay people’s 

anecdotes made the successful model significant, more often it were the personal 

experiences that made the model story meaningful. This might partially explain the 

comparably easy settlement of the Qingtian group or the Cantonese as there are wealthier 

ones who constituted the niche market and provided resources for the newcomers. 
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In addition another way to safeguard the family reputation is not to be looked down 

on by relatives and fellow countrymen. Several informants mentioned the unpleasant 

fragments of the despised experiences. Thus Song and Mary Lau both were determined to 

become rich because of their shameful memory in their poor childhood. Aihua also 

recalled the experience of being humiliated as a member of a poor student family in the 

first years of settlement. As making money is associated with family values it is also an 

objective for people with a higher-education degree to become business people in the 

name of the family and the future generations. There are just too many examples to show 

how they value wealth on behalf of the family glory and make all possible efforts to 

achieve upward mobility. 

As I previously noted, many participants are more concerned about present and future 

developments than glorifying the past ancestors. They concentrate more on realistic life 

and the responsibility for future generations as investing in the restaurant business would 

create more resources to support the children for their education and career orientation. 

Mr. Lou, another retired veteran from Taiwan, who came as a professional cook and 

established his own restaurant afterwards, would consider the restaurant business as a 

valuable property that could be inherited by his son and was a substantial gift for the young 

generation. The motive for emigration to Belgium was to find a balanced educational 

environment to get rid of the deadly competitive educational system. Running a restaurant 

can be considered a secondary occupation or a refuge if the children failed to acquire a 

high degree. 

Thus, the family values would be embodied by the overseas Chinese through creating 

wealth for obtaining a higher social profile. Becoming a business owner is assumed to be a 

means to glorify the family and the ancestors on the one hand and to provide a better future 

for the generations to come on the other hand, and to assure the continuity of the family 

system as the driving force behind the spirit of Chinese entrepreneurship as the literature 

asserted on the other. 
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4.2 Orientated towards Self-realisation  

In contrast to traditional Chinese society that considers the family values as a 

fundamental motive for fostering entrepreneurship, Western society characterised by the 

husband-wife dyad values individuality as a fundamental factor for the inspiration to 

become a business owner. Some female informants who were determined to become a 

business owner appeared to be driven by the value of self-realisation and to have fewer 

family concerns. This is particularly significant for some participants who had received a 

Western education and assimilated the values of self-realisation inspired by individuality 

and self-reliance. For example, Mme Li liked to speak of the American spirit of 

independence as she had been educated in the United States for 7 years. She stressed the 

influence of the adventurer’s courage in pushing her to be an entrepreneur. Yuan Liang 

appears to be another example as she learned to be independent from her parents’ 

protection since her adolescence and felt well acculturated in the host country where 

individual rights and duties are more valued. Thus, she followed the model path to 

becoming a business owner, out of concern for the family values but inspired by the value 

of self-realisation. 

5. Concluding Remarks  

(i)  For many of the informants the continuity and the future development of the family is 

the fundamental goal in life while emigration should be considered as one strategic 

means to meet the above-mentioned objectives in life. In addition, several informants 

such as students who did not expect to stay permanently in the country of residence 

decided to change their previous plan of return after having experienced events such 

as marriage and having a child. Participants who easily assimilated into the patterns of 

a settler would consider the Chinese restaurant business as a niche market that enabled 

them to provide better development for the future generations. Thus the concern for 

family continuity has priority over the individual career as we have learned from the 

informants’ trajectories. In addition, the continuity mentioned above may have 

originated even in the early stages of the lives of the emigrants who decided to leave 

their homeland. The enduring family ties would suggest that emigration is less an 

individual issue than a family project. 
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(ii) The family and the extended-family network is still the main support for the 

informants struggling to become localised and well integrated through economic 

independence. Many of them relied on the extended-family network to come to 

Europe and were engrained in the catering business at the time of their arrival. The 

family restaurant or the host restaurateur performed the function of incubator that 

helped the family and family members to acquire the necessary skills and knowledge 

to survive in the business. As I noted, the experiences of the predecessors and 

contemporaries are assimilated as ordinary realities in daily life, and becoming 

wealthy through the catering business thus becomes a learned strategy before actually 

emigrating. 

(iii) Some of the Chinese high graduates who opted to invest in the restaurant sector, were 

driven by the responsibility for the family and tended to transcend the occupational 

orientation to the level of collective interest. This is particularly significant for the 

Chinese intellectuals who failed to return to China for political reasons and thus 

transformed patriotic love into promoting the Chinese culture in the host country. 

(vi) Although family values appear to be persistent in Chinese families, the assimilatory 

effects offered by the host society are also significant as we were able to observe in 

several cases under the influence of the emerging individuality. The literature on the 

second generation based on American society asserted that said effect would be more 

significant in the young generation born in the host country as they were supposed to 

be more acculturated. However, one needs to undertake further studies on the group of 

Belgian-born migrants as this is not the goal of this research. 

(v) Most of the informants who opted to enter the restaurant sector as a life-long 

occupation or a transitional option, demonstrated a strong willingness to provide high 

mobility in career building to their children. Although few of the informants suffered 

from the precarious business situation but many of them endorsed the continuation of 

family development through the practice of entrepreneurship in their present life. 

Thus, the niche sectors such as Chinese catering have been playing the role of 

incubator to produce a sustainable economic environment for the continuity and the 

development of the Chinese families. Actually, the Chinese restaurateurs who became 
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wealthy would use the accumulated resources to expand the niche business at its 

horizontal base, such as the frozen food products trade and the trade in various other 

types of food. Besides, the said niche market may be enlarged through the creation of 

side-line businesses, e.g. the production of typically Chinese vegetables, services for 

interior design and commercial ads, computerisation for the catering service and so 

on. 

(vi) It is important to note that the female migrants are not dependents and made 

substantial contributions to the process of economic integration. The access of women 

to entrepreneurship appears to be diversified as the spirit of individuality and 

self-independence are commonly valued by the host society. Moreover, some female 

informants took advantage of the comparably free and equal access to 

entrepreneurship in a democratic society where the individual values are protected by 

laws. However, the acquired economic emancipation of female entrepreneurship 

cannot distance them from the family burdens as they played multiple roles and 

struggled to reconcile the family tasks with their work for the business undertaking. 

Consequently, it is a common strategy for the Qingtian restaurateurs to delegate the 

responsibility for the child care to the grandparent’s generation in the hometown until 

school age. This is particularly significant for the Chinese immigrants from 

“qiaoxiang” (homeland for the Chinese overseas) as the hometown is assumed to 

offer more family resources and a consolidated social network. However, sending the 

children home is not only done to enable the parents to concentrate on the business but 

also on behalf of the young generations to benefit from the Chinese acculturation 

which was considered an extra advantage. 

The following figure III-10-1 describes the occupational world of the Chinese 

immigrants. It is noted that the figures are arrived at by crossing the spatial (or social 

relational) axis and the biographical (or temporal) axis. The bold purple arrows depict the 

influential forces from the home society such as the family values based on a father-son 

dyad. The reversed and bold red arrows indicate the influential factors from the host 

society such as individuality and free opportunity for entrepreneurship. The four circles 

represent the occupational trajectories of men and women and the small purple arrows 
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indicate the equal opportunities for entrepreneurship of men and women. Not least 

important to mention are the black arrows that depict the motives behind Chinese 

entrepreneurship. 
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Figure III-10-1 The Informants’ Occupational World                                                    
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II. The Informants’ Family World 

Table III-10-2 The Informants’ Family World 

1 The Changing Parental Relationships 

1.1 The Daughter’s Growing Independent 
Spirit – Experiencing Individuality 
- Making My Own Way (Yuan Liang, Lien) 
- When Individuality Makes Sense (Mary 
Lau, Lien) 

1.2 Paving the Way for Children’s Future 
- Worship of Higher Education (Mary Lau, 
George Ding, Aihua, Tan) 
- Enjoying a Balanced Life (Hsiung Kao, Hsin 
Hsin, Lou)  
- Feeling Helpless and Discouraged  (Lien, 
Tan) 

2 The Changing Spousal Relationships 

2.1 Between the Traditional and the Equitable
- Moving from Traditional Division of Family 
Work to Partnership (Aunt Liang, Aihua) 
- Traditional Division Is Also Equitable 
(Dong) 
- Struggling to Have Equitable Marriage 
(Lien) 

2.2 Functional Equal Partnership Orientated 
- Complementing Each Other (George Ding 
and Mary Lau, Hsiung Kao and Hsin) 
- Acquiring Independency after Marital Crisis 
(Aihua, Lien) 
 

2.3 Atypical Relationship 
- Long Separation (Aihua,)  
- Concern for Individual Interests 
- Marriage Without Sex 

2.4 Self-dependent Celibacy 
- Constructing a Home by My Own Means 

(Yuan Liang, Mme. Su) 

 

3 Perspective Marriage mate 

3.1 Cultural Preference 
- Mary Lau, Aihua, Tan 

3.2 Liberal Choice 
- Dong 

4 Concluding Remarks 

 

 

 



 

 273

1. The Changing Parental Relationships 

1.1 The Daughter’s Growing Independent Spirit – Experiencing Individuality  

I have described the phenomena of conflicting relations between daughter and father 

during the life of female informants (ref. Cases of Mary Lau, Lien and Yuan Liang in Part 

II). The passage about Yuan Liang was about her remaining in the host country and the 

decision to start up her own restaurant. Lien, Mary Lau and Song fought for a marriage 

determined by themselves regardless of their fathers’ objection. Although the shaky 

father-daughter relationships had been repaired afterwards and made up to a certain level, 

the conflict caused by the changing parental relationship leaves room for more in-depth 

discussion of the sociological interests. 

The above-mentioned daughters used to play a role as a core supporter for the family 

business or earner of the household income whether in the homeland or in the host society. 

I noted that Lien, Mary and Song all grew up in a poor or precarious family context and 

their fathers had been unsuccessful in the labour market or business field. The daughters 

described their fathers as dominant, authoritative, paternalistic and all claimed to have 

been discriminated because of the gender and the ranking of an elder child. They had been 

living within a traditional culture, which valued filial piety and paternalism. They were 

taught to respect the father’s patriarchal role and authority since childhood. Thus it would 

be interesting to raise the question why the daughters responded differently after migration 

and how they perceived their actions intended to stand for their own interests at the cost of 

breaking up the family bond that they dearly loved. 

It is clear that emigration and the subsequent disconnection with the home culture 

would force the Chinese immigrants to reorganize the family relationships. To achieve a 

better settlement the daughters would have to learn the survival skills and knowledge to 

sustain the family business. They also learned how to rely on their own knowledge to 

make decisions as they had to respond to the challenges arising from post-migration life. 

In fact the daughters’ position in the family should be more emancipated as the parents 

grew more dependent on their contribution and support to the family business. Unlike the 

situation in the home country where the parents could find outside resources coming from 
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other family members or relatives, they could only rely on their own children in the host 

country where the social network was comparably limited. When Mary Lau and Song 

confronted their fathers concerning the proposed position towards marriage, they decided 

to fight for their own interests and free will. An informant like Song would refer to her 

experiences in the host society where the reference group valued individuality and privacy. 

As marriage might be perceived as personal well-being, Song and Mary Lau would insist 

on their rights in the pursuit of personal happiness. The daughters would find more support 

in the receiving country as they insisted on the commonly accepted values and recognise 

that the personal interests should be prior to family concerns when marriage becomes an 

issue. 

I would like to remind that the sense of individuality may be interpreted either by 

Mary Lau as something “concerned with my own happiness” or by Lien saying that she 

“was not an object”. It is important to note that the emancipatory economic role might not 

challenge the rigid family position in the home society as the reference group identified the 

paternalistic values. Instead it is the changed reference group and the 

individuality-orientated environment that provide resources for self-empowerment. 

However, it would be too early to assert that the traditional parental relationship 

based on the father-son dyad would be replaced by the modern family relationship based 

on the husband-wife dyad. I would argue that the challenging parental relationship might 

demonstrate a wider diversity and flexibility while the essential values remain the same to 

a certain extent. We see that the mentioned father-daughter relationship was improved 

when both parties would agree to redefine the actual context to avoid disintegration of the 

family. In other words, to safeguard the continuity of the family system, the family 

members would have to be willing to accept diversified values while the traditional 

authority would cede place to the said concerns. Thus, the Hsu attributes of continuity, 

inclusiveness, authority and asexuality grounded in Chinese culture would demonstrate a 

dynamic adjustment when they encountered the family relationships based on 

husband-wife dyad in the receiving country. To assess the changing family relationships in 

the immigrant families and their related consequences is another topic that deserves 

further attention. 
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1.2 Paving the Way for Children’s Future 

Acquiring a higher education to better career opportunities appears to be a common 

wish among the informants. The couple Mary Lau and George Ding perceived that the 

acquisition of knowledge and education would enable their children to have more 

alternatives in career building. As for Tan, he would expect his elder son to have a 

university degree and find a career in China. Aihua expressed her moment of fulfillment 

when all the children completed higher education. Although a higher degree does not 

mean a direct passage to a distinguished career, knowledge is worshipped by most of the 

informants. In other words, to have success in education is considered as a must for social 

mobility and the achievement of enviable career as it is an assimilated value for the ethnic 

Chinese. 

It is to be noted that although the Qingtian restaurateurs were known by other 

sub-ethnic fellows as caring less about education and preferred to employ children as 

unpaid labour, my field observations would suggest that it was in fact a matter of 

identifying priority for the family development. Many of the Qingtian Chinese who came 

to Belgium before 90s found less support from the ingroup if compared with the Cantonese 

who benefited from the wider support in the niche market or the Taiwanese who usually 

came with the support of a higher education. Their primary concern might be to survive 

the highly competitive Chinese catering market and to achieve economic independence. 

As long as they managed to overcome the family’s precarious living, they would distribute 

more resources for the children’s education as other peers do. I was told by a middle-aged 

and well-settled Qingtian restaurateur, Wan Li, that one of the topics that was heatedly 

debated among the Qingtian fellows was the selection of school programmes specifically 

conceived for the descendents of overseas Chinese. They expected the younger generation 

not only to master the language in the receiving society but also to learn Mandarin to 

increase their linguistic prowess with a view to higher social mobility. I should not forget 

to mention that the ethnic Chinese can hardly avoid the peer pressure exercised by the 

ingroup’s internal competition with regard to the educational performance and 

occupational mobility of their offspring. 
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However, I also noted that some informants from Taiwan would stress a balanced 

environment for human development as they were dissatisfied with the highly competitive 

educational system and examination-orientated curriculum. For the couple Kao and Hsin 

Hsin the appreciation of the child’s welfare and a humane environment was their prior 

motive for emigration. 

2. The Changing Spousal Relationships 

2.1 Moving between the Traditional and the Equitable 

Some female informants like Aunt Liang and Aihua showed they went through a 

clear evolution of spousal identity in the transition to post-migration life, as I have 

presented in Part II, chapters four and nine. A traditional spousal relationship is assumed to 

have a gender-based division of the family work and unequal and inequitable positions in 

the family system. However, Aunt Liang’s story demonstrated that the gender-based 

division of the family tasks might not be the determining factor in the explanation of a 

seeming inferior status in spousal relationships if said work division was the product of 

negotiation and recognition by each party. Dong married a native Belgian wife and divided 

their role in the family with the husband as the breadwinner and the wife as the caretaker. 

He also acknowledged his wife’s contribution to the care for the family and perceived that 

the spousal relationship was based on equitable functions and values. 

Aihua’s life story showed a clear transformation of the spousal identity from a 

prejudiced dependent to a functionally equal partner as she was a subordinated wife in the 

beginning and then became an equal partner in the family business. It was observed by the 

mentioned female informants that free access to practicing entrepreneurship for women 

should make it possible to readjust the spousal relationships and redefine the couple’s 

functional roles in family and business. 

2.2 Functional Equal Partnership Orientated 

For a couple who had established their marital relationship in the post-migration time 

and created a family business motivated by marriage, the husband-wife relationship would 

be intertwined with the division of the work at the business site. As a rule the husband 
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handles the kitchen tasks and the wife is responsible for the service in the front area of the 

restaurant or vice versa. The arrangement of co-partnership is considered not only to take 

advantage of unpaid family labour but also in particular to assure the stability of the core 

labour force. 

The type of partnership based on equality I found in the field is for the couple to try to 

negotiate a division of the restaurant work and family tasks and to make decisions on an 

equal footing. The couple George Ding and Mary Lau appeared to be a typical example as 

they complemented each other in the business field, shared the power of decision-making 

and negotiated to assume a common stand with regard to the children’s education. 

Another example is the case of the couple Kao who appeared to have an equal say on 

making the projects of homecoming and re-migration and to be complementary in the 

business undertaking and family responsibility. The fact of remigration to Montreal was 

just evidence of negotiation and compromise for finding the most suitable environment for 

all family members instead of returning home or being constrained to the restaurant circle. 

With regard to Lien who had experienced crises in spousal relationships, I would 

argue that the awareness of independence and individuality seemed to be prevalent in the 

spousal relationship as she responded to her husband’s affair with economic compensation 

and insisted to have more economic security. In Lien’s case the aspiration of equal 

partnership might not be the result of mutual promise for a better family life but a strategy 

to assure her economic right in the spousal relationship. 

Aihua had overcome a failed marriage, accepted a relationship with a native Belgian 

partner, and appeared to be satisfied with the current relationship that is based on 

complementary division of the business work and family life. 

2.3 Atypical Relationship 

Asexuality is regarded as an attribute of Chinese culture according to Hsu’s eminent 

research (ref. chapter II Literature Review, section of cultural components). Hsu remarked 

that said asexuality is a taboo topic and discussions of sex should be avoided between 

parents and children or even among siblings. However, the apparently forbidden topic 
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does not reflect a refrained relationship in Chinese communities. Moreover, anecdotes of 

sex and love affairs among couples are in fact the topics emerging from the informants’ 

narratives as they are part of real life. For lack of relevant surveys, it would be difficult to 

give a comprehensive description of the amorous relationships of Chinese immigrants. 

However, my field obsrevations indicate that there is a certain number of participants who 

had been involved in a love affair at some time or in an immoral relationship. Of the 82 

interviews I collected eight (3 female and 5 male) were with people who had been 

involved in love affairs. The marital status of the four divorcees showed that love affairs 

appeared to be the main cause of the marriage breakdown. Compared with the high 

divorce rate in the developed countries the above- mentioned figure seem less significant. 

The percentages that I indicated are certainly not representative therefore will not be 

considered as a finding to be generalised. It just gives a clue to review the atypical forms of 

conjugal relationships of the ethnic Chinese by asking “how has the situation become like 

that and how the informants perceive it?” 

When Aihua spoke about her husband’s affair and divorce, she believed that it was 

not the fault of either party but because of the long separation and the great distance 

between the partners. As she noted there was a wave of emigration of Chinese women in 

the late 1980s and 1990s, many of them were university graduates, ambitious for career 

building and willing to experience the new world4. Some of them found part-time jobs in 

the Chinese restaurants and had affairs with the restaurateurs. The Chinese wives believed 

that these young women simply intended to choose marriage as a means to acquire 

European citizenship and to make more money for themselves. The cases of atypical 

relationships in the Chinese restaurant business also strengthened a prejudicial image of 

the young female newcomers from mainland China as “marriage terminators” and 

                                                 

4 In an article entitled: ‘Mobility, entrepreneurship and Sex: How narrative of modernity helps Chinese 

women in Hungary evade gender constraints’ (2002), Nyiri described the form of cohabitation among young and 

middle-aged Chinese women with their local male partners. The situation-oriented form of cohabitation is not only 

based on emotions but also on rational concerns for business development. Many of the relationships ended 

voluntarily in order not to harm their first marriage.  
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deepened the generational gap between the early settlers and the newcomers from the 

mainland. 

Another atypical relationship caused by long separation is to maintain a formal 

marriage regardless of the substance of the relationship. A female informant originating 

from Hong Kong is now in her 60s. She closed the restaurant following her husband’s 

retirement as the children did not want to take over the business. Her husband spent a long 

time in China in view of a business investment while she stayed in the receiving country 

together with her son’s family. She was aware that her husband had been living with a 

Chinese partner while they pretended to be a couple and showed up in social gatherings. 

She considered her husband’s cohabitation with a Chinese woman as one based on 

practical concerns. She said that an atypical relationship is acceptable as long as her 

husband enjoyed his life in China and would not ask for a divorce. Moreover, maintaining 

a formal marriage might avoid incurring economic loss caused by a legal divorce. 

My field notes indicated that the phenomenon of a long separation is not so common 

as the so-called type of ‘astronaut’s marriage’ observed in North America where the 

Chinese husbands worked in Hong Kong or Taiwan while the children and the wives 

remained in the host countries. Said situation might happen among certain highly educated 

but rarely in the Chinese restaurant sector as the labour force mainly consisted of core 

family members. 

An atypical form of marital relationship did not seem to have a direct relevance to age 

or length of marriage. An aged couple celebrated the 50th anniversary of their marriage and 

received greetings from the local community, relatives and friends. However, the old 

gentleman admitted that he lived with his wife in separate rooms and they did not speak to 

each other most of the time. At the time of the interview he showed me a picture of his 

lover who was residing in China and expressed regret of not having been able to marry her 

when he was young. They pretended to be a couple at the functions of Chinese 

organisations or at family gatherings while in fact the marital relationship had changed 

decades ago. 
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Some couples in question admitted that they could not afford a divorce because of the 

related interests in the partnership-based family restaurant. As a matter of practical 

concern they preferred to maintain the formal relationship as long as both kept receiving 

the profits from the restaurant they were entitled to. 

A couple who ran a take-away restaurant lived under the same roof however in 

separate rooms. The husband recognised that the marriage had been shaky before 

emigration and the frozen relationship never became better after years of efforts. Once he 

had a love affair with a woman restaurateur that he had been obliged to stop when their 

relationship was discovered by the lady’s husband. At the time of my visit in 2005 the 

restaurateur had fallen in love with a Chinese woman through the internet and the wife was 

outraged and threw him out after a serious quarrel. Two days later he was back at work as 

the business would have to be closed without his required contribution to the food 

preparation. To maintain the business the couple could not help but remain in the formal 

relationship. 

Although a love affair is regarded as the main killer of marital relationships and the 

intruders are mostly condemned, we may question what the foundation of a marriage is 

and how the participants make sense of it. Lei, of Hong Kong origin, came to the country 

in his adolescence after he had previously worked in the family restaurant. He was 

regarded as a responsible, family-centered and hardworking person. He married a 

Cantonese restaurateur’s daughter, Jasmine, and had two girls aged 12 and 10. In 2005 his 

wife gave birth to a son. According to Jasmine Lei was a quiet, reserved and modest man. 

He would prefer to hang out with friends instead of spending time with his wife and 

children. For Jasmine it was not easy to adapt to a life within a big family as Lei’s parents 

and siblings all lived together. She complained that Lei did not empathise with her 

situation and took sides with his own family. Lei would say that Jasmine never understood 

him and was too dependent on him. In early 2006 Lei was found out to have an affair with 

a Chinese woman student who had been serving as a weekend worker in their restaurant 

for two years. It was said that Lei had invested a sum to establish a craft shop for the 

woman to be able to renew her stay in Belgium. Later the woman decided to marry a native 
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Belgian and withdrew from the troubled love affair. Although Jasmine proposed to 

remedy the broken marriage, Lei refused and filed for divorce. 

Lei used to regard marriage as the fulfillment of the family responsibility out of filial 

pity as he behaved like a good son, a good husband and a good father who would sacrifice 

everything for the family. However, the love affair seemed to be an awakening that made 

him redefine the substance of marriage and the expectation of a different conjugal 

relationship. 

For Chinese restaurateurs the quality of the conjugal relationship cannot be separated 

from the quality of their working life. Some married informants would complain that they 

could not collaborate with each other because of a different attitude towards work and 

managerial practices. Thus, the marriage was not necessarily founded on romantic love as 

was generally imagined but was a composite status with complex cultural and contextual 

factors. 

2.4 Self-dependent Celibacy 

Although celibacy appears to be less common compared with the married majority, 

some informants have not chosen to organise a partner relationship but retained the status 

of celibacy. Mme. Su is in her 70s and lives a single life. She came to the country for a 

fixed-term contract of housekeeper in 1960s and then found an opportunity in the Chinese 

catering. After years of working experience, she felt sufficiently acculturated to choose an 

independent life in the country of residence and applied for Belgian citizenship. To avoid 

the social pressure of marriage and the extra attention from the families and the 

neighbourhood living a life of an independent immigrant seemed to be a strategy that 

enabled her to be free from the traditional marital obligations as she was born in a 

traditional family in pre-modern Taiwan. Mme. Su established her own restaurant but 

found the labour costs unaffordable and then managed a take-away on her own. She lived 

in her own house and retired in the 1990s. 

Similarly to Yuan Liang’s religious trajectory Mme Su and Yuan both claimed to see 

religion as their refuge in post-migration life while Mme Su was a committed Buddhist 

convert and participated actively in the religious community to which she belonged. Both 
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Yuan and Mme Su admitted that having their own house as an individual asset appeared to 

be more significant than establishing a family and living a marital life. 

3. Perspective Marriage Mate 

3.1 Cultural Preference  

Several informants admitted to a tolerant and integrative attitude with regard to the 

topic of a marriage mate in the passages referred to. They were aware of the value of 

individuality in the country of residence and thus adopted a rather open attitude towards 

the choice of their children’s marriage mate. Nevertheless, ethnic or cultural origin 

appeared to be primary concerns when preference was the issue. The lack of good 

intergenerational communication caused by a deficient knowledge of the culture of the 

resident country appeared to be the common worry among the informants. Aihua claimed 

to be open towards her son’s choice for a future mate but still felt relieved when her second 

son decided to separate from his Dutch speaking girlfriend after years of a good 

relationship. She admitted to favour Taiwanese mates for the younger generation and 

encouraged them to visit Taiwan to look for dating opportunity. It is noted that the cultural 

preference used to be shaped with some practical concerns in daily life; such as dietary 

custom. Some informants expressed their worry if they would have to adjust to the 

‘foreign’ food culture and to live it in real life. What makes them worry most may not be 

the choice of the Western or the Chinese style food. Instead, it is the atmosphere of 

cooking and the enjoyment of food and the topics generated on the dining table that 

becomes an issue.    

Another reason to respect the children’s choice is the realistic concern about the 

limited number of ethnic Chinese living in the residing country although it is rather 

common for the Chinese parents to organise home trips to look for perspective mates for 

their offspring.  

3.2 Liberal Choice 

What distinguishes Dong’s narrative account from that of other informants is that the 

personality of the marriage mate should prevail over the concerns for ethnicity or cultural 
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similarity. As Dong chose a mixed marriage and all the children were educated in the 

Dutch culture without knowledge of Chinese, it seemed to be natural for the acculturated 

children to marry native Belgian mates as they were embedded in the local network. Dong 

described his sons-in-law and daughters-in-law as native Belgians with good characters as 

‘honest’, ‘responsible’, ‘caring’ and felt proud of their commitment to the family. In other 

words ethnic origin or cultural similarity would not be the necessary criteria for mate 

selection. Rather, the human characters deserved more consideration. 

4. Concluding Remarks  

(i) The traditional father-daughter relationship based on the father-son dyad family system 

was confronted with the hosting society that valued the individual’s rights and duties 

in the process of localisation. In a democratic society that valued individuality, the 

daughters acquired equal access to learning the knowledge and the skills for a better 

economic integration and have become acculturated to the mainstream values of the 

residing society. The high reliance on the daughters’ support to the family business 

would enable them to play emancipated roles in the family. However, economic 

emancipation might not help them to eliminate discrimination in the post-migration 

time caused by gender. It is assumed that the value of individuality respected by the 

reference group might invite them to review their position in the changing family 

system. A daughter-informant would stand on her own interests when the marriage 

became an issue that made her aware of meaningful individuality. The attempted 

confrontation with paternal authority would cause conflict and tension in the 

father-daughter relationship. An extreme case of suicide in the Song family revealed 

the radical nature of the conflict and the state of isolation of the immigrant’s family 

for the lack of ingroup’s and external support. As the informants used to rely on an 

informal or family network, their responses to crises in the family were also 

individual. It should be a task of the policy makers to review the fundamental question 

of how to assure that each individual may benefit from the services delivered by the 

public policy in terms of effectiveness and efficiency. As far as integration policy is 

concerned, the individual biographies might invite the decision makers to re-examine 

the capacities of and the coverage by institutional agents regarding implementation. 



 

 284

The Song’s case would remind us that an effective approach should aim to create an 

enabling environment for the immigrants’ families through the mediation of ingroup 

members to strengthen a supportive and multicultural neighbourhood for the 

dispersed immigrant families who are not as numerous as the Moroccan and Turkish 

communities. 

(ii) The worship of higher education and knowledge is valued by the Chinese parents 

regardless of their territorial identity or original social background, i.e. Qingtian, 

Cantonese, Taiwanese or whichever. The assimilated value of higher education 

apparently indicates alternative opportunities for career building and mobility 

compared with the predecessors’ generation. However, such a “calling” for providing 

a promising future to the younger generation through higher education might 

somehow increase the immigrant parents’ burden especially at the stage of starting up 

a new business as they might suffer from peer families’ pressure. Thus, the case of 

couple Kao might be called typical as we see a mother struggling to bear the multiple 

domestic burdens and the stressed father struggling for survival in the highly 

competitive niche market. However, it is important to observe that the transnational 

family network plays a supportive role in reconciling family and business and that the 

intergenerational child care has become a typical solution for the young immigrants. 

The over-concentration on a specific niche sector such as Chinese catering 

reflects the strict access to the mainstream labour market. As the Chinese family 

relationships are intertwined with work relationships as many of the restaurants are 

sustained by family labour, it is worth noticing that the economic performance 

directly gives impacts on the relationship among family members. Thus a highly 

competitive and oversaturated niche market might affect the ability of each immigrant 

family to meet the challenges of economic integration. The interdependence between 

economic opportunity and family development should remind the policy makers to 

review policy coherence particularly concerning the guidance of small and medium 

sized businesses and child care for the self-employed and business owners. Although 

remigration and alternative employment might be part of solution, how to provide 
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assistance and develop tailor-made training programmes for the Chinese restaurateurs 

who intend to change occupations appears to be an emergency issue. 

(iii) The Chinese used to be criticised for their reserved attitude towards integration. 

However, Tan’s case indicated that institutional discrimination and the lengthy legal 

bureaucracy have a striking effect on the individual in question and his family. We 

should not overlook the negative and extensive effects on the migrant’s family arisen 

from an unjustified operation executed by the public authorities. Moreover, 

improving cross-cultural understanding and communication between the ethnic 

Chinese groups and the local authorities might provide an effective way to eliminate 

discrimination and foster better localisation. 

(iv) Even though ethnic and cultural origin are still the primary concerns in mate matching, 

an attitude of learning to be tolerant and respectful of individuality is becoming 

increasingly common in the informants’ families. The attitude of selective integration 

reveals the persistence of Chinese culture when marriage becomes an issue. To 

enlarge the ‘marriage market’ for ethnic Chinese, the lively transnational networking 

between families overseas and the homeland is apparently popular and accessible on 

account of the new communication technologies and traveling facilities. 

(v) Equal opportunity for entrepreneurship and the form of the partnership relationship can 

be of help to strengthen the wife’s position in the family with respect to the 

development of human resources. The easy access to business markets provides 

evidence that women are not considered as dependents as soon as they can acquire 

adequate opportunities for development. Nevertheless, a paradoxical situation 

remains that a higher economic position in the family does not help the women in 

question to achieve a better balance between family and work. It is noted that women 

have to share the economic burdens while the family tasks still remain to be taken care 

of. 

Figure III-10-2 displays the informant family world. It shows how the embedded 

home culture and the mainstream values impact the family relationships for participants in 

the process of localisation. The three balls represent the three family relationships 



 

 286

analysed in each section, namely Father (F) – Daughter (D) relationship, various forms of 

couple relationship (typical and atypical) and the couple-worker partnership. The bold 

arrows represent influential factors originating from the homeland and the receiving 

society. The squares depict the social and economic consequences of localisation. 
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Figure III-10-2 The Informants’ Family World                               

                           Spatial/Social Relationall Axis 

Home society characterised by Hsu Attributes (continuity, inclusiveness, authority and 

asexuality based on father-son dyad) 

 

                                  

                                                                                                        

                                                                   

                                                                                         

                                                                                                       

                                                                            

Biographical Axis                                                 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Host society (Individuality, Equal Access to Entrepreneurship between Men and Women) 

Spatial/Social Relational Axis 

Primary Labour 
Market  Acculturation 

Niche and 
Potential Niche 
Market 

Segregation 

F – D 

Relation- 

Various 
Forms of 
Couple 

R l i hi

Couple- 
Worker 
Partnershi



 

 288

VI. The Informants’ Social Relational World 

Table III-10-3 The Informants’ Social Relational World 

1 Perception of Ingroup Relationships  

1.1 Assimilation Orientated 
- Active Participation in Chinese organisations 
(Dong, Mme Li, Aihua) 
- Interdependent Relationship in Chain 
Migration (Uncle Liang, Aihua) 

1.2 Alienation Orientated 
- Distancing from the Ingroup (Yuan Liang, Dai, 
Tan) 
- Politicised Ingroup Relationship (Aihua) 

2 Perception of Outside World Relationships 

2.1 Acculturation Orientated 
- Assimilation to the Mainstream Group 
(Dong) 
 

2.2 Selective Integration 
- Defining Preferences and Priorities (Aihua, 
Mary Lau) 
- A Complementary Relationship (Mary Lau)  

3 Multicultural Chinese - Thinking “Chinese” as a Biographical Work 

3.1 A Biographical Hypothesis 
- The Biographical Trajectories of Uncle 
Liang, Yuan Liang  

3.2 Transnational and Multicultural Chinese 
- The Case of Boman Yao 
- The Dragon Operation  

 4 Concluding Remarks  

 

1. Perception of Ingroup Relationships 

1.1 Assimilation Orientated 

The ingroup relationships depict the perceived pattern of interactions between the 

informants and their identified sub-ethnic group. Some informants express their 

attachment to the homeland through active participation in Chinese affairs and social 

organisations. They perceive that substantial participation or even playing leading roles in 

the Chinese groups were not intended for personal interest but as transcendent forms of 
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patriotic love towards the assimilated ingroup. However, playing a leading role in the 

overseas Chinese organisations might provoke criticisms about the fact that some leaders 

manipulated the acquired position to bargain for personal interest and to receive more 

resources resulting from the bonding policies offered by the home countries of the PRC 

and Taiwan (ROC). 

Dong who was one of the founders of the earliest Chinese ethnicity-based 

organisations in the 1970s in downtown Antwerp described that the incentives to help 

Chinese immigrants were similar to the “calling” for an intellectual like him who had more 

intellectual ability than the less educated compatriots. The maintenance of said 

organisation was based on self-financing through financial feedbacks realised by levying a 

fixed proportional amount collected from the mahjong players who used the facilities and 

services of the organisation. As long as the ethnic Chinese kept patronising the 

organisation, the accumulated levy would be sufficient for the routine administration and 

charity to serve the collective interests. 

Mme Li was one of the founding members of the association of Chinese restaurateurs 

established in 1975. During the good times of Chinese catering the organisation boasted to 

have more than 200 members that represented one fifth of Chinese restaurants in the 

country5. This organisation also created a self-financing method based on mutual interests. 

It is noted that the import of Chinese ingredients was not so convenient but was costly in 

the 70s and early 80s. Said association provided collective purchasing power to bargain for 

lower costs on behalf of the members and charged a fixed levy from each collective trade. 

The accumulated moneys were not only used to support the administration of the 

association but also to promote Chinese education for the children of overseas Chinese. I 

was told that the association donated a sum of two million Belgian francs to the Sun 

Yat-sen Chinese School in Brussels to sponsor the purchase of school property. As Mme 

Li’s life story in chapter 4 of Part II has demonstrated, her incentive for starting up a 

                                                 

5 It is based on the interview of a former leader of the organisation in the second period of fieldwork (June 

2005). 
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Chinese restaurant and her active participation in Chinese affairs appeared to be proof of 

her attachment to the homeland and a conveyed patriotic love from family education.   

However, the assimilated effect can be reflected from the work relationship as the 

spirit of mutuality could be applied through pattern of assimilation with the ingroup at the 

occasion of overseas recruitment. When a host restaurateur offered an opportunity for 

emigration, it was perceived with appreciation and feedback that an immigrant-to-be 

would accept a comparatively modest conditions as a return to the host restaurateur 

commonly found in chain migration. What has been assimilated in the patron-beneficiary 

relationship is the expected return from both parties though they should have their own 

specific concerns. Thus, the assimilated practice can be sustained as long as the ingroup 

members keep the said mechanism produced and reproduced.  

It should be noted that said patron-beneficiary relationship might be intertwined with 

the recruitment of participants of Chinese organisations. I remind that within the 

framework of chain migration the building of an employment relationship used to have a 

link with the kinship or family network within the family group. Thus a form of 

manipulation from said relationship may be found in the foundation and management of 

Chinese organisations. A typical case is when a restaurateur successfully helped a fellow 

countryman to emigrate and find settlement, the newcomer would feel indebted to the host 

restaurateur a “renqing/renching” (favour). In other words the host restaurateur would be 

considered as a patron and thus to have acquired dominant power among the fellow 

members because of his or her delivery of “renqing/renching” to the beneficiary. Based on 

the mutual relationship the return may consist in an employment relationship. For instance, 

in case of campaigning for the election of organisational leadership the patron-restaurateur 

may mobilise his/her beneficiaries to vote on his personal behalf. This practice may appear 

to be significant as an organisation splits up from inside. In other words when some core 

leaders of the organisation do not agree to cooperate and decide to separate, the defeated 

ones may withdraw and establish a parallel organisation together with his or her 

supporters-beneficiaries. However, cautious about the interpersonal relationships among 

patrons-leaders, the supporters might adopt a strategy of multiple participation to reduce 

the risk of a one-sided position. 
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I was told by KD Chang that he had recruited more than one hundred fellow 

countrymen to come to Belgium and that many of them had become restaurateurs or 

skilled cooks. Unlike some Chinese restaurateurs who liked to be renowned as the leader 

of Chinese groups, he kept a very low profile and kept his distance from fame or 

recognition derived from the leadership in Chinese organisations. He admitted that it was 

not difficult for him to earn a reputation as a leader of overseas Chinese to be able to 

mobilise the beneficiaries who felt indebted to him a ‘renqing/renching’. 

1.2 Alienation Orientated 

Some informants tend to interpret the ingroup relationship in an alienated or 

paradoxical way grounded on their different lived experiences. 

Yuan felt discouraged by the experience of immoral competition arisen from the 

saturated niche market. She received a lesson from her father’s huge financial loss caused 

by a compatriot’s cheating in the joint venture. The past memory had been attributed to the 

Chinese circles she grew up in. She admitted that the anecdotes of the leaders’ integrity or 

financial transparency that spread among the Chinese restaurateurs were not new. Thus 

she preferred to distance herself from all Chinese groups except from the church 

community that she was affiliated with. 

For some informants political ideology and invented discourse on national identity 

appeared to be the key factor that caused participants’ to opt for alienation from the 

sub-ethnic group he or she belonged to. 

Mr. Dai is a Qingtian veteran emigrated from Taiwan and kept his distance from all 

the pro-CCP Chinese organisations including the ones having some of his fellow 

countrymen as members. He admitted that he was afraid of being labeled a Communist 

supporter by the Taiwanese as he had survived the white terror period under the 

Nationalist regime (1949-1987). Thus, he still claimed to have refrained from participation 

in the mainlanders’ organisations although he had acquired Belgian citizenship. 

Aihua who was a Taiwan-born Chinese mainlander and suffered the politicised and 

polarised discourse about the “new Taiwanese identity” felt excluded from the Taiwanese 
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group as the current executive party in Taiwan was in favour of de jure independence. She 

believed that the Taiwan government was hostile to the overseas Chinese who had 

different national identities and were pro-reunification. The unwelcome feeling caused by 

the politicised issue urged her to distance herself from the identified ingroup. However, 

the above-mentioned cases indicate that the ingroup relationships could be affected by a 

complex of factors such as an individual’s negative lessons (Yuan Liang), historical events 

(Dai) and the current politics of cross-strait relations. Thus, the said ingroup relationships 

appear to be followed with contextual change and diversified since the overseas Chinese 

do not constitute one single ethnic group but clusters of self-defined groups whose 

diversity might be more significant then their commonality. 

2. Perception of Outside World Relationships 

2.1 Assimilation Orientated 

Some participants perceived that acculturation was an irresistible process of 

integration and assimilation and would be of practical use for the second generation to 

achieve upward mobility or simply to avoid confusion in identity building. 

Dong spoke of his multicultural life with satisfaction as if he could reconcile the 

Chinese professional world and Dutch family life. In his occupational world Dong learned 

Cantonese to communicate with fellow restaurateurs as Cantonese was the lingua franca of 

the region. In the family world he spoke English with his wife and learned Dutch from his 

children. He was proud that all his children were immersed in the mainstream labour 

market as they grew up in a Dutch environment and had assimilated into the mainstream 

group of the country. Dong did not appear to have cultural difficulties as did some other 

Chinese migrants who emphasised the continuity of the family roots. He was of the 

opinion that deep acculturation or assimilation would offer more opportunities for the 

second generation. 

Ho’s case presents another form of reconciliation between the home culture and that 

of the host society. Ho and his wife were both Taiwan-born restaurateurs and had resided 

in Belgium for more than 30 years without applying for Belgian citizenship. Two 

languages were spoken at home as he spoke Taiwanese to his only son and the son replied 
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to him in French. Ho admitted that the Chinese identity was such a complex issue and was 

particularly sensitive to their generation of foreign-born migrants. However, he would 

respect his Belgium-born son’s free choice and adoption of an assimilated identity. 

2.2 Selective Integration 

Informants who were worried about the loss of their cultural origin were concerned 

about the effects of assimilation and attempted to promote the cultural heritage to the 

younger generation. Having children who were acquainted with Chinese culture and 

maintained their Chineseness, and used Chinese in the family and the daily meals became 

crucial to Chinese parents. Many of them spoke Cantonese or Mandarin at home and 

prepared miscellaneous components of Chinese food as their daily meals. However, the 

food custom that I observed in the informants’ families appeared to be rather inclusive and 

situational without a strong reference to authenticity. For instance, a mixed style that 

combined with a Chinese soup and Western beefsteak accompanied with pommes-frites 

was common on the diner table of Family Ding.          

A Vietnam-born Chinese couple had come to the country as refugees in 1974. They 

grew up in a Cantonese-speaking cultural environment while the outside world 

mainstream language was Vietnamese. They perceived themselves as Chinese and insisted 

that their children should learn Mandarin as they were of Chinese origin. The children had 

to complete a 6-year Chinese education at the Chinese school in Brussels and were going 

to school each Saturday or Sunday of the academic year. The father-informant admitted 

that it was not easy for children to be interested in learning Mandarin as Cantonese and 

French were the domestic languages and there was no opportunity for practicing 

Mandarin. 

However, learning Mandarin is assumed to be capability building in the hope that the 

Belgium-born Chinese will increase their competitiveness in the globalised labour market. 

Thus acquiring knowledge of Chinese would not only be considered as a strategic 

response to the loss of cultural identity but also as of practical interest of social mobility. 

The Cantonese-speaking couple, Mary Lau and George Ding, also emphasized the 

obligation to learn Mandarin and as parents endorsed traditional ethical teaching 
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principles such as endurance and industriousness. Mary would believe that a better 

education in the family was to help the children to learn the essence extracted either from 

the mainstream culture or from the Chinese classical teachings. Thus a proper selection 

and combination of multicultural material was her idea of good parenting. 

To Aihua whose siblings are living in different continents and speaking various 

national languages, Mandarin is regarded as the common language for communication and 

thus the younger generation was obliged to practice it as their home language. It was a 

worry for Aihua that the family would become disintegrated due to acculturation effects 

unless the cultural identity could be conveyed to the younger generation. The practice of 

Mandarin was used in such way as a strategy to foster continuity and solidarity in the 

family group. 

3. Multicultural Chinese - Thinking “Chinese” as a Biographical Work 

3.1 A Biographical Hypothesis 

It would become more and more difficult to ask Uncle Liang or any other informants 

the question: Are you Chinese? Mostly the answer would be ‘yes’ but implicitly with 

different implications and meanings. For a Chinese who did not experience migration and 

grew up in a monocultural environment, being Chinese is a self-defined identity as his or 

her lifeworld was associated with the self-definition. However, for a Chinese whose life 

history is composed of multicultural passages and lived through migration, the 

self-defined Chineseness would lose its explanatory force if one does not refer to his or her 

life experiences lived in different temporal contexts and localities. Instead of seeing 

“Chinese” as a given identity that would comprise rich implications and meanings from 

within, it is more important to learn how he or she interprets these experiences as relevant 

to the present construction of identity. 

The concept of biography (Rosenthal, 1997) is not only helpful to the participants in 

reconstructing the meaning of being Chinese but also in studying how they defined 

themselves as part of ingroup and interpreted their Chineseness to the outside world. I will 

use the biographical trajectories of Uncle Liang and his daughter, Yuan, to illustrate that 
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the Chinese identity is indeed reconciliation between the structural and the cultural 

constraints within the biographer’s life journey. 

3.1.1 Uncle Liang 

Uncle Liang was born in China. The unexpected migration to Taiwan caused by civil 

war and his hostility towards the Communist regime drove him to define himself as a 

Chinese from Taiwan. As the Nationalist government claimed Chinese authenticity under 

its regime between 1949 and 2000, the Chinese national identity was not challenged until 

the opposing statement of Taiwan’s independency became dominant following the long 

separation from mainland China. When the Nationalist government lost its power to the 

current party in power and the “Taiwanese” as an emerging national identity, the change of 

the previous identity was threatened. His self-defined identity would find no place unless 

he would place his identity with Communist China. Several informants shared the same 

feelings of loss and alienation as ‘Chinese from Taiwan’ as they felt hurt by the politicised 

state all over the island. At the time when the Nationalist Party and the Chinese 

Communist Party started talks under a negotiated identity of “one China by 

self-interpretation”, it seemed to serve as a comfort to Uncle Liang’s identity building. He 

would feel comfortable to define himself as a hyphenated Chinese (Taiwanese-Chinese) as 

that negotiated identity provides a link of his previous Chineseness with the subsequent 

Taiwanessness. Although he is identified as a Chinese by the outside world, I would argue 

that a biographical hypothesis enables us to understand the diversified implications being 

“Chinese” could produce.  

3.1.2 Yuan Liang 

The life history of Yuan provides a different interpretation of the Chinese identity. 

She was born in Taiwan in 1960s and defined herself as a Chinese under the Nationalist 

regime. The fact of immigration in her adolescence and the acculturated life in the host 

country made her feel as a Belgian-Chinese meaning that she shared both identities. To 

some extent she would feel more like a Belgian after a disappointed trip home and thus 

decided to start up her restaurant business in the host country. In addition to her 

experiences of ethnic identity, she felt a specific attachment to the Chinese as a committed 
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Christian convert involved in church activities. Yuan expressed great sympathy for the 

constraints of religious freedom of the Chinese mainlanders and volunteered to organise 

activities for Chinese students. She defined herself as Chinese in the religious community 

regardless of the saga of hostility between authorities of the PRC and Taiwan. At the time 

of preparing for another career and thinking of residing in China for business reasons, she 

was confronted with the decision of remigration and felt reluctant to do so. For Yuan 

China would be more like a country to visit for business or religious commitments and 

Taiwan was the home country while it treated her as a guest. Instead Belgium as the host 

country would become her self-defined home as she felt well localised. This again goes to 

show how the Chinese identity can be interpreted differently from the previous case as 

long as the biographical work makes sense. 

3.2 Transnational and Multicultural Chinese 

Facing the bonding policies adopted by the PRC and Taiwan (ROC) on one hand and 

the effects of localisation in the countries of reception on the other, it was a question how 

the overseas Chinese responded to the apparently contradictory force pulling at two ends. 

What were the implications of bonding policies to the overseas Chinese? To some extent 

will transnationalising Chineseness or Taiwaneseness retard or jeopardise the Chinese 

migrants’ localisation in the host countries if they retained their allegiance to the mother 

countries as expected in the bonding policy? More importantly, what can the biographical 

hypothesis do to help in furthering the knowledge of the phenomena discussed? 

Although provocative transnational patriotism and nationalism are growing in many 

countries of origin and the PRC and Taiwan are not exceptions, it is significant to find that 

the characteristics of institutionalisation are based on national legislation and 

cross-departmental support among the governments. In this part I will first use an 

individual’s life story and then a collective event that occurred to the Qingtian 

restaurateurs to demonstrate how the individuals and a sub-ethnic group conciliate their 

self-defined identities as that of the home culture and that of the host society. 
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3.2.1 The Case of Boman Yao 

Boman Yao, a retired restaurateur born in a big trader’s family in Teochou 

(Guangdong province, China), was in his 60s. He received a British education in Hong 

Kong while growing up in a traditional cultural environment in which the parents urged 

him to study Chinese culture after school time. In his early 20s he first planned to go to 

Zaire (formerly Democratic Republic of Congo) as he was invited by a father’s friend who 

ran an agricultural plantation. As Zaire declared its independence, he changed his original 

plan and came to Belgium and enrolled as a student in a catering school in the mid-1960s 

and worked as a part-time waiter. Then Boman left for Thailand and married a Thai- born 

Chinese who was of the same Teochiu origin. Boman established a family with his wife 

afterwards, had two children in Bangkok and worked as a professional in the HoReCa 

sector. In the 1970s his career had come to a bottleneck. Thus he decided to quit and took 

over a Chinese restaurant in Belgium. 

As Boman learned French in the catering school and practised Dutch for business 

reasons, he could easily communicate with customers in English, French and Dutch. In his 

family he spoke the Teochiu and Thai languages with his wife, Dutch with his children, 

French and Dutch with the local people, Cantonese and Mandarin with the ethnic Chinese. 

He was a Buddhist and supported Thai and Chinese Buddhist activities in Belgium. As a 

successful restaurateur he was active in the Chinese restaurateurs’ association and was 

politically loyal to the KMT (the Nationalist Party). In 2003 Boman retired and handed the 

restaurant over to the third child. After retirement he stayed in Belgium most of time with 

the third son’s family while staying in Thailand for a few months as his first and second 

child resided there for work reasons. He also built a big mansion in Chiang Mai, Thailand 

as a residence for his post-retirement life. 

It may be asked how Boman interpreted his identities. Ethnically he was Chinese, 

politically pro-KMT, religiously Buddhist, worshiping the Thai Emperor as a Thai and 

feeling localised as Belgian citizen. How did Boman manage his identities? As a trader he 

learned the local languages and fulfilled the basic obligations and duties of the mainstream 

society as a Belgian citizen. His ethnic attachment was not necessarily in conflict with his 

political membership and his worship for the Thai Emperor would make him more 
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acceptable to the multiple imagined communities. Being a citizen of a democratic country 

like Belgium Boman could freely interpret his identities grounded on localisation shaped 

in his biographical journey. 

3.2.2 The Incident of “Dragon Operation”6 

It was reported that more than 400 military police together with local policemen 

launched a big-scale inquisition targeting 20 Chinese restaurants in the regions of Liège, 

Charleroi and Mons on 30th June 1995 at 7:30 pm on behalf of the prosecution authorities 

of Charleroi. The police claimed that the aim of said operation was to investigate the 

alleged inhuman treatment and trafficking of people in the Chinese restaurants. 100 ethnic 

Chinese had been interviewed while 40 persons were forced to stay in the police offices for 

further investigation. As most of the alleged restaurateurs had originated from Qingtian 

and many claimed that their human rights were abused during the whole operation, the 

operation had provoked extensive anger and dissatisfaction among the Chinese 

communities as ethnicity was an issue. Most of the Chinese restaurateurs believed that 

they were treated with discrimination7. Therefore they urged the Chinese Embassy to 

stand up for them and be prepared to blow up this issue of unequal treatment of migrants’ 

fundamental rights. 

However, several concerns and issues emerged from the discussion about further 

actions. First, all the restaurateurs were Belgian citizens. The Chinese government should 

                                                 

6 Please see the related news published by Le Soir, 3 July 1995, La Libre Belgique, 2 and 3 July 1995, La 

Dernière Heure, 2 July 1995 and a local Chinese paper, Nouvelles D’Europe, 19 July 1995. The related data also 

got from the interview data with Tan and an official from the Chinese Embassy.  

7My field notes indicated that what the ethnic Chinese complained about was not the decision made by the 

legal authorities. Instead, it was the manner of investigation and the treatment that were questioned. A petition 

letter attached in Appendix B expressed the anger experienced by the victims and the apparent misuse of public 

power. 
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have no right to intervene in the interior affairs of another country. Second, some of the 

restaurateurs admitted to being involved in illegal employment and were suspects in this 

large-scale action. Third, the local media were critical of the Chinese restaurants and it 

would be better not to make too much noise as long as the illegal employment existed. 

Fourth, the action was induced by information provided by some compatriots who found 

fault with some of the suspected restaurateurs as it was thus considered a domestic shame. 

The alleged Chinese restaurateurs believed that the manner of investigation arisen from 

racist discrimination was unjustified and violent. To the Belgian authorities it might be 

justified as a legal action for public order while its execution could be improved. The 

Chinese Embassy felt they were obliged to respect the Belgian authority and were 

reluctant to turn this into an international issue. 

This incident makes clear that the Chinese restaurateurs were under the governance 

of Belgian authorities as they were Belgian passport holders. They were aware of the 

binding force of Belgian laws and should follow the regular way of appeal if their rights of 

citizenship had apparently been abused by the authorities. It may be asked what the 

Chinese immigrants had learned from this incident. They should fulfill the obligations and 

enjoy the rights they were entitled to on account of their Belgian citizenship. I assume that 

the ethnic Chinese in question should have learned to adopt a practical attitude in their 

relationship with the local authorities and demand more legal protection under their 

Belgian citizenship. They might retain ties with the home country and remain involved in 

transnational activities while making more efforts in the residing country with a view to a 

better localisation is equally important. In other words, the event of “Dragon Operation” 

should make the ethnic Chinese aware of their basic rights and duties resulting from the 

acquisition of a foreign citizenship whereas their ethnic binding remained strong and basic 

respects entailed from the citizenship of the residing country was necessary. 

An equally important lesson to be learned from the above-mentioned incident is the 

lack of communication with and support from the local professional associations such as 

the UNIZO representing the small and medium sized enterprises and HoReCa that gives a 

voice to the restaurant business owners. In addition, the local non-governmental 

organisations for immigrant rights might also be a good channel and the adoption of 
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related anti-discriminatory laws should be of help as furthering strategies. However, it 

seems that the ethnic Chinese and the leaders of ethnicity-based organisations did not take 

advantage of their acquired citizenship to proclaim their procedural rights. 

Moreover, I was informed by an interviewee who served at the Chinese Embassy that 

some ingroup members played the role of ‘information provider’ to the public authorities 

as a way of taking revenge on the restaurant owners for unfair treatment at work. Another 

source of information indicated that the information had been invented by some Chinese 

competitors to crack down on the Qingtian restaurateurs. The ‘Dragon Operation’ 

described as an ‘internal conflict and paradox’ (by field participants) may give evidence as 

to my assumed complex feelings among the ethnic Chinese that they are in fact in a 

situation of seeking solidarity while competing for private interests at the same time. 

3.3. Multicultural Chinese – An Ongoing Conciliation between Structural and Cultural 

Constraints 

I have presented the bonding policies implemented by the home governments 

targeting the overseas Chinese for their potential and invaluable contribution to domestic 

developments in the main aspects of the economy, culture, social affairs and national 

security. The said bonding policies demonstrated the significant role of the home 

government in the building of patriotism and the concretisation of transnational 

Chineseness as they appeared from the informants’ narrative accounts. The event of 

“Dragon Operation” also shows the powerful role of the nation-state in the control and the 

management of international migration. The question might be raised whether the bonding 

policies would retard or jeopardize the process of localisation so far as the Chinese 

immigrants were concerned. The hypothesis of the biographical work suggests that there 

exists autonomy to manage the multicultural identities following the events in the 

biographer’s life course. The biographical trajectory of Boman Yao demonstrated his 

multiple identities as alternate and situational responses to the structural and cultural 

constraints encountered in different phases and aspects of life. 

Regarding the alleged fidelity of Chinese migrants and in particular of the 

transnational Chinese, they should not be the scapegoat of rising international terrorism, a 
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fact nourished by transnational migration and cross-border patriotism. The presentation of 

the multicultural Chinese based on the knowledge of the biographical work would be of 

help to see the Chinese and Chinese identities with wider and multicultural imagination. 

Not least to mention is the ongoing conciliation that the migrants in question encountered 

in the process of localisation. What the hypothesis of biographical work can contribute is 

to appreciate the rich information gathered from the biographer’s life experiences. Instead 

of distinguishing the Chinese immigrants according to their origin, more questions should 

be raised as to why a Chinese migrant chose to settle, to return, or to re-migrate as shown 

by the biographical approach.  

4. Concluding Remarks  

(i) The ingroup relationships are complicated as the factors such as 

“renqing/renching(favour)”, “mianzi(face) and “guanxi(social relations) grounded in 

the Chinese interpersonal relations interplay and are thus displayed with a complex of 

interests and emotions. The assimilatory effects would enable the ingroup members to 

develop a sense of mutuality and to generate resources not only for individual but also 

common interests. The spirit of mutuality is practiced in the form of chain migration 

and overseas recruitment while it can be manipulated as a patron-beneficiary 

relationship. The Chinese ‘renqing/renching’ associated with the patron-beneficiary 

relationships can be artfully employed in the development and management of 

Chinese organisations. As the overseas Chinese organisations appeared to be 

important and useful in accommodating the newcomers for settlement and insertion 

into the niche market, it is necessary to review the form of Chinese organisations and 

to redefine the membership relations to attract new members. The issue of renewing 

and strengthening the functions of the Chinese organisations would be a task that the 

ingroup members and leaders have to work on if they want to maximise the benefits 

through a consolidation of the ingroup relationship. 

(ii) It is necessary to recognize the sustainable services that the overseas Chinese 

organisations provide, in particular to the newcomers to foster a sense of belonging 

for the participants. Some Chinese informants who suffered from the politicised 

discourse of the “New Taiwanese” and felt excluded by the affiliated group members, 
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might be forced to participate in the counterpart’s organisations as a reversed action to 

the unwanted break with the Taiwan-based organisations. I would like to remark that 

although the splitting effects have caused internal disintegration among Taiwanese 

organisations reported by the Chinese media, we still need further empirical and 

comparative research to study their impact on the process of localisation of Chinese 

and Taiwanese groups. Not least important is to pay attention to the bonding policies 

developed by the PRC and Taiwan (ROC) as a means to compete in winning over the 

fidelity of the overseas Chinese and the emerging effects of internal integration 

among sub-ethnic Chinese groups. 

(iii) Regarding the perception of outside world relationships, some considered that 

assimilation with the mainstream is perceived as a contingent and practical strategy in 

the interest of the second generation with regard to their upward mobility. However, 

some other informants admitted the necessary acculturation in the country of 

reception while insisting to convey the Chinese cultural legacy to the younger 

generation. Thus, selective integration might appear to be beneficiary and practical in 

the context of a globalised market. Alternatively, the practice of the Chinese 

languages is not only valued in view of cultural continuity but also its increasing 

advantage in view of the growing transnational Chinese community. As far as 

pragmatic interests are concerned, some informants would consider selective 

integration to include either the embedded cultural values or the acculturated 

knowledge. 

(iv) The proposition of the multicultural Chinese would be of help to read “Chinese” with 

wide and multiple references supported by the biographical work. The said 

proposition will first support the reduction of the prejudiced images created by 

political advertisements and the promotion of new communications among the old 

and new overseas Chinese groups, regardless of political allegiance and national 

identity. The mentioned multicultural Chinese would be of help to improve the 

tolerance between sub-ethnic groups but a fair competitive mechanism as well as 

cultural tolerance in the niche market should be comparably important. 
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(v) The biographical trajectory shaped in the informants’ life stories indicate that the 

adjustment to the mainstream society depends on the rational calculation of 

socio-economic gain or the maximum gain from the maintenance of cultural and 

ethnic identity, or a balance of the two perspectives. The ethnic Chinese, as they are 

living in a democratic and comparably equal society such as Belgium are free to 

develop, to express and to take position on the issues of identities. A pro-China social 

identity does not mean that the person’s loyalty should be in doubt and hamper the 

degree of localisation. The issue of ethnic identity or Chineseness is not a zero-sum 

game. The ethnic Chinese define themselves and the relationships with intra-ethnic 

and interethnic groups as depending on a complex of factors encountered in either the 

homeland or the residing country. 

(vi) The incident of ‘Dragon Operation’ reveals the disintegrative phenomena of Chinese 

organisations that occurred not only among the ingroup members but also towards the 

local civil society. The traditional Chinese interpersonal relationships apparently 

could not provide a just support for the victims of the event and thus would need to 

reconsider how to establish local network as long as a two-way localisation would be 

recognised as a fundamental issue. 

      The figure III-10-3 shows the informants’ social relational world. The 

concentric circles define how the multicultural Chinese are situated in the centre and 

respond to the ingroup and the outside-world relationships. The bold purple arrows present 

the influential force from the home country such as the government’s bonding policy, 

invented patriotism and other embedded cultural values. The bold red arrows depict the 

reversed structural influences of the host country such as the integration policy, the 

institutions of acculturation and the mainstream values. The squares show the pattern of 

orientation that I have presented in the section. 
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Figure III-10-3 The Informants’ Social Relational World                                               
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Chapter Eleven: Strategies for Localisation – A Study of Typology 

 

I. Introduction 

In this chapter I report part of the findings on the strategies for localisation among the 

interviewees by means of the biographical approach. As the migrants’ life stories are 

undertakings with actions and reactions to the structural constraints and temporal dis/continuity, 

the strategies are much about how they make sense of their present situation under the 

conditions of a historical event, cultural encounters and socio-economic structural challenges in 

the host society. Three modes of strategy have been identified as emerging from the collected 

data. However, the reported typology is not exhaustive; there might be other subtypes or 

variations depending on the scope of data, the subjects and the methods of sorting and analysing. 

I would like to note that the data reported are sorted out and generated at the time of the 

interview. As some informants’ data can be characterised by certain typical elements and fell 

within a proposed mode, some biographies might appear difficult to present elements of 

strategic actions, meaning that the interviewees in question did not provide accounts that 

achieve the projections of life goals or aspirations in the post-migration days. I would prefer to 

accommodate these data as broken biographies because they seem deviant from the three 

formulated types. 

More significantly, some interviewees’ narrative accounts would be qualified as certain 

types at a certain phase in life but failed to prove their sustainability in the present stage. Thus I 

classify these broken biographies as deviant modes which will be listed for further 

interpretation. Not only do the identified modes provide rich information about the Chinese 

immigrants’ active response to what concerns them, but also the deviant cases that reflect their 

sufferings and vulnerability in the face of the constraints they are confronted with. As the 

deviant cases appear to be more telling in presenting the consequences in the process of 

localisation, they are helpful in providing another way of communication with the policy 

makers in foreseeing the substantial effects to the recipients. Alternatively, the casework that 

emphasises the interactive process between structure and agency would enable the main 

stakeholders to identify the invisible causes and sources for further diagnosis and amendments 
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for policy making as far as migration and settlement are concerned. We should not avoid latent 

enablement to be activated by the individuals if the conditions of the environment change or the 

identified obstacles are removed. Then there would be room for mobility of the strategic 

orientation assumed by the interactive work of agency and structure (Archer, 2003). 

The following table III-11-1 indicates the typology of the strategies for localisation of the 

14 informants including the deviant category. The table shows the identified modes, main 

descriptions of strategy, projections, outcome and the representative informants. 
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Table III-11-1 Typology of Informants’ Strategies for Localisation 

Types Description Projection Outcome Exampled 
Informants 

Ingroup 
Assimilation 

Strong attachment to the 
home culture; 
maximising benefits 
from the ethnic network; 
stay close to the family; 
following the 
predecessors’ path for 
localisation 

The continuity of 
family and a better 
future for the second 
generation is the life 
goal to be realised  

Self-adjusting to the 
host environment; 
making a detour to the 
structural constraints 

Couple Liang,   
George Ding, 
Hsiung Kao, 
Song 
 

Deviant Form of 
Ingroup 
Assimilation 

Aspired to have strong 
attachment to home 
culture; suffered from 
the detached family 
network; failing to 
acquire a sense of 
belonging with ingroup 

Expressing to escape 
from the present  
context; adopting a 
let-go attitude 
towards the future 

Feeling isolated and 
helpless in family 
relationship; indifferent 
about localisation; as 
alien in the familiar 
world  

Tan, Lien 
 

Endorsing 
Individuality 

Individual 
career-oriented, relying 
on their own ability 
instead of group 
support, keeping  
distance from the 
Chinese community, 
more integrated with the 
indigenous network; 
active in searching for 
sustainable occupation 

To lead a 
career-oriented life 
that is build upon his 
or her expectations; 
family continuity is 
not priority in life 

Self-transformation Yuan Liang,  
Dai 

Deviant Form of 
Endorsing 
Individuality 

Feeling desperate about 
the definite break with 
the perceived career; the 
current occupation can 
not repair the loss of past 
 

Hoping to be able to 
reconcile practical 
life and ideal work 
but having no ability 
to achieve it 

Self-transformation in 
difficulty; feeling 
confined as contextual 
handicap 

Hsin Hsin 

Multi- 
engagement  

Feeling attached to the 
home culture on the one 
hand and well localised 
in the host society on the 
other; life goal should 
go beyond personal 
interest; sensitive about 
the social position of 
overseas Chinese  

Wanting to be 
devoted to create a 
better environment 
not only for the 
second generation but 
also the newcomers 

Collective 
transformation 

Mme Li, Dong, 
Aihua 

Deviant Form of 
Multi- 
engagement 
 

Wishing to be helpful to 
group interests but failed 
to organise Chinese 
participants   

Aspiring to have 
active participation 
but hesitating to 
launch action 

Collective 
transformation in doubt; 
withdrawing to a 
bystander’s position 

Mary Lau 
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II. Ingroup Assimilation 

1. Description 

The type of “ingroup assimilation” is generated from the data provided by the 

informants who demonstrated a strong attachment to the past world and the home culture. 

Several of them take advantage from the embedded social network and express devotion to 

the betterment of the family and the future generations. For them immigration does not 

necessarily cause a break with the past, nor appears to be a turning point in their individual 

life as they benefit from chain migration. They assimilate into the occupational trajectory 

of senior fellows and want to realise a life as such, to be economically independent and to 

make progress on behalf of the core family and the second generation. 

For the Chinese restaurateurs who are in line with ingroup assimilation, they rely 

strongly on social bonding with the co-ethnics to maintain and develop the network and 

enjoy a bonding relationship. They take the complex Chinese interpersonal relationships 

for granted while complaining about the social relational burden incurred in the Chinese 

community. 

Although the parent immigrants consider their children’s upward mobility as a prior 

concern, they are pragmatic on the issues of localisation. As several of them originate from 

a rural area without having enjoyed higher education, they are aware of the limits of 

cultural capital and convey their wishes to the second generation. Although the informants 

benefit from social bonding and cultural continuity, they believe that the second 

generation will get rid of the restaurateur’s trajectory for the sake of devotion to the first 

generation. 

2. Projection 

For the informants whose biographies are in conformity with this type, they admit 

that feeding the family without worry and helping the children in their struggle for upward 

mobility are their core concerns. In order to realise this fundamental project they are 

willing to bear all kinds of risk related to the migratory process and to settle in the residing 

country even at the price of a personal career. Many of the informants who came for a 
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family reunion are familiar with the stories of migration and take the challenges for 

granted. They believe that someday they will belong to the winners’ world that the 

predecessors have encountered. Such belief is enhanced by the Chinese work ethnics and 

practised by the group they belong to. It is not strange to hear Chinese parents say to the 

children to learn from the model figures cited in the classic literature or folk stories. Such 

attitude also reflects the migrants’ quest for a reference group in the process of localisation. 

They may follow the mainstream value of social mobility as does the majority in the 

receiving country but the means of achievement might be different. Thus it is common for 

Chinese parents to urge their children to spend more time studying and be cautious about 

making friends. To some extent Chinese parents will remind their children that “we are 

Chinese!” or “we are different (from the indigenous people)” to close a conversation if 

they cannot find a more justified reason to convince the youngsters to adopt a spirit of 

studying hard. The advantage of said endorsement is to avoid the consequences of 

declining integration indicating a context in which the neighbourhood lacks the resources 

for upward mobility. However, the disadvantage might be to induce intergenerational 

conflicts caused by parenting and pushing the children to distance themselves from the 

family bonding and the embedded culture. 

3. Outcome 

The informants who endorse ingroup assimilation prefer to find work opportunities in 

the niche market and avoid competing with the indigenous people in the primary labour 

market. As they have learnt the path to success in the niche sector from the predecessors 

and compatriots, the objective is to find the most profitable way to feed the family while 

personal interest or previous work capability are lesser concerns . Moreover, as their focus 

is on the continuity of the family and the development of family members, working in 

Chinese catering or becoming a restaurant owner would enable them to have more 

capacity to manage the family affairs and stay close to the core family members. 

Alternatively, as their interest is to invest in and for the members of family, they might 

ignore the contextual needs or material living conditions and orientate their investment 

towards the children’s education. 
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In addition, as the informants have foreseen the necessary sacrifices on behalf of the 

family, they are ready to adjust themselves to the context they are in. Self-adjustment thus 

becomes an attitude meaning that they can easily adapt to a given environment as long as 

they can find “psychological compensation” from the feedback of family members. It is 

interesting to note that the self-adjusting attitude is associated with Chinese 

entrepreneurship that requires high adaptability to the foreign environment and endurance 

in the process of starting up a business. 

The self-adjusting informants have more concern about the harmony of interpersonal 

relationships and consider it worthwhile being involved in the complicated and 

intertwined Chinese games of power played by the rules of mianzi/face, renqing/favour 

and guanxi/social relations. As the other side of the coin, they would complain about the 

complex Chinese interpersonal relationships in Chinese organisations but accept it as part 

of the Chinese cultural heritage that needs to self-adjust to that relational matrix I 

presented in the literature of Chinese cultural attributes and interpersonal relations. 

4. Emerging Worry 

For some of them an emerging worry for the future is the sense of isolation and the 

increasing gap between them and the second generation. This is particularly significant for 

the aged retirees who live on their own and lack social activity as there is no Chinese 

organisation for the elderly except in downtown Antwerp. A related worry is the 

anticipation of a forced stay in the local institutional care centre once they lose their own 

capability for making a living. Some veteran restaurateurs who used to follow their home 

dietary culture, for example, eating three hot meals every day, might find it very difficult 

to accept a cold supper usually served in the centre for the elderly. More challenges are to 

be found in adapting to a neighbourhood where Dutch or French is the common language. 

Thus, how adapting to the local dietary habits and establishing personal contacts within the 

institutional environment appear to be the grounds for emerging fear for the less 

acculturated immigrants of this type. 
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III. Endorsing Individuality 

1. Description 

The informants who are in line with the type of “endorsing individuality” tend to be 

selective and cautious to establish links with the past. Several of them did have an 

unpleasant past and some intend to break definitely with past life. Cultural continuity and 

the family’s future development are not the primary concerns and make way for the 

individual’s economic achievement. Some keep their distance from the Chinese social 

network due to their negative personal experiences and prefer to externalise links with the 

autochthon people. They believe in the individual’s efforts for career building instead of 

supporting the family or the relatives. Thus, creating wealth is still a common dream for 

most of the fellow countrymen, however just to realise their goal in their own way. As they 

identify work or a professional career as the primary concerns, they force themselves to 

live in the host society comfortably and without resistance to acculturation. That would 

mean making more efforts to be assimilated into the host society instead of investing time 

in an ethnic group. 

2. Projection 

If devoting one’s life to safeguarding one’s family and making sacrifices for the 

second generation is the projected goal for the informants identified as ‘ingroup 

assimilation’, the informants who endorse individuality appear to be contradictory to the 

previous type. As the informants of this type did not expect to get support from the core 

family or the family group in the larger sense, it is imaginable that they will have to rely on 

their own resources or externalise resource searching from the mainstream population of 

the residing country. Their skeptical attitudes towards the ethnic Chinese community have 

mainly originated from their past experiences and are not necessarily the result of 

acculturation. As we have seen in Yuan Liang’s case she decided to distance herself from 

the Chinese community and make her own way through self-financing her life when she 

realised her parents’ limited capability to safeguard the family property. We also find that 

Dai learned to make his own life as a young follower of Chiang Kai-shek and suffered 

from the isolated life as a lone veteran. His working experiences with the fellow Cantonese 
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in the Netherlands in his early years would just strengthen his will to be economically 

self-sufficient without being subordinated to an employer. They show strong interest in 

business management as it is the primary source of self-realisation. 

Although the informants mentioned keep their distance from the Chinese community, 

it does not mean that they will avoid starting in the restaurant niche. They tend to be 

pragmatic and realise that the Chinese catering business would enable them as an 

incubator to accumulate the necessary knowledge and professional network in a short time 

without big investments. As they consider the ethnic network in the light of utility, they 

would also need to be well accepted by the indigenous neighbourhood to obtain the local 

knowledge and extend the network. The pragmatic attitude for business development had 

been shaped in Dai’s case by a positive attitude towards a mixed marriage while it did not 

work out. He believed that an indigenous partner would be very helpful in handling the 

restaurant business on account of the linguistic advantage and the reinforcement of 

localisation. 

As for their attitudes towards family values and in particular the continuity of the 

family, they appear to be rather flexible and inclusive without worrying to lose the 

bonding of ingroup assimilation. For example, Dai only had a Belgium-born adult son who 

is well acculturated and knows little about Chinese culture. Unlike the previous type that 

valued family continuity through producing offspring, Dai would take it as an individual 

issue and expressed no worry about his son’s future choice. Yuan on the contrary who 

remained single would invest most of her time in career building instead of worrying about 

family and child-raising. It is assumed that the informants of this type would enjoy the 

individuality specially valued by the host country and feel free from bearing the 

historical-cultural burden of the Chinese. 

3. Outcome 

Contrary to the participants of the previous mode who demonstrated high adjustment 

ability to the actual context, the informants of this type would use the strategy of 

self-transformation to accommodate themselves to the host society. By 

self-transformation I mean that they would not avoid the structural constraints as the group 
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of self-adjusting but would transform themselves to overcome the challenges ahead of 

them. Thus they would invest in the niche market, but simply in a practical manner. Most 

of time they would trust their own assessment of the market information and depend less 

on communications with peers or familiars in the community as they were not used to 

discussing the restaurant management problems encountered in their dealings with the 

ingroup members. 

As they wished to rely on their own efforts to develop their business, they appear to 

be more sensitive to the contextual change and would try to grasp the opportunities for an 

occupational alternative. To assure the respect for independence in the choice of an 

occupational orientation, they might consult with core family members and solicit their 

support as far as business interests were concerned. The relief from family burdens might 

give them more individual liberty to live the life they aspired to while they might find little 

emotional support from the family and the ingroup. Yuan for example admitted that 

religious faith was a permanent comfort for her and she would invest as much time as she 

could in religious activities. However, Dai’s situation seemed to be different. As he 

declined to participate in Chinese organisations and had no specific religious attachments, 

working and watching Dutch -language TV programmes at home were routine activities. I 

would like to note that many of the ethnic Chinese used to install satellite dishes to receive 

Chinese TV broadcasts and only watch the programmes they provided. However, Dai did 

not consider it necessary to watch Chinese shows as he felt satisfied with what the local 

TV offered. 

To sum up, self-transformation as an outcome in the process of encountering 

structural constraints shows that the informants were willing to transform themselves from 

being a part of the past world and accommodate themselves to a new phase of present and 

future lives. We have seen that they employ their own means to decrease the needs for 

bonding with the past and to enable them to get integrated into the present context through 

professional development. Their endorsement of individuality might push them to feel 

psychologically alienated from the ingroup and the local network. They would have to 

deal with the feeling of solitude in the present modern society and learn to manage the 

status of a marginal person caught between the present life and cultural past. 



 

 314

4. Emerging Worry 

Informants of this type might encounter more structural challenges as they appeared 

relentlessly building up a career on their own. Unlike the group who practised 

self-adjusting as a strategy, they demonstrated more concern about self-transformation and 

thus might need more external assistance to create enablement. In addition, although they 

rely on their own judgment in decision making, it seems necessary for them to receive 

professional guidance with a view to professional orientation and necessary training to 

help them overcome the transitional period. 

 

IV. Multi-engagement 

1. Description 

This type of informant appears to be capable of connecting cultural and structural 

resources and meeting related challenges. They are able to cross the cultural boundary and 

become part of the local society. Compared with the groups of the two previous types, they 

appeared capable to use the accumulated cultural capital that enables them to 

communicate with the mainstream group. They feel attached to the inherited past and 

devoted to integration with the present restaurant work as a way to glorify the family and 

the ancestors. Regarding the issue of social identity they identify with the Chinese 

ethnicity but demonstrate a sense of membership of the host society as well. It is a sense of 

citizenship that enables them to cross private concerns and to transcend their commitment 

to public interests as far as the ethnic Chinese community is concerned. Some of them 

might not be equipped with higher education but all show good communicative skills and 

leadership. Usually the informants of this type have overcome the difficulties of economic 

integration and demonstrate commitment to helping fellow countrymen in an organised 

and collective way. For some of them the restaurant business is not only focused on 

profit-making but is a way to make Chinese fine arts popular through the performances of 

Chinese cuisine. 
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Compared with the type of “ingroup assimilation”, the multi-engagement informants 

tend to incorporate their cultural continuity into the concern for local constraints and to 

safeguard the interest of the fellow Chinese. Differing from the type who endorses 

individuality, they share a high interest in career development and entrepreneurship but 

are willing to distribute part of the profits and to make the efforts for the benefit of the 

Chinese group affairs. 

As they are highly involved in Chinese organisations, they appear to be critical of the 

Chinese self-centred way of life and their indifference to community affairs. Some of them 

complain that the Chinese would spend money and time on gambling but not donate one 

penny for the common good. Moreover, with the accumulated experiences in restaurant 

management they are capable of employing various kinds of capital to achieve visibility 

among the Chinese co-ethnics or even participation in the political affairs of the homeland. 

A good business profile may enable them to establish connections with the local 

politicians and thus facilitate looking after or dealing with Chinese affairs. 

2. Projection 

Informants placed within the “multi-engagement” type would believe that creating 

capacity for the betterment of the whole ethnic Chinese is worth doing and that collective 

efforts need to be contributed by all ingroup members. As they are restaurant owners and 

sensitive to contextual change as informants of the “endorsing individuality” type, they 

would meet the challenges in a collective and organised manner. They feel closely 

attached to the imagined community, the homeland, which is the driving force behind their 

targeted actions. They value the Chinese family culture just like those of the “ingroup 

assimilation” type but would have to interpret it in an inclusive and extensive sense as far 

as recruitment becomes an issue. Although they would recognise the principles of 

inclusiveness and continuity as fundamental for the establishment and growth of Chinese 

organisations, apparently the reality reflects the contradictory side of the ideal statement. 

Many of the Chinese organisations were established on the basis of various criteria of 

which recruiting new members and acquiring territorial identity are the core ones. As most 

of the participants were concentrated in the major niche market, internal competition and 

testimonies of unfair employment, family disputes and atypical partnership between and 
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among old and newcomers might increase the complexity of membership relations and 

jeopardise solidification, let alone unification of all Chinese organisations. Moreover, the 

politicised statement of “China’s unification versus Taiwan independence” have provoked 

exclusiveness among sub-ethnic Chinese groups and deepened the separation between 

Chinese organisations. 

Another observation that makes it hardly possible for Chinese groups to unite in a 

nation-wide umbrella organisation results from the contextual limits in the host society. As 

Belgium is a federal nation and governed under a very complicated and independent 

political system, it seems functionally unfeasible and administratively unmanageable to 

set up a Chinese organisation at federal level. I would like to make it clear that there are 

only a few Chinese federations claimed to be nation-wide based on political identity (such 

as the Association for the Improvement of Chinese Unification in Belgium supported by 

the PRC government and the Taiwan-funded All Chinese for Democracy and Liberty 

League) or gender (such as the National League of Chinese Women) while the majority of 

the rest have de facto been constituted by the members of the same regional or linguistic 

identity. Some organisations would claim to be of national scope but their activities are 

focused on local interests, as is the case with social organisations in downtown Antwerp. 

To sum up, although the leaders of the ethnic Chinese would acknowledge the slogan 

“l’union fait la force”, the reality is that the Chinese organisations exist in a more 

diversified way and are thus clustered around their specific interests and self-defined 

identities. 

3. Outcome 

The interviewees associated with the “multi-engagement” type would neither satisfy 

a self-adjustment outcome as grounded in the first mode nor agree with the 

self-transformation as resulted from the second mode. “Collective transformation” should 

be the expected outcome as they integrated the accumulated past within the present 

context. They believed that realising the transcendent goal to generate well-being for the 

overseas Chinese and the second generation would demand the ethnic Chinese to process 

the transformation but based on collective actions. As I have previously described the 

informants of this type apparently have fewer financial worries and are resourceful in the 



 

 317

management of social networking and used to be the ones who identified collective 

interests, initiated projects and undertook actions. Unlike the outcome as 

“self-adjustment” drawn from the first type that would not demand the contextual change 

or remove the structural constraints through public participation but avoided direct 

confrontation by making a detour, the members of this type would insist on employing the 

acquired citizenship and its embedded rights to urge contextual change through 

participation. 

In addition, they would expect that any improvement with a view to localisation 

would not only benefit the core participants but also the Chinese immigrants and their 

descendents in a wider sense. For the expected outcome as “collective transformation” to 

come about the ethnic Chinese will need to become organised by emphasising the present 

socio-economic interests on the one hand and the cultural commonality engrained in the 

past on the other. Thus, it is imaginable that the followers of multi-engagement are 

familiar with the coming into play of Chinese interpersonal relations or the Chinese power 

game characterised by mianzi/face, renqing/favour and guanxi/social relations. However, 

the use of the rules of the Chinese power play might be effective and helpful for the 

Chinese organisations in a phase when the composition and social origins of the 

membership remains steady and simple. Following the fact of increased diversity of the 

newcomers, the way that was mentioned for the management of social organisations might 

appear obsolete and difficult to achieve the fundamental goal as readily as the group 

members originally stated. I will present the potential threat and challenges that the 

members of this type would have to encounter in the next section. 

4. Emerging Worry 

The worry emerging from the projection of Chinese group interests and good 

localisation followed by the strategic outcome of collective transformation is identified as 

having internal and external aspects. The internal aspect addresses the forms and the 

organisational composition that the group of “multi-engagement” would have to acquire if 

the fundamental objective is to have better localisation in the residing society. As many of 

the Chinese organisations are identified as having specific interests and being targeted 

towards certain sub-ethnic groups, they remain a forum for intra-group communication 
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and loose bonding through social gatherings. For the organisations classified by territorial 

identity, the main aim is to strengthen ingroup relations based on the assimilated 

membership and good relations with the PRC authorities as far as the individual interests 

in the homeland are concerned. For the organisations classified by business interest, 

gender and social group (such as the elderly), the functions still remain the forum for 

internal communication and social networking irrelevant to the challenges of localisation. 

To sum up, the social organisations that the informants involved in this type apparently 

paid attention to internal bonding. No such organisation expressed interest in building up 

external communications with the local authorities, institutions for integration, let alone 

other ethnic organisations.  

Nevertheless, a few exceptional cases deserve to be mentioned. The first one is the 

Association of Chinese Restaurateurs in Belgium established by Mme Li in the 1970s. The 

said association organised collective purchasing to lower the costs for buying imported 

Chinese goods and used the generated profit to support Chinese education. This double 

result was indeed very welcomed by the restaurateurs as it was helpful to sustain business 

management and safeguard the cultural continuity through Chinese education for the 

younger generations (see Mme Li’s life story in Part II chapter four). However, the 

association became inactive for political reasons and no similar professional organisations 

exist at the present time. Another interesting case is a recent cooperative project between 

the league of Chinese organisations and the city of Antwerp aiming to promote tourism. 

The Chinese community and the city government co-financed the construction of a 

memorial Chinese archway as a landmark at the entrance of the Chinese quarter at the 

crossing of the Van Wesenbekestraat and the Gemeentestraat. This project has effectively 

stimulated the solidarity of ethnic Chinese to collect a sum of more than 130,000 euros to 

sponsor the whole construction1. These are a few examples to show the Chinese interest in 

localisation interpreted through collective actions. 

                                                 

1 Interview data of Mr. Liu, chief coordinator of the said project and clippings gathered from local Chinese 

news publications. 



 

 319

The overly centred interests in intra-group affairs might jeopardise the opportunities 

of inter-group exchange of information and cooperation aiming to realise localisation in 

the long term. It is not new to hear criticism from the bystanders who resisted being 

involved in Chinese affairs as there are rumours of the leaders’ competing for personal 

reputation and private interests rather than focusing on collective interests. Thus, it seems 

prior to the informants of this type who are devoted for the betterment of Chinese group 

interests to establish accountability towards the group members by adopting more 

transparent and responsible governance. 

The potential challenge might come from an external aspect regarding active 

participation in the general civil affairs of the residing society as a condition for the 

acquisition of Belgian citizenship. To foster better localisation would mean to have active 

participation in the indigenous community and to urge the ethnic Chinese to organise 

themselves in a more effective way to give a voice to or even offer consultation as far as 

the issues of migration and settlement are concerned. However, as I have indicated before, 

the self-centered phenomena commonly observed in Chinese organisations, it would be 

difficult to plan some projects for active participation without external and internal inputs. 

On the basis of my field observations (but also of my personal experiences) I noted that 

many of the Chinese participants are used to relying on the leader’s initiative and dislike 

voicing a deviant opinion in group meetings according to Chinese power play which is 

especially applicable to junior members. It is a persistent need for ethnic Chinese when 

recruiting young devotees with good skills of communication and leadership to 

demonstrate efforts to become part of the local society. 

 

V. Deviant Forms Resulting from Broken Biographies 

1. Description 

The life stories of some informants were not easily identifiable with the 

above-mentioned types at the time of the interview as they appeared to be confined by both 

structural and cultural constraints and could not be explicitly projected for certain actions. 

Some of the biographies may be classified as deviant forms of “ingroup assimilation” as 
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they demonstrated how strongly the biographers were attached to cultural continuity and 

family bonding but hopeless in managing the family relationship and would prefer 

alienation from the familiar social world. Here I recall Bedford’s interpretation of various 

aspects of guilt from Chinese perspective; in particular the feeling of “nei jiu (內咎)”. 

The said feeling depicts when one person failed to fulfill an obligation of responsibility 

towards other people (consulting chapter two, the section of cultural components and 

table I-2-2). It is assumed that Tan might feel morally guilty caused by his incapacity to 

become a successful restaurateur and shameful for his alleged connection with Chinese 

gangsters. As a consequence, he might feel difficult to re-instate his position in the 

Qingtian community for of the loss of personal/family reputation2. 

As the broken biographies have demonstrated, the biographers tend to evade the 

challenges encountered and assume a let-go attitude towards the future. Another deviant 

form of “ingroup assimilation” can be found in Lien’s case. At the time of interview she 

was lingering in a pathological past and rendered indifferent by the present situation. The 

common characteristic of the first deviant type of biography is that the biographers would 

adopt an alienated attitude towards the encountered risks by passive reaction and felt 

discouraged to go through their life projects. Thus it appears to be too stressful for them to 

draw a clear picture about the future and some external consultation or intervention would 

be arranged and justified. 

A deviant form of “endorsing individuality” can be found in Hsin Hsin’s case as she 

quit a beloved career as a dancer-teacher and struggled to find a balance between a 

dedicated mother and responsible restaurant owner. It seems that the break with her past 

career could not be repaired by her devotion to managing an ideal family. She was 

confined in an occupation irrelevant to her professional work in the past. More stressful 

were her experiences in her adjustment to the triple role of a wife, a mother and a business 

partner. 

                                                 

2 I shall thank Professor Martens’ comment on my ignorance of applying the argument of “shame” and 

“guilt” in formulating the deviant form of “ingroup assimilation”. 
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Other than the above mentioned broken biographies, I also identified a deviant form 

of “multi-engagement” extracted from Mary Lau’s experience in self-empowerment for 

active participation in Chinese organisational affairs. As a founding member of a Chinese 

volunteers’ organisation committed to improving localisation the passage she narrated was 

expressed with fulfilled sentiment in the active involvement in initiating and organising 

activities for ethnic Chinese. However, when her restaurant was found to offer unlawful 

employment, she was forced to stop participation and make up for the loss in the business 

due to this incident. In the mean time some other members questioned the value of having 

founded the organisation and suggested to dissolve it. At the time of interview Mary Lau 

expressed strong concern about issues for Chinese interests but felt helpless as she failed to 

convince the former members to reactivate it 3 . The past experience in collective 

participation seemed to be meaningful but she chose to be a bystander for lack of enabling 

inputs. 

2. Projection 

For the informants whose biographies could not be easily identified in the modes of 

“ingroup assimilation”, “endorsing individuality” and “multi-engagement” mentioned, the 

fractured life experiences did not mean that the biographers were unable to describe their 

individual projects. Alternatively, some of them might develop certain projects while 

being detached from the actual lifeworld (as seen in Tan’s case) and some might project to 

take action while the said action seemed beyond their personal capability (reference to the 

cases of Hsin Hsin and Mary Lau). I will make just a few remarks about the featuring of 

projections and the interdependent relations between projection and the related 

enablement. 

The first deviant form as we could see was in Tan’s case: he was able to develop a 

project while the content simply was detached from the context he was confined to. I 

would like to remind that he was speaking about an expected post-retirement life; living as 

a modest farmer in his homeland and getting rid of the tiring business of a restaurant owner. 

                                                 

3 Personal conversation with Mary Lau on 9 June of 2006. 
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Although he felt stressful in the management of the restaurant, he expected that his wife 

and children would stay and support him no matter what the living conditions would be. 

What he aspired to receive was the support from the family and the core members. Thus 

the proposed diagnosis of family biography might be analysed more comprehensively, 

including Song’s (Tan’s wife), that of her two sons and even of other extensive families. In 

addition, some crucial passages in Song’s life story indicated her desperate response to 

Tan’s evading attitude which would be helpful in providing further diagnosis to ameliorate 

the precarious spousal relationship. 

The second case is a fractured biography extracted from Hsin Hsin’s narrative 

accounts. We found that she apparently abandoned her original project and decided to 

become a restaurant worker-owner in the receiving society with a view to the betterment of 

the second generation. However, the efforts in adjusting to the restaurant context did not 

enable her to realise the project that she and her husband, Kao, had devised for their 

children. The paradoxical feelings seemed to result firstly from the limited accessibility to 

the professional market and secondly from the shortage of disposable resources to balance 

the caretaking task and the business work. Thus I would argue that to help realise Hsin 

Hsin’s project would be to provide easier access to the expected professional sector and to 

foresee possibilities for promoting a more conciliatory family life with special attention to 

the nature of the work related to each profession. 

The third atypical form is Mary Lau’s case and her fractured story with regard to her 

aspiration to achieve “multi-engagement”. I note that what encouraged Mary Lau to 

project an active participation was the fulfillment generated by the strong partnership 

between the committed members. She appeared to reserve her devotion to promoting 

collective interests as she had no confidence in finding another comparable team to take 

action as she had done before. Her detachment from the group affairs reflected an 

emerging worry about the loss of the identified collective value among the Chinese 

organisations as I presented in the section “multi-engagement”. I remind that what 

discouraged Mary Lau might be a feeling common to the participants in Chinese groups 

that would require a collective reflection among and by the group members. 
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3. Outcome 

As I have previously presented Tan’s biography as a deviant type from “ingroup 

assimilation”, his projection according to his description appeared to evade the present 

challenges and appeared detached from the present context. The feeling of escape might 

force him to assume an alienated attitude towards the future. I should recall that alienation 

as an outcome for his strategy of evasion might have come about for the lack of group 

support when he was alleged to have connection with Chinese mafia. As the members of 

the “ingroup assimilation” group could only find his or her high satisfaction in close 

ingroup relations and expected to have comparable feedback from the group members, the 

loss of group belonging might have induced alienation that caused the person in question 

to get away from the bonding relationship with the group he or she was attached to. 

Concerning the outcome generated by a fractured biography as an atypical mode of 

“endorsing individuality”, I would assume that a state of a contextual handicap would be a 

proper description. By contextual handicap I mean that the informant in question could not 

take action as his or her power of self-transformation had disappeared due to contextual 

change. Thus it would be necessary for the confined informant to get rid of the context or 

to be empowered to remove the contextual obstacles. I note that in my second stint of 

fieldwork in the summer of 2005, I was told that the couple Kao and Hsin Hsin had 

remigrated to Montreal in Canada and had different occupations. In Montreal where the 

Chinese community was growing and had become bigger than that in Brussels, Hsin Hsin 

was able to work as a teacher in a kindergarten and give dance lessons to Chinese students. 

The action of remigration might correspond to the previous assumption of contextual 

change. 

As for the outcome of the third deviant type extracted from Mary Lau’s case, it seems 

that ‘being a bystander’ would be a suitable description. A “bystander” means that the 

person in question is on a holding position and waiting for an extra incentive to be 

re-activated or empowered. As Mary Lau’s fractured case reflects the common situation in 

Chinese groups, it is thus a collective task for the ingroup participants to establish a new 

bonding relationship with the bystanders and build up their capacity through collective 

transformation. 
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4. Emerging Worry 

If the above-mentioned types can be grouped according to their typicality and the 

emerging worry resulting from the strategies shown by the participants, the fractured cases 

might provide more information by diagnosing the failed experiences in the process of 

migration and localisation. Moreover, what the casework provides turned out to be more 

appealing than a general survey on the similar subjects. For instance, the presentation of 

Tan’s life story might be more telling than a quantified investigation on institutional 

discrimination and the level of depression. Another case like Hsin Hsin’s stressful 

biography might enable the reader to imagine an ethnically stratified labour market and the 

desperate situation of a greatly burdened mother-and-worker. Thus there are two main 

problems having originated from the above-mentioned broken biographies and identified 

as emerging worries that I would address as follows. 

The first worry is the vulnerability of the immigrant’s family and the lack of 

necessary bonding and enablement to give the family members fundamental support, 

particularly in the emotional aspect. The cases of Tan, Lien and Hsin Hsin all indicated 

their situation of isolation as they were forced to meet the challenges by exhausting the 

family resources. As each biographical work illustrates its interdependent and interactive 

relations with other core family members, siblings, fellow workers, collaborators and 

non-familiars as service providers distinguished by level of intimacy, any unsupportable 

blow to an interdependent member would significantly influence the other core members’ 

biographies, let alone the intergenerational effects a depressed parent would cause to the 

young generation. Thus, family as a basic social unit is still the main refuge for the 

members and a migrant-family-friendly environment appears to be a core concern as far as 

integration policy is concerned. Other than the approach to build up horizontal and 

interactive relations with the local community, it is equally important to strengthen the 

vertical relationship that an immigrant’s family should pass on from familial to familiar 

and forward to the non-familiar  group (the outside world) located in different relational 

layers. With the support of the ingroup produced by the vertical relationship, the 

immigrant’s family might receive stronger emotional as well as social support when it was 

struggling to achieve good localisation. 
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The second worry regards capacity building of Chinese organisations when meeting 

more diversified and multiple needs generated particularly by the newcomers of various 

origins and by the aged settlers. To respond to the more demanding integration policy set 

up by the nation states of the European Union, the Chinese organisations would find it 

difficult to provide new services aiming at integration and localisation using the old 

traditional way of management. Thus, gaining recognition from the ingroup members and 

externalising their collaboration with the local authorities, the migration-related 

institutions and NGOs are other core issues for all stakeholders as far as integration is 

concerned. 

Not least to mention is the fostering of a spirit of citizenship that is less acknowledged 

by the ethnic Chinese although the majority are Belgian citizens. What the spirit of 

citizenship means and how to make it meaningful to each Chinese individual would 

depend less on the advocacy for growing awareness than on long-term planning to be 

undertaken by the major Chinese organisations 

 

VI. Concluding Remarks 

In this chapter I presented three types of strategy extracted from the informants’ 

biographies, namely those of “ingroup assimilation”, “endorsing individuality” and 

“multi-engagement” with special reference to their performance, projection, and outcome as 

strategic practice and the emerging worry resulting from the said mode of conduct. Other than 

the biographies identified for each category, several biographies showed that it is difficult for 

certain difficulties or reservations to be classified under the above-mentioned modes. Therefore, 

the biographies that appear to be incomplete or broken are presented as deviant or atypical cases 

of the said types. 

In the section “ingroup assimilation”, it seems that the informants who were in line with 

this category were able to settle quickly as their strategy would provide prompt access for 

ethnic participants to minimum economic stability as long as they follow the predecessors’ 

experiences including acquiring the necessary knowledge, practising the social relations and 

providing the investment capital required by the niche market. The said strategy provides the 
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informants with a model for upward mobility in the process of localisation. The group of this 

type would see the family and the development of the younger generation as the primary goals 

in life. The meaningful task for the group members is to safeguard the continuity of the family 

through the conveying of a cultural identity. As the group of this type focuses on the 

descendents’ future and cares less about the contextual constraints of the residing society, 

making a detour would be the strategically sound practice. A niche market constituted by the 

informants of this type could be valued as an effective strategy that provides socio-economic 

stability. However, when the niche market has reached saturation and thus stimulates unethical 

competition, it is assumed that the consequences of the unhealthy situation might provoke 

disintegration among the ingroup members and jeopardise the original function that the said 

strategy expected. 

The second type identified as that of “endorsing individuality” is demonstrated by the 

informants who find their main interest in career building as a life project instead of expecting a 

close family relationship. As the participants of this group learned to be independent and rely 

on their own decisions, they were the lonely individuals who were forced to accept all the 

suffering that was due to the process of career building. As they would exhaust any and all 

opportunities to find business alternatives, they tended to be sensitive to the contextual change 

and would externalise the social network with the indigenous community for practical reasons. 

The said strategy could be considered as a positive strategy for the economic development as 

each individual was eager to achieve mobility through economic performance. However, as the 

informants of this type appeared to distance themselves from the ingroup members and retain 

pragmatic relations with the native group, to some extent they might rely on religious beliefs to 

find emotional comfort or feel satisfied in the acculturated environment. To some extent, the 

members of the types mentioned might be considered as producing the energy for economic 

development but the distancing themselves from the relational world might force them to 

become marginal people in the familiar world. 

The third identified type is that of the “multi-engagement” depicting a strategy whereby 

the informants intend to safeguard their cultural past and improve the general interests of the 

ethnic Chinese in the residing society. For the participants of this type the fundamental life goal 

is not only to achieve better economic integration but to promote the group interests and bring 
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about upward mobility for the younger generation. Taking action to realise the said projection 

the members of this type would emphasise the collective transformation as a strategy. What the 

collective transformation produced is to anticipate a two-way acculturation that will enable the 

ethnic Chinese to achieve a good localisation through collective change. Thus, compared with 

the informants of first type that would adopt a self-adjusting strategy or the second group that 

pays attention to self-transformation, the said type appears to be more ambitious in the pursuit 

of holistic integration based on an interdependent relationship between the ingroup and the 

native community. However, although this strategic type might illustrate a positive future for 

the ethnic Chinese, the Chinese organisations assumed to be the practitioners would not easily 

face the challenges for lack of the necessary capacity and the specific services aiming to fulfill 

the stated goal. Thus, how the social organisations would be able to foster a new vision and 

develop a new service through capacity building might be the prior challenge for the members 

of this type. 

Not least to mention are the fractured biographies that offered more appealing lessons by 

showing the contextual complexity and constraints that render the informants of this category 

unable to respond properly. More proposed diagnoses and policy concerns are brought to 

attention through the discussion of these above-mentioned unsuccessful experiences. 

 

                          _________________ 
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Chapter Twelve: Conclusions and Implications 

 

I. Review of the Research Design and the Research Questions 

The aim of this research is to explore the understanding of the Chinese immigrants and 

their way of localisation in the residing society. In the beginning of the literature review I 

presented an overview of the cultural components to be addressed to the effect that the studied 

subjects should be considered as cultural and relational ‘selves’, instead of depersonalised and 

dehistoricised persons seen in the mainstream investigation models based on a matrix of given 

social categories; such as gender, age, class, education and so on. By viewing the Chinese 

immigrants as individuals with a background who opted for migration as a means to achieve 

personal life goals or family projects I propose to consider migration (the move from one 

locality to another) as an intervening event from a biographical point of view and to explore 

how the targeted subjects respond to the subsequent changes in life ensuing from the event of 

migration. Keeping in line with the thesis of biographical analysts who asserted the interactive 

and dialogic nature of the biographical work I assume that an expected exploratory research is 

not only to observe how the participants act and react in the field (refer to the notes on the 

researcher’s experiences and their related interpretation) but in particular to collect and to 

analyse their life stories in order to grasp the self-interpretation of the meaning of life 

experiences through liberal interviewing. 

The biographical approach is based on the assertion that a person in a changed and 

changing environment can use his or her reflexive capability to give present life meaning 

(Fisher-Rosenthal, 2000:114). Thus the interest of the research is to uncover the human 

dimensions in the long process of migration and localisation by investigating how the 

‘culture-related Chinese migrants’ respond to the contextual/structural challenges they are 

confronted with in the present by using the accumulated resources acquired in the past and 

present and at individual, family and even group levels. 

Reading accounts of the history of Chinese immigration in Europe we found that  

different waves and resources of Chinese emigration reflect the interdependent relations 

between the said individuals and the societal context in a horizontal way of interpretation and 
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the sequential trajectory of actions and reactions in a vertical point of view. Alternatively, as we 

examined the migratory process and the subsequent settlements we saw that a Europe-wide and 

transnational ethnical network and bonds with homeland had been developing on the strength 

of the accumulated and collectively shared past historical events. Thus the complexity of the 

variants behind a migratory rationale would not be able to provide a comprehensive outlook if 

we had missed the subjective interpretation of the participants since their lives had been 

involved in the above-mentioned process for a long period. Without knowing how they had 

come to this present life stage we had difficulty to identify the specific cultural and structural 

variants that were meaningful to the individual migrant and even the ingroup he or she 

self-defined. 

Therefore, to meet the concern for human dimension and to give the required research 

validity I adopted a participatory observation method combined with an action-oriented 

approach to provide to myself the field knowledge and the social-biographical method (lately 

renamed as Biographic-Narrative-Interpretive Method, BNIM) to collect interviewees’ 

biographies as resources for subsequent analysis. 46 of the 82 interviewees in the field were 

arranged to give their life stories and 14 of them are presented and analysed in the research on 

the basis of the aspects of regional identity, gender, education and migratory trajectory. Four of 

the mentioned 14 cases are individual stories while the rest are the stories of couples but 

presented individually. The three members of a core family are introduced to examine the 

different perceptions of migration and localisation from an intergenerational point of view. The 

ages of the interviewees ranged from early 20s to late 80s with the majority being in their 40s, 

between 50 and 60 and over 60. The time that the majority of the interviewees had lived in 

Belgium is between and over 20 years as the foreign-born Chinese immigrants have been 

chosen as the researched group. It is important to mention is that the research falls within a 

qualitative paradigm and the presented 14 cases were not measured by generality and 

representativeness but the grounded elements appeared to be more telling in their own way of 

construction. 

In line with the lightly structured interview process and two-track analysis classified as the 

lived history and the told story the presented interviews are used to develop plausible 

hypotheses according to the instructions suggested by the BNIM. As the original BNIM 
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emphasises panel discussion for the purpose of hypothesis building I used field notes acquired 

from the participatory-action approach and supplementary interview data to justify assumptions 

ensuing from each interview. The aim is to understand how a culture-relational individual 

presented his or her life in a somewhat structured way and why and how the passages in their 

life are organised in such a way. 

Through the exploitation of the interviews collected and the field experiences learned by 

the researcher the data and the findings derived from the said approach have been presented in 

three ways. As the reader observed in the second part of the research, each life story is presented 

as lived history and subsequent analysis. Unlike the case-oriented approach that used to delimit 

the amount of data and to present one or a few cases in respect of its valued typicality and 

explorability I used 14 extracted cases to indicate the diversified origins and the multicultural 

background the Chinese immigrants had demonstrated. Moreover, specifically to make the 

reader feel culturally familiar with the interviewees ethnic Chinese are presented as a less 

known ethnic minority in the residing country. It is particularly on the basis of the individual 

aspect that we can follow the dynamic undertakings between a subject in question and the 

interdependent societal context. 

The second way to present the findings from the research is the thematic analysis. Not only 

the selected 14 cases but also other available data have been analysed to outline the issues 

emerging from the lifeworld of the ethnic Chinese. Following the life journey of each 

interviewee the issues are shaped on the basis of the life dimensions of occupation, family and 

social relations and discussed with a special reference to their commonality and typicality. The 

thematic analysis also pays attention to the relevance of the policies aiming to provide 

references in developing responsible policies to individual needs arisen from the findings. The 

typical issues in the informants’ professional world are centered on their attitudes towards the 

business they have opted for and particularly on gender concerns, the strategies perceived to 

tackle the challenges in restaurant management and the rationale behind Chinese 

entrepreneurship.  The themes grounded in the participants’ family world, i.e. the changing 

parental relationships with a special focus on the precarious father-daughter relations and the 

marital relationships either in a conventional or an atypical form have been discussed. It is the 

vulnerability and isolation caused by a dysfunctional family system where members had 
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difficulty repairing their relationship in the changed and changing society which deserves 

greater policy attention. The thematic topics addressed in the informants’ social relational 

world are centered on the informants’ perceptions either of the ingroup or the outside world and 

the proposition of the multicultural Chinese to improve the understanding between and about 

Chinese is not the least important observation. 

Thirdly the related findings are presented in such a way as to identify and interpret the 

strategic types of social conduct extracted from the informants’ biographies. 

Thus I have indicated the three typical modes the informants showed in their life long 

process of localisation. The first type, i.e. “ingroup assimilation’ indicates how the participants 

of the category realised their present life projects through a better connection with their past and 

inherited culture. Learning from the predecessors and the peers’ biographies the said 

informants are able to prioritise life goals of family continuity and mobility for the younger 

generation and establish their adjusted position in the residing society. The second type, i.e. 

“endorsing individuality”, depicts a contradictory strategic way of viewing localisation. The 

informants of this mode showed less interest in the temporal continuity of past experiences 

driven by family values but showed strong aspiration to develop a business. To fulfill the 

projection of career building the members of this category adapted themselves to acquire local 

knowledge and resources to be economically integrated and localised. As for the third type, i.e. 

“multi-engagement”, the members of this group are the ones who demonstrated multiple 

interests in combining the cultural past and the resources gained in the present to project a better 

future for the ethnic Chinese as their fundamental life project. The said type would demand not 

only the individual’s capabilities but also the group’s capacity to achieve the proclaimed goals. 

All types have demonstrated their typical strategic elements in responding to the contextual 

change and the related constraints and are thus providing information to the main stakeholders 

to conceive more responsive and responsible policies with respect to migration and localisation. 

To be mentioned too are the broken biographies which are identified as deviant modes 

compared to the previous three types. As the fractured life stories appeared to be more telling by 

showing the dysfunctional aspects of human life resulting in and from the process of 

localisation the related findings would be of help in providing diagnostic suggestions in the 

aspects of individual, family, group and policy making. 



 

 332

As the research aimed to re-investigate the generalised issues proposed in the rich 

literature of international migration and to provide a “meso-level” discussion in view of 

localisation as an interactive and dialogic way between the activated and actionable subjects (or 

agency in Archer’s term) and structural constraints, the answers to the questions raised in the 

research are also interpretive and constructive. 

 

II. Conclusions about the Research Questions  

The research begins with the phenomenological observation of the ethnic Chinese 

concentrated in the catering sector by asking the following questions: 

“Why do they migrate and how do they settle or more precisely how do they come to be in 

that situation?” 

“Why have they opted to become Chinese restaurant people and how do they perceive 

their life in the residing society?” 

This research has demonstrated the fact that the migration and subsequent settlement are 

based upon a complex of variants that should go beyond the structure-determined proposition 

and find their roots, motives and intentions through the individuals’ biographical work. The 

reconstruction of the life stories configured by the informants indicated that migration is 

influenced by the conditional matrix such as historical events, family history and background, 

territorial origin and social status in the homeland and so on. The rooted past can be viewed as 

an advantage for some and a disadvantage for the ones who still feel emotionally hurt. 

Regarding settlement following emigration the subjects try to reconcile the contextual present 

with the past life through assimilatory effects (with ingroup or mainstream group) that have 

been internalised as references integrated within their narrated life stories. Thus I found that it is 

not only the facts provided in the biographies but also the ‘magic effect’ of telling their story 

and listening to that of others that motivate and activate the informants to take action or react in 

the long process of settlement reframed as localisation. 

Regarding the concentration in the catering niche market the ambivalent feelings towards 

the targeted occupation reflect the contextual limits that the informants encountered in the 
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mainstream labour market and the proper resources and opportunities created through the 

investment in the niche sector. A better economic integration does help the ethnic Chinese to 

realise their life goals, however at the cost of redefining and redirecting their relationships with 

past and present. 

Although becoming Chinese restaurant people can be valued in different ways but 

deserves positive appreciation not only from the point of view of economic contribution to the 

ethnic Chinese but also that of the enablement of the Chinese participants to move beyond the 

structural threshold of the residing society in order to approach their dream for a better future. It 

is particularly active entrepreneurship that enabled Mary Lau to achieve her life goals regarded 

impossible in her homeland. 

The multiple and alternate interpretation of Chinese identities and Chineseness grounded 

in the informants’ life journeys provides more insight into the Chinese differently. The 

assimilatory effects provided by the Chinese catering sector are as two sides of a coin, 

indicating that the severe competition with ingroups and the new form of cooperation remain a 

constant reality. 

To sum up, migration and localisation cannot be seen as having a lineal development, they 

are indeed a constant process of the inputs of migrants’ dreams, projects and actions 

constrained by the nation-state, policy and institutions for integration and bonding with 

homeland. 

 

III. Theoretical Contributions 

1. A Meso-level Approach 

As stated above, it is the aim of this research project to investigate the individual’s 

life story to learn how that individual makes sense of the past and relates it to the present 

time. Each biography reflects not only the structural and cultural constraints the narrators 

encountered but also the possibilities and opportunities that were demonstrated through 

their projects and actions. In line with the agency theory it is the intention to bridge that 

micro and macro dichotomy so that we can see how the Chinese immigrants responded to 
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structural constraints and turned life projects into practices for localisation. Thus my 

findings recognize influential factors proposed by the structure-oriented theories in a sense 

that individual actions are the response to and the source of the process of structuration as 

I try to argue that migration and settlement is the playground for the ongoing interplay of 

structure and agency. 

However, we cannot identify how the structural factors produce effect unless we can 

grasp the process of making sense of the structural factors at the micro level through 

biographical analysis. Thus, a biographical approach provides a platform for an in-depth 

understanding of the transactions occurring within the phenomena of international 

migration. Alternatively, biography produces a meso-level solution to the patchwork-like 

theories in the framing of international migration; meaning that it is possible to avoid 

overlooking either the structural undertaking (the macro level) or the individual 

experiences (the micro level), as remarked by Firkin (2004). 

2. Seeing International Migration and Localisation as a Complex Organisation of 

Biographical Work 

I have used the individual biographies to understand how the Chinese participants 

make their present lives meaningful through prior and present self-reflection in the view of 

life before and after the change of locality. Although the research focuses on the individual 

level the biographical work would be applicable to an individual’s aspirations as well as to 

the trends in massive international migration. It is assumed that a commonly shared 

biographical work (for instance, an interesting predecessor’s life story) might stimulate a 

group of people to structure their lives in the way of the said model and to adopt a similar 

trajectory. Many informants admitted that they have been impressed with certain 

legendary tales of fellow adventurers’ in a foreign country in their childhood and the 

economic generosity demonstrated by the returnees to their families and relatives. An 

appreciation of being “just like him or her” might have been established since they were 

very young, long before they decided to emigrate. The influence of the model biographical 

work appears to be more significant in the ‘qiaoxiang’ (homeland of the overseas Chinese) 

so that the social infrastructure would be established to serve the collective willingness to 

emigrate. For example, the local traveling agencies would arrange special services for the 
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emigrants-to-be including provision of passports and tickets and all the legal papers to be 

used in the countries of destination. The local authorities together with the 

mass-organisations for the overseas Chinese would organise occupational training courses 

to help the emigrants to adapt better to the new working environment. Needless to feel 

surprised that the mafia might have involved in international trafficking activities as they 

knew exactly how to attract the aspiring emigrants through the invention of fictional 

biographies. 

Thus the processing of international migration and localisation should be seen as 

being interactive, interdependent and relational between the predecessors, the 

contemporaries and the followers crossing over from the homeland to the country of 

destination. The addressed interdependent relationships ensuing from international 

migration between the homeland and the country of destination indicates the importance 

of mutual communication and cooperation with regard to the related policies instead of 

following the conventional one-way control defined by the country of destination. 

As international migration is a complex of biographical work, intertwined with the 

predecessor’s and peers’ biographies that to some extent is conveyed to the young 

generation, the study of biographical work would be of help to understand the 

consequences of localisation through cross-generational family biography and to know 

through their biographical work how the younger generation manages the changing family 

relationships in the residing society. 

3. Seeing Biography as an Articulation Work Linking the Individual and Society, 

Citizen and Nation-State, Member and Locality 

Moving beyond the structure-determined literature and focusing on the go-between 

process between individual and society, the biographical work enables me to see that an 

individual intends to have better integration into society. It is the process of ‘go-betweens’ 

in which an individual has invested his or her efforts, resources, and strategies developed 

to overcome the difficulties ahead that reminds us of the relentless human endeavours in 

the constant process of societal mutation (Archer, 2003). 
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Not least to mention is the comparable practice of “go-betweens” that a citizen 

undertakes to respond to the policies and institutional measures enacted by the nation-state. 

When reviewing the underdeveloped spirit of citizenship of the ethnic Chinese in the 

residing country, I would argue that the practice of biographical work could be helpful in 

sensitising this issue through a process of sense-making by anchoring the feelings of 

belonging to the locality. Thus the Chinese informants should not only take the ingroup 

members’ biographies as references but also learn from other biographical forms that 

emphasise meaningful localisation. 

4. Useful Concepts 

There are a few concepts developed and supported in this research that contribute to 

the understanding of international migration and localisation and that may be listed as 

follows: 

‘Transcendence’: meaning that some of the Chinese informants intend to rise above 

or go beyond the contextual limits. This applies particularly to the graduates of higher 

education that demonstrated a transcendent thought to justify their devotion to the Chinese 

group affairs and the motives behind Chinese entrepreneurship shown at the turning points 

in their life trajectories. I would like to remind that according to Chinese tradition literati 

(‘Shi’ in Chinese) were ranked as occupying the top position among the four professional 

classes followed by the farmer, the artisan and with the merchant at the bottom. Compared 

to the less educated compatriots they would need to make much more efforts to find 

reasons to justify their occupational orientation. The practice of transcendence as I 

described it, is specific for the informants who experienced a social downturn compared 

with their past career. Thus higher expectations beyond material values would appear to be 

meaningful to them. 

‘Assimilation’: describing a person who absorbs into a certain group culture or social 

status within the frame of the same ethnic group. The assimilatory strategy was presented 

by some informants who previously self-identified a certain social status that made them 

similar to the predecessors or the contemporaries. It is significant that many of the 

informants mentioned that the assimilatory thought emerged in different phases of life. 
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There are some informants who were students and assimilated into the restaurateur’s 

life when they worked as part-timers in the restaurant. In contrast to the previous concept 

of ‘transcendence’ they absorbed the restaurant culture and made efforts to become 

restaurant owner mainly to fulfill their devotion to the families and the younger generation. 

I would argue that this is the practice of ‘assimilation’ instead of ‘transcendence’ as they 

assimilated into the merchant’s occupational world. In addition the concept of 

‘assimilation’ can be applied to the informants who came to Belgium as a second 

generation. Their career can be easily identified with that of their parents’ generation. 

‘Devaluation’: means the subject who lowers his or her estimation or esteem in the 

process of localisation which was contradictory to the use of ‘transcendence’. The concept 

of ‘devaluation’ always came with ambivalent feelings for some Chinese restaurateurs 

who felt a caterer’s job to be low ranking in the traditional Chinese society while it was 

valued with professional respect in the residing society. It is commonly heard that the 

Chinese parents urged their children to study harder to move up and never follow the 

choice they themselves would make. However, the concept of ‘devaluation’ can be 

referred to as the failing experiences in business development or in the conciliation 

between family and work. As the informants expressed paradoxical feelings towards their 

determination to migrate they started to devalue the efforts they had invested in the past 

and to feel puzzled about the future. 

‘Alienation’: refers to some of the informants who chose to withdraw or be deviant 

from the ethnic group that they formerly self-defined with. This concept is applicable to 

the informants who felt humiliated by unfounded accusations and/or were excluded by the 

ingroup. The phenomenon of alienation describes in particular the subjective attitude that 

an informant has adopted to respond to a - in his or her own perception - hostile 

environment. 

 

 

 



 

 338

IV. Empirical Contributions 

1. The Complexity in the Framing of Migration and Localisation 

Immigration is not an end in itself but a part of carrying out an individual’s life 

project. Immigration as an alternative is a means, not an end to the informants. Most of the 

theories see migration and settlement as dependent variables instead of intervening 

variables. The control of immigration cannot really solve the problem that policy makers 

envisage. What one needs to be aware of is the significance of personal and immigrant 

family stories before the intervention of policy-making. It is comparably important to 

learn the complexity of the immigrants’ life projects that shape their concerns under 

structural and cultural constraints. 

Bearing the aforementioned observation in mind it should be noted that the given 

categories (e.g.  migration for economic or political reasons or classification by 

nationality) fitting in immigrants for statistical or administrative reasons can reduce or 

even mislead the knowledge about the immigrants in question without paying attention to 

their biographical trajectories demonstrated by their own way of sense-making. To some 

extent a reduced category may miss the opportunity to explore the sources of enablement 

and empowerment frequently engrained in the narration of an individual biography. A 

pre-set category may oblige the immigrants to bear a given image and the judgment and 

expectations related to it. For example, an image of an immigrant prejudiced for his or her 

simplified economic motivation may be taken as a scapegoat for the increase of 

unemployment and the social burden of being unwelcome. Moreover, a fit-in category as 

political refugee may delimit a layman’s imagination of a comprehensive development 

demanded by the classified refugees but become the cause of public disorder in a layman’s 

view. 

Dealing with prejudice the Chinese immigrants may be assumed to fit into the least 

incorporated ethnic group as they appear to have less involvement in the local community1. 

                                                 

1 Interview with the head of a government-sponsored institution for multicultural integration on 20 April 

2005. 
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However, in Aihua’s case I intended to demonstrate her identity transformation in 

different phases of her life and her efforts to become part of the mainstream society. In 

other words I note that social integration can be examined not only through the ethnic 

group’s public/collective participation but also through the examination of the individual’s 

identity transformation over different phases of life. 

2. Chinese Experiences and Local Knowledge 

The findings in the research have concluded two fields of experiences that should be 

the keys to successful localisation, the one being the Chinese experiences and the other the 

local knowledge in the residing society. By Chinese experiences I mean what the 

informants have inherited from the past and subsequently learned from the ingroup 

members that is worthwhile being transformed into resources or capital (in Bourdieu’s 

term) and being artfully used to meet the challenges confronted with in the whole process 

of localisation. As the Chinese experiences are situational and contingent and vary with 

the development of each informant’s biographical trajectory, it would have to be 

demonstrated that these experiences first are recognised by the self-defined ingroup and 

then accepted by the major reference group in the residing society. For example, in the 

occupational world, the Chinese restaurateurs would have to develop a Chinese cultural 

style that can be identified as that of a Chinese restaurant and is welcomed by the local 

customers. Even if the dimension of interpretation and performance of Chinese 

experiences are wide and deep, they need to have originated within the framework of 

fundamental cultural elements that can be accepted as being Chinese. It is in such large 

scale and with such diversity that I recall the value of multiple interpretations of the 

Chinese experiences. 

The local knowledge that I learned from the research does not only include all kinds 

of institutional education and training experiences but also in particular the ability to 

communicate with the indigenous people which would be helpful for the Chinese 

informants to be accepted as part of the local community and to work towards upward 

mobility. To some extent, the local knowledge can be acquired through the integration 

with local social network. The cases of George Ding, Dong and Song all indicated that 

they were good at getting interesting information from the indigenous customers, 
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neighbours and professionals. I note that the process of localisation appears to be a 

constant conciliation and management of the Chinese experiences on the one hand and the 

local knowledge on the other. 

3. Uncovering Taiwanese Participation in the Shaping of Chinese Experiences in 

Localisation 

It is reasonable that the Taiwanese group is considered as part of the overseas Chinese 

communities although the ingroup members might be reluctant to accept it. However, the 

literature on Chinese in Europe used to consider the Taiwanese group as a generalised and 

assimilated group without making a distinction between their migratory experiences and 

those of other sub-ethnic groups. I note that although the informants originated from 

Taiwan are quantitatively insignificant compared with the Chinese mainlanders and the 

Hong Kong people, it is undeniable that the Taiwanese immigrants played a substantial 

role in the development of the Chinese restaurant as a niche market that facilitated 

economic integration for the compatriots and the newcomers since the 1960s. The 

Taiwanese participation in the booming sector is particularly meaningful before the PRC’s 

opening the borders for emigration in 1985. The Taiwanese informants had been actively 

involved in providing Chinese education for the younger generation and the establishment 

of Chinese organisations in view of ingroup solidarity. Not least important to mention is 

the bonding policies developed on the Nationalist government’s behalf since the 

beginning of the last century that stimulated the subsequent saga of cross-Strait 

competition in gaining support from the overseas Chinese in response to the national 

interests and the controversial Taiwan’s legal status. 

At the individual level the informants’ life stories reported in Part II reflected the 

remigration experiences of the mainlanders from Taiwan (e.g. the couple Liang and Mr. 

Dai) and the meaningful extended family emerging from the narrators’ life journey. 

Without the commonly shared historical facts (such as the past war experiences, the 

unwanted migration and the continuing cross-Straits fight for political interests) that need 

to be interpreted differently and individually, we may not be able to sketch a 

comprehensive profile of the multicultural Chinese and to understand how the migratory 

journey makes sense to the informants as shown by their biographical work. 
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4. Competition as Well as Solidarity Is a Constant Variant in the Development of 

Ethnic Chinese Communities 

The findings in the research are in line with Hsu’s remark (ref. chapter one of Part I) 

on competition as a constant feature in understanding Chinese family and culture. In the 

section on cultural components of chapter two I have argued that the traditional 

interpersonal relations are developed in accordance with the level of intimacy identified 

with the layers from the familial to the familiar and the outside world. Thus we might 

easily find the Chinese can be easily accepted by the ingroup as soon as assimilation takes 

effect. Also we might well recognise the patriotic love the overseas Chinese have 

demonstrated through their devotion to homeland affairs. Nevertheless, the solidarity seen 

as a significant feature will not cover the competition embedded in the Chinese family and 

the ethnic groups. 

The analogical phenomenon of competition emphasised by Hsu can be found in the 

Chinese catering sector where the relation between the Chinese members is one of equality 

and is assumed to be one of competition. It is prescribed that all sons are responsible and 

equal to compete to become the favourite of their parents and ancestors, as Hsu stated. 

Thus we can also find the Chinese restaurateurs would exhaust all efforts to make an 

economic profit even if the severely competitive environment and the ethical concerns 

were negligible. The phenomenon of competition is similarly applicable to the relation 

between the Chinese ogranisations and intra-group members who intend to compete for 

power and leadership. Thus it is not surprising that a Chinese organisation remains 

small-scale as the capable members used to leave the one they were originally affiliated to 

when they could not accede to the leadership and to establish another comparable 

organisation. 

 

V. Policy Implications 

The types of strategic actions for localisation and their deviant forms that are presented in 

a previous section tend to provide a comprehensive picture of Chinese immigrants in the 

process of migration and settlement. The identification of strategic actions and in particular the 
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broken biographies provide insight into the diagnosis of the dynamics of incorporation that 

should be made before and during the related policy-making process. Three formulated 

strategies are provided as examples. The immigrants who are inclined to achieve “ingroup 

assimilation” are apt to adopt a policy in taking supportive measures for family development 

and to provide for the specific needs of the aged immigrants within the framework of 

integration within the local social care system. Informants of the type who “endorse 

individuality” are anxious to find work and business opportunities and may need more 

consultation for occupational orientation and necessary guidance for an alternative career. 

Informants who are identified within the type of “multi-engagement” may become the target for 

empowerment and bridge-making in view of the betterment of localisation. Their devotion to 

voluntary Chinese organisations and related affairs may be enhanced even more through the 

strengthening of organisational management with good governance and information exchange. 

It is extremely important to create incentives and enablement for the multi-engagement 

informants to participate more substantially in the whole process of policy-making and 

realisation. 

Regarding the informants who are identified as having broken biographies the obstacles 

they are confronted with may reflect the specific needs to be met with the intervention of public 

resources. The story of a fractured biography seen in Tan’s case caused by institutional 

discrimination may serve as a reminder of the life-long suffering that the misuse of public order 

may produce. A failed suicide case demonstrates the vulnerability that an immigrant family 

may have to endure when coping with the changed and changing family relationship originated 

from the societal change in the process of localisation. Not least to mention are the fractured 

biographies when the exhausted interviewees failed to find a balance between a downward 

career and family commitment. It indicates that more efforts should be made to activate 

cross-departmental collaboration and bottom-up cooperation in the family, the labour market 

and the immigration policies. 

Following the above-mentioned findings I would consider that two fields of related 

policies should be put on the priorities agenda for decision makers: the one is the 

implementation of an environment that is friendly to the immigrant family and the other is the 

enforcement of capacity building on behalf of the Chinese organisations. 
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I would argue that from a business point of view the ethnic Chinese families are rather 

dispersed in any big or small local area in the residing country. There is no substantial 

Chinatown-like living area observed in the North American countries or in the UK 

characterised by its enclave economy. The few Chinese blocks either in downtown Antwerp or 

in the centre of Brussels are linked to the centered ethnic businesses and less like the 

above-mentioned Chinatown that accommodates Chinese residents by self-reliant business 

activities. These Chinese families are indeed geographically integrated within the local 

community while they live in a very independent way because of the nature of their occupation 

as Chinese caterers. For some of the Chinese parents the channel of information resources or the 

local knowledge used to go through the Belgian-born or the highly acculturated foreign-born 

generation. What the children have learned in school and how the children interact with their 

classmates becomes the prior message according to which the ethnic Chinese parents used to 

interpret their relation with the outside world. Thus it would be necessary to integrate the 

related material that is friendly to the immigrant family within the educational curriculum. The 

same way of implementation could be applied to the curriculum of the Chinese schools that 

function as an effective cultural interface between the homeland and the host society. Moreover, 

exchange of the teaching materials and knowledge of the multicultural ethnicity deserve to be 

considered by the responsible authorities and institutions. 

Another reason for suggesting improving the above-mentioned field of policies through 

the educational system is to increase the added-value of Chinese schools as they are the portal 

of inter-acculturation and are equipped with facilities to provide new services. 

Another prior policy concern is to strengthen the capacity of Chinese organisations to meet 

the future challenges in an era of the EU-framed integration policy with new defined goals and 

functions. As I have previously indicated many of the Chinese organisations remain within the 

Chinese circles and are satisfied with fostering internal solidarity and maintaining bonding with 

the homeland. No such organisations have been established to provide services in view of 

progressive localisation through collective transformation as the informants of 

“multi-engagement” emphasised. Thus I would believe that it is time to invite the active 

participants in the Chinese organisations to review their functional role in improving 

localisation and to collaborate with the institutional services for ethnic integration established 
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by the Belgian authorities. For instance, it would be worthwhile to encourage the Chinese 

organisations either on the basis of a sub-ethnic identity or gender to exchange views and 

provide a cooperative agenda either with the Foyer in Brussels supported by the Flemish 

community or Centre Bruxellois d’Action Interculturelle (CBAI) funded by the 

French-speaking government. Mutual understanding could be improved through encouraging 

active involvement of Chinese schools and participants (not only leaders) in Chinese 

organisations. 

Not least to emphasise is the foreseeable integration problem for the aged ethnic Chinese 

who would have to receive institutional care and expressed concern about social isolation. It has 

been suggested for some Chinese organisations targeted for elders’ well-being to cooperate 

with the local care centre for the elderly to identify the needs of the Chinese elderly people, in 

particular in the fields of dietary habits and religious beliefs. 

My preliminary research findings tend to justify the need to undertake more biographical 

research into international immigration. It may be beneficial not only to the knowledge of the 

complexity that migration experiences may teach, but also to their usefulness in the process of 

public intervention. 

 

VI. Limitations of the Research 

This study did not include the ethnic Chinese involved in other professions (for example, 

students, supermarket and shop owners and so on) who may provide life stories that are 

different from that of the restaurateurs as they may be involved in other social networks and 

therefore the thematic topics should be framed and demonstrated in another way. Moreover, the 

case analyses are limited by the researcher’s own analysis work although supplementary 

measures have been taken into account. Thus there is room for hypothesis development as the 

method employed in the research is one of the possible methodological approaches intended to 

explore the uncovered dimensions in a conventional phenomenon. 

Another ambitious but incomplete objective of this research is to collect family histories 

that cover intergenerational relations and enable investigation into the consequences of 
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localisation over generations. Due to the limited time and lack of financial resources I would 

suggest organising it as follow-up research not only for academic but also for policy interests. 

 

VII. Implications for Further Research 

The findings of this research project would be helpful to organise further investigation. It 

is suggested that a longitudinal approach includes cross-generational subjects, in particular 

from the second generation. Thus more biographical work would be needed targeted to the 

young and the newcomers to explore our understanding of migration and localisation as various 

life stories may have suggested. 

As another domain of subsequent research it is suggested to focus on the policy 

implications under the EU policy framework based on a comparative European level. As the 

ethnic Chinese have been involved in the European countries in more diversified occupations 

depending on the national economic conditions of each country and the political attitudes 

towards Chinese immigration, it would be interesting to know how the ethnic Chinese in 

different countries respond to the various contextual challenges in the long process of 

localisation. 

In view of the suggested fields of policy intervention including research orientated 

towards participatory action would be of help to increase the links between the researched field 

and the academic world as a means to enlarge the contributions through the involvement of 

multiple stakeholders. The active participation of the social scientists could somehow play a 

coordinating role among the Chinese organisations and help to facilitate communications with 

the local authorities and the related civil societies in the early stages. Moreover, the preparation 

and the conduct of the suggested research should be undertaken with a far-sighted vision if the 

fundamental goal is to build up the capacity of Chinese participants to realise a two-way 

integration in the long journey towards localisation. 

 

                          ________________ 
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Appendix 

 

A. Practice of Biographical-Narrative-Interpretive Method Analysis – The 
Case of Aihua 

Note: To have a clear picture on the practice of BNIM approach, I use the case of Aihua to 

illustrate the development of case analysis 

 

Step 1. Collecting background information about Aihua 

I heard about Aihua’s name from a co-worker when I served as a part-timer in a Chinese 

take-away in 1996-1998. My informant was of Qingtian origin, a far relative of Aihua. Her 

sister had preceded her in coming to Belgium through the help of Aihua for visa application. 

Another two informants also provided me with somewhat different views about Aihua. The one 

originated from Qingtian had a positive attitude towards Aihua’s generous deeds to fellow 

countrymen and her way of parenting. The other one was of Chaozou (or Teochiu in local 

language) origin (in Guandong Province, China), migrated to Hong Kong and made negative 

remarks on Aihua’s bribery strategy in a campaign for the election of the Association of 

Chinese Restaurateurs in Belgium because he was the counterpart at that election. All 

information I received from the informants’ anecdotes provided me with a rough controversial 

profile about Aihua. For example she was a Taiwan-born Chinese mainlander with good 

networking in the Qingtian group. She was a successful woman restaurateur which was not easy 

in this highly competitive sector. She was also an active participant in Chinese organisations. 

As I wanted to know more about the social world of Qingtian restaurateurs and was curious 

about her path to becoming a successful business owner from a gender point of view, she would 

be an ideal informant for the research. 
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Step 2. Phone call invitation and interview confirmation 

I explained my research interest to Aihua the result of which would be finalised as a PhD 

thesis aiming to study settlement issues of Chinese migrants in Belgium. To increase my credit 

as an investigator I explained how I obtained information from her relative and mentioned some 

names of people she knew. Aihua kindly accepted the invitation for an interview and said that 

she could give me a ride if she was available on the day of visit, depending on the state of 

business. However, she was delayed by clients and instructed me to take the local bus, as the 

restaurant was situated in a suburb, 20 kilometres away from Oostende. 

 

Step 3. Two-phase interview 

I first briefed her on my current study and explained that I would like to know her own life 

story as my subjects were ethnic Chinese who had been or were involved in the Chinese 

restaurant business. 

The first phase was a free narration of Aihua’s life story with as little intervention as 

possible. This produced a 5-page transcript of the narration of the first settlement, 

argumentation of the change in motivation supported by the evaluation of supportive 

educational environment in the host country and ended with an argumentation-evaluation on 

the rise and fall of Taiwanese and Chinese sub-ethnic groups. 

The second phase was to clarify or to follow up the topics that Aihua had developed in the 

first phase which was conducted in the form of semi-structured questions and she responded 

with argumentation and description. It was a text of 13 pages covering description and 

argumentation of the chain migration and argumentation of the various ways of restaurant 

management. In addition to that a report was produced on the education background of Aihua’s 

four children and an unexpected narration-evaluation of her divorce. An uncovered topic was 

her involvement in Chinese organisations followed by a long argumentation-evaluation of her 

changing attitude influenced by the pro-independence of the Taiwanese government. 
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The third and final phase was a text of 17 pages on the informant’s views of some general 

issues such as her views about the future of the second generation, Chinese entrepreneurship 

and peculiar needs of the Chinese immigrants. 

 

Step 4. Transcript and field notes 

The interview was conducted in Mandarin and transcribed into Chinese1. I also noted my 

impression on the narrator, the place we conducted the interview, and the restaurant as a work 

setting. I also noted how Aihua saw the division of work with her native partner Eric who was 

repairing an bumping machine in the tool room and emphasised his complementary capability 

in restaurant management. 

 

Step 5. Text-sort types 

I used the sorting instrument of D-A-R-N-E typology to reconstruct the narrator’s 

experienced life and to learn how and why it demonstrated their life in the way Aihua was 

speaking to a native Taiwanese female PhD student. My understanding of the five prototypical 

classifications (Wengraf, 2001: 243-245) is as follows: 

Description: a timeless and non-historical way of presenting an act, a situation or 

something experienced. 

Argumentation: an extended passage that the narrator intended to develop an argument, to 

theorise or to take position. 

                                                 

1 For some informants who preferred to speak in Minnan language (Hokkien in local language) which is my 

native language too, the interview was in Minnan and was transcribed into Chinese. For the informant whose 

mother tongue was Cantonese, the interview was in Mandarin for my limited Cantonese speaking ability that 

somehow constrained the narrator’s linguistic fluency. 
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Report: a brief description of something regular, routine or general that occurred over an 

extended period of time. 

Narrative: to tell a story or to give accounts in a chronological order which was usually 

presented in the past tense. 

Evaluation: the attitude or value expressed by the narrator formed with commentary 

discourse. 

The DARNE types are of help to better clarify the genre of data and to learn the 

configuration of the interview. After text sorting part of the text will be analysed in detail to 

learn the structure of the case. I noted that sometimes the classification between argumentation 

and evaluation was insignificant as both demonstrate a sequential liaison. For example, an 

evaluation sentence was expressed first and was then followed by a fragment of argumentation. 

 

Step 6: The action-oriented sorting of lived history and the genre sorting of the 

story told. 

To help myself to better grasp the sequential and actional points in the lived history to 

develop a thematic field hypothesis and the subsequent hypothesis, I first sorted each critical 

life event accompanied with the context of the time, passages in condensed meaning, the 

strategic action. The sorted data can be used to develop the thematic field hypothesis and to list 

the plausible hypotheses that are associated with the next sequential life. Through the 

development of building a hypothesis, counter-hypothesis and sub-hypothesis occurring in the 

sequential life accounts I tried to find out some plausible pattern of decision making in a given 

context. 

The thematic field hypothesis (TF) describes what theme determines the fragment. For 

example, Aihua expressed she simply followed her husband to study abroad and to play her role 

as supporter to the family well. It is the theme of the housewife’s perceived task that was 

dominating rather than that of the restaurateur’s story. However, we have to wait until the 

subsequent challenge of the financial burdens followed, and then the theme would be orientated 

towards the long-term family development in the receiving country. 
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The hypothesis (H) and sub-hypothesis (SH) are developed in respect of the principle of 

abduction presented in Chapter 3 aiming to generate the most plausible assumptions that 

associate with the thematic field hypothesis. 

The genre sorting of the told story was done to classify four grounded genres of the 

passages in the text, notably association, characterisation, transition and integration. By 

‘association’ I mean a cluster of passages that demonstrated an associated character in a framed 

thematic field. ‘Characterisation’ meant a cluster of passages that the narrator described to 

distinguish one thing from another or people based on the narrator’s experience or folk theory. 

The type of ‘transition’ meant a passage by which the narrator demonstrated a transitional 

attitude between the past, the present or the future. And ‘integration’ meant a passage that 

showed an inclusive attitude to integrate different values, positions or actions. 

In practice in Aihua’s case is as follows: 
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Action-orientated Sorting of Lived History  

Context Condensed 
Actional passage Strategy/Action

Thematic field 
hypothesis 

(TF)/Hypothesis (H)

1.Studying 
abroad was valued 
highly; 

2. Accessibility 
to family network 

To become rich 
and have a better 
career in Taiwan with 
high degree was our 
common wish 

Involvement in 
restaurant work and 
study in the 
meantime 

TF1. To develop 
a good career is a way 
to glorify the family. 

H1. To earn a 
foreign PhD is a 
means to have good 
career.  

TF2. The key to 
surviving in the host 
country is to be 
engaged in a 
supportive family 
network. 

H1. To become 
connected to the 
overseas family 
network. 

H3. To work in 
the restaurant to 
practise 
working/cooking 
skills. 

TF3. A wife’s 
role is to assist her 
husband in realising 
his career. 

H1. To share the 
family burdens. 

H.2 This would 
be the first family 
plan which is 
career-orientated. 

 
1. Increasing 

family burdens and 
unaffordable study 
fees 

2. Birth of first 
child 

To stop the PhD 
study  

To become a 
restaurant owner 

Ref. TF1 and 
TF3  

TF4. The 
contempt from the 
surrounding people 
or relatives is most 
unbearable.  

H1. To become 
rich is to gain respect 
from the families and 
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relatives. 
TF5 To be an 

able wife and good 
mother is woman’s 
commitment. 

Ref. TF1 
H1. The couple 

would determine to 
establish their own 
business. 

H2. To have 
children receive 
better education is to 
fulfil family 
responsibility 

H3. Amended 
family plan 
orientated to family 
development  

H4. The most 
fulfilling thing is to 
see the children’s 
success in education. 

H41 Higher 
education is a must to 
make better career 

 
1. Chinese 

relatives were poor 
and needed help 

2. The labour 
cost was too high to 
afford 

Help them to 
work abroad is a 
win-win strategy 

To benefit from 
family-friendly 
immigration policy 

Ref. TF2 
H1. Help more 

and more siblings and 
far relatives to come 
to Europe. 

H2. To fulfill the 
relatives’ 
expectations is kind 
of commitment. 

Immigration 
control was getting 
tighter.  

Find an 
alternative  country 
of destination 

To establish 
restaurant business in 
Austria. 

Ref. TF1 and 
TF2 

H1. To extend 
family business in 
another European 
country. 

H2. Stick to the 
niche sector 

H3. To negotiate 
another family plan. 

H31 Good 
division of labour in 
family business. 
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1. Many 
Chinese girls would 
need permanent 
residence; 

2. Long 
separation;  

3. Husband’s 
love affair. 

 

So we (Aihua 
and children) do not 
want him 

Divorce 
 

Ref. TF 3 
H1. Upbringing 

children is mother’s 
commitment. 

H4. Divorce is 
personal affair that 
should not harm the 
family network for 
children’s happiness.

H6. Maternal 
identity is even 
stronger after 
separation. 

TF5 Divorce is a 
turning point in 
Aihua’s life story 

H1. Divorce 
would be criticised 
and unwelcome in 
Chinese culture 

H3. A failed 
marriage does not 
mean an end to 
individual happiness.

H31 Finding a 
partner is accepted 
but not re-marriage. 

 Satisfying 
Social welfare in 
Europe 

I will stay here 
even after my 
retirement. 

 

1.Naturalisation
2.To accept the 

multicultural 
environment and 
social milieu 

Ref. TF1, TF3 
TF6 To enjoy 

more happiness is to 
accept more foreign 
experience. 

H1. To have a 
balanced life and 
work. 

H4. To accept a 
foreign partner means 
to learn from each 
other. 

H6 To enjoy 
personal life would 
not cause conflict 
with her maternal 
role. 

1. Feeling of 
being discriminated 
by the government’s 
pro-independence 
attitude. 

Be passive and 
inactive in Chinese 
organisational affairs 

To find the 
counterpart’s 
emotional support 

TF7 Social 
identity would be 
situational and 
contingent on 
whether that would 
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2. Feeling of 
being discarded by 
the Taiwanese 
government; 

3. No substantial 
support for the 
organisational 
activities. 

be influenced not 
only by political 
discourse but also by 
the attitude of fellow 
Taiwanese. 

H1. Active 
participation in 
Taiwanese 
organisations when 
the political climate 
was supportive. 

H4. Being 
inactive when the 
social identity 
became critical and 
torn apart among 
Taiwanese group 

H6. The most 
unbearable thing is 
the feeling of being 
excluded produced in 
the group to which 
she used to belong. 

H8 The loss of 
the sense of 
belonging could be 
restored when the 
political atmosphere 
changed. 

The siblings’ 
families are living in 
different countries.  

All children 
have to practise 
Chinese 

Chinese as the 
common and shared 
language in family 
group 

Ref. TF2 
TF8 To speak 

Chinese is to 
maintain the essence 
of Chineseness in a 
multicultural society.

H1. Chinese as 
mother tongue should 
be insisted upon. 

H3. To speak 
Chinese is to 
maintain the 
extended family 
network. 

H6 To speak 
Chinese is helpful in 
finding a marriage 
mate who would be 
of similar cultural 
origin. 
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Observations: 
1. To make a good career is a way to glorify the family and to gain a foreign PhD is a must 

to make a good career in Taiwan. 
2. A good overseas development would rely on the support of transnational family 

network. The key to success is to maintain a supportive family network. 
3. A wife’s role is to assist her husband in making his career so it is evident to support the 

husband’s decision to study abroad. 
4. When one is studying abroad, the most unbearable thing is to be disdained by peers and 

relatives on account of an unstable economic situation. To save face is to gain respect from the 
ingroup and the extended family.  

5. It seems that divorce is a turning point in Aihua’s life story as she demonstrated a 
strong willingness to take on the family responsibilities. She kept running the family restaurant 
as an able entrepreneur and was actively involved in Chinese organisations. 

6. Aihua’s acceptance of a ‘foreign’ partner seems to prove that she was free from the 
constraint of a traditional subordinating feminine role and was aware of her individuality. 

7. Social identity is situational and contingent on whether one could be influenced not 
only by the political discourse (pro-independence vs. pro-reunification) but also the attitude of 
the peer group with which one interacted in day-to-day life. It seems what Aihua is concerned 
about is how the fellows and the relatives value her performance as she perceives herself as 
being traditional.  

 
Structure of the lived life: 
Aihua’s lived life appears comparable to a trilogy as she had been experiencing her role as 

subordinate wife and committed mother, then as a successful woman entrepreneur, and finally 
as having achieved an adapted and integrated role between the traditional past and 
multicultural present. 
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Genre Sorting of the Story Told: 

* The English capital in the bracket is the abbreviation of the mentioned text sort e.g.; ‘D’ 

represents description, ‘D-E’ means the quote in a context of description to evaluation. 

** L22 means the line number of the text. 

*** The terms in italics represent thematic fields extracted from the quotes. 

Association Characterisation Transition Integration 

Maternal identity*** 
 
“Having 

children to receive 
very good education 
is my best reward.” 
(D-E*, L22-23**) 

“I would say 
that children are my 
best pride.” (E-A, 
L42-43) 

“I am the so 
called ‘able wife and 
good mother’.” (E-R, 
L242) 

“Life is just like 
this.” (R-E, L248) 

“Maybe I am 
more conservative.” 
(A-E, L305) 

 

Social identity 
 
“I am 

Taiwanese, but the 
Taiwanese say that 
my parents’ origin is 
China, so sometimes 
I don’t know where I 
belong.” (A, 
LL63-66) 

“The 
government counted 
on pro-independence 
people and looked 
down on us.” (A, 
L187-189) 

“The Chinese 
(in general) are more 
conservative, they 
like to talk with their 
Chinese peers and are 
more reserved in 
front of ‘foreigners’.” 
(E-A, L361-362)  

Perception of career 
 
“So all our 

generation was 
involved in the 
restaurant business 
although you had a 
PhD but the situation 
had to be changed 
after a decade.” (D, 
L52-53) 

“When my 
fourth child was 
university graduate, 
then I could do 
whatever I wanted 
to.” (E-A, L227-228)

 

Social identity 
 
“We shall not be 

classified by 
occupation, or social 
status, we all grow up 
drinking the water of 
Taiwan.” (E-A, 
L203-205) 

“I think I will 
not stay in Taiwan. I 
will spend the rest of 
my life in Europe.” 
(A, L274-275) 

Perception of career 
 
“The children 

will follow the 
parent’s independent 
career model and 
create their own 
business.”  

“The parents 
will support their 
children to establish 
their own business to 
make more money.” 
(A, L323-327) 

Perception of career 
 
“But the 

Taiwanese 
(restaurateurs) were 
finished till our 
generation.” (E-A, 
L57-58) 

“Europe will 
become the heaven of 
immigration for the 
mainland Chinese but 
not the Taiwanese as 
they emigrate less 
frequently and make 

Social identity 
 
“The Chinese 

organisation would 
be active again if the 
executive party of 
Taiwan was replaced 
in the next election.’’ 
(A, L316-318) 

Work attitude 
 
“I might have 

changed my thought 
because of my 
‘foreign’ cohabitant.” 
(E-A, L295-296) 

“ a balanced life 
and work” (A, 
L296-298) 
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more efforts to obtain 
an education.”  

“The Taiwanese 
preferred the children 
to obtain an 
education but were 
involved less in the 
restaurant work.” 
(E-A, L239-241)  
“As we are Chinese, 
we don’t know how 
to tackle the fresh fish 
flesh.” (N-E, 
L343-344)  

 Work attitude 
 
“Taiwanese 

work less hard than 
the Qingtian people. 

The Qingtian 
restaurateurs work 
harder and live in 
frugality but they are 
generous to others.” 
(E-A. L98-99) 

“The Qingtian 
restaurateurs would 
ask their children and 
relatives to work to 
save labour costs, but 
the Taiwanese would 
not.” (A, L106-117) 

  

 Marriage mate 
 
“I wish my 

children’s marriage 
mates are Chinese or 
at least Asians so we 
can have a similar 
cultural background.” 
(A, L301-303)  

  

Observations: 
1. Maternal identity is more significant than career making and the story was told in a way 

to demonstrate her devotion to the children, to the continuity of the traditional family values 
but somehow leave a space of openness in particular after the failed marriage she experienced. 
The passages mentioned associate with the above mentioned TF3, TF5. 

2. Social identity is interplay between the current political discourse and the attitude of 
the government. Aihua demonstrated a suffering Taiwanese identity however with an inclusive 
and integrated perspective. The fragments referred to associate with TF7. 
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3. Aihua’s way of characterising the differences between the Taiwanese group and the 
Qingtian group are based on class, social values and social network. She clearly identifies 
herself within the Taiwanese group but is sympathetic to the Qingtian group because of the 
embedded family ties and traditional family values. It seems that she demonstrates high 
transferability between the two groups that are associated with TF2. Moreover, the 
transferability in a multicultural social environment has been strengthened as shown by the 
episode of co-habitation. 

 
Extended questions: 
1. What can biographical approach contribute to the study of immigrants’ adaptation in 

daily life? Without knowing about Aihua’s biography we might see her as a successful woman 
entrepreneur and a good mother with four highly educated children. A successful experience of 
integration (or localisaiton in my view) can be approached through civic participation. 
Abundant academic work in this field confirms this while the biographical-interpretive method 
could provide another angle, the angle of seeing integration as self-perception in daily life. 
Through the biographical-interpretive method analysis I learned that integration can be 
interpreted as a balance of work and life, an integrated attitude to a multicultural environment 
with ordered values arranged by herself. 

2. It seems that Aihua and her husband chose to engage in the niche sector instead of 
confronting the mainstream labour market. Thus, ‘making a detour’ as a strategy of 
localisation and seeing life as a transition is a clue to valuing the theme of localisation (to be 
compared with other cases). 

3. Some concepts deserve further discussion: social networks, Chinese family ideology, 
ingroup assimilation and alternate social identity. 

 

Step 7. Discussion and presentation of case analysis 

The full discussion and presentation of Aihua’s life story and other selected cases have 

been presented in chapter four of Part II. 

Step 8. To compare with other cases how the informant perceives and 

structures his or her life story and responds to structural constraints. 

The findings are to be found in Part III. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 379

B. A Petition Letter to the Minister of Justice of Walloon Region*  

*Enclosed is a copy of the letter issued by the then Chinese organisations proclaiming their 

rights on behalf of the alleged persons in the incident of ‘Dragon Operation’. To safeguard its 

original style, the format and the original content is remained including its grammatical and 

typing errors,  

  

ASSOCIATION DE LA COLONIE CHINOISE EN BELGIQUE 

Address:XXXXXX 

Tel:XXXXXX 

 

                                                                                              

Antwerpen, le 17 août 1995 

 

Monsieur le Ministre, 

 

                                                     Le 30 juin 1995, à 19:30 heures, 

plus de quatre cent gendarmes belges assistés par la police locale et des gens d’autres 

unités ont effectué une perquisition dans vingt restaurants chinois à Liège, Charleroi et 

Mons. L’objectif était de juguler une forme moderne de la traite d’êtres humains. Ils 

avaient l’ordre de perquisition, signé par le Procureur de la ville de Charleroi. 

 

Les témoins ont affirmé que l’incident a lieu au moment de la plus grande affluence. 

La police locale a encirclé les restaurants de l’extérieur, après quoi la gendarmerie a fait 

irruption dans les restaurants, fail sortir les clients et le personnel belge, et rassemblé 

toutes personnes de physionomie asiatique, y compris les propriétaires, serveurs et 

cuisiniers, qui ont été interpéllés et photographiés un à un. Quelques personees ont été 

menottées et jetées dans les voitures de police, pour simple raison qu’elles avaient 

esquissé quelques pas et la police les suspectait de vouloir s’élargir. Outre les restaurants, 

les chambers privées ont également été fouillées. Les forces de l’ordre ont vidé les valises 

et les armoires, emportant de l’argent, de l’or, bijoux, photos, lettres, documents, carnets 
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d’adreeeses privés, chèques bancaires, lives de comptabilité, caméras, caméras-vidéo, 

bandes-vidéo et même de jouets des enfants. Sauf pour l’argent, rien de ce qui a été 

emporté n’a été enregistré. 

 

Plus de cent personnes ont été emmenées au bureau de police pour interrogation. Il 

s’agit des personnes d’origine chinoise ayant la nationlité belge et des enfants né s en 

Belgique, parmi même une enfant de trois ans. Quelques personnes ont été relâchées le 

lendemain matin. A l’heure actuelle, a peu près quarante personnes se trouvent toujours 

en detention. Un bébé, âgé d’un an, a été laissé à la maison, sans une personne pour la 

garder. Nous sommes suspéfaits et indignés par une telle intervention brutale de la 

gendarmerie. 

 

Tout le monde sait que les Chinois d’outre-mer residant en Belgique ont toujours été 

très respectueurx de la loi, qu’ils sont très travailleurs et qu’ils ont apporté une 

contribution importante à la prospérité de la Belgique. La cuisine chinoise est trè s 

populaire en Belgique et devenue un secteur à part entière de l’économie belge. 

L’intervention de la gendarmerie a profondément choqué tant de Belges que les Chinois 

d’outre-mer. Elle a jeté le discredit sur la reputation des restaurants chinois. Le 

gouvernement chinois et l’Ambassade attachment une grande attention à cet incident et 

ils suivent de près toutes les mesures que vous allez prendre. Ils demandent au 

gouvernement belge de prendre toutes dispositions qui s’imposent afin de protgéger les 

droits légitimes des Chinois d’outre-mer, et de garantir que de pareils incidents ne se 

produisent plus à l’avenir. Nous demandons que le gendarmerie fournisse des 

explications sur cet incident et présente ses excuses. Par ailleurs, nous exigeons que tous 

les biens confisqué s soient immédiatement restitués et que les personnes innocentes 

soient relâchées au plus vite. 

 

Monsieur le Ministre, nous expérons que vous accorderer tout le sérieux à ce grave 

incident et y apporterez une solution judicieuse. 

 

En attendant votre réponse, nous vous prions de croire à nos sentiments respectueux. 
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Association de la Colonie chinoise en Belgique, 

Fédération de la commuauté chinoise de Qingtian en Belgique et au      

Luxembourg, 

Fédération des ressortissants de Shanghai en Belgique, 

Vereniging van Chinese zelfstandigen V.Z.W., 

Fédération des ressortissants chinois de Nanhai-Shunde en Belgique 

                                                          ______________ 
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C. Reflections about Fieldwork 

1. How do I deal with national proximity (or cultural similarity) as a fieldworker? 

The question has been raised to remind the researcher that cultural similarity between 

the researcher and the researched might give direct access to familiarity with the observing 

phenomenon on the one hand and jeopardise the necessary detachment to interpret the 

‘taken-for-granted’ phenomena in the field. It seems to be persistent challenges for 

fieldworkers who struggle to enter into the studied group (to get the insightful data) or to 

leave it (to foster the estranged curiosity) to ‘objectively’ describe and interpret the 

subjective world of participants.        

In my experience, the ethnic resemblance and linguistic proficiency did help me easily 

approach the group, follow activities and observe the process underwent. To some extent, 

cultural similarity might be of help in enabling the fieldworker to deeply immerse in the field 

and foster the sympathetic feelings between the researcher and the researched. However, 

there exists some risk of taking advantage from such cultural similarity in conducting field 

research. The first and most challenging task seems to be difficult for an ethnic researcher to 

interpret the ‘taken-for-granted’ phenomenon as she or he might share the common 

constructed cultural values with the researched subjects. In other words, the closeness with 

the field participants might lead the fieldworker to be a “nonobserving participant” in 

Whyte’s term (1994) if he or she can not “objectify” the subjective facts learned from the 

field.  

It seems to me that the reminding cultural similarity can be found from ethnic 

fieldworkers as well as non-ethnic researchers whose identity (or membership) can be 

accepted by the studied community. Thus the question for fieldworkers may not address the 

closeness granted from the cultural similarity but rather the required detached manner in 

respect of data analysis. It is indeed ambivalent in handling the feeling towards the 

participants as field researchers always need to “reconstruct how participants think and feel”. 

(Kleinman and Copp, 1993:27) But how can we reconstruct the participants’ feeling and 

thinking without achieving a state of empathy? 



 

 383

Here I quote Erving Goffman’s argument (1989:125-126) on empathetic feeling 

towards the participants cited by Kleinman and Copp (1993:27): “…[Y]ou are in a position 

to note their gestural, visual, bodily response to what’s going on around them and you’re 

empathetic enough-because you’ve been taking the same crap they’ve been taking-to sense 

what it is that they’re responding to.” However, do empathetic feelings lead to 

overidentification with the people we studied and thus distort our analytic capability as 

trained sociologists? In other words, do avoidance or ignorance of our feeling or acting as an 

objective positivist solve the above-mentioned problem? 

I share Kleinman and Copp’s assumption by suggesting recognising implication of field 

researchers’ feeling and emotion in the research and using them as tools for analysis 

(1989:52). It is suggested by the said researchers to keep writing down reflective and analytic 

fieldnotes that will help the fieldworkers relieve from the anxious feeling and make sense of 

them. (1998:53) 

In my research, I had been experiencing the similar ‘symptoms’ as a nonobserving 

participant and afraid of losing my sociological sense. My remedy was to leave the field a 

while to create a reflexive space, recognise my feeling and use alternative method to collect 

data such as biographical approach. By collecting participants’ life stories, I came to realise 

the complexity that human’s life could be demonstrated and the practice of 

‘always-looking-for-alternative-hypothesis’ did help me to penetrate the ‘taken-for-granted’ 

feeling with new angle. 

 

2. How does the researcher identify differences between qualitative covert 

research and undercover activities? 

The question has been raised whether the researcher is aware of the ethical concern 

when conducting a qualitative research and using participatory observation as a tool for 

social investigation. In other words, do fieldworkers understand their responsibilities to the 

subjects, the disciplines and themselves questioned by Richard G. Mitchell Jr.? (1993:37)        
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In my research, the ethical concern might be derived from two aspects; firstly, do I use 

‘cosmetic identity’ (in Mitchell’s term) to gain trust from the participants? Secondly, was I 

conducting a kind of spying activity in the field as the catering business might involve with 

unfair and illegal employment?  

For a fieldworker, it is a persistent task to try best to establish a trustful relationship with 

the participants, to become part of the community and to penetrate into the participants’ 

lifeworld to get insightful data. Some field researchers might consider it necessarily to invent 

an identity to ease the doubt of the studied people to get the needed data. In his reflective 

methodological account of the seminal study entitled Street Corner Society, Whyte recalled 

his first request to Doc (the key informant of the study) by explaining the research interest 

and what kind of data he needed. Doc just suggested him to use a less noticed identity instead 

of a brilliant Harvard elite. Here Doc said: 

“Well, any nights you want to see anything, I’ll take you around. I can take you to the 

joints-gambling joints-I can take you around to the street corners. Just remember that you’re 

my friend. That’s all they need to know. I know these places, and, if I tell them that you’re my 

friend, nobody will bother you. You just tell me what you want to see, and we’ll arrange it.” 

(Whyte, 1966:291) 

In my case, I had been working as a part-timer in a take-away restaurant before my 

definite decision to conduct the current research. Moreover, I became I-Kuan Tao convert 

without previously knowing when I tried to know more about the lifeworld of the Cantonese 

women. My working experience and religious practices enabled me to sense the feeling of 

the participants and to dig deeper in the phenomena they taken-for-granted. When I was 

conducting visits and interviews, I expressed my research concern and the expected outcome 

of the fieldwork; a PhD thesis. For many of the participants, they would understand that my 

intention was to write a book about the Chinese in Belgium and they welcomed this idea.     

Mitchell Jr. argued that the field researchers might be structurally equivalent to the 

undercover intelligence agent while there are five distinguishable differences between 

activities of espionage and a covert qualitative research (1993:43): “(a) Spying is 

ideologically proactive, whereas research is ideologically naïve…(b) Spying is mission 
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oriented, bound by time and circumstances to the achievement of specific instrumental tasks 

or, in long-term settings to the acquisition of certain kinds of useful information. Research is 

global and ongoing, oriented to the full spectrum of meaning and actions that hosts may by 

their actions indicate are significant. (c) Spies assumed they are morally superior to their 

subjects…Researchers enjoy no such certainty but are chronically sensitive to ways in which 

their own value systems may prejudice their observations. (d) Spy efforts are institutionally 

supported….Covert fieldwork is usually done alone and, in spite of the proliferation of 

qualitative methods courses, usually without specific training in covert investigation. (e) 

Spies have expense accounts. Fieldworkers for the most part support their own research or 

incorporate it into other work for which they are paid.” 

By examining my fieldwork with the proposed criteria, I feel comfortable to say that my 

research to some extent had to share the participants’ secrecy and be aware of the part of their 

‘low life’. However, my role as sociological investigator was not assumed to give moral 

judgement to what the participants did but to understand how and why they behaved as such 

and what made sense to them.  
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Samenvatting 

 

Deze studie stelt zich tot doel meer inzicht te verwerven in de wijze waarop Chinese 

immigranten zich vestigen in het gastland waar zij verblijven.  Bij het begin van de 

literatuurbespreking wordt een overzicht gegeven van de culturele componenten die in  dit 

localisatieproces een rol spelen, en dit vanuit het standpunt dat de bestudeerde subjecten te 

beschouwen zijn als culturele en relationele personen in plaats van gedepersonaliseerde en 

a-historische individuen. 

De onderzoekstechnieken bestaan uit participerende observatie, kwalitatief interview en 

de socio-biografische benadering (BNIM : biografisch-narratief-interpretatieve methode).  Zij 

zijn erop gericht een omvattend beeld te bekomen van de leefwereld van betrokkenen volgens 

hun eigen wijze van structurering ervan.  Ook als analysemethode wordt de BNIM gebruikt, 

om op het spoor te komen van de belangrijkste thema’s die in het gegevensbestand besloten 

liggen en van de types van aanpassingsgedrag die tot uiting komen in het migratieproces. Over 

de BNIM-analyse wordt meer informatie geboden in hoofdstuk 3 van Deel I, terwijl een 

voorbeeld van hypothese-constructie als Appendix is toegevoegd. 

De resultaten worden op drie manieren voorgesteld.  Vooreerst worden aan de hand van 

14 uitgekozen gevallen de gevarieerde (landelijke) oorsprong en de multiculturele achtergrond 

van de Chinese immigranten behandeld. Een pluspunt van deze voorstelling is dat zij de lezer 

helpt om zich met de culturele wereld van de respondenten vertrouwd te maken: Chinezen zijn 

immers als etnische minderheid minder bekend in het land van vestiging. De 14 voorgestelde 

gevallen worden benaderd via de reconstructie van individuele levensverhalen en daarbij 

aansluitende opinies van betrokkenen, om langs die kant een licht te werpen op de dynamische 

relaties tussen het subject in kwestie en de ermee samenhangende sociale context. 

De tweede manier om de onderzoeksgegevens voor te stellen verloopt volgens een 

thematische analyse.  Hierbij wordt niet enkel beroep gedaan op de 14 uitgekozen gevallen 

maar ook op andere beschikbare data.  De leefwereld van de respondenten wordt behandeld 

volgens de dimensies van beroep, gezin/familie en (bredere) sociale relaties, zowel naar 

gemeenschappelijke als naar specifieke kenmerken.   
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Wat de beroepswereld van de informanten betreft zijn typische aandachtspunten:  hun 

houding tegenover de economische bedrijvigheid waarvoor ze gekozen hebben, hun houding 

tegenover gender-kwesties, hun strategieën bij het runnen van het restaurant en de principes van 

het Chinese ondernemerschap.   

Wat de familiale dimensie betreft wordt ingegaan op thema’s zoals de zich wijzigende 

ouder – kind relaties, met een speciale aandacht voor de eerder precaire vader-dochter relatie, 

en de zowel conventionele als a-typische echtelijke relaties. Naar het beleid toe lijkt enige zorg 

nodig voor de kwetsbaarheid en het isolement die kunnen veroorzaakt worden door een 

dysfunctioneel gezinsverband waar de leden het moeilijk hebben hun relatie te herstellen in het 

kader van een snel veranderende samenleving.   

Wat tenslotte de ruimere sociale relaties betreft komen vooral de percepties van de 

respondenten over zowel de ingroup als over de buitenwereld aan bod. Naar het beleid tot wordt 

een multiculturele Chinese aanpak gesuggereerd om de verstandhouding tussen en ten aanzien 

van de Chinese gemeenschappen te stimuleren. 

In een derde voorstellingswijze worden de gegevens uit de biografieën van de 

respondenten geduid en geïnterpreteerd volgens een aantal types van sociale gedraging.  Zo 

komen wij tot drie manieren waarop de informanten zich doorheen hun levenslang 

vestigingsproces als migranten gedragen. 

Volgens het eerste type, de ‘ingroup assimilatie’, realiseren de informanten hun actueel 

levensproject door een hechtere verbinding met de uit het verleden overgeërfde cultuur. In 

navolging van de levensgeschiedenissen van hun voor- en naastbestaanden, blijken de 

betrokken informanten in staat om voorrang te geven aan een levensdoel als familiecontinuïteit 

en het mogelijk maken van mobiliteit voor de jongere generatie door hen een geschikte positie 

in de maatschappij van het gastland te bezorgen. 

Het tweede type, dat van ‘versterkte individualiteit’, staat voor een tegengestelde 

strategische kijk op localisatie. Degenen die tot dit type kunnen gerekend worden tonen minder 

belangstelling voor het behoud van historische ervaringen op grond van familiewaarden, maar 

streven er in de eerste plaats naar een succesvolle zaak uit te bouwen. Met het oog daarop 
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proberen zij lokale kennis en hulpmiddelen te verwerven om economisch geïntegreerd en 

gevestigd te geraken.   

De categorie die behoort tot het derde type, nl. dat van het ‘veelzijdig engagement’, streeft 

een betere toekomst na door het combineren van trouw aan het culturele verleden met 

voldoende aandacht voor de hulpbronnen die het heden biedt.  Om zijn doel te bereiken steunt 

dit type niet enkel op individuele talenten en bekwaamheid maar ook om de capaciteiten van de 

groep. 

Al deze types vertonen hun typische strategieën in het zoeken naar een antwoord op de 

omgevingsveranderingen en de daardoor uitgelokte spanningen.  Met de daarover verzamelde 

informatie kan een eventueel meer aangepast en verantwoordelijk  migratie- en 

localisatiebeleid zijn voordeel doen. 

Naast de drie vermelde strategietypes zijn ook nog  als deviant type de ‘gebroken 

biografieën’ te vermelden. Deze gebroken levensverhalen vertellen ons bij uitstek iets over de 

dysfunctionele aspecten die kunnen samengaan met het vestigings- of localisatieproces. Ook 

deze gegevens kunnen bijdragen tot een betere diagnose en beleidsaanpak op de diverse 

niveaus : individu, familie en groep. 
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RESUME  

 

De quelle façon les immigrants chinois s’établissent-ils et s’adaptent-ils aux conditions de 

vie dans le pays d’accueil ? .C’est la question centrale de cette étude.   

En nous basant sur la littérature existante, nous présentons d’abord un aperçu des 

composantes culturelles qui jouent un rôle dans le processus d’établissement. Les sujets étudiés 

seront considérés ici, comme des personnes vecteurs de cultures et de relations et non comme 

des individus dépersonnalisés et non-historiques. 

Les techniques de recherche utilisées sont : l’observation participative, l’interview 

qualitative  et l’approche BNIM (méthode biographique – narrative – interprétative). Dans 

l’ensemble ces techniques permettent d’établir un profil compréhensif du monde tel qu’il est 

vécu personnellement par la personne interviewée. La BNIM est également utilisée comme 

méthode d’analyse pour découvrir tant les thèmes importants présents dans la base de données, 

que les différents modes d’adaptation au cours du processus de la migration. Plus d’information 

sur la BNIM figure au Chapitre 3 de la Partie I, et en annexe, un exemple de construction 

d’hypothèse. 

Les résultats de l’étude sont présentés de trois façons.  Dans une première approche, 14 

cas sélectionnés montrent les variations dans les origines et le fond multiculturel des immigrés 

chinois.  Cette approche a l’avantage d’aider le lecteur à se familiariser avec le monde culturel 

des Chinois. Comme minorité ethnique ils sont effectivement moins connus dans le pays 

d’accueil.  C’est par ce côté individuel, c.à.d. par la reconstitution des biographies 

individuelles et des opinions exprimées par les interviewés, qu’apparaissent les relations 

dynamiques entre le sujet et son contexte social. 

La deuxième manière de présenter les données, est le résultat d’une analyse thématique. 

Celle-ci est basée non seulement sur les 14 cas sélectionnés mais aussi sur d’autres données 

disponibles. Cette analyse aborde les thèmes suivants : l’occupation, la famille et les relations 

sociales (plus larges). L’analyse thématique offre en même temps l’occasion de suggérer des 

mesures politiques qui peuvent remédier aux besoins individuels apparus lors de la recherche. 
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En ce qui concerne l’occupation, les points suivants semblent importants: l’attitude envers 

l’activité économique choisie, l’attitude envers la question des sexes (genre), la manière de 

gérer le restaurant et les fondements de l’esprit d’entreprise chinois. 

En ce qui concerne la dimension familiale les thèmes dominants sont : les relations 

paternelles changeantes, spécialement les relations plutôt précaires entre père et fille, et les 

relations conjugales aussi bien conventionelles qu’atypiques.  En matière de politique sociale 

nous suggérons une attention particulière pour la vulnérabilité et l’isolement, conséquences de 

relations familiales dysfonctionnelles lorsque manquent les moyens de réparer ces relations 

familiales dans une société qui change rapidement. 

En matière de relations sociales, enfin, les perceptions que les sujets ont aussi bien de leur 

entourage direct que du monde extérieur, semblent être primordiales. C’est pourquoi une 

politique multiculturelle est conseillée afin de promouvoir l’entente aussi bien pour chaque 

communauté chinoise qu’entre ces ifférentes communautés. 

Dans la troisième approche, les données biographiques sont décrites et interprétées selon 

différents types de comportement social. Nous distinguons principalement trois types de 

comportement ou de stratégie adoptés par les immigrés chinois au cours du processus de 

migration et d’établissement dans un pays d’accueil. 

Il y a d’abord le type d’ ’assimilation ingroup’ : ici, les immigrants essaient de réaliser leur 

projet de vie par la liaison la plus étroite possible à la culture traditionnelle et héréditaire. A 

l’instar des histoires de vie de leurs prédecesseurs et de leurs égaux, ils parviennent à donner 

priorité à la continuité familiale en facilitant la mobilité de la génération suivante et en leur 

procurant en même temps, une position propre dans la société du pays d’accueil. 

Le second type de comportement, celui d’ ‘individualité fortifiée’, révèle une stratégie 

contraire. Ceux qui l’adoptent, portent moins d’intérêt à la conservation des expériences 

historiques sur base des valeurs familiales. Ils aspirent surtout à une réussite en affaires. A cette 

fin ils essaient de se procurer le savoir-faire et les ressources locaux pour s’intégrer dans le 

réseau économique. 
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Le troisième type de comportement est celui de l’ ‘engagement multiple’ : ceux qui le 

pratiquent, essaient de combiner le respect pour le passé culturel avec les ressources du présent 

afin d’obtenir un meilleur avenir pour les chinois ethniques. Pour atteindre ce but ils ne 

comptent pas seulement sur les talents individuels mais aussi sur la capacité du groupe. 

Tous ces types différents montrent l’usage de stratégies propres dans la recherche d’une 

réponse aux changements de l’environnement et des tensions qui enrésultent. Une meilleure 

compréhension de ces stratégies, modes de comportements ou types de réponses peut nous 

conduire à une politique de migration et d’établissement plus adaptée et plus responsable. 

En plus de ces trois types de stratégie, il faut aussi tenir compte d’un type déviant : celui 

des ‘biographies rompues’. Ces biographies rompues nous révèlent surtout les aspects 

dysfonctionnels qui peuvent se manifester au cours du processus de migration ou 

d’établissement dans un pays étranger. De ce côté-là aussi, il y a lieu aussi d’envisager des 

mesures politiques à prendre à divers niveaux : celui de l’individu, de la famille et du groupe 

ethnique.  

 



 

 

Doctors of Social Science 

 

II. Nieuwe reeks van doctoraten in de sociale wetenschappen  

122. DE WIT Kurt, Universiteiten in Europa in de 21e eeuw.  Netwerken in een veranderende 

samenleving. Onderzoekseenheid: Centrum voor Sociologisch Onderzoek [CeSO], K.U.Leuven, 

362 blz. + bijlagen  

121. DOBRE Ana Maria, Europeanisation From A Neo-Institutionalist Perspective: 

Experiencing Territorial Politics in Spain and Romania . Onderzoekseenheid: Instituut 

voor Internationaal en Europees Beleid [IIEB], K.U.Leuven, 2007, 455 blz. + bijlagen  

120. DONOSO Veronica, Adolescents and the Internet: Implications for Home, School and 

Social Life. Onderzoekseenheid: School voor Massa-communicatieresearch [SMC], 

K.U.Leuven, 2007, 264 blz. + bijlagen    

119. VANDECASTEELE Leen, Dynamic Inequalities. The Impact of Social Stratification 

Determinants on Poverty Dynamics in Europe. Onderzoekseenheid: Centrum voor 

Sociologisch Onderzoek [CeSO], K.U.Leuven, 246 blz. + bijlagen  

118. MALLIET Steven, The Challenge of Videogames to Media Effect Theory. 

Onderzoekseenheid: Centrum voor Mediacultuur en communicatietechnologie [CMC], 

K.U.Leuven, 2007, 187 blz. + bijlagen  

117. DE COCK Rozane, Trieste Vedetten? Assisenverslaggeving in Vlaamse kranten. 

Onderzoekseenheid: School voor Massa-communicatieresearch [SMC], K.U.Leuven, 

2007, 257 blz. + bijlagen  

116. OKEMWA James, Political Leadership and Democratization in the Horn of Africa 

(1990-2000) Onderzoekseenheid: Instituut voor Internationaal en Europees Beleid 

[IIEB], K.U.Leuven, 2007, 268 blz. + bijlagen   

115. GUTSCHOVEN Klaas, Gezondheidsempowerment en de paradigmaverschuiving in de 

gezondheidszorg: de rol van het Internet. Onderzoekseenheid: School voor 

Massa-communicatieresearch [SMC], K.U.Leuven, 2007, 330 blz. + bijlagen 

114. VENCATO Maria Francesca, The Development Policy of the CEECs: the EU Political 

Rationale between the Fight Against Poverty and the Near Abroad. Onderzoekseenheid: 

Instituut voor Internationaal en Europees Beleid [IIEB], K.U.Leuven, 2007, 276 blz. + 

bijlagen  



 

 

113. VAN MIERLO Jan, De rol van televisie in de cultivatie van percepties en attitudes in 

verband met geneeskunde en gezondheid. Onderzoekseenheid: School voor 

Massa-communicatieresearch [SMC], K.U.Leuven, 2007, 363 blz. + bijlagen 

112. VERSCHUERE Bram, Autonomy & Control in Arm's Length Public Agencies: Exploring 

the Determinants of Policy Autonomy. Onderzoekseenheid: Instituut voor de Overheid 

[IO], K.U.Leuven, 2006, 363 blz. + bijlagenboek  

111. CHUN Kwang Ho, Democratic Peace Building in East Asia in Post-Cold War Era. A 

Comparative Study . Onderzoekseenheid: Instituut voor Internationaal en Europees 

Beleid [IIEB], K.U.Leuven, 2006, 297 blz. + bijlagen  

110. PASPALANOVA Mila, Undocumented and Legal Eastern European Immigrants in 

Brussels. Onderzoekseenheid: Centrum voor Sociologisch Onderzoek [CeSO], 

K.U.Leuven, 383 blz. + bijlagen  

109.  BROOS Agnetha, De digitale kloof in de computergeneratie: ICT-exclusie bij adolescenten. 

School voor Massacommunicatieresearch [SMC] , K.U.Leuven, 2006, 233 blz. + bijlagen  

108.  STRUYVEN Ludovicus, Hervormingen tussen drang en dwang. Een sociologisch onderzoek naar 

de komst en de gevolgen van marktwerking op het terrein van arbeidsbemiddeling. 

Onderzoekseenheid: Centrum voor Sociologisch Onderzoek [CeSO], K.U.Leuven, 2006, 305 blz. 

+ bijlagen  

107.  EGGERMONT Steven, The impact of television viewing on adolescents' sexual socialization. 

Onderzoekseenheid: School voor Massacommunicatieresearch [SMC] , K.U.Leuven, 2006, 

240 blz. + bijlagen  

106.  VENTURINI Gian Lorenzo, Poor Children in Europe. An Analytical Approach to the Study of 

Poverty in the European Union 1994-2000. Dipartimento di Scienze Sociali, Università degli studi 

di Torino, Torino (Italië) / Onderzoekseenheid: Centrum voor Sociologisch Onderzoek [CeSO], 

K.U.Leuven, 2006, 222 blz. + bijlagen  

105. YASUTOMI Atsushi, Alliance Enlargement: An Analysis of the NATO Experience. Leuven, 

Onderzoekseenheid: Insituut voor Internationaal en Europees Beleid [IIEB], K.U.Leuven, 2006, 

294 blz. + bijlagen  

104. NOPPE Jo, Van kiesprogramma tot regeerakkoord. De beleidsonderhandelingen tussen de 

politieke partijen bij de vorming van de Belgische federale regering in 1991-1992 en in 2003. 

Leuven, Onderzoekseenheid : Centrum voor Politicologie [CePO] , K.U.Leuven, 2006, 364 blz. + 

bijlagen 



 

 

103. DOM Leen, Ouders en scholen: partnerschap of (ongelijke) strijd? Een kwalitatief onderzoek naar 

de relatie tussen ouders en scholen in het lager onderwijs. Leuven, Onderzoekseenheid : Centrum 

voor Sociologisch Onderzoek [CeSO] , K.U.Leuven, 2006, 372 blz. + bijlagen   

102.  VANCOPPENOLLE Diederik, De ambtelijke beleidsvormingsrol verkend en getoetst in 

meervoudig vergelijkend perspectief. Een two-level analyse van de rol van Vlaamse ambtenaren 

in de Vlaamse beleidsvorming. Leuven, Onderzoekseenheid : Instituut voor de Overheid [IO] , 

K.U.Leuven, 2006, 331 blz. + bijlagenboek    

101.  GEERARDYN Aagje, Het goede doel als thema in de externe communicatie. 

Bedrijfscommunicatie met een sociaal gezicht? Leuven, Onderzoekseenheid : School voor 

Massacommunicatieresearch [SMC] , K.U.Leuven, 2006, 272 blz. + bijlagen  

100. VIZI Balázs, Hungarian Minority Policy and European Union Membership. An Interpretation of 

Minority Protection Conditionality in EU Enlargement. Leuven, Onderzoekseenheid: Insituut voor 

Internationaal en Europees Beleid [IIEB], K.U.Leuven, 2006, 227 blz. + bijlagen  

99. VLEMINCKX Koen, Towards a New Certainty: A Study into the Recalibration of the Northern-Tier 

Conservative Welfare States from an Active Citizens Perspective. Leuven, Onderzoekseenheid : 

Centrum voor Sociologie [CeSO] , K.U.Leuven, 2006, 380 blz. + bijlagen  

98. ACKAERT Johan, De burgemeestersfunctie in België. Analyse van haar legitimering en van de 

bestaande rolpatronen en conflicten. Leuven, Onderzoekseenheid : Instituut voor de Overheid 

[IO] , K.U.Leuven, 2006, 289 blz. + bijlagen    

97. GIJSELINCKX Caroline, Kritisch Realisme en Sociologisch Onderzoek. Een analyse aan de hand 

van studies naar socialisatie in multi-etnische samenlevingen. Leuven, Onderzoekseenheid : 

Centrum voor Sociologie [CeSO] , K.U.Leuven, 2006, 305 blz. + bijlagen  

96. VAN DOOREN Wouter, Performance Measurement in the Flemish Public Sector: A Supply and 

Demand Approach. Leuven, Onderzoekseenheid: Instituut voor de Overheid [IO] , K.U.Leuven, 

2006, 245 blz. + bijlagen  

95. MINNEBO Jurgen, Trauma recovery in victims of crime: the role of television use. Leuven, 

Onderzoekseenheid : School voor Massacommunicatieresearch [SMC] , K.U.Leuven, 2006, 

187 blz. + bijlagen  

94. PUT Vital, Normen in performance audits van rekenkamers. Een casestudie bij de Algemene 

Rekenkamer en het National Audit Office. Leuven, Onderzoekseenheid: Instituut voor de 

Overheid [IO] , K.U.Leuven, 2005, 209 blz. + bijlagen  



 

 

93. GELDERS David (Dave), Communicatie over nog niet aanvaard beleid: een uitdaging voor de 

overheid? Leuven, Onderzoekseenheid : School voor Massacommunicatieresearch [SMC] , 

K.U.Leuven, 2005, 502 blz. + bijlagenboek  

92. HEERWEGH Dirk, Web surveys. Explaining and reducing unit nonresponse, item nonresponse and 

partial nonresponse. Leuven, Onderzoekseenheid: Centrum voor Sociologie [CeSO ], K.U.Leuven, 

2005, 350 blz. + bijlagen    

91. MOLLICA Marcello, The Management of Death and the Dynamics of an Ethnic Conflict: The Case of 

the 1980-81 Irish National Liberation Army (INLA) Hunger Strikes in Northern Ireland. Leuven, 

Onderzoekseenheid: Instituut voor Internationaal en Europees Beleid [IIEB] , K.U.Leuven, 2005, 

168 blz. + bijlagen  

90. BENIJTS Tim, De keuze van beleidsinstrumenten. Een vergelijkend onderzoek naar duurzaam 

sparen en beleggen in België en Nederland. Leuven, Onderzoekseenheid: Instituut voor de 

Overheid [IO] , K.U.Leuven, 2005, 501 blz. + bijlagen  

89. ERTUGAL Ebru, Prospects for regional governance in Turkey on the road to EU membership: 

Comparison of three regions. Leuven, Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, K.U.Leuven, 2005, 

384 blz. + bijlagen.  

88. VAN DEN TROOST Ann, Marriage in Motion. A Study on the Social Context and Processes of Marital 

Satisfaction. Leuven, Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven/R.U.Nijmegen, Nederland, 2005, 

319 blz. + bijlagen.  

87. VAN DEN VONDER Kurt, "The Front Page" in Hollywood. Een geïntegreerde historisch-poëticale 

analyse. Leuven, Departement Communicatiewetenschap, K.U.Leuven, 2005, 517 blz. + 

bijlagen.  

86. VAN HECKE Steven, Christen-democraten en conservatieven in de Europese Volkspartij. 

Ideologische verschillen, nationale tegenstellingen en transnationale conflicten. Leuven, 

Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, K.U.Leuven, 2005, 306 blz. + bijlagen.  

85. VANDER WEYDEN Patrick, Effecten van kiessystemen op partijsystemen in nieuwe democratieën. 

Leuven, Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven/K.U.Brussel, 2005, 320 blz. + bijlagen.  

84. ENGELEN Leen, De verbeelding van de Eerste Wereldoorlog in de Belgische speelfilm (1913-1939). 

Leuven, Departement Communicatiewetenschap, K.U.Leuven, 2005, 290 blz. + bijlagen.  

83. BEVIGLIA ZAMPETTI Americo, The Notion of ‘Fairness' in International Trade Relations: the US 

Perspective. Leuven, Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, K.U.Leuven, 2005, 253 blz. + 

bijlagen.  



 

 

82. HERMANS Koen, De actieve welvaartsstaat in werking. Een sociologische studie naar de 

implementatie van het activeringsbeleid op de werkvloer van de Vlaamse OCMW's . Leuven , 

Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 2005, 300 blz. + bijlagen.  

81. VANDERLEYDEN Lieve, Het Belgische/Vlaamse ouderenbeleid in de periode 1970-1999 gewikt en 

gewogen. Leuven, Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 2004, 386 blz. + bijlagen.  

80. WAUTERS Bram, Verkiezingen in organisaties. Leuven, Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, 

K.U.Leuven, 2004, 707 blz. + bijlagen.  

79. VAN DE WALLE Steven, Perceptions of Administrative Performance: The Key to Trust in 

Government? Leuven, Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, K.U.Leuven, 2004, 237 blz. + 

bijlagen  

78. VAN HOYWEGHEN Ine, Making Risks. Travels in Life Insurance and Genetics. Leuven, 

Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 2004, 248 blz. + bijlagen.  

77. MAESSCHALCK Jeroen, Towards a Public Administration Theory on Public Servants' Ethics.  A 

Comparative Study.   Leuven, Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, K.U.Leuven, 2004, 

374 blz. + bijlagen.  

76. WAYENBERG Ellen, Vernieuwingen in de Vlaamse centrale - lokale verhoudingen: op weg naar 

partnerschap?   Een kwalitatieve studie van de totstandkoming en uitvoering van het sociale 

impulsbeleid.   Leuven, Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, K.U.Leuven, 2004, 449 blz. + 

bijlagen.  

75. BEKE Wouter, De Christelijke Volkspartij tussen 1945 en 1968.   Breuklijnen en 

pacificatiemechanismen in een catch-allpartij.   Leuven, Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, 

K.U.Leuven, 2004, 421 blz. + bijlagen.  

74. HUSTINX Lesley, Reflexive modernity and styles of volunteering: The case of the Flemish Red 

Cross volunteers.   Leuven, Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 2003, 363 blz. + bijlagen.  

73. VAN DE PUTTE Bart, Het belang van de toegeschreven positie in een moderniserende wereld. 

Partnerkeuze in 19de-eeuwse Vlaamse steden (Leuven, Aalst en Gent). Leuven, Departement 

Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 2003, 425 blz. + bijlagen.  

72. WELKENHUYSEN-GYBELS Jerry, The Detection of Differential Item Functioning in Likert Score 

Items. Leuven, Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 2003, 222 blz. + bijlagen.  

71. LEFèVRE Pascal, Willy Vandersteens Suske en Wiske in de krant (1945-1971).   Een theoretisch 

kader voor een vormelijke analyse van strips.   Leuven, Departement Communicatiewetenschap, 

K.U.Leuven, 2003, 186 blz. (A3) + bijlagen.  



 

 

70. VERHOEST Koen, Resultaatgericht verzelfstandigen.   Een analyse vanuit een verruimd 

principaal-agent perspectief.  Leuven, Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, K.U.Leuven, 2002, 

352 blz. + bijlagen. 

69.  GIELEN Pascal, Pleidooi voor een symmetrische kunstsociologie.   Een sociologische analyse van 

artistieke selectieprocessen in de sectoren van de hedendaagse dans en de beeldende kunst in 

Vlaanderen.  Leuven, Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 2002, 355 blz. + bijlagen. 

68. VERMEERSCH Peter, Roma and the Politics of Ethnicity in Central Europe. A Comparative Study of 

Ethnic Minority Mobilisation in the Czech Republic, Hungary and Slovakia in the 1990s.  Leuven, 

Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, K.U.Leuven, 2002, 317 blz. + bijlagen. 

67. VAN ROMPAEY Veerle, Media on / Family off?  An integrated quantitative and qualitative 

investigation into the implications of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) for 

family life.  Leuven, Departement Communicatiewetenschap, K.U.Leuven, 2002, 232 blz. + 

bijlagen. 

66. SCHEERS Joris, Koffie en het aroma van de stad. Tropische (re-)productiestructuren in ruimtelijk 

perspectief.  Casus centrale kustvlakte van Ecuador.  Leuven, Departement Sociologie, 

K.U.Leuven, 2002, 294 blz. + bijlagen. 

65. CAMBRé Bart, De relatie tussen religiositeit en etnocentrisme. Een contextuele benadering met 

cross-culturele data. Leuven, Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 2002, 257 blz. + bijlagen. 

64. VAN REETH Wouter, The Bearable Lightness of Budgeting. The Uneven Implementation of 

Performance Oriented Budget Reform Across Agencies. Leuven, Departement Politieke 

Wetenschappen, K.U.Leuven, 2002, 380 blz. + bijlagen. 

63. DHOEST Alexander, De verbeelde gemeenschap: Vlaamse tv-fictie en de constructie van een 

nationale identiteit. Leuven, Departement Communicatiewetenschap, K.U.Leuven, 2002, 384 blz. 

+ bijlagen. 

62. VERVLIET Chris, Vergelijking tussen Duits en Belgisch federalisme, ter toetsing van een 

neofunctionalistisch verklaringsmodel voor bevoegdheidsverschuivingen tussen nationale en 

subnationale overheden: een analyse in het economisch beleidsdomein. Leuven, Departement 

Politieke Wetenschappen, K.U.Leuven, 2002, 265 blz. + bijlagen. 

61. ROMMEL Ward, Heeft de sociologie nood aan Darwin? Op zoek naar de verhouding tussen 

evolutiepsychologie en sociologie. Leuven, Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 2002, 287 blz. 

+ bijlagen. 



 

 

60. DE LA HAYE Jos, Missed Opportunities in Conflict Management. The Case of Bosnia-Herzegovina 

(1987-1996). Leuven, Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, K.U.Leuven, 2001, 283 blz. + 

bijlagen. 

59. PRINSLOO Riana, Subnationalism in a Cleavaged Society with Reference to the Flemish Movement 

since 1945. Leuven, Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, K.U.Leuven, 2001, 265 blz. + 

bijlagen. 

58. VAN BAVEL Jan, Demografische reproductie en sociale evolutie: geboortebeperking in Leuven 

1840-1910. Leuven, Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 2001, 362 blz. + bijlagen. 

57. DE PRINS Peggy, Zorgen om zorg(arbeid). Een vergelijkend onderzoek naar oorzaken van stress 

en maatzorg in Vlaamse rusthuizen. Leuven, Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 2001, 363 blz. 

+ bijlagen. 

56. VAN MEERBEECK Anne, Het doopsel: een familieritueel. Een sociologische analyse van de 

betekenissen van dopen in Vlaanderen. Leuven, Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 2001, 

338 blz. + bijlagen. 

55. HAJNAL Istvan, Classificatie in de sociale wetenschappen. Een evaluatie van de nauwkeurigheid 

van een aantal clusteranalysemethoden door middel van simulaties. Leuven, Departement 

Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 2001, 340 blz. + bijlagen. 

54. SAUER Tom, Nuclear Inertia. US Nuclear Weapons Policy after the Cold War (1990-2000). Leuven, 

Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, K.U.Leuven, 2001, 358 blz. + bijlagen. 

53. DWIKARDANA Sapta, The Political Economy of Development and Industrial Relations in Indonesia 

under the New Order Government. Leuven, Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 2001, 315 blz. 

+ bijlagen. 

52. VERSCHRAEGEN Gert, De maatschappij zonder eigenschappen. Systeemtheorie, sociale 

differentiatie en moraal. Leuven, Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 2000, 256 blz. + bijlagen. 

51. DECLERCQ Aniana, De complexe zoektocht tussen orde en chaos. Een sociologische studie naar de 

differentiatie in de institutionele zorgregimes voor dementerende ouderen. Leuven, Departement 

Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 2000, 260 blz. + bijlagen. 

50. PICKERY Jan, Applications of Multilevel Analysis in Survey Data Quality Research. Random 

Coefficient Models for Respondent and Interviewer Effects. Leuven, Departement Sociologie, 

K.U.Leuven, 2000, 200 blz. + bijlagen. 



 

 

49. STEEN Trui, Krachtlijnen voor een nieuw personeelsbeleid in de Vlaamse gemeenten. Een studie 

naar de sturing en implementatie van veranderingsprocessen bij de overheid. Leuven, 

Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, K.U.Leuven, 2000, 340 blz. + bijlagen. 

48. VAN DEN BULCK Hilde, De rol van de publieke omroep in het project van de moderniteit. Een 

analyse van de bijdrage van de Vlaamse publieke televisie tot de creatie van een nationale cultuur 

en identiteit (1953-1973). Leuven, Departement Communicatiewetenschap, K.U.Leuven, 2000, 

329 blz. + bijlagen. 

47. BEYERS Jan, Het maatschappelijk draagvlak van het Europees beleid en het einde van de 

permissieve consensus. Een empirisch onderzoek over politiek handelen in een meerlagig politiek 

stelsel. Leuven, Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, K.U.Leuven, 2000, 269 blz. + bijlagen. 

46. DEPAUW Sam, Cohesie in de parlementsfracties van de regeringsmeerderheid. Een vergelijkend 

onderzoek in België, Frankrijk en het Verenigd Koninkrijk (1987-97). Leuven, Departement 

Politieke Wetenschappen, K.U.Leuven, 2000, 510 blz. + bijlagen. 

45. VAN RUYSSEVELDT Joris, Het belang van overleg. Voorwaarden voor macroresponsieve 

CAO-onderhandelingen in de marktsector. Leuven, Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 2000, 

349 blz. + bijlagen. 

44. HUYS Rik, Uit de band? De structuur van arbeidsverdeling in de Belgische 

autoassemblagebedrijven. Leuven, Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 2000, 464 blz. + 

bijlagen. 

43. VAN HOVE Hildegard, De weg naar binnen. Spiritualiteit en zelfontplooiing. Leuven, Departement 

Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 2000, 369 blz. + bijlagen. 

42. VANDEBOSCH Heidi, Een geboeid publiek? Het gebruik van massamedia door gedetineerden. 

Leuven, Departement Communicatiewetenschap, K.U.Leuven, 1999, 375 blz. + bijlagen. 

41. VAN HOOTEGEM Geert, De draaglijke traagheid van het management. Productie- en 

Personeelsbeleid in de industrie. Leuven, Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 1999, 471 blz. + 

bijlagen. 

40. WETS Johan, Waarom onderweg? Een analyse van de oorzaken van grootschalige migratie- en 

vluchtelingenstromen. Leuven, Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, Afdeling Internationale 

Betrekkingen, K.U.Leuven, 1999, 321 blz. + bijlagen. 

39. KOCHUYT Thierry, Over een ondercultuur. Een cultuursociologische studie naar de relatieve 

deprivatie van arme gezinnen. Leuven, Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 1999, 386 blz. + 

bijlagen. 



 

 

38. WALRAVE Michel, Direct Marketing en Privacy. De verhouding tussen direct 

marketingscommunicatie en de bescherming van de informationele en de relationele privacy van 

consumenten. Leuven, Departement Communicatiewetenschap, K.U.Leuven, 1999, 480 blz. + 

bijlagen. 

37. WANG  Wan-Li, Undestanding Taiwan-EU Relations: An Analysis of the Years from 1958 to 1998. 

Leuven, Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, Afdeling Internationale Betrekkingen, 

K.U.Leuven, 1999, 326 blz. + bijlagen. 

36. CARTON Ann, Een interviewernetwerk: uitwerking van een evaluatieprocedure voor interviewers. 

Leuven, Departement Sociologie, 1999, 379 blz. + bijlagen. 

35. VERLINDEN Ann, Het ongewone alledaagse: over zwarte katten, horoscopen, miraculeuze 

genezingen en andere geloofselementen en praktijken. Een sociologie van het zogenaamde 

bijgeloof. Leuven, Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 1999, 387 blz. + bijlagen. 

34. KEUKELEIRE Stephan, Het Gemeenschappelijk Buitenlands en Veiligheidsbeleid (GBVB): het 

buitenlands beleid van de Europese Unie op een dwaalspoor. Leuven, Departement Politieke 

Wetenschappen, Afdeling Internationale Betrekkingen, K.U.Leuven, 1998, 452 blz. 

33. SAMOY Erik, Ongeschikt of ongewenst? Een halve eeuw arbeidsmarktbeleid voor gehandicapten. 

Leuven, Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 1998, 640 blz. 

32. FIERS Stefaan, Partijvoorzitters in België of ‘Le parti, c’est moi’? Leuven, Acco, 1998, 419 blz. 

31. WAEGE Hans, Vertogen over de relatie tussen individu en gemeenschap. Leuven, Acco, 1997, 

382 blz. 

30. MUIJS Roland Daniël, Self, School and Media: A Longitudinal Study of Media Use, Self-Concept, 

School Achievement and Peer Relations among Primary School Children. Leuven, Departement 

Communicatiewetenschap, K.U.Leuven, 1997, 316 blz. 

29. HENDRAWAN Sanerya, Reform and Modernization of State Enterprises. The Case of Indonesia. 

Leuven, Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, Afdeling Bestuur en Overheidsmanagement, 

K.U.Leuven, 1996, 372 blz. 

28. JEMADU Aleksius, Sustainable Forest Management in the Context of Multi-level and Multi-actor 

Policy Processes. Leuven, Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, Afdeling Bestuur en 

Overheidsmanagement, K.U.Leuven, 1996, 310 blz. 

27. VAN DEN BULCK J., Kijkbuiskennis. De rol van televisie in de sociale en cognitieve constructie van 

de realiteit. Leuven, Acco, 1996, 242 blz. 



 

 

26. HUYSMANS, J., Making/Unmaking European Disorder. Meta-Theoretical, Theoretical and Empirical 

Questions of Military Stability after the Cold War. Leuven, Acco, 1996, 250 blz. 

25. RAMEZANZADEH, A., Internal and international dynamics of ethnic conflict. The Case of Iran. 

Leuven, Acco, 1996, 273 blz. 

24. HONG, K.J., The C.S.C.E. Security Regime Formation: From Helsinky to Budapest. Leuven, Acco, 

1996, 350 blz. 

23. SELS, L., De overheid viert de teugels. De effecten op organisatie en personeelsbeleid in de 

autonome overheidsbedrijven. Leuven, Acco, 1995, 454 blz. 

22. VAN TRIER, W., Everyone A King? An investigation into the meaning and significance of the 

debate on basic incomes with special references to three episodes from the British inter-War 

experience. Leuven, Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 1995, vi+501 blz. 

21. DEVOS, G., De flexibilisering van het secundair onderwijs in Vlaanderen. Een 

organisatie-sociologische studie van macht en institutionalisering. Leuven, Acco, 1995, 447 blz. 

20. DE RYNCK, F., Streekontwikkeling in Vlaanderen. Besturingsverhoudingen en beleidsnetwerken in 

bovenlokale ruimtes. Leuven, Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, Afdeling 

Bestuurswetenschap, K.U.Leuven, 1995, 432 blz. 

19. CASIER, T., Over oude en nieuwe mythen. Ideologische achtergronden en repercussies van de 

politieke omwentelingen in Centraal- en Oost-Europa sinds 1985. Leuven, Departement Politieke 

Wetenschappen, K.U.Leuven, 1994, 365 blz. 

18. WALGRAVE, S., Tussen loyauteit en selectiviteit. Een sociologisch onderzoek naar de ambivalente 

verhouding tussen nieuwe sociale bewegingen en groene partij in Vlaanderen. Leuven, Garant, 

1994, 361 blz. 

17. DEVELTERE, P., Co-operation and development with special reference to the experience of the 

Commonwealth Carribean. Leuven, Acco, 1994, 241 blz. 

16. DE WIT, H., Cijfers en hun achterliggende realiteit. De MTMM-kwaliteitsparameters op hun 

kwaliteit onderzocht. Leuven, Departement Sociologie, K.U.Leuven, 1994, 241 blz. 

15. MADDENS, B., Kiesgedrag en partijstrategie. Leuven, Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, 

Afdeling Politologie, K.U.Leuven, 1994, 453 blz. 

14. DELHAYE, C., Mode geleefd en gedragen. Leuven, Acco, 1993, 228 blz. 

13. OPDEBEECK, S., Afhankelijkheid en het beëindigen van partnergeweld. Leuven, Garant, 1993. 

299 blz. + bijlagen. 



 

 

12. VAN DONINCK, B., De landbouwcoöperatie in Zimbabwe. Bouwsteen van een nieuwe 

samenleving ? Grimbergen, vzw Belgium-Zimbabwe Friendship Association, 1993. 331 blz. 

11. LUYTEN, D., OCMW en Armenzorg. Een sociologische studie van de sociale grenzen van het recht 

op bijstand. Leuven, S.O.I. Departement Sociologie, 1993, 487 blz. 

10. LAERMANS, R., In de greep van de "moderne tijd". Modernisering en verzuiling, individualisering 

en het naoorlogse publieke discours van de ACW-vormingsorganisaties : een proeve tot 

cultuursociologische duiding. Leuven, Garant, 1992. 

9. WINNUBST, M., Wetenschapspopularisering in Vlaanderen. Profiel, zelfbeeld en werkwijze van de 

Vlaamse wetenschapsjournalist. Leuven, Departement Communicatiewetenschap, 1990. 

8. HONDEGHEM, A., De loopbaan van de ambtenaar. Tussen droom en werkelijkheid. Leuven, 

Vervolmakingscentrum voor Overheidsbeleid en Bestuur, 1990, 498 blz. + bijlage. 

7. RUEBENS, M., Sociologie van het alledaagse leven. Leuven, Acco, 1990, 266 blz. 

6. BOUCKAERT, G., Productiviteit in de overheid. Leuven, Vervolmakingscentrum voor 

Overheidsbeleid en Bestuur, 1990, 394 blz. 

5. SWYNGEDOUW, M., De keuze van de kiezer. Naar een verbetering van de schattingen van 

verschuivingen en partijvoorkeur bij opeenvolgende verkiezingen en peilingen. Leuven, 

Sociologisch Onderzoeksinstituut, 1989, 333 blz. 

4. HOOGHE, L., Separatisme. Conflict tussen twee projecten voor natievorming. Een onderzoek op 

basis van drie succesvolle separatismen. Leuven, Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, 1989, 

451 blz. + bijlagen. 

3. HOUBEN, P., Formele beslissingsmodellen en speltheorie met toepassingen en onderzoek naar 

activiteiten en uitgaven van locale welzijnsinstellingen en coalities. Leuven, Departement 

Sociologie, 1988, 631 blz. (5 delen). 

2. EERDEKENS, J., Chronische ziekte en rolverandering. Een sociologisch onderzoek bij 

M.S.-patiënten. Leuven, Acco, 1989, 164 blz. + bijlagen. 

1. LIU BOLONG, Western Europe - China. A comparative analysis of the foreign policies of the 

European Community, Great Britain and Belgium towards China (1970-1986). Leuven, 

Departement Politieke Wetenschappen, 1988, 335 blz. 

 

I. Reeks van doctoraten in de sociale wetenschappen 
68. HELLEMANS, G., Verzuiling. Een historische en vergelijkende analyse. 1989, 302 blz. 



 

 

67. SERVAES, J., Communicatie en ontwikkeling. Een verkennende literatuurstudie naar de 

mogelijkheden van een communicatiebeleid voor ontwikkelingslanden. 1987, 364 blz. 

66. OTSHOMANPITA, Aloki, Administration locale et développement au Zaïre. Critiques et 

perspectives de l'organisation politico-administrative à partir du cas de la zone de Lodja. 1988, 

507 blz. 

65. VERMEULEN, D., De maatschappelijke beheersingsprocessen inzake de sociaal-culturele sector in 

Vlaanderen. Een sociologische studie van de "verzuiling", de professionalisering en het 

overheidsbeleid. 1983, 447 blz. 

64. DE GROOFF, D., De elektronische krant. Een onderzoek naar de mogelijkheden van 

nieuwsverspreiding via elektronische tekstmedia en naar de mogelijke gevolgen daarvan voor de 

krant als bedrijf en als massamedium. 1986, 568 blz. 

63. BRANCKAERTS, J., Zelfhulporganisaties. Literatuuranalyse en explorerend onderzoek in 

Vlaanderen. 1985. 

62. FOETS, M., Ziekte en gezondheidsgedrag : de ontwikkeling van de sociologische theorievorming 

en van het sociologisch onderzoek. 1985, 339 blz. 

61. LOOSVELDT, G., De effecten van een interviewtraining op de kwaliteit van gegevens bekomen via 

het survey-interview. 1985, 311 blz. + bijlagen. 

60. WELLEN, J., Van probleem tot hulpverlening. Een exploratie van de betrekkingen tussen 

huisartsen en ambulante geestelijke gezondheidszorg in Vlaanderen. 1984, 476 blz. 

59. HESLING, W., Retorica en film. Een onderzoek naar de structuur en functie van klassieke 

overtuigingsstrategieën in fictionele , audiovisuele teksten. 1985, 515 blz. 

58. PEETERS, R., Ziekte en gezondheid bij Marokkaanse immigranten. 1983, 349 blz. 

57. CHUNG-WON, Choue, Peaceful Unification of Korea. Towards Korean Integration. 1984, 338 blz. 

56. MATTHIJS, K., Zelfmoord en zelfmoordpoging. 1983, 3 delen, 464 blz. 

55. VANSTEENKISTE, J., Bejaardzijn als maatschappelijk gebeuren. 1983, 166 blz. 

54. SCHEPERS, R., De opkomst van het Belgisch medisch beroep. De evolutie van de wetgeving en de 

beroepsorganisatie in de 19de eeuw. 1983, 553 blz. 

53. GOOSSENS, L., Het sociaal huisvestingsbeleid in België. Een historisch-sociologische analyse van 

de maatschappelijke probleembehandeling op het gebied van het wonen. 1982, 3 delen. 

52. NKUNDABAGENZI, F., Le système politique et son environnement. Contribution à l'étude de leur 

interaction à partir du cas des pays est-africains : le Kenya et la Tanzanie. 1981, 348 blz. 



 

 

51. TACQ, J., Kausaliteit in sociologisch onderzoek. Een beoordeling van de zgn. 'causal 

modeling'-technieken in het licht van verschillende wijsgerige opvattingen over kausaliteit. 1981, 

337 blz. 

50. VEYS, D., De generatie-sterftetafels in België. 1981, 3 delen, 326 blz. + bijlagen. 

49. LEDOUX, M., Op zoek naar de rest ...; Genealogische lezing van het psychiatrisch discours. 1981, 

511 blz. 

48. MASUI, M., Ongehuwd moeder. Sociologische analyse van een wordingsproces. 1980, 257 blz. 

47. MIN, J.K., Political Development in Korea, 1945-1972. 1980, 2 delen, 466 blz. 

46. VANDEKERCKHOVE, L., Gemaakt van asse. Een sociologische studie van de westerse somatische 

kultuur. 1980, 383 blz. 

45. CEULEMANS, M.J., Women and Mass Media: a feminist perpective. A review of the research to 

date the image and status of women in American mass media. 1980, 541 blz. + bijlagen. 

44. HUYPENS, J., De plaatselijke nieuwsfabriek. Regionaal nieuws. Analyse van inhoud en structuur in 

de krant. 494 blz. 

43. MEULEMANS, E., De ethische problematiek van het lijden aan het leven en aan het samen-leven 

in het oeuvre van Albert Camus. De mogelijke levensstijlen van luciditeit, menselijkheid en 

solidariteit. 1979, 413 blz. 

42. UDDIN, M., Some Social Factors influencing Age at Death in the situation of Bangladesh. 1979, 

316 blz. + bijlagen. 

41. DE MEYER A., De populaire muziekindustrie. Een terreinverkennende studie. 1979, 578 blz. 

40. VAN DE KERCKHOVE, J., Sociologie. Maatschappelijke relevantie en arbeidersemancipatie. 1978, 

551 blz. 

39. DIERICKX, G., De ideologische factor in de Belgische politieke besluitvorming. 1978, 609 blz. + 

bijvoegsels. 

38. VLOEBERGHS, D., Feedback, communicatie en organisatie. Onderzoek naar de betekenis en de 

toepassing van het begrip "feedback" in de communicatiewetenschap en de organisatietheorieën. 

1978, 326 blz. 

37. BAECK, A., Het professionaliseringsproces van de Nederlandse huisarts. 1978, 721 blz. + 

bibliografie. 

36. COLSON, F., Sociale indicatoren van enkele aspecten van bevolkingsgroei. 1977, 341 blz. + 

bijlagen. 



 

 

35. KIM DAI WON, Au delà de l'institutionalisation des rapports professionnels. Analyse du 

mouvement spontané ouvrier belge. 1977, 282 blz. 

34. JACOBS, T., Het uit de echt scheiden. Een typologiserend onderzoek, aan de hand van de analyse 

van rechtsplegingsdossiers in echtscheiding. 1976, 333 blz. + bijlage. 

33. GOVAERTS, F., Zwitserland en de E.E.G. Een case-study inzake Europese integratie, 1976, 

337 blz. 

32. LAMMERTYN, F., Arbeidsbemiddeling en werkloosheid. Een sociologische verkenning van het 

optreden van de diensten voor openbare arbeidsbemiddeling van de R.V.A., 1976, 406 blz. 

31. DEVISCH, R., L'institution rituelle Khita chez les Yaka au Kwaango du Nord. Une analyse 

séméiologique, 1976, 3 volumes. 

30. BILLIET, J., Secularisering en verzuiling in het Belgisch onderwijs, 1975, 3 delen, 433 blz. 

+ bijlagen. 

29. DELMARTINO, F., Schaalvergroting en bestuurskracht. Een beleidsanalystische benadering van de 

herstrukturering van de lokale besturen, 1975, 3 delen, 433 blz. + bijlagen. 

28. VERRIEST, F., Joris Helleputte en het corporatisme, 1975, 2 delen, 404 blz. 

27. WUYTS, H., De participatie van de burgers in de besluitvorming op het gebied van de 

gemeentelijke plannen van aanleg. Analyse toegespitst op het Nederlandstalige deel van België, 

1975, 200 blz. + bijlage. 

26. BOON, G., Ontstaan, ontwikkeling en werking van de radio-omroep in Zaïre tijdens het Belgisch 

Koloniale Bewind (1937-1960), 1975, 2 delen, 617 blz. 

25. LEMMEN, M.H.W., Rationaliteit bij Max Weber. Een godsdienstsociologische studie, 1975, 2 delen, 

354 blz. 

24. LAMBRECHTS, E., Vrouwenarbeid in België. Een analyse van het tewerkstellingsbeleid inzake 

vrouwelijke arbeidskrachten sinds 1930, 1975, 260 blz. 

23. MARCK, P., Public relations voor de landbouw in de Europese Economische Gemeenschap, 1974, 

384 blz. 

22. VAN HASSEL, H., Het ministrieel kabinet. Peilen naar een sociologische duiding, 1974, 460 blz. 

+ bijlagen. 

21. CROLLEN, L., Small powers in international systems, 1974, 250 blz. 

20. MBELA, H., L'intégration de l'éducation permanente dans les objectifs socio-économiques de 

développement. Analyse de quelques politiques éducationnelles en vue du développement du 

milieu rural traditionnel en Afrique noire francophone, 1974, 250 blz. 



 

 

19. GEVERS, P., Ondernemingsraden, randverschijnselen in de Belgische industriële 

democratiseringsbeweging. Een sociologische studie, 1973, 314 blz. 

18. BUNDERVOET, J., Het doorstromingsprobleem in de hedendaagse vakbeweging. Kritische 

literatuurstudie en verkennend onderzoek in de Belgische vakbonden, 1973, 420 blz. + bijlagen. 

17. BRUYNOOGHE, R., De sociale structurering van de gezinsverplegingssituatie vanuit kostgezinnen 

en patiënten, 1973, 205 blz. + bijlagen. 

16. BILLET, M., Het verenigingsleven in Vlaanderen. Een sociologische typologieformulering en 

hypothesetoetsing, 1973, 695 blz. + bijlagen. 

15. MARTENS, A., 25 jaar wegwerparbeiders. Het Belgisch immigratiebeleid na 1945, 1973, 319 blz. 

14. VAN PELT, H., De omroep in revisie. Structurering en ontwikkelingsmogelijkheden van het radio- 

en televisiebestel in Nederland en België. Een vergelijkende studie, Leuven, Acco, 1973, 398 blz. 

13. BANGO, J., Changements dans les communautés villageoises de l'Europe de l'Est. Exemple : la 

Hongarie, 1973, 434 blz. 

12. VAN DER BIESEN, W., De verkiezingspropaganda in de democratische maatschappij. Een 

literatuurkritische studie en een inhoudsanalyse van de verkiezingscampagne van 1958 in de 

katholieke pers en in de propagandapublikaties van de C.V.P., 1973, 434 blz. 

11. DEPRE, R., De topambtenaren van de ministeries in België. Een bestuurssociologisch onderzoek, 

1973, 2 delen, 423 blz. + bijlagen. 

10. TSAI, C., La chambre de commerce internationale. Un groupe de pression international. Son 

action et son rôle dans l'élaboration, la conclusion et l'application des conventions internationales 

établies au sein des organisations intergouvernementales à vocation mondiale (1945-1969), 

1972, 442 blz. 

9. SLEDSENS, G., Mariage et vie conjugale du moniteur rwandais. Enquête sociologique par interview 

dirigée parmi les moniteurs mariés rwandais, 1972, 2 delen, 549 blz. 

8. GHOOS, A., Sociologisch onderzoek naar de gevolgen van industrialisering in een 

rekonversiegebied, 1972, 256 blz.  + bijlagen. 

7. LAUWERS, J., Kritische studie van de secularisatietheorieën in de sociologie, 1972, 364 blz. 

6. DEFEVER, M., De huisartssituatie in België, 1972, 374 blz. 

5. BENOIT, A., Changing the education system. A Colombian case-study, 1972, 382 blz. 

4. BEGHIN, P., Geleide verandering in een Afrikaanse samenleving. De Bushi in de koloniale periode, 

1971, 316 blz. 



 

 

3. DELANGHE, L., Differentiële sterfte in België. Een sociaal-demografische analyse, 1971, 3 delen, 

773 blz. 

2. VANHESTE, G., Literatuur en revolutie, 1971, 2 delen, 500 blz. 

1. CLAEYS, U., De sociale mobiliteit van de universitair afgestudeerden te Leuven. Het universitair 

onderwijs als mobiliteitskanaal, 1971, 2 delen 398 blz. 

 




