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ABSTRACT
AMERICAN DREAMS: GENDERED MIGRATIONS FROM INDIA
By

Vibha Bhalla

This dissertation is a study of Indian migration to metropolitan Detroit. It
examines the migration and settlement patterns of men and women especially through the
lens of gender, exploring their shared experiences as well as the sharp differences
between their experiences. The study situates Indians’ migrations within the context of a
newly independent India and the changes occurring there since 1947. Moreover, it
highlights the centrality of the United States' immigration policies in influencing and
shaping the Indian community and its characteristics, especially their remarkable middle-
class profile. Although Indians are contemporary migrants who migrated to America in
the recent era following the passage of the Immigration and Naturalization Act of 1965,
this study historicizes their migration and shows that despite their recent arrival, and short
duration of stay, Indian immigrants have a history. Questions about their immigration
experience and adjustment are probed with special attention given to the Indian
community in metropolitan Detroit over three decades. In doing so, the study also situates
Indian migration within the changing political economy of metropolitan Detroit in the
late twentieth century. The period under review covers the decades of the nineteen sixties

to the nineteen nineties.
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INTRODUCTION

This dissertation is a study of Indian migration to metropolitan Detroit." It
examines the migration and settlement patterns of men and women especially through the
lens of gender, exploring their shared experiences as well as the sharp differences
between their experiences. The study situates Indians’ migrations within the context of a
newly independent India and the changes occurring there since 1947. Moreover, it
highlights the centrality of the United States' immigration policies in influencing and
shaping the Indian community and its characteristics, especially their remarkable middle-
class profile. Although Indians are contemporary migrants who migrated to America in
the recent era following the passage of the Immigration and Naturalization Act of 1965,
this study historicizes their migration and shows that despite their recent arrival, and
short duration of stay, Indian immigrants have a history. Questions about their
immigration experience and adjustment are probed with special attention given to the
Indian community in metropolitan Detroit over three decades. In doing so, the study also
situates Indian migration within the changing political economy of metropolitan Detroit
in the late twentieth century. The period under review covers the decadés of the nineteen
sixties to the nineteen nineties.

The roots of this study lie in the homes of my extended family, friends, and their
circle of friends and acquaintances in the U.S., especially in metropolitan Detroit. The
frequent weekend get-together or ‘parties’ that I attended provided snapshots of the lives

of Indian families in the U.S. In their gendered spaces and gendered conversations, men



sitting in the living room talked about their work, investments, the rising Indian economy
or berated India for its lack of basic amenities, the latter usually after their return from
India. Women, usually in kitchen, over cooking activities, discussed recipes, dresses and
jewelry. Often they complained about their extended family in the U.S. or India, their
heavy workload and sometimes the lack of male participation in sharing work in their
homes. Not only women who worked outside their homes but also women who were not
employed, joined in this chorus. Highlighting their children’s accomplishments was the
only common denominator in these two separate sets of conversations. Not only were
families showing off their children and their achievements, these gatherings themselves
were a showcase of excessive consumerism, especially among the women who were
attired in their fine clothing and the latest gold and silver jewelry brought from India. The
cooking fare itself was another arena of display; the evenings were a source of great
culinary delight usually prepared by the lady of the house, and a source of pride for her.
Often I felt, that besides according the hostess a good reputation, this display also became
a source of competition among other women; they needed to do better to become even
better hostesses. Who cooked, what they cooked all carried hidden meanings; the
traditional food fare, the number of dishes gave the hostess a higher reputation; and
catered food assigned the highest class status. The area one resided in also spoke of one’s
class, and homes themselves were showpieces of consumerism. Among professional
Indians, I discovered the existence of a class hierarchy that depended on one’s annual
income; physicians who came early were usually accorded the highest status.

These gatherings, despite the great food, were confusing in many respects. As

F.O.B. or ‘fresh off the boat,” a term frequently used in the Indian American parlance to



denote a newcomer from India, I carried many Indian notions which were the center of
these confusions. The excessiveness of these gatherings, the show off culture was not
somefhing I expected Indian professionals to follow. Women’s complaints about the
division of household labor were also perplexing since men rarely participated in
household chores in India; the few who did were usually laughed at. Cheap labor allowed
middle-class Indians to employ household help. Moreover, women’s complaints about
men not working in the house were especially confusing since Indian women in the U.S.
possessed better kitchens with all their mechanized gadgetry that women in India craved
for; consequently such complaints seemed irrelevant. Despite these complaints, few
women were willing to return to India. Men, however, frequently talked about returning,
given the progress of the Indian economy in the decade of the nineties.

Further confusion emerged from my conversations with immigrant women. In my
naiveté, I expected educated professional women to be more active in their migration, yet
the women I was meeting rarely seemed to exemplify this independence. A family friend,
a professional woman who had succeeded in her educational field, informed me that she
had wanted to come to America and had told her parents of it, ar.d they found a marriage
match for her in the U.S. Initially I saw this as an isolated case. As I interacted more with
these women, I found this trend to be widely prevalent. Few women, even professional
women, migrated independently. While I was aware of the position women occupied in
India, somehow I had the impression that working women possessed more power than
these women exhibited. Moreover, I was also bewildered about hearing increasingly
about domestic strife and a host of other problems besetting Indian families, ranging from

problems between husbands and wives, among parents and children and with the



extended family. These problems rarely emerged on the surface, and were talked about in
hushed tones. Clearly, Indian families to me were a bundle of contradictions. From what I
was understanding, six days a week they lived in tensions; on the seventh day they
presented a united front to their friends; six days a week they saved and on the seventh
they splurged for the benefit of their friends and family. And amidst this confusion began
the quest of an Indian student from India to understand the Indian community in the U.S.

My studies of immigrants while informing me that America, indeed immigrant
America, were posing problems in connecting the new Indian immigrants to the
immigrant literature. The studies of immigrants were divided between the old and the
new immigrants yet the new immigrants were the ones who came around the turn of the
twentieth century and immigration history ended with the coming of the First World War
and the passage of the Acts of 1917 and 1924. Post-1965 immigrants were relegated to
sociology. Disciplinary territorialism almost seemed to move this study away from;he
field of history.

Furthermore, my feeble attempts at connecting the past and the contemporary
immigrants seemed to be 2nding in failure too. The immigrant history I was studying was
labor history, focusing particularly on the working class community formation and
workers’ struggles that straddled the work place as well as the immigrant neighborhoods.
The educated, professional Indian immigrants did not seem to fit into the workers’ mold
of immigrants who had come earlier. Economically well to do Indian immigrants were
neither related to Gutman’s immigrants nor were they the huddled masses of Handlin.
They were doctors and engineers and seemed to be well-to-do people who seemed to

have achieved their American Dream, they were suburbanites, who owned or were in the



process of owning their own homes, did professional work and were staunch believers in
American consumerism, dreams that majority of the past immigrants kept fighting for but
rarely attained. Past and present immigrants did not seem to connect, at least in my mind.
I also had problems with the immigrant literature. Immigrants seemed to be
predominantly Europeans on the East coast and Asians, who settled primarily on the
West coast were relegated to an addendum status. Men and women immigrants were seen
as separate entities that rarely connected. Immigrant women'’s literature was really
problematic; European women, especially the Irish women who had migrated
independently were the active agents; Jewish women were the labor activists, and Asian
women were just passive picture brides. Indian women were professionals, yet a majority
of them came to America through arranged marriages. Should these professional women
be categorized as the new picture brides or as the new women working in science-related
fields where few American women worked? Confusions abounded!!! New works
emerging in the decade of the nineties, particularly Virginia Yans Mclaughlin’s

Immigration Reconsidered and Donna Gabaccia’s Seeking Common Ground however,

helped bridge this gap, and shaped my research agenda.’

Along with the growing literature on immigration and its changing nature, were
new works on Asian Indians which added immensely to my knowledge. Although the
migration of Indians was of recent origin, a fair amount of literature on the community
had emerged. Encompassing the disciplines of anthropology, sociology, demography,
psychology and history, these studies succeeded in informing me on a variety of issues
related to the community. Maxine Fisher, an anthropologist, conducted the first detailed

study of the Indian community. Her study, The Indians of New York (1980) examined




multiple Indian identities— religious, ethno-linguistic and national—in the American
context.’ By probing into various Indian ethnic and social organizations in New York
City, Fisher concluded that multiple Indian identities continue to prevail in the U.S. and
that these identities at times competed with Indians’ national identity. Other

anthropological accounts include Arthur and Usha Helweg’s An Immigrant Success

Story: East Indians in America (1990) and Johanna Lassinger’s ethnographic study of

immigrants in New York entitled From the Ganges to the Hudson: Indian Immigrants in

New York City (1995). The Helwegs’ work highlights the push factors that induced

migrants to leave India as well as the centrality of family networks in the migration
process.’ Lassinger’s work views Indians in New York as economic immigrants and gave
insights into ethnic and class differences within the Indian community. Her work also
focuses on issues ranging from Indian families in New York to the formation of ethnic
identity, especially among second generation Indians.®

In sociological works on Indians in America, issues of identity formation

dominate. Parmatama Saran’s, The Asian Indian Experience in the United States (1985)

examine the process of adaptation, assimilation and the formation of an ethnic identity

within the Indian community in New York.” Sathi S. Dasgupta’s On the Trail of An

Uncertain Dream: Indian Immigrant Experience (1985), focuses on the construction of an

Indian immigrant identity and the mechanism through which Indians survived as an

ethnic group in Colorado.® Jean Bacon’s Life Lines: Community, Family and

Assimilation Among Asian Indian Immigrants (1996) also highlighted issues of

community formation and assimilation in Chicago’s Indian community.® Aparna

Rayaprol’s Negotiating Identities: Women in the Indian Diaspora (1997) focuses on




women, particularly South Indian women, and the significance of their volunteerism in
running temple activities.'® Rayapol’s work also drew attention to women’s roles in the
construction of religious identity, which, she argued, empowered Indian women in the
U.S. Moreover, she found that since social networks formed in America were
independent of family in India, Indian women in America actually gained additional
power.

Historian Padma Rangaswamy’s Namaste America: Indian Immigrants in an

American Metropolis (2000) analyzes the Indian community in Chicago within the

context of global migrations.'' Using the concept of “oikuemene” or global household,
she saw Indians in America as a group comected to India by family, culture, and
professional ties. She further drew attention to differences in Indian settlements in the
U.S. from those of Trinidad and Great Britain and situated the Indian immigrants in the
U.S. in terms of the historical development of migrations from India and on local factors,
which influenced their settlement patterns. Despite the migration, she also argues that
immigrants’ connections with India remained strong. Her work was situated in the city of
Chicago and she provided a profile of the Indian community in the city and the changing
nature of the Indian community that was shaped by U.S. immigration policies.

Along with these monographs, edited works on the Indian community also
explore multiple issues about past and present migrations from India. Chief among these

was S. Chandrasekhar’s From East India To America: A Brief History of Immigration,

Problems of Discrimination, Admission and Assimilation (1982) and Edwin Eames and

Parmatama Saran’s New Ethnics: Asian Indians in the United States (1988). '* Additional

works focusing on particular Indian ethnic and religious communities include Bruce La



Brack’s Sikhs of Northern California, 1904-1975 (1988) which looks at the Sikh

migration of Sikhs from the turn of the century, to the new migrants arriving after the
passage of the 1965 Immigration and Naturalization Act. In the process, La Brack’s work
highlights the continuity and changes in the migrations of the Sikh community from

India. Usha R. Jain’s The Gujaratis of San Francisco (1989) studies the settlement

patterns of the first group of Gujaratis in the decades of the fifties and the sixties,
highlighting the presence of the group before the passage of the 1965 Immigration and
Naturalization Act. Methodologically these works employ a variety of sources, from oral
interviews to ethnographic techniques and participation observations.

These studies, however, did not analyze in depth the questions I was seeking
answers to. Why were women, even professional women, migrating through marriages
and not independently? Why were Indians clustered in medical or engineering
professions? Why were men not helping with the housework? Why were Indians in the
U.S., so involved in temples and carrying on Indian traditions that, growing up in India, I
had rarely encountered? Some of these ‘whys’ became a center of inquiry for this
dissertation, which ultimately was titled “American Dreams: Gendered Migrations from
India;” ‘American Dreams’ since men and women had preconceived notions and dreams
that were central to their migration. These dreams, however, differed for men and
women: for men they included economic and professional advancement; for women they
were more varied and ranged from better homes, and consumerism along with progress at
work.

The present study, while drawing upon existing works, adds new dimensions to

the growing literature. First, it analyses the migration of the Indian community especially



through the lens of gender and demonstrates how Indian cultural norms shaped the
migration and settlement of Indian men and women in metropolitan Detroit.'* In doing
so, it highlights the construction and transformation of social norms in modern India
within Indian families. Specifically, it argues that the migrations of men and women were
situated within their families and their expectations, thus questioning “independent
migration” as a term of analysis. Second, this study locates the migration of Indians
within the context of a newly independent India and the effects of new policies in
shaping the lives of a new generation of Indians. New hopes born in India resulted in the
migration of educated Indians outside India. In connecting these, the study shows the
connection between social mobility and migration, and the differences between male and
female notions of mobility. Social mobility for men was realized through education and
professional development; for women however, mobility was achieved through marriage
to upwardly mobile men. Third, this study historicizes the migration of Indians to
America. Despite their short span of 30 years in America, there are distinct phases in the
migration of Indians not only in terms of arrival but also in terms of settlement issues.
This study provides perspectives on a group of contemporary migrants and their
adjustment issues. In doing so the dissertation follows the call of migration historians,
especially Donna Gabaccia and Roger Daniels, for the inclusion of contemporary
immigrants in historical literature.'* Finally, this study situates the migration within a
changing political economy, and emphasizes the processes by which new migrants came
to adjust to an American metropolis. Migrants were not only coming to America, but also
to a particular region and a metropolis whose economy acted as a pull factor, even as it

transformed, losing jobs in the process. In the case of Indians, with the exception of



Padma Rangaswamy’s Namaste America, and Madhulika Khandelwal’s work on New

York City, no work has explored this dimension in depth."” In Detroit, the political
economy assumes high importance, since Indian migration to the city coincided with a
severe economic decline. Thus, the motivation of the migrants to settle in a metropolis
ostensibly in decline assumes even more significance. It is the lure of jobs in a declining
city that brought Indians to the metropolis. Detroit is not the primary center for Indian’s
population; according to the 1990 census, it is the seventh largest Indian community in
the United States. My choice of Detroit, however, was based on selfish motivations; its
proximity to East Lansing and the existence of networks in Detroit.

Detroit was founded three hundred years ago by Antoine Cadillac, who also gave
the city the name ‘d’etroit.’ In these three hundred years, Detroit’s political economy has
shifted from fur trade to lumbering to the manufacturing and industrial economy of the
late nineteenth and twentieth century. Detroit today has emerged as the center of large-
scale auto mﬁnufacturing in the U.S., earning it the name of “Motor City.” Detroit today
is not considered an immigrant city, an irony given its attractions to the immigrants in the
early part of this century and their role in the growth of the city. In 1990, Detroit’s
immigrant population consists only of 4.4 per cent in the inner city and 5.5 per cent in the
metropolitan area. Among the new arrivals in the decade of the nineties, only one person
among one hundred was a new arrival. The comparable figures for Los Angeles, New
York and Miami were remarkably higher. In Los Angeles central city, immigrants
formed 36 per cent of the population, in New York PMSA, 27 per cent, and in Miami, 46
per cent of its population was foreign born.'* New immigrants were definitely shunning

Detroit.
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Twentieth century works on Detroit center on race and the politics of race in the
city and the reasons for its decline, making immigrants completely invisible. This divide

has been the source of two recent works on Detroit.Thomas Sugrue’s The Origins of The

Urban Crisis (1996) and Reynolds Farley, Sheldon Danziger, Harry J. Holzer’s Detroit
Divided (2000) works focus on the origins of the racial divide of the city, one until 1970
and the other since then, and document its economic decline and the increase of urban
poverty, especially in the central city."” This white-black discourse, while highly relevant,
has marginalized the old and the new immigrants. While the city’s origins are immigrant
in nature, rarely have works explored the full extent of Detroit’s immigrant history.
Detroit’s areas—the Pole town, the Greek-town, the Mexican-town or the Middle Eastern
market— remain a constant reminder of Detroit’s rich immigrant past. The only work

that has detailed its rich immigrant history is Olivier Zunz’s The Changing Face of

Inequality.(1982)'® Today, Detroit hosts the largest Arab community in the U.S;
however, it is only recently that works have began exploring the lives of Arab
immigrants.'® Works on other immigrants are only beginning to appear.” Not only does
Detroit have an immigrant past but also a present which is entirely overlooked, and
despite the decline in its economy, immigrants continue to settle in the city. In
documenting the migration of immigrants to an area in decline, this dissertation
highlights the fact that immigration is an all-pervasive metropolitan phenomenon, and is
not exclusive to prosperous urban areas and global cities that have come to be
characterized as migrant cities.”

Metropolitan Detroit, as it is defined in this study, consists of the three counties of

Oakland, Macomb and Wayne, areas that have the largest share of the Indian population.



Figure I provides numerical figures of the Indian population in these three counties. It
demonstrates that in 1990, Indians in metro Detroit were located primarily in Oakland,
Wayne and Macomb County. In Oakland County, the areas of Bloomfield, West
Bloomfield, Farmington Hills, Rochester Hills, Southfield and Troy had a substantial
Indian population; in Wayne country, Canton; and in Macomb County, it was the city of
Sterling Heights that had substantial Indian populations. During the decade of the
nineties however, Canton in Wayne County had the largest population concentration of
Indians in the metro Detroit area.2 Map 1 gives a visual picture of these areas within the
three counties and the SMSA generally. This construction of Detroit is different from the
Census Bureau’s definition; its Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area comprises of seven
counties of Wayne, Macomb, Oakland, St. Clair, Washtenaw, Monroe, and Livingston.
Most Indian immigrants in metropolitan Detroit are middle-class, educated, and
professional migrants. The Indian population in metropolitan Detroit, according to the
U.S. Census Bureau, in 1990 was 15,001 people; adults made up 66.5 per cent of the
population over 18 years of age and the median age was 29.5 years.23 Among males, the
median age was 30.2 years and among women 28.5 years. The sex ratio among the Indian

% The Indian community in Detroit was a highly

population was 114 iﬁ favor of men.
educated group, with 86.9 per cent of the population above the age of 25 years having
high school diplomas or higher, and 69.3 per cent of the population above the age of 25
possessing bachelor’s degrees or higher. The Indian immigrants in Detroit had the
highest income among all ethnic and immigrant groups, with a family median income of

$ 49,917, and a mean income of $ 71,300. Despite the high income, 4.6 per cent of Indian

families and 6.6 per cent of Indian individuals in Detroit lived below the poverty line in

12



1990.° Over 70 percent of the Indian population was foreign born and 20 percent of the
population had entered America between 1985-1990. Of the Indian population in Detroit,

only 35 percent were naturalized citizens.”® These characteristics, with a little variation,

were representative of the larger Indian population in the U.S.
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Map I
Macomb, Oakland and Wayne Counties
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Figure 1

Indian population in Macomb, Oakland and Wayne counties

MACOMB

Population 2429
Clinton 178 Roseville 137
East Detroit City 14 St. Clair Shore 40
Fraser City 25 Shelby Township 151
Harrison 30 Sterling Heights 1142
Mt. Clement 11 Warren 547

OAKLAND

Population 7510
Auburn Hills 126 Madison Hits. 232
Berkeley City 28 Novi 193
Beverly Hills 71 Oak Park 145
Birmingham City 24 Pontiac 127
Bloomfield 807 Rochester Hills 755
Clawson City 19 Royal Oak 153
Farmington City 30 Southfield 594
Farmington Hills 1104 Troy 1755
Ferndale 25 Waterford Twp 93
Hazel Park 23 W. Bloomfield 892

WAYNE

Population 6096
Allen Park 65 Livonia 429
Canton 1065 Melvindale 45
Dearborn City 167 Plymouth Twp 96
Dearborn Hits. 302 Redford 73
Detroit City 2076 River Rouge 0
Ecorse 9 Riverview 92
Garden City 19 Romulus 18
Grosse Point Farms 16 Southgate 90
Grosse Pointe Park 26 Taylor 360
Grosse Pointe Woods 62 Trenton 23
Hamtramack 126 Wayne 25
Harper Woods 27 Westland 213
Highland Park 0 Woodhaven 50
Inkster 80 Wyandotte 7
Lincoln Park 32

Source: Census of Population and Housing 1990 Census Tracts and BNA Detroit Ann Arbor Mi, CMSA,
Table 8 Race and Hispanic Origin: 1990, Pg. 245- 249

15



Methodology

This dissertation employs a variety of primary sources including U.S. Census
data, records of the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service, (the INS) the expatriate
Indian newspaper India Abroad, a brief questionnaire, as well as detailed interviews with
65 Indian migrants who came to the U.S. The records of the U.S. Census Bureau, and the
I.N.S. provide information on migrant characteristics, as well as on the numerical
dimensions of the migration from India and in Detroit, and the policies that shaped it.
Although rich in detail, these sources provide little information about the human
dimensions of migration and fail to answer questions about migrants’ motivations and
their experiences—group or individual, male or female. The expatriate Indian newspaper,
India Abroad as well as oral interviews of Indian immigrants, fill this lacuna.

Immigrant press contains a host of information about immigrant life, and has
recently emerged as an important source among historians in documenting the lives of
immigrants. Dirk Hoerder’s compendium of immigrant press is evidence of this.”’ “Bintel

Brief’, the letters from the Jewish Daily Forward emphasize the importance of the Letters

to the editor column as rich sources in documenting immigrant social history. 2® This
dissertation employs India Abroad , the first newspaper of the Indian community in
America, as an important source that provides deeper insight into the migrant experiences
in America and issues that were dominant in the minds of Indians.?

India Abroad was first published as a monthly in 1970. It changed to a fortnightly
and finally became a weekly in 1973. Although its primary purpose was to connect
Indian immigrants to happenings in India, it changed its contents over time to incorporate

issues pertinent to Indians in America. Along with political and economic news of India
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and Indo-American relations, news about the expatriate Indian community in U.S. and
Canada began to occupy a central place in the paper. This news content initially
highlighted Indians’ achievements in America— individual and collective— and
especially emphasized the highly educated and professional character of the community.
By the decade of the eighties, however, its focus shifted to the burgeoning problems of
settlement, ranging from discrimination to issues of identity and assimilation, especially
in relation to the second generation. Its opinion columns, especially “Reflections of Life
Abroad,” and “Readers’ Opinion,” began to illustrate vignettes of everyday life in
America. Meanwhile, its “Letters to the Editor” page became a forum engaging the
immigrants in a plethora of issues confronting them. The letters emerge as a rich source
of social history by providing insight into concerns salient to the migrants, concerns that

were frequently different from the news content of the newspaper. By the eighties, India

Abroad had transcended its initial role of connecting Indians to their homeland and had
acquired multiple roles. The relationship between the newspaper and its readers became
one of confidante and counselor where people opened their troubled hearts, shared their
personal problems through anonymous letters, and turned for advice in times of need.
The paper guided the bewildered Indian population in the early years of settlement on
matters from personal investments to community issues in a new nation. It also became
an arena for activism and a rallying force for the Indian community against immigration
bills deemed unfavorable to Indian migration. Through the news and its letters, which at
times were angry, petulant, cynical and facetious, the life of the Indian community and

the new realities Indian immigrants confronted in America emerged.
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While India Abroad offers insights into discourses within the Indian community,
it rarely focused on particular communities, and on migrants’ lives over time or provided
gendered nuances, a gap that is filled by oral interviews. Oral history, especially life
history, has emerged as central in documenting the lives of the migrants since they
provide information on immigrants’ motivation, networks, and the day-to-day lived
experiences. Two works that employ oral interviews are Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo’s

Gendered Transitions (1994) that highlighted the gendered aspects of Mexican migration

and the factors that influenced men and women’s migration and settlement, which rarely
come across in the structural explanation of migration.* Evelyn Nakano Glenn’s Issei,

Nisei and War Bride (1986) is another instance where individual experiences of Japanese

women domestic workers have added a new dimension to the larger immigrant
experiences.”'

This research is based on the oral interviews of 65 immigrants, 47 women and 18
men, selected through a snowball sample. This sample allowed a representation of a
cross-section of the Indian population reflecting the cultural, religious, regional,
occupational, and ethnic diversity of India given that a comprehensive directory of the
Indian population did not exist, although the various ethnic, religious and professional
organizations kept separate membership lists. The temples were the biggest single
institutions and had the largest memberships, yet following this list meant representing
only Hindus and did not seem appropriate since India is a multi-religious, multi-ethnic
nation. India, the seventh largest nation in terms of area, has a population of
approximately 850 million people comprising multiple ethnic, linguistic, religious and

cultural groups. Although Hindus are the largest religious group with 82 per cent of the
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total population, not all Indians are Hindus; 4 per cent of Indians are Muslims, and
Christians and Sikhs form about 2 per cent of the population each. India has 18 official
languages, and this linguistic diversity is the basis of ethnic diversity.*? This ethnic
diversity, as Map 2 shows, has defined independent India’s political divisions, since a
large majority of Indiﬁn states follow the historical origins of ethnic groups, and even
names are an indication of their major ethnic grouping. For example Punjabis originate
from the state of Punjab, Gujarati from Gujarat, Bengalis from Bengal, and so on. But it
should be noted that while ethnic groups define states, population movements,
historically as well as in modern India, brought about by issues connected with
employment, education, and marriages, have resulted in the settlement of communities
away from traditional areas. A snowball sample allowed a representation of a cross-
section of Indian population reflecting the cultural, religious, regional, occupational and
ethnic diversity of India. The first few participants were introduced to me by my
contacts. On completion of interviews, I asked each person for a list of contacts among
their friends and acquaintances. At times I asked the participants to furnish individuals
who were pertinent to the dissertation at that time. I did not interview any of my friends
or acquaintances.”

The sample selected, as evident from table 1.1, represents these multiple
dimensions of India. It incorporates different ethnic and religious groups particular to
India, as well as accounts for the residential, and occupational aspects, and also delves
into the different modes migrations employed by them to enter America. The earliest
migrant in this study arrived in 1957 and the last one in 1992, spanning a thirty-four year

time span. Three immigrants in the sample arrived in the decade of the fifties, 19 in the
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sixties and the eighties, 20 in the seventies and four in the nineties. Among these. many
arrived as temporary migrants and later changed their status to “immigrant” in the U.S.
Map II
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Table 1.1

The Sample
Total Men Women
1950s 3 2 1
1960s 19 6 13
1970s 20 4 16
1980s 19 6 13
1990s 4 0 4
65 18 47
Language Spoken at Home
Punjabi 19 Gujarati 11 Bengali 2
Hindi 14 Malayalam 4 Tamil 4
Sindhi 1 Marwadi 3 Telugu 2
Kashmiri 1 Konkani 2 Marathi 2
Religion
Hindus 51 Jains 3
Sikhs 4 Christians 4
Muslims 3
Immigrants’ Cities of Origin
Ajmer Allahabad  Amritsar Bombay Baroda
Bangalore Benaras Bhopal Calcutta Chandigarh
Delhi Hyderabad  Jamnagar Jamshedpur Kanpur
Lucknow Ludhiana Madras Mangalore =~ Meerut
Nagpur Patna Pondicherry Ranchi Vellore
Tirchi Trivandrum

Immigrants’ Residences in Detroit Metropolitan Area

Detroit City
Bloomfield Hills
Grosse Pointe
West Bloomfield
Livonia

Plymouth
Rochester Hills
Sterling Heights
Canton
Southfield
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In terms of language, a majority of the sample is constituted by Punjabis,
Gujarati, and Hindi-speaking people. The predominance of Punjabis is based on the
intersection of religion and language; three Sikhs and one Christian in the sample spoke
Punjabi. Hindi speaking people in the sample were from a wide area, encompassing the
northern and central states of Rajasthan, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh. The
sample represents complexities of overlapping categories that are not only limited to
language and religion. While a large majority of Indians in the sample identified
themselves through their ethno-linguistic group, there were a few who identified
themselves through their distinct ethnic group that was not based in language nor caste,
but as a separate community, such as the Marwadis or the Jats.

The sample does not employ the variable of caste. To an outsider, Indian society
is seen as stratified by the caste system, but in modern, urban and independent India,
caste is not manifested in the daily lives of Indian men and women, although it retains its
importance in many cultural and ceremonial aspects, especially in arranged marriages.
However, caste privileges in modern India have translated into class privileges.** The
absence of caste seems to be justified, because rarely did the respondents talk of caste
and its effects, a fact that was corroborated by other studies, which rarely focus on caste.
The few that retained questions on caste noted that these questions were either ignored by
the majority of their respondents, or were found upsetting.’> Parmatama Saran’s Asian

Indian Experience in the United States has used it to describe his respondents’ marriages,

although it is not a major factor in his analysis. This limited use also highlights the

dilution of caste as a factor in the lives of urban Indians.>¢
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Migrations in India were common. Among this sample these migrations were of
four kinds—family migration as children with parents, educational migration,
employment migrations, and marriage migrations. In independent India, a large number
of personnel who work for the central government and the armed forces have, what in
India is termed as “transferable jobs.” These people are periodically relocated to different
areas. Educational migration refers to migration undertaken for the purposes of higher
education. A large majority of the migrants had relocated to a different city in India for
their professional education, or employment purposes. Marriage migration refers
primarily to women’s relocation to a different city to follow their husband. Indians were
not only migrating within India but also across different continents. Two migrants had
spent considerable time in an African nation, and one among them had also spent
considerable time in the United Kingdom.

The sample does have some weaknesses. It disproportionately represents women.
The initial plan was to interview 50 couples. As the interviews progressed, the intricacies
of interviewing along with time and financial constraints allowed for only 65 interviews
to be done. The lack of men was not planned. Many men, who wished to speak, were
constrained by time. Long hours of work and immense socializing left them little time to
converse with a stranger. The nature and scope of the dissertation also constrained men
from talking. Public discourse was also affected by gendered norms. While a majority of
the women spoke about their domestic lives and private spheres, few men were willing to
speak about personal issues in depth. Mary Chamberlain’s argument of gendered lives
and gendered voices came across clearly in these interviews.”’ Moreover, family

dynamics resulted in the absence of men; men worked full-time jobs and some women
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also did not want their men to speak since they were speaking to me against their
husbands’ wishes. In addition, the sample is more tilted towards professional migrants,
and not the new group of working class migrants that are becoming part of the Indian
community.

The study takes a few liberties. The term ‘Indian’ in this dissertation refers to
middle and upper-class Indian families since Indians in the U.S. are situated in these
classes in India; ‘middle and upper-class’ is construed in terms of income and education.
It assumes commonness among urban Indian experiences despite linguistic, religious and
ethnic divisions. Moreover, it frequently uses the term ‘American’ instead of the ‘United
States.’ Indians in India as well as the United States use this term to refer to the United
States and in oral interviews this term is used more often than the U.S., justifying its
usage in the text.

This dissertation is organized into 7 chapters. Chapter I sets the theoretical
dimension of women’s migration through the lens of gender and its role in shaping the
migration of women especially from Asian countries. It highlights the fact that focus on
economic causation in determining migration aims is gender neutral, and hence excludes
women’s aims in migration, which could be economic or non-economic in nature. It
argues for the inclusion of marriage migration in the theoretical framework, since
marriages were viable economic options for women. The chapter asserts that along with
families, state regulations and labor markets were gender segregated, limiting women’s
independent migrations.

Chapter II looks at post-independence contemporary India from which the

migrants originated. It describes gender norms in post-independent India, and the
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changes taking place in the lives of men and women. It argues that despite the expansion
in women’s spheres through education and paid work, rarely did women have the power
to migrate independently. In doing so, it looks at the continuities and changes in the
immigrants’ lives, particularly of Indian women, and concludes that Indian familiés
continued to see women primarily in terms of their domestic roles. Consequently,
women’s independent economic migrations were well nigh impossible and the most
acceptable way for their migration was through marriages.

Chapter III situates Indian migrations within the context of US immigration
policies. It highlights the centrality of these immigration policies in not only determining
Indian migration, but also in forming the nature of Indian community in the U.S. It shows
that highly educated and professional migrations were shaped crucially by the labor
market policies through which Indians could migrate to the U.S. Highlighting the use of
non-immigrant policies for immigration purposes, the chapter also documents the
centrality of human agency in migration aims.

Chapter IV analyzes the work patterns of Indian men and women within Detroit’s
metropolitan econcmy. It looks especially at the relationship of women to work. Bearing
in mind that a large majority of Indian women are professionals, it argues that
professional Indian women continue to be primarily responsible for domestic and
childcare responsibilities, resulting in their transient participation in the labor force.
Clearly, Indians’ immigration has resulted in a new focus on motherhood; and women’s
role as cultural reproducers has taken on new meaning in an alien culture.

Chapter V looks at family life—the life of men, women, and their family. It

argues that marriages were transforming in America because of women’s attempts at
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renegotiating gender relations within their homes especially within the domestic division
of work. These attempts however, were not entirely successful. Distance from America
and circumstances exclusive to Indian families in America, were instrumental in
changing Indian families. The context of transformation was in relation to Indian
gendered and family norms. It also highlights increasing tensions and the eventual break-
up of some Indian marriages in the U.S.

Chapter VI focuses on two parallel trends in the Indian community since the
sixties. On the one hand it looks at the settlement of the Indian community and the
formation of an Indian identity in the U.S. with its organizational infrastructure, and on
the other, it looks at issues of adaptation and acculturation within the Indian community.
The chapter shows that the Indian identity emerging in the U.S. is exclusive to Indians
settled here and is distinct from that of an Indian in India.

The dissertation concludes that gender does determine the paths of migration of
men and women and differences in the migration patterns were rooted in the traditional
gender ideology, which ascribed different meanings of mobility to men and women. If for
men, the means of social mobility were education and employment, for women, mobility
came through marriages to upwardly mobile men. As such it argues that in the arranged
marriage system prevalent in India, migrations were economic options for women. As
such arranged marriages do not signify passivity. Second, the push factors were the
political economy of India. But men and women had different push factors that were
rooted in their own sphere and their understanding of their lifecycles as prescribed by
Indian‘family traditions. India’s independence and the social change occurring since then

is central to an understanding the experiences of the Indian immigrants to the U.S. These
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changes shaped men and women’s lives, their identities and their worldviews, and also
their education and their occupations. Third, the migration of Indians to the United States
was a result of the passage of the Immigration and Naturalization Act of 1965, which
allowed them to settle in the U.S. Indians utilized the multiple aspects of labor
migration, and the nature of the Indian community was shaped by the changing labor
U.S. needs. Fourth, the political economy of Detroit shaped the migration process as
well as the nature of the Indian community in metropolitan Detroit. Finally, the
dissertation shows that post-1965 immigrants have a history that needs to be incorporated
in historical annals.

In the following pages, the story of the Indian immigrants in Detroit unfolds. It is
a story that is synchronic and diachronic,”® it locates changes in India within a time frame
as well as over time; it also places the changes in the nature of Indians migration to the
U.S. over time. It weaves a story of a new nation and its new egalitarian ideals, and of the
intersection of political, and national trends with that of individual families. It is also a
story of past and present, old and new, continuity and change, traditions and modernity,
individuals and families, and contradictions and tensions inherent in them. It is a story of
the making of the Indian community in an American metropolis and the ensuing
problems that emerged. But ultimately, it is a story of men and women, their power and
resources, their gender norms, their hopes and expectations and their American dreams; it
is a story of attaining dreams, deferring dreams or giving up dreams. It is a story that is

continuing, and rewriting itself.
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Chapter 1
GENDERED MIGRATIONS: A THEORATICAL PERSPECTIVE

Gender affects migration. The emergence of this simplistic truth as a new mantra in
the decade of the nineties has clearly redefined the field of the social sciences. Joan Scott’s
hypothesis that “gender is a constitutive element of social relationships based on perceived
differences between the sexes, and gender is a primary way of signifying relationships of
power,” brought to the fore the need to analyze societal differences between men and
women within a given culture, and the effects of allocating power and resources to them.'
Using Scott’s variable of gender, this chapter argues that gender affected and continues to
affect male and female paths of migration. Women’s migrations as labor migrants, or as
wives, are largely representative of social norms governing women’s lives. The wide
diversity in the modes of women’s migration, from East Asian picture brides to Irish labor
migrants, reflects cultural differences across the globe and the different conceptions
attached to what is perceived to be women’s roles. The chapter further argues that notions
of men and women’s roles affected state policies of the home country and the receiving
nations, as well as labor markets. This usually hindered the migration of single women,
resulting in their migration primarily as wives and dependents. Finally, following Suzanne
Sinke’s arguments, the chapter contends that marriages for women were economic options,
and in many societies, the anly available and acceptable ones, for women to migrate.?

Historians recognized the need for gender as a category of analysis in the decade of
the eighties. New research in the eighties brought attention to the fact that women

outnumbered men as migrants to the United States since the decade of the nineteen thirties.
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Yet this significant revelation barely registered in writings on immigration.” The prevalent
economic discourse on migration then, assigned migration motivation solely to the primary
migrant. Because of this, even though there was a considerable increase in the rate of
migration among women, historians automatically positioned their narratives within the
rubric of family migration, instead of the larger economic landscape. The fact that a large
majority of these women migrants worked during some part of their lives was never taken
into consideration. The arrival of a large segment of women as picture brides seemed more
to affirm women’s passivity and because of this, they were they were not deemed as active
agents within the migration discourse.* The only exception to this perceived passivity were
Irish women who arrived in the U.S as labor migrants in the middle of the nineteenth
century.’

Economic causation theory has come a long way in advancing knowledge of the
migration process. Its focus on how regional economic transformations spurred local
populations to migrate has helped situate migrations within one’s home country and within
families. At the same time, it has also taken away the notion of the “pull” of America and
has raised notions of American exclusivity in the field of migration. Although the
economic discourse argued that migrations were rooted within families, rarely did any
research delve deeply into families and the relation of men and women to power and
resources.® The gender-neutral nature of the economic paradigm presupposed that men and
women were given equal opportunities and that such prospects affected both groups in
similar ways. Families were definitely the basic units where motivations to migrate were |
discussed, decisions made, and resources allocated. By now it is also amply clear from

migration statistics that they remained units that continued to support male members for
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migration, suggesting that little changes in women’s lives. Men and women led different
lives and had different access to power and resources. While this usually adversely
affected women’s movements, little was done to probe into the effects of these differences
on women’s migration. Different lifecycles and expectations of male and female lives
necessitated deeper investigation to determine the effects of economic transformation on
men and women, to assess the success this transformation had in bridging the gap between
men and women and especially to see if this same advancement helped women overcome
restrictive social norms.

New writings in the decade of the eighties, influenced by women’s movement,
began to look into women’s migrations and to provide alternative ideas that looked at the

differences between the male and female spheres, and the corresponding effects of these

differences on both groups’ migration. A special issug of the International Migration
Review in 1984 highlighted some of the salient issues in the study of women’s migration.
One work that has presented these is historian Mirajna Morokvasic’s writing that roots
migrations of independent men and women to family strategies; thus women’s (including
independent women) migration as dependents was part of a household strategy.
Morokvasic also assigned women within marriage migrations multiple motivations,
motivations that she argued, often intersected with those of their men, especially those
related to family economic goals. In such cases, the primary motivation of men in
migration was a result of women’s support. Furthermore, she postulated that women also
held personal aims, which were non-economic in nature.’

Along with Morokvasic, demographers Micaheal Todaro and Veena Thadani drew

attention to the relationship between socio-cultural norms and male and female
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migrations.® Societal modes, Todaro and Thadani hypothesized, assigned divergent
lifecycles for men and women, which in turn affected their paths of migration. According
to them, women migrated predominantly as wives and men as workers. Migrations, they
stated, were rooted in a desire for mobility, and the meaning of mobility for men and
women, given their different lifecycles, differed. For men, work, education and a good job
translated into mobility; for women however, mobility came through marriages to
upwardly mobile men. Todaro and Thadani thus attributed differences between the male
and female migration to gender socialization.

These different trends, by the decade of the nineties, coalesced under Joan Scott’s
concept of gender. Scott argued that gender was not a constant. Any analysis necessitated
investigation into multiple aspects: first the cultural representation of women and the
symbols they evoked; and second, normative concepts that limited the possibilities of
women’s activities in relation to religion, education, legal and political representation.
There was also a need to examine how these subjective identities were constructed and
what ranges of activities were allowed women.

In the field of immigration, Donna Gabaccia and Silvia Pedraza-Bailey were
among the first to use gender as an analytical tool.’ Gabaccia explored the differences in
the male and female patterns of migrations, and how family norms and economic
transformations affected their lives. She specifically sought answers to the relationship of
capitalism to women’s lives and to the roles within their families. '° Pedraza-Bailey, a
sociologist, investigated the relationship of women’s social positions to migration. She
highlighted the fact that the private sphere mattered in migration. Consequently she

examined the relationship between the private and the public sphere and the labor market
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characteristics to see what the reasons for distinct characteristics of male and female
migration were, and if gender acted affected women’s migration. "'

Using the concept of gender, Suzanne Sinke added a new dimension into the
theoretical perspective on migration by hypothesizing that marriages were economic
transactions for women. And along with economic migration, an equally important
international marriage market also existed in which women predominated. She asserts that
in the nineteenth century definition of marriages, the search for spouses was connected
with a search for economic providers. Bolstering her argument with her research on
German and Dutch women, she showed that in letters written home, women rarely talked
of romance in marriages; on the contrary the letters frequently alluded to the institution’s
economic benefits.'> Women and men lived different lives, and marriages defined
women’s identities across the globe, irrespective of their paid work. Consequently,
women's aspirations, economic or personal, were not inseparable from their final goals in
life-- as wives and mothers. Women’s migration through marriages accordingly should be
seen as part of women’s economic migration."

By highlighting the connection between women’s employment and marriages
abroad, Sinke found that German and Dutch women’s desires to migrate to the U.S. as
independent labor migrants were not only seen through the lens of work, but also through
their future lives as wives. Implicit in her logic was the argument that economic migrations
éf independent women were inseparable from visions of finding better marriage partners.
Many times these economic migrations were spurred by the desire to marry men abroad,
which she showed gave women status and other benefits in terms of better lives. Moreover,

the uneven gender ratio in foreign lands and the resultant paucity of women, especially in
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the U.S., allowed every woman to anticipate marriage "whether or not she had dowry and
even in ihe face of obstacles like age, widowhood and poor health.”'* Through letters,
Sinke showed the notions prevailing among young German girls that they did not stay
single for long in America.

Sinke also argued that the marriage market was not limited to women alone.
Migrating men, migration and marriages were also linked. For many German ﬁen, going
to America for economic advancement also increased the chances to marry. Both men and
women experienced better marriage chances if they went abroad, although the differential
was much greater for women."” Sinke also showed that news about America came through
letters, and that both men and women frequently wrote back home about prospects of
marriages. For men too, going to America meant better chances of marriage since men
prospered economically.'® These images were reinforced by the first generation of women
migrants and by letters arriving from married women in nations abroad. Marriages were
more equal and companionate, and husbands were more cooperative.

Sinke’s hypothesis was also applicable in the works of Hasia Diner, whose Irish
subjects came to America, not only in search of economic prosperity, but also in search of
eligible marriage partners. Diner’s work highlighted the different effects of economic
transformations in the lives of men and women. Changing economic conditions in Ireland,
she argued, had dire consequences on women’s life cycles. On the one hand, these changes
freed women to work outside their homes, and on the other, they resulted in a complex
socio-economic transformation that resulted in increasing emphasis on dowries,
diminishing in marriage opportunities for women. Diner showed that the decision to

migrate among women was rooted as much in their economic roles, as it was in their
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personal motivations and expectations of marriage. Moreover, she also showed that
independent women's migration was not really independent, but rooted in family and its
networks."’

The centrality of finding marriage partners was also noted among immigrants from
Greece. The scarcity of Greek women in America resulted in an increase in the arrival of
women from Greece for marriage purposes between 1880 and 1930. The 4:1 gender ratio
by 1916 meant increased matrimonial opportunities. This scarcity also meant that women
could marry without a dowry, which many Greek parents could not afford.'® As a result, in
the decade of the twenties, more women migrated from Greece than men. Women came
primarily to join husbands who preceded them or as single women in the hopes of getting
married, and often these marriages were arranged by families of both men and women."®

The use of gender and the framework of marriage migrations as economic options
not only gave women greater agency, but also helped situate Asian picture brides as active
agents in the migration process as seen through the cultural and symbolic representations
of women in their given societies. Picture brides were essentially part of the arranged
marriage traditions prevalent in many societies, especially in many Asian nations. And in
the West’s worldview, these marriages were seen as the ultimate symbols of passivity.
Marriages in East Asian nations were not individual affairs; the family, in fact, played a
significant role in the overall process. Changes were occurring in these marriages in the
nineteenth century. For instance, in Japan, the picture bride tradition grew out of the
arranged marriage tradition of 'omiaikekkon' during the late Meiji and Taisho period, and
young Japanese women were getting a say in their marriages.”” Many were said to be

self-selecting themselves as picture brides.?' This change was further evident in the story
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of a woman narrated by Ronald Takaki. The woman stated: “When I told my parents about
my desire to go to a foreign land, the story spread throughout the town. From here and there
requests for marriage came pouring in just like rain.”?? Evelyn Nakano Glenn too stated
instances of women refusing to marry until their parents found them marriage matches in
America, and stated that Japanese picture brides were "rebellious women."? Studies on
East Asian women rarely highlighted women’s économic lives before migration and how
these affected women’s migration.

However, what is amply clear is that China, Korea and Japan, the three countries
that sent the biggest number of women migrants to America in the nineteenth and the
twentieth centuries, were rapidly transforming,; the economic transformations that took
place were mired in the complexities of imperialism and the new religions. Economic
transformation was not only accompanied by the breakdown of the old system, but also by
the introduction and subsequent proliferation of Western thought that spread through
education and Christianity. Changes in the old order were supplemented by notions of
modemity, which were an amalgam of local and western ideologies. The new nationalism
and political movements that emerged resulted in modernization movements that among
other things resulted in the breakdown of old practices and of old barriers for women.

In China, anti-colonial sentiments and the resultant nationalistic political protests
succeeded in bringing women out of their homes. They also brought about a nascent
woman's movement. Included in the demands of the formation of a new nation and
democracy were visions of women’s rights that were seen as an essential prerequisite to the
building of a modern nation.?* The women’s rights movement attacked patriarchal social

practices resulting, with this thereby resulting in the breakdown of many old barriers,
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foremost among these being the practice of foot binding. % Other issues that were raised
were the elimination of “barbaric” practices of polygamy, slavery, and arranged
marriages.”® Along with national and social movements, the influence of Western based
education and Christianity further eroded the old traditions against women, resulting in the
emergence of “New Women” in China who were influenced by the new political, social
and economic ideals. These women belonged predominantly to the upper classes, were
urban based, educated and Christian.

In Korea similar transformations were noted among women. Participation in the
anti-colonial movement against Japan brought women outside their homes. Education and
Christianity then both contributed in producing a new genre of modern women who were
educated. For many of these women, educational transformations resulted in the rise of
new professions, mostly in the teaching and nursing fields. These educated women had a
broader outlook on life and an awareness of the world beyond their country; these women
it seems were not averse to traveling to new areas.”’

Japan, while not undergoing political turmoil to the extent witnessed by China and
Korea, was also rapidly changing after opening its doors to the West in 1858. But in Japan,
the breakdown of the old order and the emergence of new modern ideas were
state-sponsored. In its desire to be on equal footing with the Western nations, the Meiji
state on the one hand, initiated land reforms in order to hasten the pace of industrialization
and on the other, made education an important part of the national agenda. The Meiji
government saw education, into which Western ideals would be incorporated, as a

necessary vehicle for advancement and enlightenment. Consequently, in 1872 Japan had

38



universal education. ?® In 1876, educational reforms made English a subject of learning in
middle schools.”

Works on Asian women emphasize the fact that majority of the changes in
women’s lives were occurring within women’s spheres were not necessarily accompanied
by women’s participation in paid work. They also draw attention to the fact that changes
among women were not uniform. These changes primarily affected a section of women
who were predominantly urban and educated and who were becoming aware of faraway
nations and people besides their own. Many of these “new women” migrated to America.
Judy Yung found that the Chinese women coming to America after 1902 were
representative of families in which old restricting norms were breaking down. Many of
these women did not follow the foot binding norms. Yung's study found three unmarried
women whose feet were unbound, living in San Francisco.*

The Korean picture brides were also “new women” in their country and were
influenced by new liberal ideas. Many were educated and had worked in Korea before their
marriages.' Although there was a change in women’s lives in terms of loosening control
and broadening their horizons, this took place within women’s spheres, and did not
necessarily change the kinds of gendered values assigned to male and female roles.

These few instances of women’s migration demonstrated how women employed
different ways to migrate across the globe; they also highlighted the fact that the effects of
economic transformations varied across nations. Correspondingly, the cultural
representation of women varied. Economic transformations in European nations allowed
women paid work. In Ireland, Diner showed the peculiarities of the Irish economic and

social conditions that on the one hand, loosened family controls on women, and on the
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other, created conditions in which it became nearly impossible to find marriage partners in
Ireland. These changing economic roles in Ireland also freed women from their traditional
economic roles. Subsequently these created conditions that allowed women to depart to
America. This then led to the formation of networks that were women centered and that
facilitated women’s migration to America.*?

Donna Gabaccia also found that economic transformations affected the lives of
other European women. Changes in legal and marriage codes and the resultant loosening of
societal controls resulted in women outnumbering men as migrants in Europe. However,
their lack of resources and limited knowledge of the outside world, as well as the absence
of social networks, limited women’s migration outside Europe, and few ventured beyond
short distances.”

However, the extent of Asian women’s new economic roles and wage earnings
were not clear; neither were their implications in terms of the increase in women’s power
and resources and their independent migration within and outside their regions and
country. Takaki discusses the proletarianization of women in Japan, but not its effects on
the migration of women.>* What is clear is that these women who possessed a new outlook
and whose lives were transforming as a result of capitalism, were still migrating as picture
brides. The only independent migrations that were occurring from these nations were the
migrations of Chinese single women for education. However, new avenues were emerging
in women’s migration for higher education. Research on educational aspects of single
women is in fact, still in its infancy. By the late nineteenth century, when urban, educated

and Christian women were coming to the U.S. for higher education, they were made

40



exempt from immigration laws.** These female students were from wealthy families and
were products of Christian missionary schools, with many having unbound feet.*®

Independent labor migrations were dependent on the demands of the labor market,
and in gendered occupational structures, men and women rarely worked in the same areas.
As a result, from the beginning, women's independent migrations were different from those
of men. Independent women’s migration was centered on domestic service, in the garment
industry, and in the flesh trade. Gabaccia found that in 1896, 87 per cent of women coming
to America declared their occupations to be in the domestic field. Other women mentioned
that they were seamstresses, dressmakers, spinners, weavers and teachers.’’ In the case of
Asian nations, few women came independently. The exceptions to this rule were the forced
migration of women as prostitutes.”® Women workers migrated to plantations in Hawaii
with their families.

Gender norms prevalent within a society were reflected in the attitudes of the state,
and these notions towards women’s independent migrations varied. The Irish state
encouraged single women’s migration and even acted as an agent in aiding women's
movement from Ireland, suggesting that single women‘s migration for wages was not an
anathema in Irish society. According to Diner, in 1850, 2,847 poor women left Ireland for
America courtesy of the Poor Law Guardians. Besides the state, immigrant societies also
aided women in migration. The Irish Pioneer Immigration Fund, and the Women’s
Protective Immigration Society financed the migration of women to Canada and Australia.
Meanwhile, the Female Middle-Class Immigration Society aided the migration of young
educated women to Australia.*® The Korean government, however, encouraged women to

leave as wives, or as picture brides for Korean migrants in Hawaii. Alice Chai stated that at
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the suggestion of a Korean minister, the government approved the emigration of young
women “who would agree to marry after exchanging pictures with potential husbands."*
As a result almost 1000 women migrated as picture brides. These women included those
escaping poverty and those who wanted better lives for themselves in Hawaii.*!

For the Japanese government, the migration of its subjects became mired in the
issue of national imagery abroad as well as in its diplomacy. Takaki states that because the
government hoped to protect Chinese women from prostitution in America, it was
consciously choosing who could go to America. In order to improve its image, the
Japanese government only allowed men whose incomes were at a certain income level to
have their wives with them in America. The migration of women, even as picture brides,
was seen as part of their national prestige, and only women who were educated could
migrate. The new diplomacy that emerged in the Gentleman’s Agreement prohibited the
entry of lab.orers from Japan while permitting the entry of wives as members of the
family.*? In the twentieth century, the Japanese government imposed new restrictions on
the migration of its citizens. After 1908, those wishing to leave Japan were required to have
government-issued exit documents. These documents or passports fell into two
categories—the “imin” or the workers, and the “hi-min” which was comprised of the urban
educated students from respectable backgrounds.* Women from Japan were rarely part of
either stream. According to the new rules, women were allowed to migrate primarily as
wives. The criticism of the picture brides’ tradition by the United States caused the
Japanese government to stop this practice in 1920. Picture brides were then replaced by

Kandodan brides, or brides who married migrants who returned to Japan for 30 days.**
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Not only did women have to deal with their nations’ cultural norms towards women
as a deciding factor in their migration; they also had to contend with the norms of the
receiving nation. Since the Page Law restricted the entry of Chinese women, the creation of
male-centered migrations from China was not so much a result of the local customs, but
was really centered also in U.S. regulations towards the immigrants.** Chinese women
were allowed to migrate as wives. Few Indian women on the other hand, could join their
husbands in America. Between 1904 and 1917, approximately 17 Indian women entered
the U.S.* If American laws were responsible for the absence of women from Asia, the
repeal of these same laws was responsible for the increase in the number of women in
America since the Second World War. The change in immigration policy and the passage
of the War Bride Act in 1942 were the most important factors that gave rise to the increase
in the numbers‘of women migrants to America.

'Clearly, it can be seen that family and gender norms, state regulations and a
gender-segmented labor market constrained independent women’s migration from Asia.
But it was these that allowed those from European countries to an extent. Moreover, these
internalization of separate identities by men and women also affected their vision of
America. The pre-migration mentality of women suggests that their visions were shaped
within their own spheres. Women’s expectations were primarily based in their desire for
personal freedom from societal constraints, and expectations of companionate partnerships
from marriages. These could be fulfilled in America, resulting in positive images of the
uU.s.

In his writing on European migrants’ expectations from migrations, Dick Hoerder

argues that expectations were dependent on the social conditions of the home country and
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their effects on migrants lives. According to him, the collapse of the old order, created
what he termed “a secularization of hope.” *’ The imagery of America was generated
through letters, sojourners’ accounts, and reports in the press. The information received,
Hoerder argued, was gleaned, and adapted through migrants’ personal contexts and social
conditions. Many times, he argued, this information succeeded in creating a myth of
America, a myth that transcended reality. America, as became a place for divergent groups
of people with varying aims; it became a place where anything could be achieved.*®
Hoerder also asserted that class and gender affected images of migrant destinations. For
some, migration resulted in economic and social mobility; for others it was rooted more on
non-economic aims located within a consumerist ideology. Finally, it also involved other
migrants’desire to circumvent prevalent social norms.*

For Chinese women, America became a place where women could redefine gender
relations. According to Yung, the absence of mother in laws in America precluded a
competition for the husband’s attention. America also became a place where husbands
acc;)rded wives more respect. Moreover, because being a wife in the San Francisco
Chinese society was a rarity, wives were considered privileged.>® Transformations, Yung
seems to suggest, were occurring within women’s prescribed domain. The “new women”
wanted to challenge prevalent gender hierarchies and old traditions that affected them
within their prescribed sphere.’' The eagerness of some Korean picture brides to come to
the United States or to Hawaii in particular also alludes to a positive image. The lore of the
West was also handed down through generations. "My Grandmother really believed that
America was a place where people had a chance," wrote a Korean picture bride.’* The first

wave of the picture brides from Korea found partnerships with their husbands and moved



away from their subordinate positions.”> These women, Alice Chai contends, also wanted
personal freedom from male domination.**. During the time of Japanese political
oppression, Hawaii appeared to be not only a land of economic opportunity, but also of
pdlitical independence, religious freedom and personal autonomy.>® The positive stories
of life of in America by the returnees made America seem like a heavenly place. The
males’ Westernized mode of dressing made these men seem more cosmopolitan, stirring
up, Gee states, a desire among Japanese women to migrate.’ 6 Takaki notes that people of
Japan had the image of America as an advanced society.”’

Women’s impressions of America also varied across time. From Asian countries, in
the nineteenth century, many women considered to be on the margins (i.e. divorced,
separated or unmarried) were migrating to America. Migration allowed these women who
had few opportunities in their home country, prospects of advancement. From Korea there
is mention of divorced women coming to America. From China too, there were instances
of widows coming to the States. Yung states that for these women, migration was a
liberating experience from the constraints Chinese society placed on widows.*®

Not only were East Asian women’s vision of the U.S. focused on personal spheres.
In a similar way, European labor migrants’ economic aims were considered as a means to
fulfill personal freedom. For Irish women, this involved finding partners in America.

Quoting an Irish newspaper, the Cork Examiner, Takaki indicates, “Every maid thinks of

[America as] the land of promise where husbands are thought more procurable than in
Ireland.”*® An Irish woman from Philadelphia further confirmed this: “Over in Ireland
people marry for riches, but here in America we marry for love and work for riches.”

Moreover, it was also mentioned that dowry was not necessary in America.*
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Gender differences between men and women were responsible for differences in
the migration of men and women, and the use of multiple ways to migrate by women was
an indication of these. Women’s aims were different from those of men; for women,
non-economic factors figured into the configuration. The constraints imposed upon women
by different societies caused this group to view migration as a way to move away from
these constraints or limitations of particular societies. Migrating women carried
expectations of a different life which could not be attained in their country, expectations
that ranged from marriages and family life, egalitarian relationships in marriages, freedom
of movement, to simple desires to explore places beyond their home boundaries. These
expectations, however, were still within women’s specified spheres.

Thus, new works not only draw attention to the diversity in the nature and class
dimension of migrant women, they also historicize the different migrant streams among
women. Thus, if there were workers who were coming to America, there was also an urban
educated population that came as well. The destinations of the two usually differed,
however. From Japan, the educated elite went to New York; workers on the other hand,
went to California and to Hawaii.®' These studies also found diversity in the migration
streams of women. Women from China, for instance followed two distinct streams. The
first wave (until 1902) was characterized primarily by the arrival of fprced migrations
--mostly of prostitutes; and the second phase from (1902-1929) constituted primarily by
the wives of Chinese merchants and students.®? The diversity in Korean women's
experiences emerges in the different strains of women coming to Hawaii. The first wave of
Koreans was made up of urban wives and students; the succeeding wave was composed

mainly of picture brides; the next stage included wives of US servicemen, and finally that
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of professionals.®® Each stream represented specific economic and regional backgrounds.
There would have been a noticeable disparity between the status of picture brides and
prostitutes.®*

Clearly, the meaning of migration for men and women were different. Men and
their families largely thought of migration in economic terms and thus considered it a
man's sphere. Like women, men too had internalized the roles ascribed by their respective
societies. Men’s economic migrations fell in accordance with social expectations. This is
one area that still has not received adequate attention. One exception to this is a study by
Michiko Sawada on educated Japanese migrations in Meiji Japan. Sawada’s work
highlighted migration aims rooted in Japanese class and these aims were non-economic in
nature. Sawada found that urban, educated Japanese men the spread of Western ideals
brought a different understanding of America. Popular literature in Meiji Japan reinforced
the idea of America as a place of freedom. Positive stories by Japanese travelers, especially
Nagai Kafu’s “Amerika monogatari” or “Stories from America,” she stated, were resulting
in “tobei netsu” or “crossing to America fever” among the urban population. A case in
point was Kafu’s impressions of America, especially the city of New York, which was
taken to be a place that signified freedom marked by “a personal life unfettered by the
restrictive and rigid social demands made on one by family, relatives, teachers, and othér
elders as in Japan.” ® Kafu’s rendition of America was not in economic terms, but in
terms of personal freedom. These images were different from that of working-class
Japanese men and their economic expectations of America. A Japanese haiku illustrates
this image of America in the minds of men who migrated because of work:

Huge dreams of fortune
Go with me to foreign land

47



Across the ocean. %

Gendered norms, labor markets, and state policies (of the receiving nation)
continue to define migrations in contemporary times. In present times too, majority of
women migrants continue to enter the U.S. This is largely a result of different U.S.
immigration policies (enforced since the forties), which encouraged the reunification of
families originally from East Asia.®” In addition, marriage migrations continue to be a
major factor in women’s migrations. For a majority of the women across the globe,
restrictions on mobility and the denial of resources continue to result in women’s
migrations primarily as brides. The predominance of women in the migration stream is also
the result of new dimensions in the marriage migrations. The international marriage market

| that Sinke talked about in discussing an earlier generation has reappeared in the form of
marriages of American men to foreign women. The international policies and the Cold War
movement of troops has resulted in marriages of US servicemen to foreign women,
resulting in the arrival of non-American women to the United States. In fact, the tendency
of many US servicemen to seek foreign brides has brought many Asian women to the
United States. ®® The late twentieth century saw the emergence of a new version of picture
brides, known more commonly as “mail order brides,” whose alliances were arranged
through marriage bureaus. 6

Besides immigration policies, another factor affecting the migration of women as
dependents can be located in the cultural norms governing different societies, which
allocate more resources to males. Hana Zlotnik found that women from areas where the

social and cultural norms allowed women more freedom, tended to dominate the migration
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population In contrast, places where women were constrained produced relatively little
independent migration.”® This trend was especially evident in the case of women from
Latin American countries, especially Mexico, which, while sending the largest number of
migrants, sent few women independently.”' Works by Pierette-Hondagneu, Douglass
Massey and Katherine Donato all corroborate the argument that gendered norms and
family strategies resulted in the predominance of male migrations. It was the men who had
access to productive resources. Family and social norms restricted women’s spatial
movement, and resulted in women migrating as dependents.”” Massey and Cerruti also
documented that sons were introduced to migration by parents.”” The intersection of these
gender norms, with U.S. immigration policies also encouraged the migration of women as
dependents. The bracero migration, and the IRCA migration allowed families to migrate.
These studies also drew attention to the complexities of the migration process and
highlighted the need to further document the effects of multiple vaﬁables that aided or
hindered women’s migrations. For example, Donato found that educated Mexican women
carried more chances of migration than those who owned land.

From the Caribbean regions, which also sent a large number of migrants, multiple
trends were evident. Sherri Grasmuck and Patricia Pessar’s study of migrants from the
Dominican Republic found that economic transformation in that country actually
reinforced traditional domestic roles assigned to women, and in the process curtailing the
possibility of economic advancement. Consequently, women’s migrations could occur
only through family migrations, which they stated were part of family strategies to attain

families’ economic goals.”
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Grasmuck and Pessar also found evidence of women who harbored non-economic
goals and hopes of egalitarian relationships with their spouses. These goals determined
their migration as much as their economic motivatioﬁ. > Women’s non-economic goals
were also documented among Mexican migrants. Among these women, personal factors
rated highly as motivators; however there were also class differences among Mexican
women. Among documented workers economic motivation was 44 per cent and among
undocumented workers it was 69 per cent.”

Non-economic factors also influenced the migration of Puerto Rican women. A
study done by Vilma Ortiz who found that single women migrated more from Puerto Rico
because of a lack of eligible men in that country. Ortiz also found that this goal could only
be realized by those who possessed labor market skills that allowed them to find
employment opportunities in the U.S. Thus, women with high school certification and
highly educated were more likely to migrate.” The migration of married women was part
of a family strategy to deal with economic problems related to shrinking economic
resources at home as it paved the way for better economic opportunities in the U.S.
Migrations then were undertaken in stages, with men migrating first and women following
them once the men found employment.”

While gender norms and family strategies primarily determined the migration of
women as dependents, these were further accentuated by the labor segmentation and
market conditions. Labor markets continue to be gender segregated. Moreover, the need
for labor certification from the Bureau of Labor also was limiting factor for women. Labor
certification by the U.S. government has been given primarily in fields requiring highly

skilled workers, which more often than not excluded women.
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In recent years however, opportunities for women in the U.S. labor market have
been more promising. Although the economic structure continues to be a major factor in
migration, the current need of the service economy favors women-based professions. The
increase in the migration of women from the Caribbean was a result of these new economic
opportunities, especially in the fields of nursing and geriatric care. Women from Jamaica
arrived as “skilled workers” as defined by the labor certification category. In 1970, among
the 28 per cent of those who entered under the occupational preference category, 18 per
cent were skilled workers.” A large majority of women who arrived from Jamaica
between 1962 and 1972 were in the nursing profession, an occupation composed mostly of
women.®’ More recently, Jamaican women also are coming to provide geriatric care in
America. The predominance of these women was a result not only of U.S. labor needs, but
also of Jamaican labor segmentation. Moreover, the need for private household workers,
similar to the situation that existed in the nineteenth and early twentieth century America,
also positively influenced the migration of women. In addition, the increase in women’s
migration was also due to the fact that women make up a large percentage of
undocumented workers since they can find work as private household helps or as
domestics. Nancy Foner pointed out that like in the past, the migration stream also
included many women on the margins—that is, women who were single, divorced,
separated or widowed-- who took up private household work which was easily available.®'
Similar trends were also evident in the case of Salvadoran and Guatemalan women who
found jobs because of a favorable labor market for women’s employment. Moreover, the
dependence of some occupations on foreign and immigrant labor, particularly women, has

aided women’s migration. Yen le Espiritu found a desire among employers, particularly in
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highly technical industries, to employ Asian women, which eventually resulted in their
high labor force participation rates. *

The arrival of Dominican and Colombian women in the apparel industry (as
documented by Waldinger) supports this trend which commenced with the reorganization
of the apparel industry and the subsequent deskilling process.® Cultural norms at home
also play a significant role in student migrations, which provides another cbmponent in the
immigratién landscape. This demonstrates clearly how men have better access to higher
education, and that families are investing their resources on male education. The only
exceptions in educational migration are women from the Philippines who dominate in
large numbers over men.*

This chapter has attempted to situate women’s migration through the lens of
gender, and to emphasize that notions of men and women carried by the family, the state,
and labor markets determine the paths of male and female migrations. It has also tried to
show the limitation of economic interpretations in explaining migration motivations by
highlighting the barriers to women’s independent migration. Moreover, it has argued that
given the limitations on women’s lives, marriages were economic options for women and
this fact needs to be incorporated into the economic analysis. Finally, the chapter has
linked migrations to the notions of development and progress that from the nineteenth
century were linked to the developed world, the United States in particular.

Though national history and political events affected these gendered relationships,
these changes were within acceptable traditions and thus, rarely overhauled existing
norms. These gendered norms varied according to class, and women who were not

marginalized could migrate only through marriages. And despite the increase in the
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number of available opportunities for professional and economic advancement, marriages
continue to define women’s identity. Clearly, a great diversity of women’s experiences and
class, religion, labor market, and most importantly gendered norms affect the whole
process.

In subsequent chapters, these themes will be discussed in relation to Indian men
and women. Indian men migrate primarily as economic migrants whereas women, in spite
of being educated and professional women, migrate as dependents. This work will show
that in the late twentieth century, despite the many changes in women’s lives in
independent India, gendered lives, gendered socialization, and gendered expectations
continue to rule Indian women’s paths of migration. Through the study of the case studies
of Indian men and women, this research will also justify the need and value of a gendered

approach in the reconstruction of the migration narrative.
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Chapter 2

LEAVING HOME: MEN AND WOMEN OF INDEPENDENT INDIA

. .. So I first thought of going to England to get a degree, then somebody
suggested to me it is so easy to get admission in the United States so why don’t
you apply there. He actually gave me a list of universities. I got admission but
you needed $2,000 per year just to manage yourself. That was not easy. So I had
to postpone it for one more year . . . We had some land we sold it and I had some
money saved. Even then I brought only $1,400. I came here on a leave of
absence.
She [his wife] was a great help. She said yes you should go. If she would feel that
she will not be able to manage herself, I could not go. We had children. She had to
manage and educate them, live there and I had to come here . . . .!
I decided to stay with my father for two years. He didn’t charge me any rent and
would also buy our groceries, but it was hard. We didn’t have any money. When I
had to come here we didn’t have money for the tickets, and he said sell your gold
jewelry and then I bought the ticket, put kids in the boarding school and came here.?
Ram Lal and Savitri Devi’s story ostensibly is a story of a family where the head of
the household temporarily left India for the U.S. to advance his educational credentials for
better employment opportunities at home, while his family remained in India. Ram Lal’s
narrative accentuates his desire to advance his career by pursuing higher education in a
technically advanced nation of the west, and describes his financial struggles to support his
aims. However, his story also situates his migration within the context of his family. Ram
Lal’s ambitions, although not evident in this narrative, were not independent of his family;
on the contrary his aims of securing higher education to avail better employment
opportunities were directly linked to his desire to be a better provider for his family. Ram
Lal’s family did not merely consist of his nuclear family comprising of Savitri Devi and his
children, but it also incorporated his widowed mother and his younger brother towards

whom he had responsibilities as the eldest son; these responsibilities in the past had

resulted in curtailment of his education in order to support them. Before migration he also
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had to ensure that his brother completed his education and was gainfully employed in order
to take care of his mother.

Savitri Devi, Ram Lal’s wife, supported his aims since her and her children’s
advancement in life were dependent upon his economic progress. Savitri Devi was
educated and possessed a bachelor’s degree, a rarity in India for women in the decade of
the fifties. Before marriage she even thought of becoming a doctor. However, the political
events of India’s partition in 1947 affected her family and ended her professional dreams.
She subsequently married Ram Lal in a marriage arranged by her family. Ram Lal and
Savitri Devi did not have a say in their marriage, and accepted their respective families’
decision without question, since elders in the family made important life decisions for the
younger family members, especially those related to education and marriage. After
fnarriage, Savitri Devi’s life revolved around taking care of her husband, his family and
their children. Although educated, she never conceptualized working outside their home
after marriage since middle-class married women in India rarely worked, rather they took
care of domestic responsibilities, and their husbands, like Ram Lal economically provided
for them. Savitri Devi and Ram Lal’s lives we re representative of the lives of middle-class
Indian women and men and their gendered norms.

While Ram Lal and Savitri Devi’s lives were rooted within their family and the
social expectations of men and women, political turbulence of the decade of the forties
were also intersecting their families’ lives. India’s independence movement, accompanied
by the partition of India into two nations of India and Pakistan, shaped Ram Lal and Savtiri
Devi’s lives. Ram Lal and Savitri Devi’s families were settled in areas that were declared

part of Pakistan forcing them to relocate to new India as displaced persons or as refugees.
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Although this was forced migration, migration was not new to their families. At the time of
partition Savitri Devi’s brothers were working outside India as part of the British
administration, and initially, with their encouragement, Ram Lal had thought of finding
work in East Africa. The decline of the British Empire, however, made him rethink his
options. His new options of attaining higher education in engineering were situated in the
needs of new India. India was rapidly developing since independence and engineering
emerged as the most sought after profession. In India, at that time, educational degrees
from advanced western nations were highly sought after resulting in his desire to study
abroad. Ram Lal initially planned to study in England; India’s colonial linkages with Great
Britain were resulting in the migration of upwardly mobile Indians for higher education
and employment to that country. However, on the advice of a friend who suggested that
America was better in technical education, Ram Lal came to the United States. His final
decision to come to the United States instead of going to East Africa or to England is also
the story of a newly independent nation and its people and their introduction to the U.S.
through educational linkages. Ram Lal’s narrative, with variations of time and space, was
a narrative applicable to thousands of young educated Indians who left India for developed
western nations for higher education and employment. His account also situates individual
migrations within families and emphasizes the fact that in the migration of one individual
lay the support of multiple family members and their individual and collective aims. It tells
a story of man who migrated and his wife who stayed behind, and displays the fact that
cultural identities of men and women shaped who migrated and who stayed, and
subsequently followed.

This chapter looks at the migration of men and women from independent India to
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the United States in the context of Indian families and their gendered norms. It argues that
the Indian value system dictated independent migration of men and dependent migration
for women in their roles as wives and particularly frowned upon autonomous migration of
women. The chapter further argues that although women’s roles in independent India were
changing in relation to legal rights, receiving higher education, and paid work, these
transformations were co-opted within the existing social structure and did not transform
gender norms. Despite increase in outside work and higher education, women’s outside
roles remained secondary to their dominant roles as wives and caretakers of their homes,
and it was in this role that most Indian women of the upper and middle-classes could
migrate, or chose to migrate. The cultural and symbolic representation of Indian women
remained tied to their lives as wives and mothers and consequently marriages remained the
easiest, and for many women, the only way to migrate.

The paths of migration of the Detroit sample are evident from table 2.1. Indian men
and women employed a wide variety of methods—education, employment or family
category—to immigrate to the U.S. Among the 65 people in the sample who migrated from
India in the three decades, the majority, 40 came through the family migration category,
and 12 arrived for employment and 13 for higher education. In terms of gender division,
majority of the women, 36 came through family migration while majority of men came as
labor migrants or to attain higher education. Although five women came for educational
purposes, only three came alone, the other two accompanied their spouses who were also
coming to the U.S. for higher education. Many of the women who came through family
migration category were educated and professional women—physicians, scientists, nurses,

and engineers.
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Table 2.1

Paths of Migration
Education Family Labor
Men | Women | Men Women | Men Women

1950s 1 0 0 1* 1 0
1960s 4 3 0 10* 2 0
1970s 0 0 1 15* 3 1
1980s 3 2 3 9 0 2
1990s 0 0 0 1 0 3
Subtotal 8 S 4 36 6 6
Total 13 40 12

*denotes migration under the age of 18. One each in the decade of the 1950s, 1960s, & 1980s, 2 in
1970s.

The migration of women, even educated and professional women, primarily as
family dependents is a reflection of Indian gendered norms. This fact becomes even more
obvious when one hears of the adversity that the three single women in the Detroit sample
faced in coming alone to the U.S. to pursue higher education.

1. We were a prominent business family. I was a good student and wanted to be a
doctor. My parents tried to dissuade me from doing that since businessmen's
wives--as was expected I would be--did not work outside the home, even if they
were professionals. The fear of parents was that we would get overeducated so
[they] wanted us to stop studying. In high school [they] kept encouraging us to
study; once we got into college they kept discouraging us to study.

My father made the mistake of saying that if I did not go into Medicine then
he would send me to America after bachelors to do graduate work. So I took that
up, worked hard and asked him to keep his promise. He didn’t know what to do
since it was unusual for women to go abroad for higher studies by herself. There
were hardly any Indians in America at that time. He didn’t know how to go about. I
went ahead and applied [to universities] and got professors at my college to come to
talk to my father---they camped in our living room floor and somehow convinced
him to foot the bill . . . did all that on my own TOEFL, GRE, USIS a long process.
I was just determined to get away.

I had a cousin at MSU and I could only come to America if I got admission
to MSU. My father thought that there was someone who could take care of me. 3

2. We had a visiting professor from America in our university. The professor

encouraged me to apply. He even paid the application fee. To take such a big step
[applying for a university in the U.S.] I asked my father about it and he thought that
I will never get [admission in] anything so why sound negative, so he said yes. And
when I did get the scholarship ... father was a man of his words. He could not begin
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to say no. I think he definitely wanted to. And my mother, her role is important. She
thought that I had been given such a wonderful opportunity why stop.

My grandfather had left us a big chunk of money as a legacy. For the boys it
was for their education, for the girls for their marriages. My father let me buy my
ticket and he let me know in no uncertain terms that he was using up my money for
the wedding. And he asked me do you want me to and I said yes. To me it was not
even a question of choice, and he said I may not be able to pay for your wedding
and I said we will see when that happens.*

3. Throughout my bachelors and masters I had one goal, which was to come here.
[U.S.] It was fascinating for me to have to leave home and just be on my own, and
to get away from India, so that people don’t want to get you married.

Jamshedpur [an industrial city] had a lack of transportation and I always felt
restricted. For my college I came to Madras. Madras felt less restricting. I had seen
my friends in Jamshedpur wither way. My cousins were getting married. I didn’t
want to be like them. I wanted new experiences before I settled down. . . .

My family always had encouraged me. Dad was very keen that his
daughters get education and they would do anything for our education. Dad wanted
me to do something professional, be a doctor or an engineer. I wasn’t keen on
medicine.

I got accepted [to a U.S. university] and then my dad had second thoughts. I
was going to go alone. We didn’t know anybody here. .. And even as I was
packing my suitcases, there was a little attempt to see if I could get engaged to
someone, because you know they [family] want everything cut and dried. . . If she
wants to go abroad then maybe marry her off to someone who lived there. There are
always these U.S returned people seeking brides. If we can hook her up with
somebody then that avenue is taken care of.

I just wasn’t ready for marriage. I had lot of men friends but never fell in
love. Even if I went out with a friend, it was platonic thing. Couple of people
expressed interest, but [ wasn’t ready. My future was somewhere else, it wasn’t
with them. I wanted to have experiences of my own before I decided on marriage. I
felt absolute revulsion to being married.’

Rama, Veena and Madhu'’s stories respectively span two decades; Rama and Veena
came in the decade of the sixties and Madhu in the eighties. Yet their narratives weave a
common thread of relationship between higher education and marriage for women,
emphasizing the fact that women’s higher education adversely affected their marriage
plans, and that education was secondary in women'’s lives to their marriages. These
accounts also highlight the role of the family as a deciding factor in women’s education,

and that women’s migration as students were not fully supported by their families.
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Furthermore, they show that women’s educational aspirations, especially for Rama and
Veena, operated within their families and their expectations. Rama gave up the idea of
becoming a physician and Veena took the permission of her parents before applying for her
scholarship. If the lives of these women were representation of their times, they also show
that changes were occurring in India; Madhu’s control over her educational and
professional decisions was definitely different from the other two. She even possessed the
freedom to delay marriage and to find her own marriage partner. Despite, these changes,
her story also draws attention to the tensions between the old ideology that saw women’s
identity through marriage and the new trend in India that encouraged women’s higher
education and professional ambitions. Madhu’s family encouraged her ambitions, yet
faced a dilemma when her decision to migrate became clear; they oscillated between
supporting her educational endeavors and thinking in terms of parental responsibility of
marrying daughters before sending them far away. Even in the decade of the eighties
marriages continued to be the central component in women’s lives and parents did not
approve of anything that might detract from this.

In sharp contrast to these three women’s stories were narratives of men like Ram
Lal who migrated with clear aim of employment and education abroad. Families, even
those who harbored negative assumptions of the west, supported their migration endeavors
in spirit as well as financially. Ram Lal’s wife and mother supported his educational
endeavors. Srikant’s father encouraged his efforts and financed his education. Sampath’s
father-in-law not only supported his son-in-law but provided financial support needed for
migration as well as took care of his wife and their young child. Rajendra’s family decided

his educational future and informed him of their decision to send him to the U.S., even
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though he did not want to leave home at 21 years of age. And Niraj, spoke of his father
encouraging his migration and even providing him with the necessary information on
educational and visa rules by constantly consulting a cousin who was already settled in the
U.S. Jatin was aware that his parents expected him to come to the U.S., and he too wanted
to see the world before settling down and came to the U.S. for education and of course
adventure. These men however, came with a single mindedness for occupational mobility.
Rama and Veena did not have well defined economic purpose and their desire to come to
America was influenced more by a desire to go to the west, see the other side and more
importantly was influenced by a desire for personal independence. Twenty some years
later Madhu had professional aims, yet her narrative also highlighted the importance she
assigned to personal freedom and her attempts to move away from the restrictions on
women in India. While men from India were migrating with a clear sense of economic
motivation, women’s motivations were primarily non-economic in nature.

Similar trends were also seen among men who left India for employment purposes.
Among women, however, leaving home for employment was a rarity. In the Detroit sample
no woman came independently for employment in the decade of the sixties, one woman
came in seventies, two in the eighties each, and three in the nineties. The majority of
professional women, who migrated, arrived in the U.S. as wives along with their husbands
who were migrating for educational or employment purposes. The different paths of
migration of women and men, as well as their different aims in migration, highlight
underlying differences in education and employment patterns among them. Indian parents’
expectations from their daughters differed from those of sons, and these differences were

rooted in the traditional gender ideology and ultimately affected their paths of migration.



These stories also draw attention to the fact that although women’s lives were changing
through education, these changes rarely allowed her independent movement away from
home without the protection of men.

Education in independent India was an instrument of social change. The new
government of India under the leadership of Jawaharlal Nehru, the first Prime Minister of
independent India, was encouraging education for all as a necessary tool for national
advancement and supported the creation of new schools and universities. Nehru especially
was committed to furthering women’s education as was evident from his writings and
speeches: “No country could prosper when its women remained backward. Apart from
being educated in schools and colleges, women should develop courage and

self-confidence.”®

The rapid spread of education among new middle and upper class
women indicated that old taboos towards women and education in new India were ebbing.
Moreover, women were beginning to work outside their homes.

These changes began in pre-independent India. Formal education in upper-caste
women’s lives was introduced through the reform movement of the late nineteenth century.
The nature of this education, however, was gendered and it linked women’s education to
making better mothers and wives; it was not intended to remove women from their homes
to paid work, not surprising given that few women worked outside their homes and paid
work reflected economic marginalization. Education for men, however, was linked to
occupational advancement. Moreover, keeping with the social separation of men and
women, schooling was segregated with separate schools for men and women and

maintained the practice of purdah or segregation from men. Accompanying this formal

education for women was another kind of education taking place at home in the affairs of
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running a household, a training that was more apt to their future roles as wives. Knowledge
and dexterity in household skills carried equal weight if not more in the prevalent social
mores than the formal education. This education also included teaching of “appropriate”
forms of behavior for women, behavior that emphasized chastity, obedience, selflessness,
adaptability, modesty, nurturance, loving home—traits deemed suitable for family
harmony, discouraged the pursuance of individual goals, and encouraged women to
subsume their identity for the good of the family.” Autonomous thinking, independent
movement and actions on the part of women were totally frowned upon. As a result women
followed the wishes of their elders.® Men, however, were taught to be independent.
Further changes in women’s lives came during Indian’s independence movement.
Influenced by the call of Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru, the leaders of India’s
independence movement, to join the Civil Disobedience movement against the British
colonial rule, women of the upper-caste came out of their homes, and participated with
their men folk in the freedom struggle. Nationalism and political participation succeeded in
breaking women’s segregation from men, and it also heralded a parallel woman’s
movement, which sought legal rights and equality for women as citizens in the new Indian
republic.’” Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru supported women’s demand for gender
equality. Their visions of providing women equal rights were not particular to Indian
freedom movement but were part of the new political discourse common to emerging
nations in the twentieth century. Nationgl development was increasingly becoming related
to progress in women'’s status; and an essential yardstick for development was related to
the acquisition of political and civil rights, along with education.'® Gandhi’s revolutionary

ideals included non-acceptance of ancient scriptures that had resulted in women’s
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subservience in India; he also spoke of giving Women and men equal property rights."!
Nehru promoted women'’s equality in the new Indian society, “woman’s place shall be
equal to that of man: she was to have equal status, equal opportunities and equal respect.
Women were not to be barred from any sphere of activity merely on ground of sex.”"?

In new India, the presence of new ideals towards women’s education seemed to
suggest that old barriers were breaking down. The government of Nehru put his egalitarian
ideals in practice by giving women legal rights equal to men. The enactment of the Hindu
Code in 1956 gave women the right to property, and the right to nullify marriages. This act
also increased marriage age for women from 15 to 18 years. These policy changes
suggested that in independent India men and women were soon to be equal with the
eradication of traditional norms that had constrained women’s lives.

The government under Nehru also actively encouraged the employment of women
in government posts leading to increase in women’s employmen't.l3 Despite the increase in
women’s labor-force participation, it was never comparable to that of men. Under these
directions a silent revolution began occurring in India through education. In 1950, fourteen
per cent of Indian women were educated, and by 1990-91 Census, this figure had increased
to forty nine per cent and slowly but surely, Indian women were getting educated. This
slow increase was evident from a study which found that in 1966-67, 21.5 per cent, in
1970-71, 22 per cent and in 1985-86, 29 per cent of women were educated.'® These were
all India figures and in urban India, the rate was much higher as is evident from the 1980
Census report, which showed that the urban literacy rate among women was 47.8 per cent
and among rural Indians it was 17.96 per cent. The higher literacy rate was among the 15-

19 year, the new generation of young Indian women."? During the 1971-1981 census
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period, women university degree holders in India grew at a faster rate than that of the men
during this period; 8.1 per cent per annum for women as compared to 6.23 per cent for
men.'* Women’s higher education was outpacing even male education, especially in the
decade of the seventies. Moreover, during the decade of the seventies, there was also an
increase in females in engineering and technology education.'” According to a Planning
Commission Report, cited in study, women’s employment was also increasing. Between
1978- 1988, , the educated female workforce grew at a faster rate than that of men; 9.7 per
cent per annum for women against 7.2 per cent for men. The report found that between
1978-1983, this rate was 8.1 per cent for women and 7.2 per cent for men, and between
1983-1987, educated women’s labor force participation grew at the rate of 11.7 per cent
against 7.5 per cent for men. '®

Along with women’s increasing labor force participation in the public sector jobs,
women’s percentage in other professional, technical and related categories was also
growing. In 1967-68 there were 12,000 women doctors out of 120,000 doctors, or ten per
cent of the physician labor force, and by 1971 Census, there were 25 women doctors for
every 100 doctors. Women predominated in obstetrics and gynecology and were also
increasingly found in pediatrics, surgery, pathology and radiology, but few were found in
orthopedics. New professions like advertising and marketing research; hotel management
and cottage industries were also employing women in management cadres."

These new educational trends were also evident among the families of Detroit
immigrants. Women who were schooled in the decades of the fifties and the sixties
highlighted the importance of high schooling, and some of professional education. Noted

Shakuntala: “ My parents moved from a small village to Madras so that we children could
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get good education. My father had land in the village, and periodically he would go to the
village to check up on things;” Pramila: “There were no good schools in my village, so I
went to a boarding school;” and Vimla stated “ I walked many miles daily to go to school in
another village. I don’t know why, but my father wanted us [her siblings] to have
education.”? There were only two persons in the sample who did not have high school
certification. Stories from Detroit however highlight the fact that although high school
education was acceptable for women in the sixties not all parents held similar attitudes
towards higher education, and women followed different educational paths; one followed
the traditional form of higher education by passing Ratan, a literary degree attained
through correspondence courses and self-study without leaving home, others went on to
professional degrees especially in the field of medicine and nursing.?' Generally, more
women were attaining higher education in the western and southern parts of India, and as a
result more women in the region participated in the paid labor force than in northern
India.” Not only was this generation of women receiving schooling, but many were also
training for professional fields, and were the first generation of women from their families
to do so. Women in the sample worked as doctors, university professors, teachers and
nurses. By the decade of the seventies, along with the above professions, women were also
emerging in banking, and science and technical fields especially engineering. Women of
the eighties were in advertising.

Changes in the first generation of women’s lives in India were significant enough
for commentators to remark on. A sociologist, Promilla Kapur commented on the
movement of women’s “exclusive seclusion at home and into the activities of the world

without.”? Elaborating further, she stated: “one of the most fundamental and far-reaching
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socio-politico-economic changes brought about since independence has been the
emancipation of women from their tradition-bound ethos, by the way of being given
various politico-legal and socio-economic rights and privileges and their having education
in increasing numbers, and by way of the entering of women of the middle and upper
classes into remunerative vocations that were legally the preserve of the men.” * A book

published in 1975 was titled Indian Women: From Purdah to Modemity, heralding the

arrival of the new India women. In 1974-75 at an academic symposium commemorating
the International Women’é Year, a lecturer of a prominent college in Delhi commenting on
the differences between her generation and the new college women noted, “From the days
when we could not stir out of the house unescorted—our heads covered with a veil and our
eyes glued to the road—to the present when girls move about freely, self assured and
confident, women have come a long way.”?> The National Commission on the Status of
Women, established by the government of India confirmed in its 1974 report the
improvement of conditions of middle and upper class women in sharp contrast to poor
women.”® Within a generation of India’s independence, it seemed that the aims of the
architects of India to establish gender equality between men and women had succeeded
especially among the middle and upper echelons of the Indian society.

These indeed were encouraging signs of transformation in women’s lives.
However, they rarely resulted in women’s independent migration to the United States. In
the pre-1975 period when educated and professional Indian men were migrating to the U.S.
for higher education and professional advancement, women of middle and upper class
were accompanying them as wives rather than migrating independently. In 1974, almost a

quarter of a century after India’s independence women comprised only 9 per cent of Indian
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student population in the U.S.?’ Not only outside India, but even within India, women’s
migrations were predominantly for non educational purposes and were predominantly part
of family migrations.”

Women’s lack of migration seemed indicative that women did not have the power
of independent movement and that little had changed in their lives. Numerous studies
conducted from the sixties to the eighties probing changes in women’s lives, especially the
effects of education and employment, documented complexities and degrees of
transformations. They found that although changes were occurring, these were within the
realms of traditional Indian ideology. Change and the degree of change, however,
depended on the attitude of families’, and that education and employment did not remove
women'’s identities as homemakers or made a difference in the dominant social attitudes
which continued to view women solely in terms of their domestic spheres.

Rhoda Blumberg and Leela Dwaraki’s study conducted in the southern Indian City
of Bangalore in 1966 to discern college women’s attitudes towards education, found some
signs of change, but largely a continuation of traditional values. The increase in higher
education was evident from their sample and the majority of their subjects were first
generation of women attending colleges. In terms of attitudes, the authors found that
women had internalized the dominant social ideology towards their gender roles, and
higher education had little effect in changing their expectations. College degree was seen
as an asset in the marriage market rather than in the employment market, and women
believed that education taught skills for future marital adjustments and to be tolerant

towards future spouses’ families. Employment, when mentioned, was seen in relation to
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the family economy and in helping their future husbands and their families. The authors
found prevalence of these trends irrespective of women’s religion or ethnicity.”

Despite the continuation of traditional attitudes towards higher education,
Blumberg and Dwaraki postulated that education indeed was changing women’s lives
although the changes were unintended and were thus going to be indirect, gradual and
incremental. This generation of women was the “transitional women” whose lives were
dictated by traditional norms, were different from those of their mothers. Although
showing traditional tendencies at the time of interviews, the authors believed that these
women were also the forerunners of a new generation in independent India. By
experiencing higher education, they had more awareness of the outside world and were in
the process of carving out different roles for themselves that bridged the past and the future
generations. College life had provided women with freedoms that few were likely to
experience again. *°

Promilla Kapur’s work among 1,000 working men and women in Delhi, found a
rapid rate of transformation occurring in the lives of women due to employment and
education.’' Kapur discovered that more married women were working and that men did
not object to women working outside their homes. Women’s employment, however, was
not linked to economic necessity but to other factors such as utilizing their talent, achieving
a status of their own, economic independence and even personal ambitions.*? The biggest
changes that Kapur noticed, however, were in women’s personal lives. Women were
moving away from the traditional notions of Hindu marriage as a “social duty towards the
family and the community and there was little idea of individual interest,” to the new views

influenced by the western thought that marriage was a social contract essential to fulfilling
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individual happiness. Attitudes towards marital relationships were becoming more
‘equalitarian with emphasis on companionship’ and the sharing of love interests, joys as
well as problems.” Kapur noted that these changes had begun before independence but
were accelerated by the political legal changes since independence. Women in her sample
disapproved both of arranged marriage as well as love marriage, and wanted a “modern
type of arranged marriage,” which was partly arranged but women made the final decision.
These neo love marriages required the éonsent of the parents.” These changing
expectations, however, were occurring within old traditional values. Women’s marriage
choices, she found, were calculated and rational and women continued to carry the
economic notions of marriage. They wanted in their marriage partner a man who had
economic potential or was economically well to do; other traits mentioned were education
and good character, intelligence as well as ‘broad-minded’ person. They were of the
opinion that women should be younger than men in marriages, and continued to look up to
their men for advice. The suitable age of marriage, according to the sample in 1969, was
between 18 and 20 years.**

In the decade of the seventies, Kala Rani’s work on workingwomen in Patna further
confirmed the effects of education on women’s employment. Women were finding a new
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