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Edite Noivo’s book entitled Inside Ethnic Families: Three Generations of Portuguese-Canadians provides an “insider look” at the family life of three generations of Portuguese immigrants.  This work is particularly important given the relative scarcity of literature that exists on the Luso-Canadian family and the prominence of Portuguese in Canada (250.000 strong).  Some issues discussed are common to many other ethnic minorities or even among the working-class members of the dominant society, while others can be quit distinct.  

The text is structured around three sets of sociological questions: (1) How are family projects orchestrated, carried out and intergenerationally transmitted?  (2) What role does migration and minority status play in family relations (do they strain and weaken bonds or do they in fact strengthen them?) and how do they interact with conditions based on gender, age, generation, etc.?  (3)  How do decisions/trajectories taken by first generation immigrants affect decisions/ lifestyles of the other two generations?

An additional goal of this study was to relate the vivid life stories of immigrant families without simplifying or flattening them.

Title:    Chapter One – Family Life-Worlds and Social Injuries

Author: Edite Noivo

Source:  Inside Ethnic Families: Three Generations of Portuguese-Canadians, McGill- 

             Queen’s University Press, Montreal & Kingston, 1997


Chapter One, entitled Family Life-Worlds and Social Injuries, begins by describing the lives of three “typical” Portuguese immigrants living in Canada (“actors” as the author calls them).  All are victims of opposing family ideologies and realities resulting in both inter- and intra-personal conflicts.  All three actors resent specific aspects of their Portuguese culture but subconsciously propagate them within their own families.  The question put forth by the author is whether indeed the immigration process places a strain on family unity or rather strengthens it.  

In order to understand the myriad stresses and strains that overburden family life of Portuguese immigrants in Canada, the author divides this study into five principal categories: (1) migration; (2) class; (3) gender; (4) minority group and (5) generational status.

(1) Migration

The burdens imposed upon the family by migration include:

· displacement from one’s cultural, social and affective environment resulting in both mental and emotional effects such as confusion, anxiety and depression, sense of isolation and identity crises;

· separation from kin, thereby limiting the immigrant’s supportive network;

· inability to speak the official language.  This, in turn, gives immigrants a sense of total helplessness and isolation.  Often, it brings about an interesting reversal of family roles with parents reliant upon the aid of their children to communicate with the outside world.

Furthermore, the “sponsorship” policies adopted by the Canadian government are a potential source of conflict among family members (immigrants are often forced to choose between relatives to sponsor, sponsored relatives may feel that they don’t receive sufficient guidance during their initial period in the host country, while sponsors may be dissatisfied with the progress of sponsored relatives/ friends etc.)  Finally, the immigrant stigma felt by many immigrants invokes them with the desire to amass as much wealth as they can in as little time as possible so as to return to their homeland as soon as possible.  As a result, they are frugal, spending only the bare minimum.  To do so, they often suffer physical deprivation, heavy work schedules and a total absence of leisure activity.

(2) Class

Most Portuguese immigrants settled in Canada belong to the working class (allocation based on economic and social positions).  Most are unskilled labourers who do little or nothing to improve their social standing.  Earning precious little, they move from one unstable job to another, often times subject to long hours, fluctuating work schedules and physical exhaustion, no less.  These and other factors place an enormous strain on family life.  Often times psychological injuries in the workplace are brought home and taken out on the family.

Heavy economic expectations placed\on family members (including wife and even children) further complicate family relations, particularly when a large gap between family obligations and the actor’s capacity to fulfill them exists.

(3) Gender

Women

Although women are considered unequal economic partners in the family unit, women themselves value their role as providers stating that the family simply could not survive without both parents.  To increase their power within the family, women often resort to public verbal humiliation, emotional withdrawal, quarrels, bluffing and gossiping.  This is particularly true of older women.  Younger women generally feel caught between liberal ideas and the old ways and thus do not use these methods as effectively or with as much conviction.  

Even so, Portuguese women tend to be self-denying, not letting their own personal feelings get in the way of their culturally-proscribed duties.  

Women who attempt to challenge traditional roles are subject to the strong disapproval and reproach particularly from older women (and especially from their mothers) who by so doing perpetuate female oppression within the family unit.  Paradoxically, these older women are far more critical of such liberating ideas on the part of the younger generations than are the husbands of these women!  

Because women are stereotyped as caregivers within the family, when the marriage fails they carry with them a heavy sense of guilt.  

Men

Portuguese men tend to be more aloof and distant than their female counterparts.  When approached by their wives seeking intimacy from them, they feel threatened, and shut themselves off even further.  As a result women frequently seek companionship among other women.

Fathers are likewise trapped in the traditional role of distant, authoritative breadwinners.  Just like their female counterparts, men who attempt to break imposed cultural moulds are criticized, particularly by their own parents.  

Traditional paternal roles within the Portuguese culture often lead men to feel neglect and even envy of their offspring.  In extreme cases, this may lead to withdrawal from family life and even aggression.

Family tension is commonplace, with the result that husband and wife often live very different realities.

(4) Minority Group

Minority groups are defined as those ethnic groups that lack full participation in the dominant society.  This description certainly applies to the Portuguese living in Quebec.  One difficulty faced by minority groups is the acculturation process which is accompanied by anxiety and stress as well as brisk changes in behaviour.  Acculturation is achieved to different degrees among the various generations of immigrants (and to a lesser degree among the various members within the same generation) thereby creating different points of reference for each generation.  This generation gap explains why parents and children frequently complain that they feel like they live in two entirely different worlds.  

(5) Generation

As mentioned earlier, generation gaps result from the differing abilities individuals exhibit to adjusting to the host society.  Generally speaking, children adapt more readily than do their parents, resulting in divergent expectations and perceptions of family life.  Principle areas of conflict between parents and children include divergent perceptions each group holds of family projects, appropriate family norms and practices, and acceptable age-based behaviour.  Unaccustomed to having their authority challenged, parents respond to these challenges with increased strictness and parental control, generating ever more inter-generational conflict. 

Parent’s projections and pressures (ex., economic) often incur psychological injuries on their children.  Precisely what they project on their offspring depends upon three elements: (1) what was projected on them (the parents) by prior generations; (2) what was induced in them by prior generations; (3) their responses to this projection and induction.

In every culture “the family” is heavily charged with an ideology that rarely, if ever, coincides with reality.  Even so, members strongly defend the family, regardless of the oppression many endure.  Far from the romanticized image of marriage as a love union, satisfying an individual’s affective needs, many men and women (but particularly the socially disadvantaged) are forced to chose between marriage and a life of poverty.  Marriage provides the opportunity to “pool” much needed resources and minimize expenses.  

Family projects are often imposed on all family members, creating conflicts.  Parents impose expectations on offspring, make them feel indebted and guilty, mystifying their experiences and confusing them over their “dreams” and “realities”.  According to Laing, “kin relations always incarnate a certain degree of psychological injury” – parental love is warm and protective but simultaneously suffocating and destructive”.  Younger members often feel obligated to show their parents gratitude and to sacrifice their own desires for what parents feel is the good of  “the family”.
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The second chapter, a generational profile, introduces the reader to some statistics on Portuguese immigrants in Canada.  Approximately 250 000 Canadian residents claim Portuguese ethnicity.  Of these, 37 165 live in the province of Quebec with a further 176 300 living in Ontario, most of whom live in the city of Toronto.  Most Portuguese immigrants came to Canada between 1955 and 1980.  Over 60% of Portuguese immigrants living in Canada were born in the Azores, with the remaining number originally from Mainland Portugal or the Madeira Islands.  Most had little formal education in their homeland and thus have come to occupy the lower rungs of both the occupational and economic structures.  Men are generally employed as construction workers, janitors and welders while women work as cleaning ladies and textile workers in factories.  

This study deals specifically with the Portuguese community in the city of Montreal (approximately 32 330 individuals).  Although their socio-economic condition has improved significantly since they left Portugal, their status still remains far below the national average.  The Portuguese in Canada display high rates of endogamy and cultural retention while failing to participate in the dominant society’s political, cultural or economic platforms.  

The author then goes on to describe in some detail the methods she used to collect her data on Portuguese families, describing the 35 individuals belonging to three generations who made up her sample.  She speaks of the difficulties experienced in working with three generations of individuals in the same families.  Not surprisingly, the approval of all family members was often difficult to obtain as many Portuguese hold the opinion that “the secrets of marriage are among its most important assets”.  In addition she dedicates some time to explaining the difficulties she experienced as an “insider” (referring to her Portuguese background) on the “outside” (unmarried).
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In the words of the author, the objectives of this chapter are to “contrast and compare the ways in which each generation experiences certain life events and how they react to, influence, and are influenced by other  generation’s life worlds”.  A further aim is to “look at the Portuguese-born subjects’ worlds of experiences before migration, and the socio-economic contexts in which they grew up”.  A closer inspection of how marital and migration projects are consolidated and the role of kin throughout the migratory process is carried out.  

The reader is initially introduced to the migrant’s life prior to emigration.  Generally speaking, these individuals experienced great economic shortage with an obviously negative impact on both their marital life and their relationships with their children.  The choice to migrate, then, was viewed as the best chance for the family.  For most, this was not their first migratory experience.  As children, they had witnessed their fathers move abroad in search of a better life.  Few, however, sent money back to help support their wives and children, and even fewer ever returned.  Abandoned by the head of the household, all remaining family members back home had to work for family survival.  Older children often worked in bakeries, agriculture, or as housekeepers while younger children, not spared economic responsibilities, found work minding cattle and doing errands for friends and neighbours.  This is not to say that intact families had an easier time.  One must recall that such families suffered other hardships including the results of high fertility rates.  Desperate parents resorted to desperate measures which often included placing children in less impoverished households, whether near to or far from their parent’s home.  

Consolidating Projects

Thus, many children grew up, married and had their own children under such dire circumstances.  Their own family lives deteriorated rapidly, in no small part due to their uncertain livelihood.  Migration, then, appeared to be the only way to achieve “idealized” family life.  Yet, migration represented different things to different family members:  For men, migration was an adventure, a means by which to achieve prosperity, to prove personal abilities and character and gain social prestige, mixed with fear of betrayal, and diminished kin ties.  Women, on the other hand, saw migration as a potentially marriage-threatening sacrifice.  Initially left behind by their husbands, these women feared not only abandonment by their husbands but also criticism of their behaviour by fellow villagers in their husband’s absence.  

In terms of their immigration goals, men and women did not differ significantly.  Noivo lists the following as the most commonly mentioned objectives of the migration process: 

· To have a job enabling one to save, acquire a house and live decently,

· To earn money and keep savings so as not to worry about next week’s or next month’s provisions,

· To afford reasonable clothing, furniture, and personal objects,

· To raise a family, to provide an education for offspring,

· To have a standard of living that allows for family outings, occasional holidays in Portugal,

· To see offspring get married, to offer them a “good” wedding ceremony, and to see grandchildren grow up in better living conditions,

· To have a residence in Portugal for holidays, to eventually retire and return to live there.

Although little difference was found between the goals of men and women, a significant difference was fount to exist between the goals of Azorean and Mainland families.  While no Azorean included in this study expressed a desire to return to live in Portugal, or own a home there, all first and second generation Mainlanders professed a keen desire to buy a home in their native village and eventually settle there after retirement.  

Migration and Kin Assistance

In most cases, Portuguese migration to Canada would not have been possible (or at least would have been significantly more difficult) had there not been “kin resource pooling” and non-material assistance.  Migration to Canada required the sponsorship of relatives (most often siblings) or close friends already settled in that country, who were responsible for the economic and social well being of newcomers.  All cases of sibling sponsorship documented in this study resulted in family feuds and, in extreme cases, the dissolution of kin ties.  Sponsorship refusal was also cause for argument.  Those who refused to sponsor relatives were, in the eyes of their relatives back home, betraying the family. 

Many participants complained that migration altered and even shattered family relations.  Prior to leaving, they were poor but at least they were united.  Now that they had achieved some economic success, petty jealousy and individualism marked kin relations.  These rivalries are most pronounced between sponsor and sponsored.  Many felt that sponsors should have been more helpful during the initial adjustment phase.  They were, however, unwilling to incriminate their own brothers or sisters directly.  Rather, the scapegoat of these family feuds was almost always the proverbial “evil” sister-in-law.  Being female, an outsider (that is, biologically unrelated), and less powerful than male relatives, she was an easy target to blame.  Furthermore, pointing her as the cause of family ills is a way to preserve family integrity and ideologies.  

Few, if any, participants maintained ties with the extended family either because ties were severed as a result of a feud, or because they were too busy with their own families and jobs.  As extended family ties diminished, however, study participants concentrated increasingly on their own nuclear families.  Thus, immigrants moved from a traditional communal environment to a nuclear, more individualistic society where strong nuclear relationships meant greater intergenerational ties.  

Immigrant Projects and Family Lifestyles

First generation Portuguese immigrants came to Canada in debt and with few personal belongings.  Many were illiterate and mastered no “useful” or marketable skills.  To earn a living and eventually buy their home most experienced considerable economic hardship and personal deprivation.  The responsibilities of work, which often included two jobs and household chores, left no time for leisure and even less time to spend with their children, who were expected to take care of themselves from a very tender age, often eating dinner alone while parents worked nights.  Older children were responsible for their younger siblings and expected to help out at home, leaving them with little time to do their own homework.

As soon as they were legally old enough, parents pulled their children out of school and put them to work. The money they earned was pooled into the family income and redistributed according to the need of each of its members.  Today, first generation Portuguese flaunt their economic achievements yet remain either unskilled or, at best, semi-skilled, with a family income below the national average.  The relative material affluence they possess today was achieved at a huge personal cost, not only to themselves but their offspring as well.  

Mate Selection and Endogamy

All first generation marriages were so-called love marriages (in Portugal arranged marriages are unheard of), which encourage gender inequality and bourgeois values.  The term ‘love marriage’ implies that couples marry on the basis of mutual attraction and common interests.  However, as most of the older women in this study attested, mate selection was not quite so simple or straightforward.  In conversing with these women it soon became clear that they were far from free to choose love without external motivations.  As young women, they experienced a great deal of pressure from family members to “make the right choice”, a term often synonymous with “the most economically viable choice.”

Most first generation immigrants married someone from their own village prior to moving to Canada.  As parents, they strongly encouraged endogamy. More specifically, they wanted their children to marry someone who is not only Portuguese but from the same region of Portugal as themselves.  In particular, parents from the islands desired their children to marry an Islander while inversely Mainlanders wanted their children to marry someone from the mainland.  Not surprisingly, then, all second generation Portuguese included in this study married other Portuguese-Canadians.  It should be mentioned that second generation Portuguese-Canadians experienced very similar marital situations as their parents, despite improved economic conditions.  Women, it would seem, did not chose their spouse as freely as it might first appear.  When it came to their own children, second generation Portuguese parents want their children to marry individuals from the same ethnic group but, unlike their parents, do not insist that they come from the same region of Portugal.  This is not to say that third generation Portuguese-Canadians are free to chose just any Portuguese-Canadian.  Obvious preferences continue to exist.  In particular, among the most commonly valued traits for a potential spouse stands out job situation.  Thus, economic factors continue to play an important part in the choice of spouse among  second and third generation Portuguese-Canadian women.

The author then turns her attention to the way in which third generation Portuguese consider endogamy.  When questioned on the subject, most said it was a ridiculous concept but often contradicted themselves in later conversations.  Most agreed that it would be easier to marry someone of Portuguese origin as they would be more likely to share common interests and there would be far less problems with parents etc.

In all, the third generation seems to be most likely to challenge established patterns and to feel the ethnic-squeeze.  Furthermore, these individuals socialize a good deal outside their ethnic group, thus contacting with not only the dominant group but other ethnic groups as well.

Thus, endogamy means different things to different generations of Portuguese-Canadians.  For the first generation, the choice of spouse was restricted to one’s own village.  With respect to their children, however, endogamy means marrying a Portuguese immigrant from the same region of Portugal as themselves.  Second generation parents are less specific, insisting only that their children marry either Islanders or Mainlanders, depending upon their own origins.  Finally, the third generation of Portuguese-Canadians claims to reject endogamy altogether, but often contradict themselves, spouting the “advantages of marring within one’s own ethnic group.  Among all groups, however, choice of spouse involves external motivations, particularly one’s economic viability and future prospects.  
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In this chapter Noivo discusses:

(1) the links between emotional politics and economic resource management;

(2) why “actors” link married life with financial gain and social welfare; and

(3) the role of family resource transfer in parental control and emotional manipulation,

First generation Portuguese-Canadian parents were often unskilled and illiterate, earning substantially less than the national average.  And yet, they managed to buy a home and car and maintain a lifestyle that would at first appear to be outside their financial reach.  In addition, the more children they had, the greater their economic gains.  How was this possible?  The answer, as we have already seen, is in the early incorporation of the second generation into the workforce and subsequent family income pooling.  Children were expected to hand over their pay checks, in full, to their father who would later reallocate the money as he saw fit.  Thus, parental control over children was highly advantageous for the family, at least from an economic perspective.  Parents rationalized their behaviour and downplayed the economic benefits gained from the income of their children by stating that it is perfectly normal for children to repay their parents for all the sacrifices they made for them.  However, these second generation children often complained of feeling exploited by their parents, particularly girls who resented not having been given a proper marriage ceremony.  

As a result, second generation children frequently married at an early age and for all the wrong reasons:  they realized early on that to stay at home would mean to lose money.  And so, marriage was seen as a way in which to save money and obtain at least some degree of freedom.

Initially, a child’s request to get married was greeted by parents with a resounding “No!”, as the loss of a family member meant a significant loss of income for an already poor family.  Many parents went so far as to employ strategies to prevent (or at least delay) their children from getting married (including threatening them with family expulsion and physical violence).

Marriage as Economic Gains

Thus, second generation Portuguese-Canadians saw marriage as a way to keep their own money and buy what they wanted while simultaneously emancipating themselves from parental control.  As with their parents before them, these young men and women saw marriage very differently from one another.  For women, marriage was seen as an opportunity to own what they would otherwise never be able to afford: a house, a car, etc.  Their relatively low income forced them to think of marriage in economic terms.  During discussions with the author, they openly admitted to weighing the costs and benefits of living with a man, with an often blatant disregard for the emotional dimension of marriage.  Thus, in the words of the author, these women married with a “hidden agenda”.  Their definition of a “good marriage” was likewise visualized in economic terms and equated with having all their personal earnings spent on the household (ex., groceries and other perishable goods), while their husband’s income was spent on durable goods such as a house and car.  In consequence, all possessions with the possible exception of the house are referred to as “his”.  A woman’s possessions are limited to her personal possessions, namely clothing and jewellery.  

Men likewise see marriage as an economic agreement but on very different terms.  For instance, men fail to recognize both the economic and non-economic (housekeeping and child rearing) contribution of women in the maintenance of the home and family.  Likewise, men and women differ with respect to what they believe constitutes reasonably family household consumption.  Women are expected to maintain attractive and tidy houses, cook well and run the house on a low budget.  When their husbands fail to provide them with enough money, women often resort to public humiliation of their husbands, yet surprisingly, neither question the inequality that exists in the decision-making process.  

Family Transfers and Intergenerational Obligations

Family transfers are defined by Noivo as the “resources people willingly give or pass on to younger members”.  In reality, however, it soon becomes clear that bestowing gifts on the younger generation is far from being a simple act of kindness.  More precisely, family transfers are an exchange or even a type of payment.  

Despite the cultural ideal that children are obliged to provide adequate care for their aging parents, in reality this ideal is often distorted and manipulated, with parents feeling pressured to exchange money and gifts for the attention and emotional care of their children. 

Material and Elderly Care

Today, most first generation Portuguese-Canadians are senior citizens.  Despite their many years in Canada, they remain illiterate and never learned to speak either of that country’s official languages fluently.  As a result, they rely strongly upon the care of their children, whose services are paid for with material gifts (paradoxically, the idea that the elderly must pay for emotional companionship and care is unacceptable to most Portuguese-Canadians).  This is particularly true of fathers who, as a general rule, were far more distant from their children during their upbringing.  These resort to authority and allocate financial resources in an attempt to gain control and increased social recognition.  As a general rule, the first generation is expected to provide the second with a car, furniture, a down payment on a house, etc.  In addition, food, meals, children’s expenses and housework including ironing, laundry, cooking and babysitting etc. were expected, although never seen as a significant contribution.  Thus, the first generation, although elderly, took on the housework of the younger generation.  Clearly overworked, most of these women claimed not to mind performing such arduous tasks, defending that “they are merely doing their duty”.  Very likely, it also gives them a much needed sense of worth and usefulness.  

According to the author, many second generation parents did not wait to be offered parental assistance but rather took it for granted, when they did not actively seek it out, sometimes in the most cunning of ways, including toying with their mother’s self-esteem.  Others approached their parents more aggressively, quite literally demanding their money and/or services.

Psychopolitics of Family Obligations

Yet, demands are by no means one-sided.  In return for the above mentioned services and monetary “gifts”, children are expected to accompany parents on medical appointments, help with the shopping, take care of parent’s banking and household related matters and provide them with the emotional support they need, including regular visits, demonstrations of gratitude and respect as well as seeking and following parental advice.  Parents often order such services from their offspring as if the latter were still young children.  Should they fail to comply, these then face parental withdrawal of money transfers and, in extreme situations, even social exclusion from the family unit.

Thus, intergenerational relationships among Portuguese-Canadians are characterized by mutual exploitation, repression and emotional blackmail.  

Intergenerational Social Mobility

Without a doubt, it is the third generation that has benefited most from intergenerational transfers.  Although parents continue to work long hours, retired grandparents look after them and give them material resources their own children never had.  Nor are they forced by parents to leave school at an early age.  In fact, their parents encourage them to study.  Academically, however, many third generation Portuguese-Canadians have failed miserably, rarely enrolling in post-secondary education.  Second generation parents often blame their children’s failure on the school system and teachers, believing that as parents they can provide little more than “material” support.  Realizing their self-perceived parental shortcomings, however, they recompensate their children with material goods, providing them with a standard of living well above their economic potential.

Even after dropping out of school these youngsters are not expected to contribute to the family economy.  Lacking ambition and direction these poorly skilled individuals are mostly idle and economically inactive.  Incredibly, many blame their seemingly hopeless situation on their parents who, in the words of one young man interviewed by the author, “provided them with the opportunity to become bums”.

Despite the economic advantages the third generation experienced compared to their parents and grandparents, their future economic prospects are nothing if not bleak.  They are, however, surprisingly unaware of this fact, believing instead that their future prospects are good.  Although unskilled, they expect their future jobs to provide them with personal fulfillment, leisure time, and a high consumption rate.  When questioned on the subject most point to their parents who with little money and no skills were able to achieve a relative degree of economic success.  They are, for the most part, entirely unaware of their parent’s lifelong material and personal sacrifices and display a blatant disregard for current trends and demands in the labour market and economy.

The attitudes of their parents are equally alarming.  Rather than make their children realize the dire circumstances in which they are in, those parents questioned on the matter merely shrugged their shoulders stating “they will have to learn the hard way”…
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The primary objective of this chapter is to examine the intergenerational family dynamics within the study group.  The author begins by discussing the differences which exist between a man’s conception of marriage and that of his wife.  While most male participants complained little of marital life, women’s lists of complaints were extensive and included husband’s alcoholism, their own lack of freedom, socio-economic dependency of their husbands etc.  These women often spoke of “hitting reality” early on in their marriage while most men profess not to have lost their marital illusions.  This may be because men hold enough control throughout the marriage to create their own realities, in line with their premarital illusions.  Men and women, then, see married life through very different eyes.  For men, it is a way (perhaps the only way) to achieve manhood.  Women, on the other hand, view marriage as the route to self-realization, social respectability and economic security.  This path is, for them, also fraught with insecurity and a deep sense of helplessness.  Indeed, as we have already seen, women must “choose” between marital life, with all its trappings, and a life of poverty and social exclusion.

The expectations allocated by the Portuguese culture to husband and wife differ significantly.  Men, so it seems, can do very little wrong and women are not demanding of their husbands.  As long as they support the family and do not beat them up continuously a man is considered a “good husband”.  The low standards “imposed” upon these men are propagated from generation to generation by mothers who censure their daughters’ complaints of their own husbands.  Thus, mothers encourage their daughters to marry through the transmission of “family ideals”, but then proceed to criticize them for believing in those very same ideals and fail to understand why they feel unsatisfied with married life.  

The complaints of second generation women are in line with those of the first: lack of physical and emotional companionship, marital disputes over financial matters, men’s lack of communication and their adulterous behaviour.  

Noivo then talks extensively about the subject of adultery.  Within her study group most men openly admitted to such extramarital activity but did not view it as a problem either for their relationship with their wives or for the family in general.  The women in this study were surprisingly tolerant of their husband’s infidelities, believing that adultery is no reason to break up a “perfectly good marriage” (which would, after all, condemn both themselves and their children to a life of destitution and social exclusion). Indeed, it is widely held among the community that the only reasons to leave one’s husband are because of continuous battering or if the latter fails to support his family.

Paradoxically, it is often the husbands who are labelled as the “victims” of adultery, either succumbing to the evils of attractive women or else escaping from a boring wife at home.  Women dismiss their husband’s actions stating that this is just a way for them to have a little “harmless” fun on the side.  In most cases, adultery only becomes dangerous – that is, marriage threatening – if the husband spends excessive amounts of money on his lover, thereby derouting much needed income from the family sphere.  It may seem ridiculous to classify sexual betrayal in economic terms like this, but recall that this opinion is in agreement with these women’s overall view of marriage as a source of economic security.  The psychological pain they endure is entirely ignored.  Interestingly, women rarely blame their husbands for their extra-marital activities, instead placing the blame either on themselves or the proverbial “other woman”.

The third generation, however, is far less willing to accept adultery, perhaps because they are more extensively incorporated within the dominant host society, and thus share many of their views on marital life and what constitutes betrayal.  

However, it should be recalled that close-knit ethnic groups such as the Portuguese display strong family and social control, even among its most “Canadianized” members.  The reader is provided with numerous examples where women who desire a divorce are discouraged to do so through threats of family expulsion, etc.  This sort of reaction shows that within this community there appears to be greater concern for family honour and prestige than for the psychological well-being of its members.  Furthermore, parents tend to blame the victim, distorting their experiences, even making them feel guilty and helpless.  Women are likewise coerced into keeping so-called “private matters private”.  Thus, despite their philandering husbands, it should come as no surprise that divorce rates are so low among the Portuguese community in Canada.  

Family Violence

The author reports alarmingly high rates of spousal abuse among the first generation and virtually all of her second generation female subjects.  According to Noivo, most quarrels were initially centred around financial matters.  Yet within this group no official complaint was filed nor was outside intervention ever sought.  Not wishing to endanger their financial stability women have kept silent.  Fearing the legal consequences of their actions, these men have adopted a number of measures so as to avert social intervention including (1) not yelling so as not to arouse the suspicions of neighbours and (2) calculating the amount of physical injury inflicted, thereby masking “evidence” of violence.  Thus, complicity among family members keeps violence a family secret.  

With respect to child violence, there is a significant change in attitude.  Here, women are just as likely to be the perpetrators of violence as men.  In fact, child spanking is viewed as a necessary part of growing up as long as it is conducted within reasonable limits, although precisely what those limits are no one could say.  Just like with women, children have kept silent for fear of family disintegration or even exclusion.  

Gendered Differences in Rights and Freedoms

Clashes between cultures sooner or later give rise to clashes between generations as the younger generations begin to identify more strongly with the dominant society.  Most commonly, considerable tension between parents and children arises over how much freedom to granted them and differences in freedom allocated to girls and boys (boys, it seems, can do virtually as they please).  Ironically, second generation mothers tend to be more rigid with their offspring than their husbands, despite having themselves complained of their own father’s strictness.  This is likely because mothers are often held responsible for what goes wrong and so try to avoid  potentially “dangerous” situations.  Furthermore, despite having lived the greater part of their lives in Canada, second generation Portuguese-Canadians have held on to their parents’ views on sexuality.  Despite strict measures, many of their single daughters become unexpectedly pregnant in their teens and early twenties.  This, in turn, has been interpreted by parents to mean that even stricter measures are required for their daughters (rather than question the way in which they have educated them).  

Good Intraethnic Marriages

While the marriages of the first generation can be described as conflict-ridden, those of the second generation are characterized by a lack of romance.  Generally speaking, these couples have little or nothing in common.  The third generation, however, vows not to commit the same mistakes as their parents and grandparents.  They voice their intent to merge the positive traits from both cultures, effectively marrying a “good” Portuguese mate with whom to have a “good” Canadian marriage.  Yet, the attitudes and opinions they voiced during interviews were often fraught with contradictions and they seemed to be heading in precisely the same direction as their parents before them.  Thus, this younger generation not only holds delusions about their future personal lives but as we have already seen their conceptions about their future economic lives are likewise fantastical.  

Family Psychopolitics and Intergenerational Ties

Mother-child links are often very strong among these families.  As children grow up and enter adulthood these links by no means diminish but may change in nature.  In fact, the bond between mother and child is a source of life-long, all-powerful control and domination over children, as illustrated in the numerous family examples provided by the author.  

Mothers may use numerous strategies to maintain control over their offspring including blackmail, guilt trips and paternal exclusion.  

Children, on the other hand, are by no means innocent bystanders in this family control game.  Rather, they too play off of their parents’ emotional needs and frailties, fully aware of just how much their parents need them.  

Interestingly, the bond between mother and son is usually stronger than that which exists between mother and daughter.  One explanation for this fact is that sons have more social control within the family unit and thus mothers bind more strongly to them to increase their own social standing, and give them some control over their husbands.  Many of these mothers have gone so far as to separate themselves psychologically from their daughters, subtly supporting their more powerful sons-in-law instead.  

Another explanation for this behaviour on the part of mothers is that they may find in their male offspring what their own husbands have denied them – affection, verbal communication, attention and comfort.  

From the Workplace to the Home: Wounds that Work Overtime

In every family, one’s home life is influenced by one’s professional life.  People wish to feel recognized and respected by their family for what they do.  Most of this study’s subjects, however, did not acknowledge such recognition.  When asked, most wives could not even describe what their husbands did for a living.  They were nonetheless full of praise, no doubt parroting what their husbands told them.

The fact that husband and wife are almost entirely ignorant of each other’s daily activities reflects the fact that couples do not share their professional frustrations.  When questioned about this, most participants responded that home was a place to relax, not talk about work.  But work does influence home life, albeit indirectly.  Rather than verbalize frustrations, parents take them out on each other or worse, on their children.  

As mentioned above, most adult participants of this study felt that their families did not recognize their sacrifices, or their worth, on a professional level.  In fact, spouses would often humiliate them publicly, making fun of each other’s jobs and skills (or lack thereof).  Children, on the other hand, often criticize their parents for accepting and keeping jobs they don’t like.  They treat their parents as inferiors simply because they don’t speak either of the official languages properly (ironically, aside from knowledge of the official language, these third generation children usually don’t hold any more skills than their “inferior” parents).

In response to such harsh criticism, parents, particularly fathers, respond by controlling their children.  Thus, this strict control of family members is a way to compensate one’s lack of social esteem.  

