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A Power versus Powerless 

Theory of Adjustment 

Although this paper is os tens ib l y about by Anne Martin Matthews 
women and migrat ion, at a more funda­
mental level i t is concerned with 
theory, with methods and with data . 
The paper challenges conventional theo­
re t i ca l assumptions regarding migration 
questions cer ta in methodological i s ­
sues concerning the study of women and 
migration and re-examines my own data 
on migrant women. Its purpose is to 
determine what, beyond the veneer of 
conventional theor ies and procedures, 
we can ac tua l l y learn about the ways in 
which women experience the migration 
s i t u a t i o n . In essence th is paper begins 
to answer Dorothy Smith's query as to 
how sociology might look i f i t began 
from the point of view of women's t r a ­
d i t i ona l p lace. (Smith, 1974)(1) 



Theoret ica l Or ientat ions 
To speak in theore t i ca l terms about the 
study of migration is d i f f i c u l t , for 
much of the l i t e r a t u r e s p e c i f i c a l l y on 
geographical mobi1 i ty focuses only on 
the presentat ion of v a r i ab l e s . Rarely 
is the migration process considered in 
terms of a cumulative theory, and most 
research is demographic. (For an ex­
tensive d iscuss ion of var ious o r i e n t a ­
t ions to the study of migrat ion see 
Mart in , 1 9 7 4 : 1 - 4 6 ) . 

Information on "sex d i f f e r e n t i a l s " 
abounds in the migrat ion l i t e r a t u r e . 
For example, there is ample evidence 
that females predominate among short 
journey migrants (Lee, 1969) whi le men 
are more migratory over long distances 
and when the condi t ions at the d e s t i n ­
a t ion are insecure or d i f f i c u l t . 
(Bogue, 1959) Females genera l l y migrate 
at an e a r l i e r age than do males. 
(Sorokin and Zimmerman, 1929) A l s o , 
whi le migration to c i t i e s has usual ly 
meant the se l ec t i on o f a greater propor­
t ion of females than males, ce r ta in i n ­
dus t r i a l c i t i e s notably a t t r ac t more 
males than females, ( ib id . ) Al1 of 
these f indings have been asserted count­
less times. The only other evidence of 
concern for women in migration research 
is in the material on mobi l i t y and men­
tal health where we f ind evidence that 
migrant women experience "mental i l l ­
ness" much more often than men. 
(Malzberg and Lee, 1956 ; Sanua, 1970) 
In l igh t of the research of Chesler 
(1972) and Smith ( 1 9 7 5 ) , however, we 
can only be dubious of such f i nd ings . 

Aside from these studies of sex d i f ­
f e r e n t i a l s , women are seldom evident 
In migration s tud ies . As Lofland 
( 1 9 7 5 : 145) writes concerning urban 
research: 

Despite, or perhaps in part be­
cause o f , the i r omnipresence, 
women remain, by and la rge , merely 
part o f the scene. They are con­
t i n u a l l y perce ived, but rare ly 
perce i ve rs . They are part of the 
fu rn i tu re of the se t t ing through 
which the p lot moves. Essent ia l 
to the set but la rge ly i r re levant 
to the a c t i on . They are s imply , 
there. 

Where women are considered in migration 
l i t e r a t u r e , they are perceived rather 
than perce ive rs ; objects rather than 
subjects ; and analyzed in terms of 
women and migration or women ^ m i g r a ­
t i o n , rather than in terms of how 
women " s ee " migra t ion . (2 ) 

Assumptions commonly made in migrat ion 
research prohib i ted invest igators 
from focusing on the role of women. 
One such assumption is that the unit 
of ana lys is for married persons is the 
fami ly . Despite Bernard's (1972) e v i ­
dence that the same marriage may con­
s t i t u t e d i f f e r en t r e a l i t i e s for each 
spouse, soc i o l og i s t s ( inc luding mi ­
grat ion researchers) tend to assume 
that genera l iza t ions can be appl ied to 
both males and females, i r respec t i ve 
of the i r d i f f e r en t locat ions and 
pos i t i ons . As w e l l , migration re ­
searchers f a l l v i c t im to other f a l ­
lacious assumptions such as the be l i e f s 



that migration for the good of the 
male's job is good for the family as a 
whole and that job satisfaction is the 
same as overall satisfaction with the 
move. As Dienstag (1972: 110) states, 
"The equation—better salary, better 
male job equal happier u s — i s the work 
of male logic." 

Prior to the feminist movement of the 
1970's and Its obvious impact on the 
study of women's role in' migration, 
only passing reference was made to the 
fact that the social lives of women are 
affected by migration far more than 
those of men.(3) In complete contrast 
to the women-as-"there" and women-as-
object approach of previous studies, 
Stella Jones (1973), in a pioneering 
a r t i c l e , focused on geographical mobil­
ity as seen by the wife and mother. She 
found that the majority of migrant 
women perceived themselves as the key 
person in the migration process, in 
establishing the home and making the 
move successful. Despite the volumes 
written on migration, here we find a 
group of women, traditionally only 
"there" as earlier research had told us, 
now claiming to be c r i t i c a l factors in 
the migration process. 

Other investigators provide further 
evidence of female/male differences in 
responses to migration. Weissman and 
Paykel (1972) found that a move neces­
sitated by a job change was usually 
initiated by the husband who viewed it 
quite differently from his wife. While 

the husband would feel like an instiga­
tor, the wife would often perceive her­
self as a helpless victim. As one 
migrant wife stated: 

What was really happening . . . is 
that many women who are forced to 
move because of their husband's 
careers suddenly feel worthless. 
. . . You don't count. You are 
the penniless powerless half of 
the couple. Without control over 
your fate. Utterly diminished. 
Psychologically wiped out. 

(Dienstag, 1972: 110) 
In addition, the wife who remains at 
home does not as such have "credentials" 
which she can bring along to help in­
tegrate her into the new social milieu 
in the way that her employed husband 
does. As Seidenberg (1972;12) writes: 

. . . Unlike his, her credentials 
were specious. . . . She now 
had l i t t l e personal Identity. All 
the parties that she had given, 
a l l of the successful affairs 
that she had arranged were in no 
one's memory. These were a l l 
things that people had to exper­
ience and could not be told about. 
This was now lost. 

The woman also has to bear the burden 
of the whole family's adjustment and 
there is strong evidence that the 
woman often feels and is made to feel 
that there is something wrong within 
herself when she is unhappy with a 
moving situation. Weissman and Paykel 
(1972: 2k) observe that: 

. . . women did not associate 
their depressive symptoms with 



moving, s ince i t is such an 
accepted part o f American l i f e 
that i t is almost taken for 
granted. These women instead i n ­
t e rna l i zed the st resses and 
blamed themselves for the i r 
prob I ems. 

Even that ce lebrated spokeswoman of 
soc ie ta l mores, Ann Landers, suggests 
that the woman who is unhappy with 
migration is somehow s i c k . In response 
to a woman desc r ib ing herse l f as a 
"Gypsy" who always packs the dishes 
"with tears streaming down my face " 
and af f i rms that "making new f r iends 
i s n ' t easy , " a p i t i l e s s Ms. Landers 
responds: 

I say you should go where the 
grapes grow. If your husband's 
job requires you to move—then do 
i t without complaining. . . . The 
trouble is you, dear, and you 
take yourse l f wherever you go. 
Get some counse l l ing and f i nd out 
why you are so b i t t e r and hos­
t i l e . (4) 

From the forego ing , we have evidence 
suggesting that wives and husbands 
have d i f f e r i n g " d e f i n i t i o n s of the 
s i t u a t i o n " of migrat ion. It is c r i t i ­
cal to keep in mind, however, that 
much of the preceding material is a 
recent development wi th in the study of 
migrat ion . At the time that I was 
conducting my own migration research 
in the f a l l and winter of 1972-73 , 
very l i t t l e of th is research was a v a i l ­
able and the migrant wife was s t i l l 
only " t h e r e . " Dorothy Smith ( 1974 :8 ) 

well captures the essence of my dilemma 
at that time when she wr i t es : 

As graduate students learning to 
become s o c i o l o g i s t s , we learn to 
think sociology as i t is taught 
and to prac t i ce i t as i t is 
p rac t i ced . . . . We learn to d i s ­
card our experienced world as a 
source of r e l i a b l e information; 
. . . to conf ine and focus our i n ­
sights within the conceptual 
framework and relevances which are 
given in the d i s c i p l i n e . . . . 
When we wri te a thes is or a paper, 
we learn that the f i r s t thing is 
to latch i t on to the d i s c i p l i n e 
at some po in t . 

This emphasis wi th in socio logy on 
" l a t ch ing on to the d i s c i p l i n e , " prac­
t i c i n g the d i s c i p l i n e as i t is prac ­
t i ced and i n s i s t i n g on the " v e r i f i c a ­
t ion of theory as the ch ie f mandate for 
exce l lent research" (Glaser and 
Strauss, 1967: 2) rendered i t almost 
impossible for me to consider how women 
might d i f f e r e n t l y approach the whole 
problem of migrat ion and adjustment to 
i t . Though Sorokin ( 1959 : 522-523) had 
suggested that "geographic mobi l i ty has 
pos i t i ve and negative c o r o l l a r i e s de­
pending on what meaning the mover as ­
cr ibes to the r e l o c a t i o n , " the idea 
that men and women might have d i f f e ren t 
perspectives on displacement was not 
considered e i ther in the general l i t e r ­
ature or in my own research. 

Methodological Issues 
I began my research (5 )with no expecta-



t ion of f ind ing a d i f f e ren t adjustment 
pattern for males and females. Such a 
pattern was not one which the migra­
t ion l i t e r a tu r e had led me to a n t i c i ­
pate, nor one, qu i te f r ank l y , that I 
had ever considered examining. How­
ever, cont inua l l y as married couples 
were asked, " I f you knew then what 
you know now, would you move a l l over 
again?" husbands answered in the 
a f f i rma t i v e , while women, in the 
presence of the i r husbands, placed con­
d i t i ons on the i r rep l ies or answered 
evas ive ly . Of the seven (out of 90) 
respondents who emphatical ly regretted 
the move,(6)f ive were women. The i r 
responses re f l ec ted concern about 
ch i ld ren growing up in " tough" 
neighbourhoods, marriage problems and 
the l i k e . Moreover, when the husband 
was not present at the time of the 
interv iew, wives were genera l ly more 
inc l ined to e i the r express open d i s ­
s a t i s f a c t i o n or at least to say that 
they had come to be s a t i s f i e d only 
with time. For example: 

My f i r s t impression of Hamilton 
was that i t was f i l l e d with un­
t idy women with squa l l ing chi ldren* 
My f i r s t year here a l l I could 
think was that I hate th is t e r ­
r i b l e , t e r r i b l e p lace. 

I was homesick most of the f i r s t 
two years here, but once I was 
home aga in , and saw my parents and 
fami ly , I was much more calm about 
i t . It sor t of s a t i s f i e d you fo r 
a whi le , anyway. 

Most prevalent , however, was the pat ­

tern where the move had proved s a t i s ­
factory to the extent that i t had 
given the family economic secur i t y but 
at the pr i ce of emotional depression 
and general unhappiness for the mar­
r ied woman. 

My husband w i l l never leave the 
stee l m i l l s . I guess the secur i t y 
of the job is everything now. As 
long as he got s e c u r i t y , he don' t 
care what the work that he does is 
l i k e . Look, here we are a l l these 
years , we got no f r i e n d s , and we 
s t i l l got nothing. . . . I of ten 
wonder what i t would be l i k e i f 
we hadn't moved. 

These unant ic ipated f ind ings emerged 
in the course of the research, but my 
conceptua l iza t ion of migrat ion as a 
group-oriented process proh ib i ted the 
exp lora t ion of these d i f f e r e n t i a l male-
female patterns of adjustment and 
s a t i s f a c t i o n . Rather than examining 
migrants as i n d i v i d u a l s , husbands and 
wives were interviewed as a u n i t , with 
one spouse answering " f o r both of 
them." Few questions even took into 
account the p o s s i b i l i t y that spouses 
might have d i f f e r i n g responses to the 
quest ions . In sp i t e of such obs tac l es , 
d i f f e r i n g patterns of response between 
spouses c l e a r l y emerged. Given the 
magnitude of these obs tac l e s , we might 
reasonably assume that in those cases 
the d iscrepancies between husband and 
wife were p a r t i c u l a r l y strong and that 
they probably a lso were present to a 
lesser degree in cases where they did 
not emerge openly. 



In l i gh t of these f ind ings and the r e ­
cent l i t e r a t u r e h igh l i gh t i ng the d i f f e r ­
ing a t t i tudes of men and women in m i ­
g r a t i on , i t is useful to re-examine the 
data for evidence which might shed f u r ­
ther l i gh t on such d i f f e r ences . In th i s 
re-analys is I am p a r t i c u l a r l y interested 
in determining whether my data support 
Jones' (1973) c la im that female s a t i s ­
f a c t i on with migrat ion processes is 
c l o se l y re lated to t he i r involvement in 
the decision-making and planning stages 
of the move. The framework of re-
ana lys i s may be descr ibed as a "power 
versus powerlessness" theory of migra­
t i o n . 
Re-analysis of the Data: Power versus 

Powerlessness 
The whole issue of the d e f i n i t i o n and 
ope ra t i ona l i za t i on of power has been 
the subject of mult i tudinous s o c i o l o g i ­
cal works. (Cf. Blood and Wolfe, I960; 
Sa l i f i os-Ro thsch i Id , 1969; M i l l e t , 1970; 
G i l l e s p i e , 1972) In my research, women 
and men are def ined as having power to 
the extent that they have contro l over 
the i r fate in var ious l i f e s i t u a t i o n s . 
Power re la t ionsh ips between the sexes 
are re lated both to soc i a l worth and to 
ind iv idua l cont r ibut ions and resources 
in the marriage. For a couple the b a l ­
ance o f power is an issue open to nego­
t i a t i o n between the par tners , wi th in 
l im i t s imposed by the present s o c i o ­
economic system. 

While no studies of migrat ion deal 
s p e c i f i c a l l y with the issue of the b a l ­
ance of power in the re l a t ionsh ip of 

migrant couples , a number of them do 
make obl ique reference to i t and as such 
are relevant to the ana lys is here. 
Jones' (1973) research f ind ings reca l l 
our e a r l i e r reference to the unhappy 
wife as one who often fee ls he r se l f a 
help less v i c t im involved in a move i n ­
s t iga ted by her husband. Jones c l e a r l y 
found that pa r t i c i pa t i on at the p l an ­
ning stage of the move is a measure of 
the extent to which the female migrant 
fee ls she has control over her f a t e . 
This a lso becomes a c r i t i c a l cons ider ­
at ion In the ana lys is of other dimen­
sions of the move. While Jones con­
centrates on the majority of cases in 
which the move was a j o i n t dec i s i on , 
the s i tua t i on of the 42 percent o f the 
sample where the husband and wife did 
not discuss the dec is ion is one I f ind 
even more i n t r i g u i n g . How a wi fe per­
ceives her non-involvement in the 
dec is ion to move has major r am i f i c a ­
t ions for how she w i l l perceive the 
move i t s e l f . 

In my own research there were 24 
couples who were married at the time 
of the move from the area of o r i g i n . 
Of these 2k couples, 12 or 50 percent 
stated that "husband and wife wanted 
equal ly to move." In seven of these 
12 cases , however, the husband answered 
th is quest ion for both spouses and 
could well have been g iv ing his own 
d e f i n i t i o n of the s i t ua t i on when i t 
simply was not co r rec t . In ten of the 
2k cases, or 41.6 percent, the husband 
wanted the move more than the wife and 
in only two cases did the wife want to 



move more than the husband. In these 
l a t t e r two cases the wife had f r iends 
of her own in Hamilton. The words of 
many respondents reveal a general 
tendency for the female to feel almost 
powerless in the dec is ion to move. 

My husband was much more aggres­
s ive about i t . I decided I'd 
better come. 

My wife d idn ' t want to leave, 
r e a l l y , but she eventual ly goes 
along with my ideas. 

My wife wasn't too fussy at f i r s t 
but eventual ly became used to the 
i dea. 

My husband phoned and said he had 
a job here so I had to go. 

My wife wouldn't come un t i l I 
could prove I had enough money. 
Then I sent home for her. 

My husband was going back and 
for th here for so long that he 
eventual ly got things together and 
he d idn ' t want to come home no 
more. He jus t phoned me and said 
he wasn't coming home and what was 
I going to do about It. So I had 
to come up. 

While pa r t i c ipa t i on in the d e c i s i o n ­
making process is c l e a r l y c r i t i c a l to 
the d i scuss ion , there are as well other 
dimensions to the issue of power in the 
re la t ions of migrant couples. When 
Jones c i ted the wife as the key person 
in the move, th is was evidence of the 
w i f e ' s power at least in matters per ­

ta in ing to such t r ad i t i ona l female con­
cerns as house and neighbourhood. In 
my own research, ana lys is of the 
actual strategy of the move reveals 
that for many migrant women, th is power 
or control over the i r move is severely 
diminished. In 15 (63 percent) of the 
2k households, the husbands moved to the 
rece iv ing area before the rest of the i r 
f a m i 1 i e s . ( 7 ) 

The strategy of the move, moreover, 
bears strong re l a t ionsh ip to the power 
s t ructure of the actual dec i s ion to 
move. In the ten cases where the hus­
band most desired the move, e ight or 
80 percent took the ro le of i ns t iga to r 
in terms of the actual move, a r r i v i ng 
in Hamilton before the i r wives and se ­
lec t ing job and res idence. In the 
other two cases , the fami l i es moved 
together, but even th is may not neces­
s a r i l y be construed as ind i ca t i ve of 
greater ega l i t a r i an ism. As one husband 
stated emphatical ly to me, "As I sa id 
to the w i fe , 'When we go, we're going 
together. " ' 

Of the twelve cases where the husband 
and wife reportedly desired equal ly to 
move, s i x fami l i es migrated together; 
in the remainder, the husband moved 
f i r s t , found work and a place to l i v e , 
and then sent for the wife and ch i ld ren . 
What is s i g n i f i c a n t about these f i n d ­
ings is that a l l s ix cases where the 
husband moved f i r s t were the same s ix 
(of the seven) cases where the husband 
answered for both spouses to the e f ­
fect that the dec is ion to move was a 



j o i n t one. Given th is " co inc idence " 
and the non-equal i tar ian nature of 
these moves, one can ce r t a i n l y wonder 
about the equa l i t a r i an nature of 
these dec is ions to move. 

Nevertheless, the wives who would ap ­
pear to su f f e r the most from a sense 
of powerlessness and loss of control 
over t he i r fate would be those eight 
women whose husbands both des i red the 
move more than they and moved before 
them. In these cases, the wives moved 
from a place they had not wanted to 
leave, to a place they had not wanted 
to go, to a home they had never seen. 
(8) 

Another area of in teres t when assess ­
ing power is the nature of the i n t e r ­
ac t ion between husband and w i fe . 
G i l l e s p i e (?971), fo r example, suggests 
that the migrant husband holds more 
power over his wife than the non-
migrant husband, p a r t i a l l y because of 
the w i f e ' s increased i so l a t i on and 
a l so because of her increased depen­
dence on her husband for a va r ie ty of 
serv ices prev ious ly provided by mem­
bers of her extended fami ly . To the 
cont rary , Holter (1972) and Jansen 
(1970) suggest that increased sharing 
and equa1itar ianism occur between 
migrant husbands and wives. Holter 
(1972: 154) maintains that fami l i es 
with looser soc i a l t i e s , such as 
migrant fami1ies : 

. . . cannot count on stand-ins 
in t r ad i t i ona l ro l e s , and husband 
and wife are forced to give up a 

t r ad i t i ona l arrangement and to 
share more than the fami l ies with 
c losekn i t networks. Mob i l i t y 
combined with urban iza t ion , 
which is l i k e l y to produce so ­
c i a l l y i so la ted f am i l i e s , may 
thus develop more equa l i ta r ian 
re la t ions between spouses. 

Jansen a lso observes that the soc ia l 
i s o l a t i on resu l t ing from migration can 
" f o r c e " the husband to stay at home 
more o f t en , to share household duties 
and to reveal more about his job since 
much of the da i l y d iscuss ion w i l l 
centre around th is top i c . 

In cont ras t , the comments made by 
Dienstag (1972) in reference to her own 
re locat ion and the general observations 
of my own respondents presented no e v i ­
dence of a greater sharing of work loads 
of the spouses as a resu l t of migrat ion. 
Even should th is be the case, Goode 
(1963) suggests that the greater f l e x i ­
b i l i t y of the sexual d i v i s i o n of labour 
is not necessar i l y an ind ica t ion of 
ega l i t a r i an i sm in the r e l a t i onsh ip . 

Even when the husband performs the 
household chores, his p a r t i c i p a ­
t ion means that he gains power--
the household becoming a further 
domain for the exerc ise of pre ­
rogatives for making dec i s ions . 
(Goode, 1963: 70) 

A considerat ion of k inship t ies as a 
source of power for the migrant wi fe (9 ) 
also enables us to assess her sense of 
power versus powerlessness in the migra-



t ion exper ience. As implied above by 
G i l l e s p i e , Holter and Jansen, the 
presence of kin in the rece iv ing area 
is c r i t i c a l to the migrant wife in de­
termining the nature of her r e l a t i o n ­
ship with her spouse. Tal lman's (1969) 
work on migrant women further suggests 
that th is is pa r t i cu l a r l y true for 
working c lass wives. As f indings of 
Rainwater et_ a_I_. (1962) and Komarovsky 
(1967) suggest, among the working c lass 
soc ia l and psychologica l support eman­
ates not from marriage partners but 
from same-sex f r iends and kin who form 
long-standing, t ight-kn i t soc ia l net ­
works. It is not surpr i s ing then that 
the presence of kin and f r iends in the 
new home community is important. It 
not only provides a meaningful soc ia l 
network but gives the wife a sense of 
cont inu i ty and a group of people to 
leg i t imate her i den t i t y . 

In my e a r l i e r study I was struck by the 
high proportion of the respondents who 
had kin and f r i endsh ip t i es in the i r 
new community. When re-analyzing th is 
f i n d i n g , however, I discovered that 
for over ha l f the migrant wives these 
contacts were the i r husband's f r iends 
and re la t i ves (see Table I). While 
simply having "someone" in the rece i v ­
ing area is presumably of help to the 
recently a r r i ved w i f e , the presence of 
husband's kin and f r iends would not be 
as important as her own kin in e i ther 
maintaining a migrant woman's ident i ty 
or providing her with a power base. 

From the e a r l i e r d iscuss ion we observed 
that the women most l i k e l y to su f fe r 
greatest powerlessness would be those 
whose husbands wanted to move and 
who came on ahead, acquired a job 
and accommodation and then sent for 
t he i r wives. Of in terest here is how 
these women in pa r t i cu l a r fared with 
respect to having re l a t i ves or f r iends 
of the i r own in the rece iv ing area. On 
th i s dimension as w e l l , such women 
would score very low on a power-
powerlessness continuum. Of the eight 
women in th is category, only in two 
cases did the wife as well as the hus­
band have f r iends or kin in Hamilton 
before the move.(10) In four cases 
only the husband had re l a t i ves or 
f r iends a lready in Hamilton and in the 
remaining two of the cases nei ther 
spouse had contacts . In these two 
l a t t e r cases, the husband would s t i l l 
presumably be in a more powerful pos­
i t i on than the wife as he was the one 
who a lone , and without the w i fe ' s con­
s u l t a t i o n , se lected a job and a place 
for the family to l i v e . 

In summary, s ix of the wives in my 
sample were almost t o t a l l y powerless 
in terms of my d e f i n i t i o n . They had 
no inf luence on the dec is ion to move 
or on the process of migrat ion and they 
a l so had no kin or f r iends of the i r own 
in the i r new community. Eight others 
moved without the " ausp i ces " of k i n ­
ship although they did have varying 
degrees of p a r t i c i p a t i o n in the move. 



TABLE I 

Presence of Own Relat ives or Friends In Hamilton 

At Time of Migrat ion 

Married Males* Married Females* Total 

Re lat ives/Fr iends 17 11 28 
of own present 

No Re lat ives/Fr iends 8 14 22 
of own present 

TOTAL 25 25 5 0 * * 

* When a married respondent moves she/he may "know" someone in the rece iv ing 
area who are the i r spouse's r e l a t i ves or f r i ends . However, th is table 
presents data on those persons whom the respondents defined as the i r own 
f r i ends. 

* * This tota l d i f f e r s from that contained in the d iscuss ion on page 157- This 
is because that information pertained to couples married at the time of 
leaving the area-of-or ig in . However, some migrants married between the 
time they departed f rom the area-of-or ig in and eventual ly a r r i ved in 
Hami1 ton. 

It is i n te res t ing to observe the extent 
of s a t i s f a c t i o n with the move expressed 
by these women. Two of these "power­
l e s s " women were the only ones in the 
en t i re sample who stated that they did 
not l i ke l i v i n g in Hamilton. Two of 
the other powerless wives stated that 
they l iked l i v i n g in Hamilton but with 
these q u a l i f i c a t i o n s : 

I d i d n ' t l i k e i t at a l l at f i r s t , 

but I'm gett ing used to i t now 
[three years a f t e r the move]. I 
used to be so lone ly , but now I'm 

get t ing to know people. 

Yes, Hamilton's okay, but I get 
awful homesick around Christmas, 
i f the boys were married I'd love 
to go home for Christmas. 



E a r l i e r , I noted that f i v e female r es ­
pondents emphatical ly regretted the 
move. Of these, two were among the s ix 
women I have described as almost 
t o t a l l y powerless in the i r own percep­
t ion of the migration s i t u a t i o n . In 
thei r words: 

It was the worst mistake I ever 
made. A l l I do is worry about the 
ch i l d r en . 

I shouldn ' t have come, tha t ' s 
where I made my big mistake. I 
know I was happy before I came 
here, and everything has gone 
wrong s ince . My husband used to 
make $49.00 a week when we l ived 
in Newfoundland, and that jus t 
wasn't enough to keep the family 
going on. Now he makes $ 160 a 
week here. But he s tar ted to 
d r ink , and go out every night to 
the hotels and bars , and everything 
star ted to go wrong. We've been 
here s ix years and we've been sep­
arated s ix t imes. I never even 
heard of anyone get t ing divorced 
un t i l I came here. Everyone does 
i t here. 

One s i g n i f i c a n t f ind ing that emerged 
out of th i s re-analysis was that the 
other three women who emphatical ly re ­
gretted the move were a l l s ing le at the 
time of the i r move. Since one would 
presume that they would have some power 
over the i r future at th is po in t , I was 
curious to ascer ta in why they had moved 
to Hamilton and in what ways the move 
had f a i l e d to f u l f i l the i r expectat ions. 

My re-analys is y ie lded the resu l ts 
presented in Table II. 

The most frequent motivat ion to move 
among s ing le females was "Personal and 
Family Reasons." S i g n i f i c a n t l y , two-
th i rds of these stated that they moved 
for the expressed purpose of "ge t t ing 
mar r i ed . " In every one of these s ix 
cases, the f iances of these women had 
moved to Hamilton, found a job and a 
place fo r them to l i v e and then "sent 
home" for them to come up and get mar­
r i e d . Although we might assume that 
these women had more control over the 
dec is ion of whether or not to move 
than married women with several 
c h i l d r e n , some of them seem to have 
been j u s t as powerless. In f a c t , 
these s ix respondents included the 
remaining three women who vehemently 
regretted the move. 

If I had my time over , I would 
have stayed in Newfoundland. I 
hate up here. There 's nothing 
here for me. People don' t know 
how to be f r i e n d l y . They don ' t 
have any respect fo r people here 
l i ke in my home town. I w i l l 
never stay in th i s God-forsaken 
bloody ho le . 

We l l , Fred was up here and I was 
alone down there. . . . But I get 
so homesick. Hamilton w i l l never 
be home to me. I know I should 
have stayed home where I would 
have been happy. 

A f i na l f ac to r of relevance in any d is-



T a b l e I I 

U n m a r r i e d M i g r a n t s M o t i v a t i o n s f o r Mov ing t o 
Hami1 ton 

M o t i v a t i o n s f o r Mov ing S i n g l e Fema le* S i n g l e Ma le T o t a l 

Work r e l a t e d ( e . g . f i n a n ­
c i a l , d i s l i k e o f j o b ) 6 12 18 

P e r s o n a l and F a m i l y Reasons 9 2 11 

T r a v e l and A d v e n t u r e 5 2 7 

Wo r l d War - 1 1 

S t y l e o f L i f e 1 2 3 

TOTAL 21 19 40 

* A l s o i n c l u d e s one widowed r e s p o n d e n t who moved a l o n e . 

c u s s i o n o f power v e r s u s power 1essness 
i s t h e e conomic s o u r c e s o f power f o r 
husband and w i f e . ( 1 1 ) In t h e m a r i t a l 
s t r u g g l e f o r power G i l l e s p i e n o t e s : 

Not s u r p r i s i n g l y the w i f e ' s p a r ­
t i c i p a t i o n i n the work f o r c e i s an 
i m p o r t a n t v a r i a b l e . Women who 
work have more power v i s - a - v i s 
t h e i r husbands than do non-
w o r k i n g w i v e s . ( G i l l e s p i e , 1972 : 

135) 

One p a r t i c u l a r l y s t r i k i n g f e a t u r e o f 
t h i s r e s e a r c h was t h e c o m p l e t e de-

emphas is o f the work r o l e by bo th 
s i n g l e and m a r r i e d f e m a l e m i g r a n t s . 
T h i s i s b e s t e x p l a i n e d i n terms o f t h e 
a t t i t u d e toward women's l a b o u r f o r c e 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n among members o f t h i s 
t r a d i t i o n a l , f a m i l y - o r i e n t e d m i g r a n t 
g r o u p . On l y seven (12 .3 p e r c e n t ) o f 
t he 57 w i v e s worked f o r wages o u t s i d e 
the home. Of t h e s e o n l y o n e , a h a i r ­
d r e s s e r , was employed f u l l - t i m e , w h i l e 
the o t h e r s had such p a r t - t i m e j o b s as 
v a r i e t y s t o r e and s u p e r m a r k e t c l e r k s , 
c l e a n i n g s t a f f and t y p i s t s . ( 1 2 ) In 
f a c t , t he m a j o r i t y o f t h e r e s p o n d e n t s 



disapproved of women working. "You'd 
be a poor person before your wife would 
go out to work in Newfoundland." One 
woman, who works only part of the year, 
expla i ned: 

My husband wouldn't allow me to 
work down home. But he got used 
to me working up here because a l l 
women work. But now that I've been 
o f f a l l winter , he doesn' t want me 
to go back this summer. I t 's 
rea l l y not the way—for women to 
work in Newfie. 

Such a t t i tudes toward women and work are 
hardly ind ica t i ve of the greater ega l i -
tar ianism in marriage of migrants, as 
e a r l i e r suggested by Jansen and Hol ter . 
They r e f l e c t instead the fundamental 
powerlessness of those migrant women, 
as non-employed "personal dependents, 
defined as persons who are economical ly , 
s o c i a l l y and/or l ega l l y t i ed to another 
person who has author i ty over them." 
( E i ch le r , 1973: 52) 

Summary 

In summary then, the ana lys is of the 
data suggests the v i a b i l i t y of a theory 
of power versus powerlessness to ac ­
count for d i f f e r i n g perceptions of mi ­
grat ion between husband and wi fe . 
C lear ly such a theory would require 
greater substant ia t ion than I have been 
able to provide here. But the analys is 
of my data indicates that i t has u t i l ­
i t y . Furthermore, such a theory en­
ables us to focus on migration as seen 
through the eyes of women. As Hochs-
ch i l d ( 1975 : 296) states "powerful and 

powerless people l i v e in d i f f e r en t 
emotional as wel l as soc i a l and 
physical wo r lds . " The theory o f power 
versus powerlessness does not suggest 
any assumption on my part that powerful 
women would be qu i te happy with r e l o ­
ca t i on . (13) It does contend that the 
greater the power of a wife in the de­
c i s i on to migrate and in the strategy 
of the move, the more she is l i k e l y to 
be able to cope with the inev i t ab le 
soc ia l d i s rupt ion created by the 
move.(14) 

NOTES 

1. A slightly different version of this paper Is published under the t i t l e : 
"The Case of the Migrant Wife: Looking at the World from the Underdog 

Perspective" In the Occasional Papers of the McHaster Sociology of Women 
Programme, vol. I, no. I edited by Marylee Stephenson. McHaster University 
Press, Spring, 1977. 

2. The sociological treatment of women as object rather than subject was sug­
gested to me In a talk on a "Sociology for Women" given by Dorothy Smith at 
McHaster University, April 7, 1976. This was reiterated by Hargrlt Eichler 
In her reference to sociology's focus on women " i n " and women "and" re­
search, in a session on Women's Studies at the annual meetings of the Can­
adian Association of Sociology and Anthropology, in Quebec, P.Q., on Hay 

3. One early observer of this phenomenon was Herbert J . Gans, who refers to 
the plight of migrant women as the "female Malaise." (1967: 226) 

A. Hy thanks to Margaret Denton, Dept. of Sociology, McHaster University, for 
providing me with this clipping. 

5. The research reported In this study was carried out on 60 families of mi­
grants from Newfoundland to the city of Hamilton, Ontario. In a l l , 90 
migrant Newfoundlanders were contacted; 6̂ women and it

1

! men. Since the ob­
ject of the study was not to determine adaptation to the move, but rather 
the degree to which the migrants had established a community (at both the 
formal and Informal levels) In Hamilton, there was no necessity to limit 
contact only to those migrants who had recently arrived In Hamilton. Thus, 
the mean average duration of residence in Hamilton of this group was 18 
years, a c r i t i c a l factor to consider in any discussion of their attitudes 
toward migration. 

6. A larger number, of course, expressed dissatisfaction with the move, and 
would do things differently i f given the opportunity again. These seven 
respondents, however, would definitely never have moved had they been able 
to foresee its consequences. 

7. In eight of the remaining nine families, both spouses and children moved 
together. In one family the wife came before her husband, acquired a job, 
found accommodation and then phoned her husband. 

8. Of course. In the situation of migration it Is Important to realize that 
the husband has the ultimate decision-making powers. As Gillespie notes, 
"The husband has the right to decide where the family will l i v e . If she 
refuses, he can charge her with desertion." (1972: 130) However, Gillespie 
makes the caveat that legality Is not necessarily a basis for decision­
making; It merely reflects the position of society as to how the power is 
to be distributed when such distributions are contested in the courts. 
(Ibid.: |i)7f) Nevertheless, knowing thatone has such legal rights with re­
gard to these issues certainly should enhance one's perception of powerful-
ness In reference to them. 

I6*i 



9. At the annual meetings of the Canadian Association of Sociology and Anthro­
pology In Quebec, P.O.., on Hay 28th, 1976, in a session on Women's Studies, 
Linda Moffat suggested that the extended family might as well be perceived 
as a source of power for women In traditional societies and certain sec­
tors of modern society. While I was aware of findings to this effect In 
the general literature, the context In which tier comments were made, and 
the ensuing discussion provided the catalyst for-much of my discussion 
here. 

10. Even those women who do have kin and friends In the receiving area may s t i l l 
be dependant on their husbands In maintaining Interaction with their net­
works. As Schwarzweller e t _ a l . observe, the working class migrant wife In 
the urban area may be especially disadvantaged In this way. They relate 
the wife's situational Isolation from kin and its cushioning mechanisms to 
the husband's decision making powers as follows: 

In a typical . . . migrant family, i t is the husband, not the wife, 
who makes the decision to v i s i t , . . . and it Is the husband, not the 
wife, who drives the car and decides where to go on a Sunday afternoon. 

(Schwarzwel ler e £ aK , 1971: 180) 
Although I do not have specific data on this in my own research, the com­
ments made by the respondents conveyed an Impression of the wife having 
some control over the maintenance of ties with kin and friends. To the ex­
tent that these Impressions are accurate, at least some of the women may 
have more power in this sphere than Schwarzweller et a l . suggest. 

11. Smith (1973) observes that any economic circumstances which remove a woman 
from the relation of direct dependence upon an Individual man, directly 
weaken the basis of the relation. Eichler (1973) further argues that power 
relationships between spouses are fundamentally different for employed 
women with statuses Independent of their husbands as compared with non-
employed women whose status Is derived from their husbands. 

12. Only three of the families said that the wife worked for a specific economic 
purpose. "We figure Its the only way we'll ever be able to afford a house." 
In the other four cases the wives stated that they preferred to work as It 
got them out of the house and "gives me pin money." They also Implied that 
It relieved the tedium of a household where the children were grown. This 
view lends support to Mitchell's contention that, 

. . . Women's work Is seen so often, not In economic terms at a l l , but 
In psychological; what she needs ("It's good for her to get out a 
b i t " ) , what she can manage, and soon. (Mitchell, 1971: 139) 

The literature also suggests that working promotes adaptation to the new 
environment in that It would balance power relationships between spouses 
(Smith, 1973; Gillespie, 1972), and take the wlfe out of the isolatIon of 
the home. In this case, however, the one full-time employed respondent, who 
came to Hamilton to be married, was one of the most outspoken respondents 
in terms of her regret of the move and her conviction that she would never 
stay. 

13. William H. Whyte (1962) does suggest this In his presentation of wives who 
"revet" In the process of moving and who appear to align themselves with 
the corporation In pressuring husbands to move at the bidding of their 
employers. 

14. For my own purposes, the power versus powerlessness approach to migration 
Is of maximum u t i l i t y In Its striking compatibility with my symbolic in-
teractlonist-phenomenological orientation. From this perspective, one may 
conceptualize migration as Inherently an example of what Berger and Luck-
mann term the "dlsconfIrmatlon of subjective and objective real i t y . " (1967: 
152) Such a view naturally extends to yet another: that Identity, too, 

is thrown into jeopardy by the moving process.(Ibid.: 173-174) The same 
kin (significant others) whom we found to be crucial for the balance of 
power In the relationship between migrant spouses, also play a c r i t i c a l 
role in the maintenance of subjective reality, and for the "ongoing con­
firmation of that crucial element of reality we call Identity." (Ibid.) 
The assumption, that the process of migration Is Inherently an example 
of what Berger and Luckmann term "the disconfirmation of subjective and ob­
jective reality" (Ibid.), and following from this, of Identity transforma­
tion i f the basis of ray doctoral dissertation, Social Change and the Social 
Re-Construction of Reality: Adjustment of the Migrant Wife, now In pro­
gress. To what extent the powerlessness of the migrant woman relates to 
the c r i t i c a l processes of reality re-constructlon and maintenance awaits 
further Investigation, but the possibilities are fascinating. 
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