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Chapter viii

Correlate Asymmetries:

Gender, Class and Ethnicity

Social differences marked by gender, by ethnicity and by socio-economic class are profoundly interrelated and mutually interdependent phenomena.  These three factors of differentiation interrelate at each moment in history and evolve in correlation.  All three of them involve asymmetries of power (in the broad sense of the term) and as such constitute fields of dynamic tension.  

The relation between these fields often compounds the asymmetries, giving rise to discordant identitary pulls on the part of social subjects.  Thus, people are prone to feel torn between their different belongings.  This may well lead to internal crises so profound as to hinder the person’s participation in normal daily living.  Such situations can be deeply traumatic, initiating dynamic processes of repression and resolution both at a personal and at a group level.


In this chapter I will focus on relations of parenthood and cohabitation (matrimonial contexts) that cross over the boundaries between the principal ethnic groups in Macao – the Chinese, the Macanese, and the Portuguese.  The expression “matrimonial context” is intended to cover situations of cohabitation of sufficient duration to permit the raising of children.
  It includes wedded couples, common law marriages (uniões de facto, in Portuguese), longterm situations of concubinage, and situations of cohabitation and co-parenthood that may involve little more than a master-servant bond.  The argument will concern itself with the identitary problems facing the Macanese Eurasian community during the colonial period (1849-1967).  Finally, we will outline the changes in marriage patterns that occurred in the post-colonial period (1967-1987) and that prepared the way for the transition period (1987-1999).  It will be shown that the changes that took place involved correlations between the asymmetries in gender, ethnicity and class.

The matrimonial context of production

During the colonial period, when ethnic relations were marked by greater mutual exclusiveness than today and were traced over class boundaries, the children of people with different ethnic belongings were obliged to make identitary options that often involved traumatic experiences.  Such traumas marked the person’s and the group’s identity so deeply that they did not simply disappear once the conflict itself was resolved.  Rather, they acted as a dynamic springboard for corrective identitary action – “feelings” that functioned as “driving forces”.  This is particularly the case since these traumatic wounds were often transmitted to the children in the form of continued identities.

In order to give the reader a sense of the personal dimension of such traumatic experiences, I have decided to transcribe a short work of fiction.  Its Macanese author, Deolinda da Conceição, died prematurely in 1957, one year after her book Cheong-Sam (A Cabaia) was published in Lisbon (1987a [1956]).  The book is a collection of short stories that she had published in a Portuguese language newspaper of Macao (Notícias de Macau) for which she worked throughout the 1950s.  In spite of the relative naïveté of her style, the work deserves a reading by anyone interested in the position of women in wartime China.  It is fair to assume that she consciously wrote these texts in such a way as to cover the gamut of tragic possibilities that confronted the women of her times.  Having returned to her native Macao as a war-time refugee from Japanese occupied Shanghai and from a broken marriage, with children born of two different men – at a period of deep moral conservatism in Portugal – she was no stranger to tragedy in spite of her personal strength and beauty (cf. Conceição 1987b).

Alms-giving

The crowd was thick on the small pier.  People were restless and impatient, longing to put an end to a duty that etiquette imposed, but that was so disagreeable, as one was only there because it did not look proper to be absent.


The hour of departure approached and the young man began to say goodbye.  He was a student who was leaving his birthplace in order to continue his studies in a distant land, where he would meet his father’s family. 


His eyes scanned a crowd that seemed larger than it was due to the small size of the pontoon to which the boat was moored.  He saw his colleagues, some of his teachers and the few friends his father managed to collect.  His face dropped at the sight of people whom he knew to be there for interest sake and not as a mark of true friendship.  He felt vilified by this slighting of his dignity as a man.  He had felt wounded ever since, as a child, he noticed that there was a difference between himself and his companions.  This feeling had been the driving force behind his capacity to spend so many long hours tethered to his books.  He had abdicated from what was due to him as a child, in order to make real the dream that he held so dear of managing to free himself from his humiliating circumstances.


His soul was wounded by the injustice of destiny.  Why did he have to be born under such circumstances?  Why did Nature endow him with such uncommon intelligence, only to make him all the more conscious of his sad fate?  So many times he had asked himself whether he would be able to escape the environment that depressed him!  Would he manage to flee from under the shadow that oppressed him, the shameful shadow of bastardy?  In fact ... he felt it was not his own fault.  So he suffered with such anger that it shook his inner self.  

His father, he knew only too well, had left distant old Europe disillusioned with life.  Embittered and desperate, the father came to this corner of China in order to bury his pain or even worse, who knows, his humiliation.  His mother was a poor Chinese woman, ignorant and barefooted, without the merest hint of education, whom his father had brought home one evening.  She remained there to that day in a kind of uncertain condition.  No one knew very well whether she was a servant or a kind of wife unprotected by matrimony.  Yet he knew she was his mother – the mother he loved in his heart but of whom he felt so ashamed in society; a mother with whom he should not be seen in public.  She did not understand him at all but it was her that raised him, breastfed him, hit him in moments of unrepressed anger.  Her boorishness had freed her to vent out her annoyance with his childish misdeeds at the top of her voice.


Father hardly talked to her as he barely understood her language.  The student, however, had been obliged to learn to speak both languages fluently in order to talk to both of them.  Never had they gone out together, never had they shared a stroll.  They had never been seen exchanging opinions concerning their life together.  Ever since he could remember, he had been a witness to father giving orders and mother obligingly complying.  At table, she ate with chopsticks from her bowl, whilst he and his father ate with fork and knife.  Christmas or other such like festivities simply made no sense at home.  When he got sick, father took him to a European doctor.  Mother, in turn, carried him out to the healer.  Of course, this was always followed by a string of recriminations and a scene.  All he could do was try to calm down father’s anger at her, whilst explaining to her why father thought that a doctor was the thing.  He would grumpily hear out their mutual complaints, which left him in intimate despair.


Why had he been born this way?  Why him?  Why?


The hugs of his friends left his eyes dry.  He thanked them for their good wishes but, whilst holding their hands, he knew they had not gone there out of genuine friendship.  He felt dizzy but controlled himself.  Soon enough he would be free of this entire repugnant atmosphere.

His father opened out his arms and he allowed himself to be shaken by a hug that he was not able to reciprocate.  He hated himself then, but how could he be to blame for what took place in his heart?  This man was indeed his father – the father who, in spite of his vulgarity, had always heaped him with affection.  The father who, in his equivocal language, had always showered on him so much love – as if to compensate for the sadness of his fate.


He would have liked to feel proud of a man that had always unswervingly endeavoured to remove any hindrance from his path.  But all he felt was compassion.  After all, it was this man who should be held responsible for his hateful life, his ignoble condition.


His soul was burning with hunger for affection.  He hungered to be able to embrace his father and mother.  Only, as it happened, these two creatures would never have been the parents he would have chosen for himself.  They just could not satisfy the desire that burned within him from the day when, as a child, he had asked himself why his parents were so different from those of the other children.  Now, he knew he would soon free himself from all that.  He would be able to walk past his new friends and companions without having to withstand the inquisitive gaze of those that searched his face for evidence of the stigma of his origins.


He worked hard at his studies; he closed off his ears to the cruel words, so that he might now conquer for himself the good name that he had not inherited.  He would achieve that aura of dignity, which had always been denied to him, and he would touch shoulders with others, feeling newly cleansed.


He had asked his mother not to come to the pier.  He had said goodbye with a broken heart, as he knew he would never see her again.  But, at the same time, he had agonised over her ample gestures, all that crying and snorting – all those theatrics of emotion that were so characteristic of her position.  He watched her as she cleaned her eyes with her cheong-sam.
  Once again he observed how grotesque and ungainly her posture was.  Half grieving, half relieved – he just run away.


Distractedly he carried out the task of shaking everyone’s hand, as he heard a colleague commenting that it was time to get into the boat.  Suddenly, he was stopped short as if he had received a blow.  Crying aloud, a Chinese woman was trying to get to him through the crowd.  Her dishevelled clothing and her loud laments were an undeniable mark of her lowly class.  This was obviously a working woman, or at least one who had once been, as the ageing in her face clearly indicated that she was past hard labour.


The face of the young student suddenly became pale and severe.  He searched for his father with his eyes, only to discover that he had quickly turned away, incapable of dealing with such a situation.


When the woman finally reached him, before she fully expressed her lamentations, he put his fingers into his waistcoat pocket, took out a coin and placed it into the hands that reached out to him, as in prayer before his eyes.  Then, trembling nervously, he turned round and mounted the gangway with feverish steps.


On the pier, with her eyes wide open with craziness, the woman repeated amidst her convulsive crying: “He gave me alms, he gave me alms in exchange for the life I gave him!” (Conceição 1987a: 51-59)
​​

 The story of the Macanese student who rejects his own mother out of despair about his Eurasian condition makes little sense to the Macanese students of today (cf. Pina-Cabral and Lourenço 1993a: 104-113).  By the time I arrived in the city in the early 1990s, there was little to be gained from claiming that one was Portuguese or denying that one was Chinese.   But this was not the case fifty years earlier.  

Marriage patterns have changed drastically; ethnic relations lost their aggressive edge; class discrimination become less blatant; utter poverty less prevalent.  When this story was written, ethnic, gender and class prejudices were more violent.  Things changed in such a way that, by the 1990s, the feelings and actions of the story’s characters had come to seem puzzling.


The student in the story saw himself obliged to ignore his mother in public.  This is an act that, even then, would have seemed hideous to anyone.  The detail of the coin, of course, might be considered fictional exaggeration.  Nevertheless, I insist, the plot is grounded on verisimilitude, as was confirmed by the older informants with whom I discussed it.  They all argued that such a situation could well have occurred at mid-century.  I was personally told of people that, to this day, continued to hide the fact that their mothers had been lower-class Chinese women – often even tanka (fishing folk) women who had relations with Portuguese sailors and soldiers.


Henrique de Senna Fernandes, another Macanese author, writes a short story of a tanka girl who has an affair with a Portuguese sailor.  In the end, the man returns to his native country and takes their little girl with him, leaving the mother abandoned and broken-hearted.  As her sailorman picks up the child, A-Chan’s words are: “Cuidadinho ... cuidadinho” (“Careful ... careful”).  She resigns herself to her fate, much as she may never have recovered from the blow (1978).  

Now, it may be claimed that such an ending is a product of the male-orientation of the author.  My conviction, however, based on interviews with him and with older Macanese people who lived during this period, is that there is verisimilitude in this story too.  They claim that the mother would have believed that her child would have a life of incomparably greater ease as an European in Portugal that as a lower class Chinese woman in Macao.

When dealing with a community such as that of the Macanese – the result of centuries of interaction between two deeply differentiated worlds
 – we have to be clear about the processes that allow for the reproduction across generations of the group’s identity.  The tragedy of being a Eurasian during the heyday of colonialism should not be forgotten (cf. Spitzer 1989), even today, when it has become possible to trace a Eurasian ancestry as a claim to prestige (cf. Hall 1992).

A community such as that of the Macanese had two distinct points of entry.  On the one hand, there were matrimonial contexts of reproduction.  These occurred when two members of the community married each other and produced children that were born within the community.  During the colonial period, the close identification with Portugueseness meant that marrying a Portuguese person in Macao was a way of reproducing community belonging and ought to be seen as a type of matrimonial context of reproduction. 

On the other hand, there were matrimonial contexts of production.  These were situations where a Macanese or a Portuguese person married an Asian person.  In the vast majority of cases, their children were brought up as Macanese – that is, Catholics and Portuguese citizens, bearing a Portuguese name.  Such people were fully entitled to be considered Macanese and Portuguese.  They were, however, often subject to internal forms of discrimination – they were members of the group, but laboured under a kind of diminished condition.

Let us return to a comment that Deolinda puts in the mouth of her character.  At a stage, he asks himself whether he would “manage to flee from under [...] the shameful shadow of bastardy”.  Technically speaking, however, he is not a “bastard”.  His father and his mother fully recognise him and do so publicly, to his grief.  What the sentence implies is that he does not recognise them – that is, he feels his historical insertion into a legitimate continued identity has been severed. In denying his mother’s heritage, he makes himself a bastard, even although he was not born one.  But he did so not of his own volition, and contrary to his own deep-seated drives.  He did so because he had no alternative in a world where there was no identitary middle-ground between being Chinese and being European (even although being a “Portuguese half-caste” was a diminished condition of Europeanness in colonial Hong Kong, where so many Macanese eventually found a livelihood).

The asymmetry in inter-ethnic sexual relations

Deolinda’s short stories are an outlet for her revolt against the condition of women in wartime China.  Furthermore, a number of them demonstrate how in situations of inter-ethnic misunderstanding the main victim was always the Chinese woman.  She uses her fiction to reveal in an almost pedagogic fashion that, at that time, inter-ethnic sexual relations were essentially asymmetric.


In fact, in those days, the matrimonial context of production was usually constituted by Chinese women of low socio-economic status who married or were concubines of Portuguese or Macanese men.  Very rarely did Chinese women of higher status accept to marry a Westerner.  As Deolinda argues in one of her short stories,
 should they have wanted to do so out of romantic infatuation, they would not be allowed to.  In the family histories I compiled, I did not come across any cases that broke this rule.  In turn, it was only in the 1980s that Macanese or Portuguese women began to marry men who defined themselves ethnically as Chinese.

In fact, even situations of ambiguity reveal, on closer inspection, this general tendency.  For example, a prestigious Macanese family, one of whose daughters is married to one of the principle figures of the Territory, originates in an interesting series of events.  In this case, a Portuguese lawyer, at the turn of the twentieth century, helped a wealthy Chinese man to solve a legal wrangle.  As payment for his services, the wealthy man gave him an exceptionally beautiful adopted daughter as a concubine.  The lawyer was so taken up with the concubine that the Portuguese wife felt she should separate from him and return to Portugal.  He remained behind and sired with the concubine a large cohort of children, who played an important role in the city in mid century.  The relevant fact here is that we are not dealing with a full daughter of the wealthy man, but with an “adopted daughter” – in all probability a mooi1 jai2 (cf. Chapter V), the status of whom was not at all as favoured as that of an adopted son.


Inter-ethnic sexual relations were indeed unidirectional and they often reveal Erving Goffman’s dictum that “mixed social situations make for anxious unanchored interaction” (1963: 29).  A man of Chinese origin could only marry a Macanese or Portuguese woman if he had previously abandoned his Chinese ethnic identity.  But this left him with “a skeleton in the cupboard”.  Usually such passings occurred very early on in life.  Such people had usually been brought up as Portuguese, either as a result of adoption or because their lower class parents had sent them at an early age to the seminary or to the Portuguese school system – both of these being fully state-subsidised.  It is important to emphasise that, although such situations did occur, they were never abundant.

These men had converted to Catholicism early on in life, used a Portuguese name (often with no sign of their Chinese heritage) and spoke Portuguese as their mother tongue.  Cases such as Pedro José Lobo – the main negotiator with the Japanese at the time of the Pacific War – fell into this category.  These men, however, had to contend against the phenotypic evidence of their Asian ancestry and against the competitive envy of their neighbours who were only too keen to put them down by referring to their Chinese low-class background.  These forms of “self-destructive discrimination”, to use again a Goffmanian notion (1963), were very characteristic of Macao’s life.  If, as in the case of Lobo, one became politically and economically powerful, one rose above such preoccupations.  Even then, the “traditional Macanese families” with greater prestige might hesitate in encouraging the marriage of one of their daughters to such a man.

The female version of this process was numerically far more significant.  The “orphans” known as bambinos were brought up by the Italian order of Cannossian Sisters in their Holy Infancy Asylum.  Often, Portuguese soldiers or sailors who decided to remain in the Territory, or Macanese men of low economic status, would opt to marry one of these girls.  When they left the orphanage at adolescence, they were put out to work as servants in Macanese families and, from there, they usually went into marriage or other forms of adult life.  The number of such women is rather startling, but we must not forget that, in Macao, there has always been a large contingent of abandoned or transacted young females.  From 1876 to 1926, this religious order raised 32 960 women and 1 446 men.
   The disproportion is of itself plain evidence of the sexist preferences of Cantonese parents.

Taking into consideration the process of reproduction of the Macanese as an ethnic community, I have classified as matrimonial context of production, the situations were a Macanese or a Portuguese man constituted a family with a Chinese woman.  The two situations just outlined above – of people who transferred their allegiance to the Macanese camp at an early stage in life – were marginal situations between that and the matrimonial context of reproduction.  Here, the couple was constituted by two Macanese persons or by a Portuguese and a Macanese.  It must be noted, however, that all of these situations had something in common: the children who were born to these couples had no active kinship relations among the Chinese population of Macao.  The conjugation of gender difference with ethnic difference gave rise to an asymmetry that functioned almost perfectly to block relatedness (cf. Stafford 2000).

When I tried to establish among my older informants how they demarcated their kinship horizons, I was surprised to discover that Chinese women did not function as links in a chain of relatedness (and even less so “orphan” girls or men who abandoned their Chinese ethnic identity).   The children who were raised as Macanese did not know the Chinese people who might have been their relatives.  

This ignorance was partly responsible for explaining something that was originally very surprising to me.  I was puzzled to hear persons who displayed clear phenotypic evidence of an Asian ancestry declare that they had no Chinese relatives.  Once I started systematically drawing up family histories with my older informants, the reason for this became quite clear.  On the one hand, the names by which their descendents knew them were the Portuguese names they assumed uppon conversion.  On the other hand, as the links of relatedness with Chinese ascendants were severed, the links with collaterals lacked any social significance.

Taking as a sample the first family histories I carried out in Macao,
 it is easy to conclude that some sort of blocking process was occurring.  The nine informants elicited information about 670 people to whom they claimed to be related.  Among these, there are only 61 persons (48 women, 13 men) whom the informants declared to be Chinese.
  They only knew the name of 29 of these 61 persons.  In 14 instances they knew the full name, in 15 instances they knew only a nickname or a Portuguese or English alias.  In only two instances, did they manage to provide a full name for a Chinese relative that was more distant than the mother, the mother’s mother or the mother’s brother.  In both instances, we were dealing with Chinese men of considerable reputation in the city.  

This draws our attention to the fact that gender and ethnic asymmetries are deeply intertwined with socio-economic class.  The Chinese women that entered into Macanese kinship networks were normally lower class women.  Their relatives, even had they been around, would not be considered as valuable allies.  In any case, their being poor and often dislocated women, the relationship with their relatives would always have been tenuous. 

We can detect here another type of equivocal compatibility (cf. Chapter V).  It is not only a case of the Macanese of that generation being overly keen to safeguard their capital of Portugueseness.  Cantonese society also contributed towards the blockage in relatedness.  As has been argued (R. Watson 1986), Cantonese women are generally “nameless”, to the extent that they do not function as transmitters of identity and are usually referred to by means of technonyms.

Finally, one thing must be stressed: this ignorance of names was not due to any kind of linguistic blockage.  My Macanese informants (and those of their relatives whose relatives would have been Chinese) were all fluent speakers of Cantonese and had no difficulty in recognising, pronouncing or memorising Chinese names.

The matrimonial context of reproduction

To return once again to Deolinda’s words, identitary traumas function as “driving forces”, but their power does not exhaust itself at the first generation – it can be passed on in the form of continued identity to the descendants.  The matrimonial contexts of reproduction, thus, were not immune to the sort of conjunction between the asymmetries of gender, ethnicity and class that have been traced above.


The following story was told to me by a woman who reached her adulthood in the early 1930s and concerns the conditions under which she had her first two children.  She was a member of a prestigious family of Macanese Eurasians.  Her grandfather had acquired an aristocratic title in the late eighteen hundreds.  She fell in love with a Macanese schoolmate who was unacceptable to her parents as a marriage partner, because his own parents had been raised in matrimonial contexts of production.


Being very close to Pedro José Lobo – who was a Timorese-Chinese convert raised in a seminary – he managed to obtain assistance in the firm owned by Lobo in Timor.  Later, he entered the colonial administration.  Once established, he sent word to his sweetheart to join him.  One afternoon, she eloped in the company of the old aia who had raised her from childhood.  With the aid of Lobo’s men, she was taken to Timor where they got married.  Their happiness, however, was short-lived, as the Japanese invaded Timor and placed them in one of their infamous concentration camps.  Their first two children were born there.  When delivery approached, the Japanese officers in charge would allow them to isolate themselves in a place by the sea where there were some large, flat rocks.  There, the man delivered his own children.  


When the Japanese left, the family returned to Macao but did not manage to feel at home there and went on to live in Africa.  It was only much later, after her family lost its fortune and got dispersed throughout the world, that their links were re-established.


Indeed, the 1950s saw a great change in racist attitudes worldwide.  Previously, Portuguese Eurasians throughout the world – and there were communities similar to the Macanese in most places where the Portuguese expansion has left its mark – were constrained by the racist attitudes which were dominant among the principal European colonial nations (cf. Spitzer 1989).  Every one of these people felt the sting of prejudice, and its correlative socio-economic disadvantages.  Being in an ambiguous position in relation to the European/Other divide, they often felt the need to soften the blow by pushing the onus onto someone else.  Thus, self-destructive discrimination was always waiting round the corner.


The bitterness and sense of personal humiliation that accompanied such processes took long to disappear.  Normally, it accompanied the subjects who had been wounded by it early on in life to the end of their days.  Often, it even affected their children.


A Macanese woman, whose parents were affected by racist legislation in the early 1940s, still protested about it in the 1990s when I interviewed her.  Her father had come to Macao with the army in the late 1920s.  He married one of the bambinos, the convent raised orphans.  As she put it, “The convent raised orphans, so he went to fetch her there.”  By 1941, when they had already two children, new racist legislation was enforced as part of Salazar’s early colonial policies.  This meant that her father would never again be promoted.  He eventually decided to leave the army, staying on in Macao and working in commerce.  His daughter never forgot this heavy blow to his prestige and that of his family.


Note the tone of self-destructive discrimination that pervades the way in which she first told me about it:

Those who went there as part of the [policies of] colonisation before Salazar, stayed on. Salazar was the one that spoiled it all.  He even made laws for blacks, forbidding marriages.  He forgot that, in Macao, people were not black, isn’t it?  The law Salazar created for the army prevented officers from marrying with black women, so as not to produce little blacks, and forbade marriages.  So, as the law was applicable to our case, the daughters of a Portuguese man could not marry an officer!  


Very few people today in Portugal remember this legislation which, in fact, goes against the lusotropicalist and anti-racist declarations that became the official ideology of the Portuguese colonial state after the onset of the African wars of liberation in the early 1960s.
  

Art. 4 – Army officers who ask for a marriage permit must prove that their future spouse is of Portuguese origin (portuguesa originária), never having lost that nationality, daughter of European parents, not divorced, and that both of them possess means of subsistence sufficient by relation to the degree which they will occupy in the military hierarchy.

Art. 5 – In considering the concession of the permit, the wife’s social situation will be considered, as well as her past and her family’s past, the difference in ages, the possible existence of infant children or of single daughters of either partner.

(...)

Art. 10 – Any army personnel who marries without licence will be demoted if he is an officer, struck off the army if he is a sergeant and punished (...) if he is a soldier (...).


Clearly the legislation was not applied leniently.  A daughter of one of Macao’s most distinguished aristocratic Eurasian families told me of her sister’s marriage: “My sister X, in order to marry lieutenant T, had to prove that she was not black or yellow back to the fourth generation.”  This, however, is a simplification of what actually happened, as I learned during a later interview.  The officer terminated his career as a distinguished general, but when he lived in Macao in the late 1940s he was only a lieutenant from a middle class family.  His bride, however, was considered a good prospect as she descended from a prestigious aristocratic family, in spite of being Eurasian and there being very little left of the original family fortune made in the ship chandler’s business at the time of the coolie trade.


The solution they found, it turns out, was reasonably well tested in those days.  They went over to Hong Kong for a weekend and discreetly arranged for a religious wedding, after which they started living as husband and wife.  Clearly, therefore, they had the compliance of his superior officers – in spite of the rigours of the law.  Later, when he came to Portugal on leave, they obtained the document that “proved” that she “was not black or yellow back to the fourth generation”.  In Portugal, there was no one who knew of her family background in order to report against her.  By the time they returned to Macao, they were fully and officially married. 

Such a solution worked in their case because hers was an old Eurasian family who had been Portuguese citizens with registered Portuguese names for a number of generations.  For the man whose wife was raised as an orphan in the convent, such a solution was not available.  His military career was irremediably severed, and all those years later, his daughter continued to protest bitterly against it.

The caesura of the 70s: marriage patterns

Eventually this system of relations between gender, class and ethnicity that compounded different forms of subalternity came to an end.  Things began changing slowly shortly after the end of the Pacific War, when a modern Chinese middle class first made its appearance in Macao.   

This is how a woman was born in the late 1920s described the change to me:

The Chinese community lived apart.  It was not as if we established a separation.  We did not discriminate against them.  Only, they did not join us socially.  For example, if I met a Chinese acquaintance on the street, I would speak with him or her: this and that.  But we did not mix in social matters.  They did not enter our clubs.  They did not go to the Tennis.  There was no conviviality up until the end of the Second World War.  Perhaps the Chinese were not interested – that is, those with sufficient social status (nível).  To play tennis, to frequent the clubs – they had no interest in our style of life.


When the Communists took over China, a number of merchants and industrialists started to flee to the south.  They would send their families ahead to set up home.  And, as houses in Macao were more affordable than in Hong Kong, there was a great infiltration of Chinese families into Macao.  These families had another type of status (nível), they started joining Catholic schools.  That was when the Chinese and the Macanese began to meet socially.
Earlier on, the Macanese had confronted two very different types of Chinese across the ethnic divide: either an impoverished lower class or a very restricted group of traditionalist capitalists to whom many Macanese owed personal allegiance – people such as Kou Ho-Neng or Fu Tak-Iam, the holders of the gambling contract previous to the present retainer.  

At the time the gambling contract changed hands (1961), a generational change occurred in the city’s elite.  Pedro José Lobo’s role as political negotiator with the Mainland was handed over to his successor, Ho Yin, who saw himself not as a Macanese but as a modern Chinese.  This was also the more extremist Maoist period and the period during which the Portuguese colonial empire and Salazar’s dictatorship were slowly collapsing.  Indeed, from the mid 1960s to the mid 1970s, Macao lived through a period of heightened ethnic conflict – which I have been calling the caesura of the 70s.  By the time the new democratic system was implemented in Portugal (1974-1976) and the Deng Xiaoping regime was put into place in China (1978), a new era of ethnic relations emerged.


In order to assess the change in marriage practices of the Macanese, I carried out a study of the marriages that involved at least one Macanese or Portuguese partner in two of the older Catholic parishes of the city.
  The first period selected was 1961 to 1964, because by 1965 the atmosphere of open ethnic conflict that was going to explode violently in December 1966 (the events known as 123) was already noticeable.  

It is interesting to note that, contrary to what older informants stated, there was in those days a considerable percentage of Macanese people marrying Chinese partners (33.7%).  Nevertheless, the number of Macanese endogamous marriages was significant (32.7%) as was the number of those who married Portuguese persons (17.9%).  If we compare weddings leading to matrimonial contexts of production
 (49.4% of all weddings) with those leading to matrimonial contexts of reproduction
 (50.6%) we conclude that the latter were marginally more significant.  

Now, it must be noted that, at the time, the female partner was Chinese in roughly 80% of the cases of matrimonial contexts of production.  We may, thus,  conclude that there was a situation where the ethnic boundary between the Macanese and the Chinese camps was reproduced and reinforced across generations.


The following period (1965-1974) corresponds to the caesura of the 70s.  These were times of deep uncertainty for the Macanese.  It was clear to anyone that the Portuguese colonial empire was coming to an end.  The Chinese authorities had not wanted to take over the city in 1966/67, but their shadow government was fully operational.  Should they ever wish to, all they had to do was cross the border.  Macao would one day be Chinese, anyone could see that.  

Across the Portas do Cerco, however, Maoist China did not seem a viable option.  The information the Macanese had about this – via the thousands of refugees that escaped across the shallow waters – revealed a particularly frightening picture.  Unfortunately, metropolitan Portugal also bore no appeal as an alternative.  It was underdeveloped and culturally isolated and its population was emigrating throughout the world in search of better living conditions.


The Macanese responded by increasing the marriages among themselves (44.3%) and decreasing marriages with Portuguese partners (10.2%).  The remaining 42% married Chinese partners.  What this meant was that weddings leading to matrimonial contexts of reproduction increased to 54.5% of all weddings.


In December 1975, after having granted independence to its other colonies, the new Portuguese regime terminated its military presence in the Territory.  Law and order were maintained by the police force, which was mostly staffed by Chinese residents of the city.  That same year, Mao died and shortly after Deng Xiaoping took over.  Almost immediately, there was more prosperity in China and Macao’s economy took off.  The atmosphere of gloom lifted.  In the wake of new gambling contracts that granted the government increased revenue, the city’s infrastructures as well as its administrative apparatus began to grow rapidly.  A new type of Portuguese person started to arrive in the Territory – bureaucrats and technocrats who stayed for short periods and brought their families with them.  Marriages between Macanese and Portuguese decreased almost overnight.

The interesting aspect is that the percentage of Macanese endogamous marriages also fell rapidly (1975/1981 – 34.4%).  As the Territory’s economy boomed and the process of transition to Chinese rule was increasingly consolidated, this tendency increased (1982/1986 – 33.7%; 1987/1990 – 19.8%).  


In 1970-1974 the majority of Catholic weddings still led to matrimonial contexts of reproduction (56.3%).  But this was radically inverted after 1975.  By 1987-1990, only 24.7% of the weddings led to matrimonial contexts of reproduction.  Furthermore, the gender balance also changed.  By the 1990s, marriages between Macanese and Chinese partners evened out in terms of gender, as Macanese women began marrying into Chinese middle class families.


Inter-ethnic marriages are far less marked by asymmetry.  A Macanese man to whom I was talking of what happens to a Macanese woman who marries a Chinese man told me:

This depends on the role that woman plays within her famiy.  For example, my sister in law [wife’s sister] is married to a Chinese.  The son cannot speak a word of Portuguese.  He goes to a Chinese school and doesn’t even have a Portuguese name. The other sister in law [also wife’s sister] is also married to a Chinese.  But all of their children have Portuguese names [aside from their Chinese names, of course].  Well, all right, they do go to a Chinese school.  And why?  Because she also has a say there.  It all depends on a person’s education.

The caesura of the 70s: domestic environment
The cultural atmosphere of the Macanese homes also changed. During the colonial period, Portuguese had become the language of the Macanese. By the time of the Japanese invasion, patuá had disappeared as a domestic language.  A Macanese person’s first language had always been some sort of non-elite version of Cantonese – this was the language used by the aias that raised them.  Macanese parents, however, were deeply preoccupied with teaching their children to speak, read and write a European language (Portuguese in Macao, English in Hong Kong).  An informant born in the early 1930s, for example, explained to me that, every time he said a word in Cantonese in front of his parents, he was slapped.  This was their technique for obliging him to become a fluent Portuguese speaker.

After the caesura of the 70s, however, all this changed due to two independent processes that concurred, making Cantonese the domestic language of the Macanese.  On the one hand, they were no longer so concerned that their children should learn Portuguese, as Cantonese had become a perfectly acceptable middle-class language and they could well see that, in the future, Macao would come to be part of China.  On the other hand, profound linguistic changes had occurred in the city’s Chinese ethnic camp.  

The Cantonese spoken in the streets of Macao had changed.  After 1949, the Communist government had intensified the process of linguistic standardisation that the Nationalists had begun, which meant that, by the 1970s, the Cantonese spoken in Macao was no longer the rural Sekkei dialect but was Standard Cantonese as spoken in Canton.  This was what the city’s Chinese schools taught the children of the new middle class that took over the city’s economy.  

Furthermore, the enormous development of the Hong Kong mass media – and particularly the Cantonese language television channels – had a strong impact on the city.  After the caesura of the 70s, young people – Macanese and Chinese alike – no longer looked up to European culture as their point of reference.  They looked towards Hong Kong and Taiwan and, beyond that, to Japan and the United States.  

The style of dressing comes from Hong Kong, the songs that are endlessly repeated in front of the karaoke screens are in Cantonese, the film stars who shape the imagination of young boys and girls are Hongkongese and Taiwanese, the comic books are either Japanese translations or produced in Hong Kong, written in a version of Chinese that aims to portray spoken Cantonese.


In short, by the 1990s, only the Macanese “traditional families” with special political associations to the Administration insisted in teaching their children to speak fluent Portuguese.  Even such people, however, were using Cantonese as their everyday home language.  This does not mean that the Macanese had lost interested in the Portuguese language, as the large majority of them managed to speak it reasonably well.  Furthermore, only late in the 1980s did the Macanese start worrying about learning written Chinese.  

In fact, when one comes across a Macanese family in a restaurant carrying out one of the regular family meetings that are so important for the constitution of their sense of community (cf. Pina-Cabral 2000), one is surprised by the linguistic medley that characterises their speech.  There is a constant fluctuation between Portuguese, Cantonese and English that makes up for a rather fascinating style of communication.  They mix the cultural references to the three linguistically specific mass media that meet in Macao (television, radio and press in Portuguese, English and Cantonese).  

Conclusion: correlate asymmetries

Between the late colonial period (1946-1967) and the transition period (1987-1999) a major change occurred in Macanese life styles that I have called the caesura of the 70s.  This change involved a reconfiguration of the way in which gender differences, ethnic differences and class differences related to each other in producing subalternity. 


In class terms, the colonial period was characterised by the existence of a profound differentiation within Chinese society: to one side, a traditional upper class and, to the other, an impoverished proletariat.  The second half of the century saw the appearance of a Chinese modern middle class.  In Hong Kong, they took over the middle ranks of the financial and colonial administrations in the early 1960s, expelling the Macanese from an area that had been virtually their own for over a century.  

In Macao, the Macanese managed to prevent this, for two primary reasons.  On the one hand, contrary to the more forward-looking policies of Hong Kong colonial government, the Salazarist regime resisted the entry of Chinese into the Administration.  On the other hand, the alliance between the traditionalist elite and the Communist regime (personified in the figure of Ho Yin) meant that the Chinese modern middle class had a lesser margin for growth in Macao.

When the economy took off in the 1980s, therefore, the Macanese managed to retain their control over the middle ranks of the Administration.   Nevertheless, the Chinese middle class became increasingly important in the private sector of the economy.  After the subsiding of the open ethnic conflict that characterised the late 1960s and early 1970s, the two sectors of the middle class in the Territory started to converge.  

The changes in marriage patterns and in domestic language identified above reflect this approximation.  But they also reflect the changes in the way in which gender asymmetries structured ethnic relations.  Increasingly, inter-ethnic marriages became more common and Macanese women started marrying Chinese men.  

During the colonial period, Macanese marriage strategies reflected the desire to increase the capital of Portugueseness.  After the caesura of the 70s, however, Deolinda’s story of the student that rejects his mother no longer made any sense.  The European heritage of the Macanese was no longer a door to privilege.  In order to lay claim to a special position in the Territory, they found it necessary to emphasise that which they previously had to hide: their Eurasian condition.  Now, however, it was precisely that condition that endowed them with the means to mediate between the European and the Asian worlds.  Their capacity to bridge between the two worlds became a positive source of privilege – a capital of intercultural communication.  

During the first half of the century, colonialism was globally dominant.  Today, we are living in a world that is increasingly globalised, where the capacity to connect different cultures is seen as a positive asset.  In the early 1990s, for example, Deolinda’s son, an artist and clothes designer, created a collection called “The Silk Route” with which he achieved some international acclaim.  His idea was to emphasise the way in which Macao can be a “meeting point of cultures” – the phrase which served as the motto for the Administration’s cultural policy during the 1990s.

� I opted for the use of the word “matrimonial” as a way of avoiding the more specifically legal term “marriage”, so as to indicate that many relations that cannot be considered marriage in terms of the Portuguese legal system do have a founding function in terms of family life.  Therefore, in this argument, matrimonial refers to the more general definition of marriage provided by the dictionary: “the institution whereby men and women are joined in a special kind of social (...) dependence for the purpose of founding and maintaining a family” (Merriam-Webster’s).


� For a development of the concept of continued identities, see  Pina-Cabral 1997: 78. 


� The tight-collared, side-buttoned, slit-skirted dress that was characteristic of Chinese women during the first half of the twentieth century and that Deolinda da Conceição used as the name of her book and the symbol of the condition of the women she depicts.


� In this case, diverging in religious belonging, in phenotypic appearance, in cultural values, and even in political affiliation – as, even during the colonial period (1849-1967), the Chinese never  fully claimed allegiance to the Portuguese State.  


� Cf. “O refúgio da saudade”, Conceição 1987: 107-122.


� See the Bishop’s declaration concerning these women, written in order to establish their right to Portuguese citizenship, cf. Pina-Cabral and Lourenço 1993a, Appendix I.


� These were the family histories of nine informants.  On the whole, I carried out nearly 20 family histories. 


� I have left out people with a Portuguese name of whom I was told something like: “he/she is Chinese, but it’s as if he/she were a Portuguese.”


� I am grateful to Marcelo Poon, at the time student of Law at the University of Macao, for his help in unearthing the legislation that made sense of these comments, which had caught me by surprise.


� Decreto-Lei 31:107 of 18/01/1941. 


� For a fuller explanation of the methodological procedures utilised and a more detailed analysis of the results, cf. Pina-Cabral and Lourenço 1993a: 119-157.  For consultation of the database, cf. Pina-Cabral 1991b.


� Macanese with Chinese, or Portuguese with Chinese.


� Macanese with Macanese, or Portuguese with Macanese.


� Between 1987 and 1990, the male spouse was Chinese in 46% of the cases.


� This is a non-standard form of written Chinese with adaptations that transcribe colloquial Cantonese.





Chapter ix





