
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

by 

Pei Yin Chien 

2010 

 

 



The Thesis Committee for Pei Yin Chien 

Certifies that this is the approved version of the following thesis: 

 

 

No Longer Salaried Professionals: 

A Case Study of Educated Taiwanese Migrant Women in the U.S. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPROVED BY 

SUPERVISING COMMITTEE: 

 

 

 
Sharmila Rudrappa

Wei- Hsin Yu

 

Supervisor: 



 

No Longer Salaried Professionals: 

A Case Study of Educated Taiwanese Migrant Women in the U.S. 

 

 

by 

Pei Yin Chien, B.A. 

 

 

Thesis  

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of  

The University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment  

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of  

 

Master of Arts 

 

 

The University of Texas at Austin 

August 2010 

 



 iv

Abstract 

No Longer Salaried Professionals: 

A Case Study of Educated Taiwanese Migrant Women in the U.S. 

 

Pei Yin Chien, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor:  Sharmila Rudrappa 

 

Most migration literature shows that skilled professionals have upward social 

mobility. But all of this literature is mostly about men. Plus, it focuses on individuals who 

are already on the job market. How immigrant women fare in the labor market and what 

about women who are still not incorporated into the high wage sector are seldom 

discussed. This research shows that professional migrant women face downward 

mobility. With limited job opportunities, as a result of having both visible barriers (legal 

constraints) and invisible barriers (culture, language, social network, credential and so 

on), the high-achieving migrant women become more "traditional" in the United States. 

Their roles as wives, mothers, part-time workers, volunteers take on a bigger aspect of 

their lives than their professional lives. In Taiwan they were far more active in the sphere 

of the economy, earning an independent income, but in the U.S. that is reversed. The 

experiences of these educated migrant women demonstrate that immigration does not 

uniformly empower migrants nor does it imply upward economic and social mobility. 

The study hopes to be the basis for further investigations of upper middle class migrant 

women in other areas in the America, and hopes to be the basis for future development to 

understand migrants’ downwards mobility in general.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

A 23 year-old woman, Tang, returned to Taiwan to teach in a college after getting 

her bachelor’s degree and master’s degree from the United Kingdom. She taught 26 hours 

a week to undergraduates as well as extension education students, and was often invited 

to give public speeches. Tang is proud of her achievement: “I can say I ‘take charge of’ 

the world of hotel management in the southern part of Taiwan; my students are 

everywhere there.” Tang is one of thousands of educated Taiwanese women who have 

professional careers. Taiwan has seen drastic changes in women’s employment 

opportunities during the past several decades along with industrialization. The female 

labor force participation rate in Taiwan has reached over 45% since 1994. In 2009, half of 

Taiwanese women participated in the labor market; 32% of them were in professional/ 

technical sectors, 24% worked in sales and service sectors and 20% were clerics 

(ExecutiveYuan, Taiwan 2010). Moreover, Taiwan demonstrated a continuous curve of 

female labor force participation across the life cycle---many women continue to work 

throughout their 20s, 30s, and 40s (Brinton 2001; Yu 2009). 

Five years later, Tang moved to the United States to marry her American boyfriend. 

She is still working, as a cashier in a Chinese restaurant, as a Chinese tutor, and most 

currently, as a part time employee on campus. Tang says, “What I don’t like is that I was 

somebody but now I am nobody. I was Tang in Taiwan but no one knows Tang here. 

Here, I am Christina. Christina starts from the ground floor. I do things that can be easily 

done by even students. My father in law thinks I am qualified for better jobs but it’s not 

easy. I feel I am lucky enough. I moved here for marriage, but I can still find work to do.” 
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Tien, who was a programming engineer with a BA in computer science in Taiwan, is less 

‘lucky’ than Tang. She moved to America because her husband studies here as an 

international student. Holding an ‘F-2 visa’, Tien is not allowed to accept any 

employment. Tien says, “I want to have an allowance anyhow so, secretly, I have had two 

jobs in Asian restaurants in these three years. I took orders and I cleaned tables. I have 

never made money by physical labor before, you know, purely physical!”   

The stories of Tang and Tien are not unusual. Facing an unfamiliar environment, 

many highly educated and skilled people migrate to the United States and lead lives 

which are completely different from what they used to live. The large majority of college-

educated women in Taiwan are working--- 66 percent on average and over 80 percent for 

those who aged twenty-five to forty-five (ExecutiveYuan, Taiwan 2010). However, the 

elite Taiwanese women’s lives in the United States do not reflect the high labor force 

participation rate. Some of them become housewives despite high educational attainment 

and rich working experiences; some of them, like Tang and Tien, hold jobs which are less 

valued, less well paid and with fewer prospects of promotion.  

Stories of women who migrate to the United States for, and only for, marriage are 

seldom revealed despite the fact that marriage is currently the number-one reason people 

migrate to the United States, and women constitute the majority of newcomers. Issues of 

poverty, war, the search for jobs, and political asylum tend to dominate the field of 

contemporary migration studies (Thai 2008). Furthermore, many studies that address 

gender and immigration discuss whether or not women’s entry into the paid labor force 

leads to women’s empowerment and to gender equality (Kurien 1999; Moon 2003). Most 
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of what we know about women, work, and family is based on the experiences of women 

who are working. Little research has explored the lives of women who leave the work 

place (Pamela 2007). As a result, the question of how not working or how professional 

downward mobility impacts migrant women’s life is often neglected.  

This research therefore tells a story of a group of Taiwanese women who entered the 

U.S. as spouses of citizen/legal residents, not as students or employees. These women 

were white-collar workers and had comparatively higher incomes than the average 

women in Taiwan. Working used to be at the heart of their lives and occupied most of 

their time. However, factors such as language, credentials and legal status limit these 

women’s job opportunities in the United States and make them stay mostly at home. A 

significant change resulting from migration for many of them is that they move from the 

working-centered life to the life centered around home. This research seeks to discover 

how migrant women fare in the U.S. labor market and how economic constraints and 

limitations on job opportunities have reconfigured migrant women's lives in the United 

States. 

RESEARCH POPULATION, DESIGN AND MOTIVATION  

I conducted in-depth interviews with 17 college-educated migrant Taiwanese 

women aged 28 to 45 in Austin. All of the study participants have lived in Texas for at 

least 7 months and up to 14 years. I used the university, local Chinese schools, and 

Chinese churches as bases to recruit informants. Being a student in the university and a 

member of the Taiwanese community in Austin, I initially relied on networks and 

employed referral and snowball sampling to identify informants. I followed flexible 
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open-ended interview schedules, addressing themes about their academic backgrounds, 

working experiences in Taiwan and in the U.S, both social and family life before and 

after migration, and the overall transition process. All the interviews were conducted in 

the informants’ homes or at a local café. The interviews lasted from one and half hours to 

three hours. I tape-recoded, transcribed, and coded all of the interviews. All names 

indicated in the body of the thesis are pseudonyms.  

In an attempt to understand how migrant women fare in the labor market, especially 

about women who are still not incorporated into the high wage sector, I focused on a 

group of women who had enjoyed career success before migration but faced difficulties 

continuing being white collar workers after migration. The criteria for selection included 

two distinctions. First, subjects of the study are college-educated women with working 

experience in paid specialty occupations prior to moving to the U.S. Second, study 

participants are marriage-sponsored migrants versus migrants with U.S credentials and/or 

working experiences. 

The women I interviewed each had received a bachelor’s degree and about half of 

them completed postgraduate studies. Most of them hold Taiwanese credentials; there are 

a few women with degrees from Europe, North America and Japan. All informants had 

employment experience; the majority had managerial, professional and semiprofessional 

jobs, such as engineers, sales managers and journalists; few of them had clerical jobs 

such as an administrative assistant and a department coordinator.  

These women are all married (ten with children), and most of them moved to the 

United States shortly after marriage. Given that this research looks at factors that hinder 
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Taiwanese migrant women’s participation in the labor market, it would be important to 

not only study women who are prohibited from working but also women who are allowed 

to accept employment. Seven of the informants married U.S. citizens and are citizens/ 

green card holders; seven of them came to the U.S. to accompany their husbands who 

pursued education or career advancement here and thus hold dependent visas; and three 

of them converted dependent visas to student visas.  

The decision to study migrant Taiwanese women generated from my background as 

a Taiwanese woman in the United States. My background allows me better access to the 

Taiwanese community and a better sense of the Taiwanese women’s expression in 

interviews. Furthermore, my knowledge of the Taiwanese labor market structures, 

workplace dynamics as well as women’s roles in families helps me to better understand 

the situations of these migrant women. However, focusing on Taiwan is also important in 

its own right. In terms of women’s employment in East Asia, Taiwan is an exception in 

some ways. It is the society where women are most likely to continue their careers after 

marriage and childbirth. Market opportunities for married women who return to the labor 

force not long after career interruption are almost comparable to those of general workers 

(Yu 2009). The link between education and employment for married women in Taiwan is 

stronger than other East Asian societies (Brinton 2001). The cultural and social 

expectations for educated married women in Taiwan highlight the contrast between the 

labor opportunities at home versus the United States for these migrant women. The norm 

of working after marriage in Taiwan also contradicts their actual situations in the United 

Sates. These inconsistencies lead to anxiety for the informants to some degree, and their 
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efforts to break the circumstances illustrate how economic constraints and limitations on 

job opportunities reconfigure migrant women's lives in America. How upper middle class 

women face different choices and constraints after migration can be clearly seen in this 

transnational context.  

Migrant women’s experiences may vary from city to city. The experiences of my 

informants represent a part of the Texas immigrant community in the late 2000s; these 

experiences may differ from those of migrant women in San Francisco, Chicago or New 

York. Recognizing the limitation, the study does not hope to provide a generalized 

picture of migrant women’s lives in the United States. Instead, the study hopes to be the 

basis for further investigations of upper middle class migrant women in other areas in the 

America.  

OUTLINE OF THE STUDY 

Chapter Two states the research questions of this study: how migrant women fare in 

the labor market, and what about women who are not incorporated into the high wage 

sector. I first argue that the educated women who abandoned their careers and migrated 

for marriage are left out of current academic research. Reviewing literature on gender and 

immigration, and introducing Taiwanese labor market conditions for married women, I 

then suggest that the experiences of this group of women may challenge the assumption 

that immigration leads to upward mobility and empowerment. Educated Taiwanese 

women face different choice and constraints as they migrate to another society.  
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Chapter Three introduces immigration laws that make Taiwanese women’s 

employment impossible in the U.S. as well as invisible restrictions that block these 

women from working. I argue that legal status, gender, and ethnicity, working separately 

or together, make these capable women’s entry into the job market difficult, not to 

mention restricting the types of job available to them. This study examines a paradox of 

Taiwanese women’s migration to the U.S.: they are “upward mobilized” to be in a liberal 

first-world country but at the same time they are experiencing professional downward 

mobility and becoming more traditional wives at home. 

Chapter Four looks at migrant women’s working life in the United States. 

Examining the kinds of jobs that migrant women have had in the U.S. and what the jobs 

mean to them, I demonstrate that economic opportunities for educated migrant women 

are limited. Facing an invisible door that shuts out opportunities to a “real” career, they 

turn to arenas, mainly within ethnic communities, to which they have better access to jobs 

in the U.S. The boundary between unpaid community participation and paid employment 

therefore becomes blurred.  

Chapter Five continues to focus on women’s working experiences in the United 

States. I discover how migrant women’s current pursuits tie to their future plans. That is, 

I examine how their uses of resources at hand strategically position them for future 

success. I then unpack a paradoxical situation where women who hold fewer career 

prospects are women who now have fewer legal restrictions, and work at jobs with few 

prospects for career development. Taiwanese women who are now U.S. citizens have few 

choices other than accepting “ethnic jobs.” Women who do not have a legal status to hold 
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jobs in the U.S., and whose husbands most probably will return to Taiwan have a strong 

tendency of engaging in academic studies and/or being salaried professionals again. 

Chapter Six concludes this study by summarizing the findings and overall arguments 

presented in the previous chapters and its potential implications.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Immigration literature shows that migrants are upwardly mobile in the United States. 

But most of this literature is about men. Plus, it focuses on individuals who already have 

jobs, and are incorporated into the labor market. The assumption poses two research 

questions:  

a) How do migrant women fare in the labor market?  

b) What about women who are still not incorporated into the high wage sector? 

Specifically, the study looks at highly educated migrant women who moved to the 

United States as wives. They worked as professionals in Taiwan, one of the most 

important sources of skilled migrant workers to the U.S.(Iredale 2000), but left their 

professions for migration. In this study I examine the effects of immigration on their 

participation in the labor market, and the opportunities and constraints they face as high 

wage workers. 

MARRIAGE MIGRATION: WOMEN GONE MISSING 

International migrations are usually characterized as male-dominated. However, as 

Houstoun, Kramer and Barrett (1984) have pointed out, the pervasive assumption that the 

international migrant is a young, economically motivated male has over-shadowed the 

reality that international migrants tend to be women. Few immigration researchers make 



 10

note that legal immigration to the United States has been dominated by women over the 

last half-century (Houstoun et al.1984). 

Since 1930, more than half of all immigrants to the U.S. have been female. The 

persistently large number of marriages of foreign-born or native-born U.S. resident men 

to non-resident/ non-citizen women has resulted in the predominance of women and 

children in immigration to the U.S. Based on U.S. census survey, Houstoun (1984) finds 

that wives of U.S. citizens and permanent resident aliens accounted for nearly 90 percent 

of the overall sex differential among first generation migrants. Between 1975 and 1980, 

women constituted more than 50% of the immigrants from China, Burma, Indonesia, 

Taiwan, Hong Kong, Malaysia, the Philippines, Korea, Japan and Thailand. Women who 

came as wives, daughters, or mothers of U.S. permanent residents and citizens comprise 

the primary component of change (Espiritu 1999). Gordon (2005) indicates that the 

number of marriages between U.S. citizens or legal residents and noncitizens is 

highlighted as the dynamic factor determining the trend and proportion of male and 

female immigrants. 

Despite the fact that international marriage is currently the primary reason 

people migrate to the United States, and women constitute the majority of 

newcomers (Thai 2008), few scholars have paid attention to women who migrate to 

the U.S. for marriage. On the one hand, immigration research has traditionally 

focused on men’s experiences and on how migration leads to their upward mobility. 

On the other hand, to the limited extend that research has focused on immigrant 

women, it has primarily emphasized migrant women who are in the U.S. workforce, 
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and how their employment leads to empowerment (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1992; Kibria 

1990; Pessar 1984, 1999; Espiritu 1997, 1999). 

As a result, experiences of marriage migrant women who are not incorporated 

into the U.S. labor market upon migration are left out of current academic research. 

This study therefore provides qualitative information about the experiences of 

migrant women who struggle to work in the United States. This research attempts to 

supplement to existing literature on gender and immigration by looking at 

previously high wage Taiwanese women who immigrated to the U.S. because of 

marriage.  

I interviewed 17 migrant women who were highly educated, and well placed in 

the primary labor market, in professional jobs in Taiwan. However, they left their 

professional careers in Taiwan and moved to the United States for marriage. In the 

United States, factors such as legal status and language barriers hinder them from 

being incorporated into the high wage sector. They are no longer salaried 

professionals, but mostly, stay-at-home moms, or low wage workers in the 

secondary labor market. Their experiences challenge the widely accepted 

assumption that immigration leads to upward mobility. Moreover, their stories pose 

questions to an optimistic account that migration empowers women. My study 

shows that these migrant women were more active in professional sphere in Taiwan 

but have become more "traditional" wives at home in the United States.  
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

Migration and Mobility 

Immigration researchers have usually assumed that immigration would result in 

upward economic and social mobility (Lansing and Morgan 1967; Ritchey 1976, 

Waldinger and Gilbertson 1994; Wilson 1985). In labor mobility and immigration 

studies, the primary focus is on how geographic mobility improves resource allocation. 

Migration literature shows that when people move from one area to another they typically 

do so in order to raise their incomes. Migration promotes socioeconomic attainment as a 

result of individuals’ relocating to areas where opportunities for social mobility are 

greater (Ritchey 1976).  From this perspective, migration is regarded as an one way 

avenue for individuals to obtain greater returns on their human capital endowments.  

Studies focusing on economic returns because of migration report that males 

experienced significant increases in income after a move (Lansing and Morgan 1967; 

Waldinger and Gilbertson 1994; Wilson 1985). Comparing the income of those who have 

been mobile with the income of those have not been mobile, based on U.S. national 

surveys, Lansing and Morgan (1967) find that mobility leads to higher incomes. People 

who have migrated earn more on the average than those who have not. The finding of 

Wilson’s research (1985) also provides support for the generalization that migration 

promotes social mobility: individuals who changed their residence during the 1965-70 

period experienced significant increases in occupational mobility.  
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On a similar note, drawing on census data and other primary sources, Portes and 

Rumbaut (1990) look at patterns of immigrant settlement in the United States and explain 

how immigrants incorporate themselves into the American economy. They tend toward 

an optimistic account of the economic prospects of the newest immigrants; they note that, 

"immigration has been and will continue to be positive both in terms of filling labor 

needs and injecting into society the energies, ambitions, and skills" (1990:26). 

Pessar (1999), on the other hand, points out that immigration research has 

traditionally focused on men. Most scholars in the field are influenced by neoclassical 

theory, and according to one popular variant, those individuals with the ability to project 

themselves into the role of “Western man” headed off to the cities where the benefits of 

modern life could be attained. The male bias has limited the possibility for generalization 

from empirical research and produced misleading theoretical premises. 

The success image of migrants is not an epitome of all migrants’ experiences. 

Waldinger and Gilbertson (1994) find that although male immigrants from select 

countries (India, Iran, Japan) were able to convert their education into higher 

occupational status rankings than were native-born Whites of native parentage, none of 

their female counterparts were able to do the same. Relatively few females were able to 

convert high levels of education into prestigious jobs as managers, professionals, or 

business owners. Waldinger and Gilbertson’s research shows how men and women 

experience migration differently.  

Stein (1979) and Jones-Correa (1998) argue that downward mobility exists among 

immigrants, especially among educated individuals. Stein (1979) finds that elite Cuban 
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and Vietnamese refugees experienced a downward occupational movement as a result of 

their flight. The highly skilled refugees have many barriers to successful resumption of 

their careers such as the non-transferability of certain skills and the greater English 

language demands in professional jobs. Jones-Correa (1998) examines mobility of Latin 

American immigrant men in Queens. Although they immigrated to the United States with 

an education, training, and a set of skills which would place them within the middle class 

in their home countries, they experience a decline in income and occupational status after 

arriving in the United States. 

Similarly, Gans (2009) criticizes immigration research as failing to pay sufficient 

attention to downward mobility. Immigration researchers assumed that all immigrants 

come to the U.S. to raise their, or their children’s, socio-economic status. The huge 

literature on mobility thus includes endless studies of ‘status attainment’ but almost none 

of class and status decline. His research suggests that immigrants and refugees actually 

often suffer from downward mobility. This is particularly true of new arrivals who were 

professionals in their country of origin.  

Although migration literature show migrants experience upward social mobility, 

the assumption may be biased since it does not take migrant women’s experiences 

into account, nor pay attention to individuals who have not yet been incorporated 

into the workplace. As a result, most of what we know about immigration and 

upward mobility is primarily based on experiences of men who are already in the 

job market. Little attention has been paid to migrant women who try to get into the 
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labor market. Thus the central concerns of this study are to examine how elite 

migrant women fare in the labor market, and study their social mobility outcomes.  

Migrant Women in the U.S. Workplace 

Despite that the labor force participation rate of immigrant women is generally 

lower than that of immigrant men and native women (Sassen-Koob 1984), studies also 

suggest that immigrant women are more likely to work in the United States than they 

were in their countries of origin (Vernez 1999). Besides the trend of labor force 

participation of migrant women in the U.S., their occupational concentration is far more 

pronounced. Immigrant women are more likely than native-born women to be 

concentrated in low-skill occupations and industries, as the result of having a low level of 

education (Vernez 1999). About half of all immigrant women are concentrated in two 

occupations: operatives (such as working in assembly lines in garment, textiles and food 

industries) and services (such as working in restaurants and hospitals) (Sassen-Koob 

1984). Furthermore, immigrant women clustered in stereotypical female-dominated, care 

focused occupations. Almost a third of all immigrant women who reported occupations 

had been employed as nurses, private housekeepers, secretaries, dressmakers, and private 

household maids or servants (Houstoun et al 1984). As a result, critical studies of gender 

and immigration tend to equate immigrants of color with the working class (Moon 2003). 

New immigrants to the U.S. hail from Asian, Latin American, and Caribbean nations 

include highly educated urban professional (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1999). Despite the 

increase of middle-class people among Asian immigrants to the United States over the 

past three decades, research has paid little attention to Asian middle class migrant women 
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(Moon 2003). As preceding paragraph has shown, studies on migrant women focus on 

improved labor force participation among working class women; whereas studies on 

Asian immigrants focus on Asian professionals’ attainment in the labor market. Asian 

professional immigrants tend to use occupational preference to enter the U.S., which 

means they initially enter the United States with student visas or visas for temporary 

workers, and then adjust their status to permanent residents (Kanjanapan 1995; Tienda 

1984). As a result, the subjects of this study, educated Asian middle class women whose 

migration has less to do with the intention to work in the U.S., have received scant 

academic attention. 

Because so much of the published literature examines the incorporation of low wage 

women migrants into the secondary labor market, this literature unintentionally 

contributes to the notion that migrant women lack education and skills. Despite their 

concentration in “low-skill occupations,” their economic activities have increased after 

migration. On the contrary, this study investigates a group of women who were active in 

the primary sphere of the economy in their home country but face downward mobility in 

the U.S. I examine the causes and consequences of not being incorporated into the high 

wage sector for these Taiwanese migrant women. I discuss the factors that hinder 

Taiwanese migrant women’s participation in the U.S. labor market, and the ways in 

which they compensate for having lost professional identities. 

Migrant Women and Empowerment 

A primary theme in gender and immigration research concerns whether or not 

women’s entry into paid labor force leads to women’s empowerment and to greater 
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gender equality. Many researchers suggest that immigration has a decided impact on the 

labor force participation of women. Employment leads to more egalitarian gender 

relations within the private sphere because of women’s economic contributions to the 

family. By the emergence of a shared household division of labor and decision-making 

power, women, although still have less power than men, generally enjoy more than they 

did before migration. 

Pessar (1984) indicates that Dominican women immigrants went for the first time to 

work outside the home in the United States. Patriarchal roles in the household were 

transformed, the women's self-esteem was heightened, and their capacity to participate as 

equals in house-hold decision-making was enhanced. Hondagneu-Sotelo (1992) studies 

Mexican immigrant and concludes that the lengthy spousal separations altered patterns of 

patriarchal authority and the traditional gendered household division of labor. This 

induced a trend toward more egalitarian conjugal relations upon settlement in the United 

States. Kurien (1999) also finds that Indian professional women who first came to the 

U.S. as graduate students have sense of achievement and self-fulfillment by working. In 

the context of women’s employment, women are often able to get their husbands to help 

with housework to at least some degree. Gender relations tend to change in the U.S., 

mostly to the benefit of women. Along the same line, Moon (2003) suggests that middle 

class Korean immigrant women’s participation in employment often is determined by the 

availability of shared mothering with their own mothers, mothers-in-law, and husbands. 

Getting relatives help with childcare and homemaking allows the immigrant women to 
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continue their education and (re)training for full-time employment and achieve 

occupational status. 

However, Hondagneu-Sotelo (1999) and Pessar (1999) also caution us that 

examining different levels of analysis leads us to recognize that immigrant women’s 

gains have been uneven and often contradictory. It is worth rethinking early 

proclamations of immigrant women’s emancipation. For example, Kibria’s (1990) 

research on Vietnamese immigrants indicates despite migrant women’s increased power 

and economic resources, they supported a patriarchal social structure because it preserved 

their parental authority over children and promised greater economic security in the 

future. Espiritu (1999) also suggests that economic constraints and opportunities have 

reconfigured gender relations within contemporary Asian American society, but Asian 

women’s ability to transform patriarchal family is limited.  

    As pervious paragraphs have shown, the discussions of whether immigration leads 

to empowerment have always to do with migrant women’s employment. Migration leads 

to increased participation in wage employment, and further leads to control over earnings, 

and greater participation in family decision making. Consequently, most of what we 

know about migrant women, work, and family is based on the experiences of migrant 

women who are working. However, Guarnizo (1997) argues that the heterogeneity of the 

transnational population and their transnational practices should not be obscured by the 

overall upward social mobility and empowerment observed in the population studied, 

especially among the most successful. Transnationalism, contrary to certain idealized 

visions, is not a socially liberating and equalizing force. Instead of being a social 
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equalizer that empowers all migrants, transnational migration may reproduce class and 

gender inequalities. 

Pantojas-Garcia (1990) analyzes the changing political economy in Puerto Rico and 

its impact on middle-class and educated workers. He points out that skilled and 

professional workers have increasingly joined semiskilled and unskilled workers in the 

migration process. Sullivan’s studies (1984) has shown that Cuban and Mexican 

immigrant women do not fare so well as immigrant men in converting their resources into 

occupational prestige. This discrepancy can be explained by structural factors, for 

example, the existing prestigious jobs for women tend to require an excellent command 

of English (secretaries, librarians) and often occupational licensing as well (school 

teachers, nurses). Immigrant women’s foreign credentials are difficult to "translate" into 

credentials acceptable for American jobs. Gilbertson (1995) also indicates that enclave 

employment, in which many immigrant women work, provides women with low wages, 

minimal benefits, and few opportunities for advancement. 

    Although migration may bring advantages and opportunities to migrant women, not 

all groups of women benefit from migration; and, their gains are much lesser than the 

gains their male counterparts experience.  

Married Women’s Labor in Taiwan  

This research asks how educated migrant women fare in the U.S. labor market. 

Specifically, I am interested in exploring how professional Taiwanese migrant women 

face different choices and constraints after arriving at a new country. Taiwan has seen 



 20

drastic changes in women’s employment opportunities during the past several decades 

along with industrialization. Female participation in nonagricultural employment and 

white-collar occupations increased during the postwar period in Taiwan (Brinton 2001; 

Yu 2005). Moreover, Taiwanese women began to increase employment rates upon 

marriage and childbearing in the 1970s and, since then, their frequency of having 

continuous employment careers has increased constantly (Yu 2009). Taiwan's female 

labor force in the period between 1995 and 1996 increased in both single and married 

participants to the level that was similar to the United States (Yu 2005). Since 1994, the 

female labor force participation rate in Taiwan has reached over 45%. In 2009, half of 

Taiwanese women participated in the labor market; 32% of them were in professional/ 

technical sectors, 24% worked in sales and service sectors and 20% were clerics 

(ExecutiveYuan, Taiwan 2010). 

Taiwan not only has a high female labor force participation rate, it is also a 

divergent case among East Asia societies in terms of married women’s employment. 

Brinton (2001) compares married women’s labor in three East Asian countries: Japan, 

Korea and Taiwan. She finds out Taiwan is an exception in many ways. First, Taiwan is 

the only one of the three societies that demonstrates a continuous curve of female labor 

force participation across life cycle. Second, the link between married women’s education 

and their labor force participation is positive in Taiwan but weak in the other two 

societies. Third, wage rates for women relative to men are greater in Taiwan. Forth, 

women are represented more strongly in most categories of white-collar work in Taiwan 

than they are in Japan or South Korea. Yu (2009) also finds that market opportunities for 
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married women who return to the labor force not long after career interruption are almost 

comparable to those of general workers; and the majority of Taiwan’s married female 

labor force holds regular full-time work. 

 What explains the fact that women’s work patterns and gender wage inequality in 

Taiwan stand apart from other East Asian societies? Yu (2009) investigates how and why 

Japan and Taiwan diverged with regard to women’s employment opportunities during 

their life course. She argues that the labor market structures in Taiwan are shaped by the 

fact that the economy is dominated by small to medium size business, which resulted in 

relatively flat wages, and deficiency of resources for further skills training. Unlike the 

Japanese life time employment system, Taiwanese employers need not offer rigorous 

hierarchical wage and promotion structures. They expand their labor pool by 

incorporating married women into the workplace. Furthermore, Taiwan’s relatively flat 

rewarding system reduces the incentive to penalize married women who have taken time-

outs. Moreover, Taiwan’s educational system plays a role in maintaining married 

women’s high labor force participation rate. The admission policy designed to preserve 

gender segregation among elite public high schools contributes to the high level gender 

equality among university students, especially those in elite universities. As economic 

development and educational expansion improve single women’s occupational 

attainment, the overall probability that Taiwanese women will have continuous 

employment careers also increases.  

Similarly, Lee and Hirata (2001) compare married women’s job opportunities in 

Taiwan, Japan and South Korea, and suggest that the predominance of small, family-type 
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business may be the prime reason for the high rates of labor force participation among 

Taiwanese women.  

Due to a low average wage level, a single earner is usually insufficient to meet a 

family’s demand for financial resources. Making a financial contribution to the family 

has grown to be part of the normative expectations for married women. As a result of 

familial income demands, more women participate in the labor market. In addition 

childcare is easily accessible and relatively costless because of familial assistance (Yu 

2009). 

Migrant women face different choices and constraints when they move to other 

societies where the labor market condition varied as well as challenges from the home 

front differed. Most importantly, the cultural and social expectations for educated married 

women in Taiwan highlight the contrast between the labor opportunities at home versus 

the United States for the women I interviewed. These inconsistencies lead to uneasiness 

for them, and their efforts to break the circumstances illustrate how economic constraints 

and limitations on job opportunities reconfigure migrant women's lives in America. The 

ways in which not working or professional downward mobility impacts upper middle 

class migrant women can be clearly seen in this transnational context.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

VISIBLE BARRIER TO THE LABOR MARKET: WOMEN WITH DEPENDENT VISAS 

Rung, 33 years old, and Wei, 28 years old, moved from Taichung to Taipei to study 

at the best university in Taiwan over a decade ago. Graduating with a master’s degree in 

library and information science from National Taiwan University, Rung passed a highly 

competitive national civil service exam. She worked as a public librarian and as a public 

officer in the Ministry of Education in Taipei, the capital city of Taiwan. Wei, a Japanese 

specialist, is five years younger than Rung. She worked in a Japanese company dealing 

with international trade after getting a bachelor’s degree from NTU in Japanese language 

and literature. Despite many similarities, Rung and Wei didn’t know each other until they 

moved to Austin as “F-2” visa holders. They migrated with their husbands, who are 

pursuing their PhD. degrees in the U.S., and therefore are on dependent visas. By the time 

Rung and Wei first met, they were not working anymore; they were NTU-grad 

housewives in the United States. 

Being housewives, however, is not the personal choice for Rung and Wei but the 

only option open to them. According to the U.S. immigration law, dependent visa holders 

are not allowed to accept any employment in the U.S.: 

The spouse (F-2) of a nonimmigrant student (F-1) may not accept employment. The F-2 spouse 

of an F-1 student may not engage in full time study. The F-2 spouse may engage in study that is 

avocational or recreational in nature. 
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A person who has received a visa as the spouse of a temporary worker may not accept 

employment in the U.S. with the exception of spouses of L-1 visa holders.  

As a result, despite the fact that both Rung and Wei are skilled, experienced, and 

determined to work, it is not lawful for them to be employed. Under the restriction, Rung 

worked underground as a part time nanny and part time Chinese teacher. These jobs are 

considerably different from what she used to do in Taiwan--- writing news releases, 

assessing upgrade applications from colleges, and preparing reports for legislative 

interpellations. Similar to Rung, Wei doesn’t have a chance to perform her specialty in 

this new country. She used to “shine” in the workplace but left the job to accompany her 

husband overseas at the time she was about to be promoted. She had a long cry the 

morning after she quit her job. Wei enjoyed proving her ability by working and regretted 

losing the opportunity to do so after moving to the United States. 

Most migrant women with dependent visa are in the same situation as Rung and 

Wei. They were high-achieving individuals in Taiwan who graduated from elite colleges, 

and worked in multinational , high-tech companies, financial services, academia, and the 

media industry. They embraced their professional identity and were successful in what 

they did while they were working. However, after moving to the United States, they face 

legal constraints to entering the primary labor market. These educated migrant women’s 

lives have changed drastically; they could only, in Rung’s words, “stay home with their 

full heart”: 

I think the hardest part of being an F-2 is that s/he doesn’t have a status. S/he doesn’t have a status 

to communicate with the society. Things that we F-2 can do is like having informal classes in 
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church, going to ESL classes and chatting with other moms in the community. That’s all. You can 

at most be a part time student, but who will give you a degree if you’re only a part time student? 

In short, no matter what you want to do, you don’t have a fulcrum to do so. The only way out may 

be accepting that it’s fine to not communicate with the world and stay home with your full heart. 

Staying home, going to English-as-Second-Language classes and working 

illegally at minimum wage jobs are most common activities for dependent visa 

holders. Hua, 33 years old, moved to the U.S. four years ago to accompany her 

husband who pursued a Master’s degree in civil engineering in the U.S. and works 

as an engineer in Houston after finishing the study. Hua was also an engineer with 

Master’s degree in Taiwan. She earned seventy thousand U.S. dollar a year, which 

is about 3.5 times more than the average income in Taiwan. She was proud of 

herself as she was a senior engineer of one of the world’s largest companies in 

Taiwan but she described herself as “fallen down” after migration: “It turned out to 

be that I could only be the spouse of another person in the country. I went to study 

ESL; I couldn’t even be a full time student. My self-esteem was based on my work 

to some degree, I felt lost without work and I feel uncomfortable without the title.” 

The trace of regret with which Hua made her remark was found repeatedly in other 

women with dependent visas. Wei concluded our interview with the comment: “I 

am Jason’s wife in the United States, but I really want to add another title to it.”  

Migrant women with dependent visa struggle with the incongruity of their 

identities as elite college graduates and salaried professionals in Taiwan versus 

becoming workers in the American informal economy.. Even though some women 
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try change their circumstances, few have succeeded. Yu worked as a journalist for 

10 years in Taiwan. She views herself as a competent and diligent “iron woman” in 

the workplace. She looked for jobs in the United States and had gotten call-backs 

from employers. However, “I didn’t get accepted because he asked me a question: 

do you have a status? I said no and that’s the end. That’s the reality.” Yu explained: 

I am confident that I am capable of working in the media industry but an F-2 cannot work. 

You won’t be hired if you don’t have a green card or a working visa. Converting F-2 to a 

working visa is difficult. The employer must pay for paper work in order to give you the 

visa. Why would an employer hire a foreigner who cost him/her extra money? Unless you 

are so irreplaceable and at the same time the employer realizes that---which I think is not 

very possible. 

To work in the United States, under U.S. immigration law, foreigners must obtain 

specific visas based on types of work, such as E visas for treaty traders and investors, H 

and L visas for temporary workers and trainees, I visas for representatives of foreign 

media, and visas of O, P and R for entertainers, professional athletes and religious 

workers. Among all these visa types, “H-1B” is the visa that Yu and most educated 

Taiwanese women with dependent visas wish to convert to. It is the visa designed for 

foreign workers to work in specialty occupations that require theoretical or technical 

expertise, and Taiwan is one of the most important sources of skilled foreign workers in 

the U.S. (Iredale 2000).  

According to the law, H-1B visa holders must have completed a U.S. bachelor’s 

or higher degree, or hold an equivalent foreign degree. However, there are not many 
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companies willing to file H-1B visas to dependent visa holders without U.S. 

credentials and U.S. working experience. For employers to petition for an H-1B 

nonimmigrant worker, they have to pay several fees associated with filing the 

petition, such as an I-129 petition fee, fraud prevention, and detection fee. Even 

Hua, who was a senior engineer in world’s leading semiconductor company, was 

hindered by her legal status. Hua recalled: 

I went to a job interview when I first got to the United States. It went very well; the 

manager even asked me when I can start to work. But I was not hired because I am an F-2 

without a U.S. degree. It took time and money to go through the legal processes. The 

company has to wait for a long time before I can work legally in the country. That’s our 

destiny. With the status, you can barely get a job. 

Yu and Hua tried to find high wage, primary labor market jobs in the U.S. 

Despite their education and experience, their opportunities were restricted by their 

legal status as dependent spouses.  

Migrant women with dependent visas are blocked by law from being in the U.S. 

workforce no matter what qualities they possess. Immigration regulations undermine the 

migrant women’s already weakened position as noncitizens and racial others. They are 

deprived of entitlements and citizenship rights as well as excluded from public spheres in 

the society. Dependent visas are barriers to acquiring recognition in the new country. 

Staying home for these migrant women is neither the consequence of family demands nor 

workplace constraints. Instead, the state plays a role in regulating the lives of migrant 
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women who are subject to national and ethnic boundaries and become a marginalized 

population in the transnational context.  

INVISIBLE BARRIER TO THE LABOR MARKET:                                

CITIZENS, PERMANENT RESIDENTS AND WOMEN WITH L2 VISA 

    Lian, forty years old, has two sons: one 4 years old and the other 7 years old. Lian 

spent eight years working in the human resources department of a transnational high-tech 

corporation in HsinChu Science Park, which is located in one of the major cities in 

Northern Taiwan. Lian moved to the United States ten years ago to marry her Chinese 

American boyfriend. During her ten years of being a U.S. citizen, Lian has chosen not to 

work but to be a happy housewife: 

I really enjoy my life here. Family comes first; staying home is a great choice. I have a family 

and two cute kids; it is the right decision. I have to take care of my family. 

Lian was a professional woman with a bachelor’s degree when she was single. She 

explained to me in the first half of our interview how husband, children, and family 

played an important role in her decision to abandon her career and stay home after 

marriage. However, there is more than one reason for Lian choice to being a housewife in 

the United States. When I asked her whether she would continue to work after getting 

married if she was in Taiwan, she answered “yes” almost immediately: 

I would be in the workplace if I were in Taiwan. Why would I quit after getting married? I have 

been doing the job for years; I am so familiar with the job and the environment. I don’t need to 
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spend time and energy to adjust. To be honest, after ten years, the United States is still strange to 

me. The language, the culture, the network…all these are so foreign to me. I do not dare to try.   

“Choosing” to stay home is not the whole story for many educated Taiwanese 

migrant women. Not working is not only the result of their choices but also reflects how 

constrained their choices are. The United States is a complete alien place for them. They 

don’t have any experiences living in the country prior to migration, nor do they have 

friends or relatives here. These women depend on their husbands in the migration and 

settle processes. They have neither a U.S degree nor U.S. working experiences. The 

difficulty in transferring Taiwanese credentials and work experiences to the U.S. context 

often left those women in the position of having to start all over again.  

Similar to Lian, Ting, 39 years old, married a White American 5 years ago and later 

became a citizen. She was a department manager of a trading company in Taiwan. She 

thought of being a purchasing agent in the United States but gave up in the end. “I do not 

dare to take the first step,” she said, “I do not have a U.S. degree and I cannot speak 

English as fluently as native speakers. It’s so different from Taiwan, I am afraid that the 

adjusting process is going to take forever.” Jia, an L-2 visa holder, is the wife of an intra-

company trainee. Her husband holds L-1 visa and works for a multinational corporation 

as an engineer. Jia has a master’s degree in Japanese language and literature from Japan. 

She worked for a Japanese company as a translator and coordinator in Taiwan. As an L-2, 

she can engage in employment with an appropriate work permit. This additional paper 

work was not the reason she gave up looking for jobs. Instead, Jia explained, “I have 

never thought of working in the U.S. because of English! My English is too poor to get 
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me hired, seriously.” She lost her confidence after moving to the U.S. because of the 

language issue. She said, “When I bump into a stranger, all I could think of are all 

Mandarin and Japanese!” 

Another group of women, all U.S. citizens, has chosen to accept jobs available to 

them despite their lack of U.S experiences and preexisting connections. Tang was a 

college lecturer in hotel management in Kaohsiung, the largest city in Southern Taiwan, 

but works as a part time employee on a campus in the United States; Bau used to be an 

anchorwoman for a nationwide news program, but today she is a part time employee in a 

local Chinese press. Rou worked in academic research centers with a Master’s degree in 

molecular biology, but now selling tea leafs and tea pots in her store in a small town. All 

these women say, “I came here for marriage, getting a job to do is like getting a bonus.” 

They didn’t expect to find a professional job in the United States upon migration. Bau 

assumed before migrating that she could only have jobs associated with Chinese 

communities because it is difficult for her to be a journalist in the American media. Rou 

is passionate about doing academic research but put her dreams away after moving 

overseas. She said, “My experiences and qualifications are in Taiwan, I can at most be an 

assistant here. I cannot apply for a project; I cannot decide the direction of research.” 

Tang also thought it is impossible for her to compete with Americans when doing work 

relate to English and American culture. She described her situation, “I speak English with 

accent and therefore the department sets low expectations for me. They even asked me to 

deliver newspapers every morning. The manager says I always amaze him but, you know, 

I just do Excel neatly and type fast.”  
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Lack of English fluency and knowledge about American cultural background shapes 

these educated women’s employment choices. Their degrees, credentials, and work 

experiences are not always recognized in U.S. workplaces; their authority and credibility 

are questioned when dealing with high-skilled work. As a result, some women chose not 

to work even though it is lawful for them to be employed. And, some women do jobs 

which are completely different from what they used to do in Taiwan.  

Citizenship is not a panacea. Even without legal constraints, educated migrant 

women who moved to the United States for marriage face other hindrances to enter the 

labor market. Lacking language fluency, social networks, U.S. experiences and 

credentials, they are pushed from participating in professional careers. Even though 

78.3% of college-educated women in the United States are in the labor market (U.S. 

Department of Labor 2009), the number does not reflect these educated Taiwanese 

migrant women’s life in the country. Despite the fact that Asians have the highest 

educational attainment and the highest average annual earnings among race and ethnicity 

groups in the United States (U.S. Census Bureau 2009), without a U.S. education, there 

are not many employment opportunities open for those Taiwanese women with a 

bachelor’s or a higher degree. 

Moreover, these high-achieving migrant women’s stories demonstrate that the 

reasons women abandon their careers and stay home after marriage may be not all about 

husbands, children and family. Many of them do not necessarily choose to be 

housewives; instead, they are pushed out of the labor market. As citizens, permanent 

residents, and L-2 visa holders, their legal status allows them to work; their abilities and 
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experiences qualify them for having professional jobs. However, the actual situation is 

that many of them either don’t have jobs or experience professional downwards mobility. 

What hinder them from being salaried professionals are not the written laws but invisible 

disadvantages: their working and educational backgrounds in Taiwan are not convertible 

to high wage human capital in the United States; their unfamiliarity with language use 

and cultural conventions are often seen as reflecting their lack of ability. Such conditions 

may have a significant effect on minority individuals’ success in the society at large.  

EFFECT OF HAVING BARRIER TO THE JOB MARKET: BEING HOME  

As seen in the preceding sections, a significant change resulting from migration for 

many of high-achieving Taiwanese women is that they have few choices other than 

staying mostly at home. Paid employment used to be at the heart of their lives but they 

have to adjust to their new status as housewives, stay-at-home mothers, and part time 

employees after migrating to the United States. This section presents the rewards and 

challenges to being home for educated migrant women who used to be professionals.  

Rung’s job in the Department of Higher Education in the Ministry of Education was 

one of the most popular jobs in Taiwan. Her colleagues thought it was a pity that she left 

her career to accompany her husband overseas. However, Rung considered it a chance to 

“change the course” of her life. She said, “I felt tired at that point. I want to see the world 

and to experience different cultures. There are many other things that I want to do. I don’t 

want my life to be all about my work, it’s exhausting.” After Rung moved to America, 

things were not quite the same as she expected. Due to the state regulations, she worked 
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underground before becoming a full-time mother and moving to Texas from New York. 

She recalled: 

When I first came to Austin, I really felt like crying. My husband was too busy to take care of my 

daughter; I had to take her out by myself. It was winter time, no one was out; the world was 

completely silent. It was like the world has fallen asleep. I felt so painful and lonely. I said to 

myself, “Oh my god! Who can come to rescue me? I live at the end of the earth!” Those two 

years were the gloomiest times in my life so far. I still feel horrible now to trace back to those 

days. I woke up every morning thinking about what to play with my daughter, where I can take 

her to, and what to cook for the day. My daughter and I looked at each other all day long, my life 

was all about her and her life was all me. I waited for my husband to come home every day. 

Actually, it is fulfilling to take care of your child and I feel grateful that I have the chance. 

However, if you couldn’t go out, if you don’t have friends, it’s very, very isolated.  

Rung’s experience illustrates the double-bind of staying home for educated migrant 

women. Many of them felt exhausted and wanted a break from work. They appreciated 

they have more time for families and lead less stressful lives after quitting jobs. However, 

when talking about the advantages of not working, women also cited the loss of their 

professional roles as the major challenge confronting them in staying home. They get 

much less respect when they are no longer salaried professionals. Many of them also 

regret having lost the chance to obtain intellectual challenge and mental stimulation. 

Isolation and disconnection from the world are two factors that many migrant women to 

feel depressed.  

Many women I interviewed mentioned the easing of stress as one of the pluses of 

being home. Dai talked relief, “my life is much less stressful than it was when I was 
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working. When I was a director of an English kindergarten in Taiwan, sometimes I asked 

myself must I continue being busy for the rest of my life?” On a similar note, Hua and 

Ting, who used to have very high incomes in Taiwan, felt they had to take a rest because 

they put so much energy into the workplace that they even neglected their physical and 

mental health. Jia wished to have more quality time with her son because she rushed all 

the time as a working mother: “I kept busy after getting off from my work, busy cooking, 

busy feeding and bathing my son, busy checking his homework and getting him to 

bed…everything is rush, rush, hurry, hurry! But now, I can pick him up from school 

earlier, we walk home hand in hand. Sometimes we bike in the evening, we chat, and we 

have a snack together. It feels much better.” Like Jia, many migrant women enjoy 

becoming more involved in their children’s lives, and dedicating more time to family. A 

major gratification of being home is that it enables migrant women who used to be 

preoccupied by work to take a rest from hectic working lives, and to participate more in 

family life.   

But being home not only brings joys for migrant women; it also has sorrows. These 

high-achieving women used to view work as a vital and valued part of who they are, and 

they struggle with its loss. Wei’s remark is an epitome of many migrant women’s 

experiences:   

When I worked, I was much more confident even though I confronted many frustrations at work. 

When I finished a project or something, I was truly happy! The frequency of getting a sense of 

achievement was much higher when I was at the workplace than at home. Sometimes I finished a 

great deal of business, or got a compliment from my boss, or won the trust of my clients, you 
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know, all these are things that a housewife could not attain, the source of self-achieving! I was 

always moving and marching, I knew what’s coming up in the world when I was working. I miss 

the challenges and learning opportunities that work could offer.  

Losing a professional identity is not the only problem. The feeling of having no 

social status also leads to the insecure feeling that they may get less respect. Yang 

explained she feels embarrassed at social events, “I don’t contact with my friends and 

teachers in Taiwan frequently. I am afraid they would think ‘you have a master’s degree 

from NTU but you are doing nothing in America.’” Wei is also uncomfortable every time 

she introduces herself as an F-2: 

F-2 is like a subordinate. I felt embarrassed in some Taiwanese student gatherings, I couldn’t join 

the conversation when they talked about school. I feel I am inferior; everyone has something 

serious to do. I graduated from NTU, and many classmates of mine are now studying for their 

PhD. Honestly, I don’t think I am less capable than them but it looks like their achievements are 

much higher than mine. 

Despite graduating from prestigious universities and having been working 

professionals, it seems like most of their respect vanished with their resignation. Yi 

mentioned how her new role is devalued and stereotyped in the eyes of the larger world:  

Some people make me feel ashamed for not having a job, but what can I do? Under F-2, I 

couldn’t work! I know that some people judge me like” You are highly educated but so what, you 

are still married and become a ‘cooking mother.’” Even my husband thinks my life at home is 

easy, you know, chatting with other moms, eating and watching TV. Actually, taking care of a 

child is even more tiring than going to work; it’s a 24-hour-job.  
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    Losing their professional identities makes some women question their self-worth. 

Being unable to produce something tangible that has value and prestige attached to it 

(such as money), these capable women are perceived in terms of misleading stereotypes. 

They receive little social or personal recognition or appreciation for what they have done 

for themselves and for their families by staying home as mothers and wives. They not 

only have to struggle with the new role but to deal with the stigma that can be attached to 

being “just a stay-at-home mom.” Compared to the recognition they got in Taiwan as 

working professionals, many women feel they have become invisible and less significant 

in the United States. Tang said, “I was somebody in Taiwan but I am nobody here.”  

Being home also leads to isolation and disconnection from the world. Tang said she 

was almost “suffocating.” So she looked for part time work. She said, “I didn’t have 

things to do. Every day I woke up, I started to look forward to tomorrow. I wished time 

could roll faster. I tried to sleep a lot; I slept till 11:00am and took a nap in the afternoon, 

and then waited for my husband to come home.” Rou’s comment represents the common 

situation of many stay-at-home mothers: “I was in the place that I am totally unfamiliar 

with, I know very few people and most of them are Chinese mothers. Our topic is always 

about kids. If I can have a job, I can meet more people at work and I would know various 

things which are not related to children.” Lian felt not working made her lose ties to the 

society as well: “I don’t feel I live in the United States, because I stay at home for most of 

the time. It’s better to have a job if you want to ‘melt into’ the society. Otherwise, you 

don’t meet people, you don’t have things to do, how do you know what’s happening in 

the world?” Rung explained how painful it was for not having a car. She couldn’t go 
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anywhere but staying home waiting for her husband to come back. She lost the freedom 

to go out and she felt she lost her personal time and space accordingly. She got a car and 

a driver’s license four years after migration. She said,” I need to prepare my husband’s 

enrollment certification in order to get the driver’s license. I have to renew my license 

every year and even the format of my driver’s license looks different from normal ones, 

like my husband’s.” Having a car gives migrant women chance to step out of the 

household, however, many of them don’t have the “excuse” to have a car as housewives 

and the process of obtaining a driver’s license is not friendly to them either.       

Even though the educated women I interviewed were being pushed out of 

professional arena rather than chose to abandon their careers, they have to take the pluses 

and minuses that followed. Isolation and lack of self-achievement often outweigh the 

delight of not working. They lost their professional identity and took on another, less 

valued one. Moreover, these women’s appreciation for having more time for family 

demonstrates how difficult it was for professional women to look after both family and 

career, as well as how heavy demands placed on working women’s shoulders. Women 

are in a double bind where work and family are constructed as oppositional. They miss 

what paid work could offer when being at home: professional identities, social respect, 

social ties, intellectual challenges, a sense of self-worth, other external validations, and 

even dreams and ambitions. Even though they do not perceive themselves to be victims, 

they are not blind to their losses. As a result, these migrant women confront the challenge 

of constructing new lives and new identities in the United States, which are topics 

unfolded in following chapters. 
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BECOMING TRADITIONAL WIVES IN AN ADVANCED CAPITALIST NATION  

To the limited extend that research has focused on immigrant women and labor 

market, it has emphasized primarily migrant women who are already in the U.S. 

workforce. Little attention has been paid to migrant women who try to get into the 

labor market and their lives before getting employment. The group of migrant 

women, highly educated but having difficulties continuing to be professionals after 

migration, is left out of current academic research. In the contrast, this study 

provides qualitative information about the experiences of educated migrant women 

who struggle to work in the United States.  

This first chapter has examined the causes and consequences of being unable to 

continue working as professionals for these women. The U.S. immigration law 

prohibits dependent visa holders from accepting employment and engaging in full 

time studies. None of the women I interviewed has converted dependent visas to 

working visas as the legal process costs employers additional time and money. Even 

without legal constraints, migrant women who have obtained a green card or who 

have become U.S. citizens are in the position of having to start all over again in the 

United States. Their working and educational backgrounds in Taiwan cannot be 

converted to high-worth human capital in the United States. Their unfamiliarity with 

the language and culture is seen as reflecting their lack of ability. As a result, 

despite their capability, job opportunities are few. They have few choices other than 

staying home or accepting jobs which are less valued, less well paid, and with fewer 

prospects of promotion compared to their jobs in Taiwan. 
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Past studies suggest that immigrant women are more likely to work in the United 

States than they were in their countries of origin. Moreover, immigrant women are more 

likely than native-born women to be concentrated in low-skill occupations and industries 

as the result of having a low level of education (Vernez 1999). However, as this chapter 

shows, the experiences of these migrant women contradict the previous research findings. 

They worked as professionals in Taiwan; however, under the limitations , some don’t 

work, some work underground, and some accept low-skilled jobs available to them. 

Working in lower level occupations does not indicate their lack of education and ability. 

On the contrary, it is a reflection of how constrained their choice is. 

Having barriers to the labor market, these educated migrant women struggle with the 

loss of professional identities and face challenges such as isolation, lack of social respects, 

and disconnection from the world. Being unfamiliar with the language and the 

environment, lacking preexisting connection, having limited opportunities to make ties, 

(some even without a vehicle) these migrant women feel emptier than American 

housewives. They are foreign to the country; they don’t have the conditions that support 

them to pursue various activities.   

Although they moved from a developing country to a first world country, many of 

them do not benefit from the transnational mobility. The women I interviewed feel they 

have become invisible and less significant in the United States.  

Transnational migration does not equally empower all migrants; instead, the 

inequality of gender and ethnicity may be reproduced. Women moved to the United 

States to accompany their husbands at the expense of leaving careers while men moved 
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for career or education advancement. In the new country, migrant women are either 

forced by law to stay at home or recede from the workplace due to lacking recognitions 

as foreigners from a developing world. These migrant women walk away from years of 

training and accomplishment to take on housework in the modern western country.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 41

CHAPTER FOUR 

Yang met her husband when she was in college; they got their bachelor’s degrees 

from the same university and worked in the same laboratory while they were master’s 

students. She didn’t hesitate to leave the pharmaceutical company in which she had 

worked for years to move with her husband to the United States because her husband 

would spend at least five years pursuing his doctoral degree in America. Yang has similar 

credentials and work experiences as her husband, but she is not eligible to work and 

pursue higher education in the United States. Her husband has an F-1 visa, and she is the 

“dependent” F-2 visa holding wife of an international student. She says, “I want to work 

because I had a certain education and I have a certain experience level, I can do 

something. Plus, it’s boring to stay at home.” She struggled to find jobs under the 

circumstances of being an ‘F-2’ and has been working three hours a week as a Chinese 

teacher in church. She teaches Mandarin to children of Chinese and Taiwanese 

immigrants and has earned 15 dollars an hour.  

Yang’s experience is the typical story of Taiwanese migrant women. This chapter 

examines types of job that migrant women have had after the migration. Among the 

migrant women whom I interviewed, two of them have been cashiers and cleaners in 

restaurants, six of them have been part time Chinese teachers, three of them have been 

temporary workers and the part time employees, and one works as a local Chinese 

journalist, one as a retailer. Some of the migrant women have had more than one job after 

migrating to the U.S. while eight of them haven’t had any working experiences in the 

new country.  
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  The major themes of the chapter include how and why they got the jobs; what 

motivates them to work, and what are their rewards for working. With limited job 

opportunities in the primary labor market most of my interviewees got jobs through their 

social networks. They turned to arenas to where they have easier access to jobs than they 

might have in the mainstream labor market; that is, they looked to their ethnic 

communities. As a result, many of them held jobs related to Chinese/ Taiwanese culture, 

and language. These “ethnic jobs” pay less compared to their jobs in Taiwan; they also 

have almost no potential for promotions, learning new skills, and in general, are low 

status jobs. Despite these shortcomings, the women I interviewed preferred to work than 

stay at home. Income did not seem to be the main reason for why they sought 

employment. Instead, paid employment became a symbol of independence, gave the 

women a sense of being productive, and helped them escape the isolation of being stay-

at-home moms and wives. Moreover, some women found fulfillment doing ethnic jobs. 

Their employment “choice,” however, blurred the boundaries between paid employment 

and community participation. 

“I WANT TO WORK, ANYHOW” 

The Cashiers and Cleaners  

Tien, an F-2 visa holder, had worked in the largest science park in Taiwan as a 

programming engineer for six years. When I asked her if she ever tried to find jobs in the 

United States, she replied: “Could an F-2 find jobs?” She was fully aware that her legal 

status wouldn’t allow her to be employed and she was not ignorant of the fact that she 

could only work in the informal sector. However, Tien wanted to have “a small amount 
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of money that I can control.” This reason made her take her friend’s recommendation to 

work in a Japanese restaurant. Cleaning tables and sweeping floor were the main duties of 

her first job after migration and she eared 6 dollars an hour by doing that. After her 

English improved, she switched to a Chinese restaurant in which she took orders and 

earned 7.5 dollars per hour.  Working at minimum wage jobs “feels totally different 

from working as an engineer.” Tien felt very uncomfortable dealing with filth; she also 

felt exhausted for she had never made money by physical labor. Despite these conditions, 

she maintained the restaurant job for over a year since she thought economic ability leads 

to autonomy:  

You never know what would happen in the future, so it is important that you have money at your 

hand. I feel more confident if I am capable of making money, and I also feel more secure. For 

example, if my family comes to visit me, I can spend my own money; I don’t need to feel sorry 

for spending my husband’s money. I think women better have economic independence, it gives 

you power to make your own decision. 

    Tang, a citizen of the United States, was a small celebrity in the field of hotel 

management in Taiwan. She taught in a college and often gave public speeches. She 

thought she could be a housewife in the United States after “being emptied” by work for 

5 years. However, she described the first half year of her life in America as miserable. 

She needed something to spend time on, to get her out into the city, and be in touch with 

people. Tang met the owner of a Chinese restaurant through a Taiwanese religious 

organization and started to work four hours a day for two days a week in that restaurant 

as a cashier. The tasks involved in being a cashier were simple and monotonous for Tang, 

but the meaning was not. She was proud to make herself step out of the house even 
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though she realized she was far more capable than being a cashier. For Tang, starting 

from the bottom was the only way to avoid engaging in self-pity: 

I was the youngest faculty in my college in Taiwan, everybody was watching me. I felt pressured 

but I know I am very capable. But after moving here, I had to start from the bottom, I was 

depressed. For six months, the only thing I did every day since waking up is to wait for the next 

day to come. I really needed to step out of my house and I knew I cannot rely on my husband. I 

had to move forward by myself and I did it! The job in the restaurant was easy and dull but I was 

fine with it because I put myself at “zero,” I started all over again. 

The Chinese Teachers 

Teaching Chinese is a niche for Chinese native speakers. It is a job offered by the 

Chinese community and migrant women become involved more in the community by 

taking the job. As a result, Chinese teacher is the most common position held by the 

migrant women whom I interviewed. Almost every migrant woman who has worked in 

the United States has been a Chinese teacher. Most of them have worked three hours on 

weekends to teach second generation Chinese and Taiwanese children how to recognize, 

write and pronounce Chinese characters. Teaching Chinese is a job for which these 

Taiwanese migrant women have advantages over Americans. Bau went to a Mandarin 

training center before she quit her job as an anchorwoman in Taiwan. When she 

considered working in the U.S., she thought of being a Chinese teacher. She described the 

job as a “Chinese- monopolistic” job, because she said, “no American can compete with 

me.” However, many women conveyed the feeling that teaching Chinese “is not like 

having a real job.” Most of the migrant women found the job through Taiwanese 
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churches or Buddhist organizations, to which the Mandarin teaching institutes belong to. 

These religious organizations offer Chinese lessons for children of their members (mostly 

Asians) and children of Chinese/Taiwanese immigrants. Going to religious institutes is a 

way for many migrants to make connections, find adult company and adjust to the new 

environment. Tang, Yang and Yi were asked by their friends if they were willing to “do 

the institute a favor to teach Chinese.” The job takes them three hours every weekend and 

offers them approximately 15 dollars an hour. For them, spending three hours a week is 

more about engaging in church activities, doing volunteer work, hanging out, and making 

more friends than simply working for money. In addition, Dai felt grateful to the Chinese 

community as being supportive for giving her, a dependent visa holder, the chance to 

have income no matter how small it was.  

The Temporary Workers and the Part Time Employee 

    Rung’s jobs in the United States were not as stable as those she used to have in 

Taiwan. She said she “lost every advantage I had in Taiwan and have become a 

disadvantaged minority here.” Without status, language fluency and social networks, she 

took her friends’ offers to work as a temporary nanny and a substitute English teacher for 

older Taiwanese immigrants. Despite doing these low wage jobs, she felt “a sense of at 

least being productive and doing something than just being home.” Rung explained, 

“Being home is fine, but I felt empty and isolated. I need a focus.” Yang is in the same 

situation as Rung; advantages of having NTU degrees and working in professions 

disappeared in the new country. Yang was anxious that she would lead a “blank” life in 

the U.S. She has tried to explore possibilities for her future and as ameliorate the isolation 
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of staying at home. Getting freelance translation work for telecommunication manuals 

through her friend was Yang’s attempt to demonstrate her capability as well as to expand 

her path in the future. Even though the translation work only lasted for a few months, it 

eased Yang’s anxiety about being labeled as a culturally devalued housewife.  

As a U.S. citizen, Tang has had several jobs after migration including cashier, 

Chinese teacher, and part time employee on campus. Tang explained that her job on 

campus was simple and that she could be easily replaced by student interns. Her job 

content went from distributing directories to putting up classified advertisements. The 

reason that she continued to be hired for four semesters is “my attitude. I let people know 

that I really want to work and I really like to work.” Tang led a busy life in Taiwan; 

continuing to work on a part-time basis after leaving her career eased the difficult 

switchover from professional identity to housewife identity. Getting a pay check gives 

Tang sense of security even though “my check is not big,” and she enjoys simply meeting 

people every day. Tang could cope with the loss of income and maintain social ties by 

working. Gaining a sense of achievement is the other motivation for Tang to work, but 

one thing she didn’t expect is that “I couldn’t find things to do:” 

I am a Chinese who speaks English with accent, they set low expectation for me, and they 

anticipated that I am incapable. The manager said I always amaze him but I just do Excel neatly 

and type fast. I often ask for more things to do but the director said “Tang, I know you want to 

help but we don’t have things for you to do. It is OK that you just sit back? ” 

Working part time on campus is one of Tang’s strategies to address the challenges to 

being home. Tang’s job helps her combat isolation, the lack of mental stimulation, and 
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the absence of reward and recognition; at the same time her experiences illustrate how 

these problems are difficult to resolve completely for a part time worker.  

The Chinese Journalist  

    Bau, a U.S. citizen, had been a journalist in Taiwan for 13 years and worked as an 

anchorwoman for a nationwide news program for two of these 13 years. She had 

published three books on travel and entertainment based on her working experiences as 

an entertainment journalist. Talking about her life in Taiwan, she described herself as 

“that kind of Sex-and-the-City woman”: single, high income, life full of work, friends, 

and various social events. She has never thought of relinquishing her professional identity 

because she thought she would continue to be a journalist after immigration. However, 

realizing that her lack of English abilities and unfamiliarity with American culture would 

make it difficult for her to get into the American media industry, Bau focused on working 

in the Chinese community. She was employed by a local Chinese press six months after 

moving to the Unites States. The job means a lot more to her than she anticipated: 

Even though I only make little money by doing this job, the job means a lot to me. My life would 

center around home with limited activities and experiences If I were only a Chinese teacher. I 

really need this job to get me involved in the society. I grasped every opportunity to interview 

people whenever there are events held by Chinese associations. And my interviewees became my 

friends! My job has merged with my life. I feel I have merit in the city because I help the 

community record their activities; and in turn, I know the environment and people by doing it. I 

spent a lot of time and energy recognizing Chinese associations and their members. Before I was 

hired by the press, people told me that you should know so and so, but now they would say ‘oh, 

you know him as well!’ I wouldn’t adjust to the environment well if I didn’t have this job. 
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Bau became familiar with the Chinese/Taiwanese community and with the city she 

lives in by interacting with new friends she made through work. She enjoys engaging in 

community activities such as arranging traditional Chinese festival celebrations and being 

a hostess charity fundraising party. She is now an active member of two Chinese 

associations. Participating in events and interviewing people became part of her private 

life rather than simply job duties. Bau said, “Many of my friends are my interviewees. I 

am always participating in events held by the associations. Not only because I need to 

write news reports about that, but also because I can hang out with friends and have fun 

there. I also ask my husband to go with me; it’s like going to party. Frankly, I view my 

interview work as half job and half play.”  

Even though she does not make much money by doing the job, and the job is not as 

rigorous as her previous experiences in Taiwan, Bau feels lucky to have the job. She has 

a sense of belonging, and has the opportunities to perform useful tasks in Chinese 

organizations, which she found through working part time in the local Chinese press. Bau 

said “the job taught me a lot about America.” 

The Retailer 

Rou, with a master’s degree in biotechnology, worked in two public research centers 

before migration. She was a research assistant in the major academic research center in 

Taipei, the largest city in Taiwan, for three years; and then went to Hualien doing 

agriculture research for the government for four years. Academic research used to be her 

vocation but the relocation involved in international migration interrupted her work in 

academia. Even obtaining U.S. citizenship did not help Rou get a job. Lacking a job or 
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even a car, she interacted only with her husband (as she put as “the two-man kingdom”) 

before going to church through which she had made friends. Friends in church turned the 

direction of her life. Rou was encouraged by a friend to take over her coffee shop in 

which Rou helped without being paid for over a year. Wanting to share Taiwanese 

cultures and arts with Americans, Rou accepted the challenges and changed the coffee 

shop into a teahouse. Even though being supported by church friends, the business was 

“horrible” in the beginning. Rou was in debt for years and has just begun to break even in 

the recent past. She explained: 

 I didn’t have experiences in this area. The first two years were like a tragedy. Thanks to my 

friends in churches, they brought their friends in and their friends brought more. The teahouse 

then became a place for friends gathering. Then I felt the purpose of the store was sharing 

instead of selling things and making money. I started teaching calligraphy and tea ceremony for 

free in my store. I recently tried to hold art events once a month. These activities cost lots of 

money. I didn’t have profit but I am much, much happier than I was before doing retail.  

  The meaning behind Rou’s devotion of time, money and energy to the store is the 

fulfillment of her aspirations: meeting people, spreading Taiwanese cultures, and 

spreading Christianity. Rou was proud of persuading several American customers to visit 

Taiwan. The rewards of her dedication were equally profound: her view was broadened 

and her social network was expanded. Before she ran the business, she “didn’t have life at 

all.” Being a retailer involves her in local society, despite its small to non-existent 

financial remunerations. 
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ETHNIC JOBS 

The vast majority of jobs that migrant women have had the after they have migrated 

are related to their ethnic background as Taiwanese. Despite their different skill levels, 

reputations and incomes, these jobs are all associated with Taiwanese culture and 

language: cashier and cleaner of Chinese restaurants, Chinese teacher, English-Chinese 

translator, baby sitter and teacher for Taiwanese immigrants, Chinese journalist and 

Chinese tea room owner. This section discusses the factors that make the migrant 

women’s jobs concentrated in this field. 

Network 

    As the foregoing chapter has shown, many migrant women face barriers to the labor 

market. They have turned to their social networks for job opportunities. However, under 

the circumstances of having no preexisting connection to the United States prior to 

migration, their husbands’ networks have become the basis for them to meet people. 

Expanding social contact based on these networks as well as having little connection with 

the society, the Taiwanese housewives interact mostly with other Taiwanese. Moreover, 

Yi’s experience illustrated the situation of many migrant women. Going to church, to the 

Buddhist institute and to the Taiwanese/Chinese associations were ways for her to find 

groups to belong to. She accessedthese organizations without difficulty as opposed to 

groups associated with professions and studies and groups that required language skills 

and knowledge of American culture. As a result, the migrant women’s activities and 

social networks were limited to that of their ethnic communities. The Taiwanese 
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community in the United States is the major source through which many migrant women 

find employment, regardless of their visa status.  

Culture and Language 

Holding credentials and work experiences which hold little recognition in the U.S. 

job market, these migrant women have turned to arenas where they feel they are more 

socially valued. As Taiwanese, the migrant women’s authority and credibility are seldom 

questioned when dealing with tasks about Chinese culture and language. It is a field 

where they have advantages over Americans. The migrant women are reliable in the eyes 

of employers and clients since they were immersed in Chinese culture, and speak 

Mandarin as their first language. Tang described her experiences as a Chinese tutor: “I 

tutor for kids of Chinese/Taiwanese immigrants mostly, but there are few kids of White 

Americans as well. Parents appreciate what I have done especially American parents 

because they don’t understand Chinese; they trust me, a Chinese speaker.” Bau 

commented on her job as a part time Chinese journalist: “The job is not difficult, they just 

need someone who can write Chinese.” The migrant women fit these jobs mostly because 

of their ethnic background. Their trained skills as researchers, software workers, or media 

personnel do not matter in these new, American ethnic jobs. Teaching Mandarin, 

translating English to Chinese, and running a business for Chinese arts are jobs they had 

never done in Taiwan and the work has little to do with the years of training they had. 

Their working lives were redirected in the new country as a result of being welcomed in 

the “Taiwanese/Chinese” field rather than being approved in the U.S. job market as a 

whole. 
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Ethnic Jobs Revisited  

The migrant women I interviewed loved their jobs in Taiwan as a college lecturer, a 

public officer, an engineer, a department director, an anchor woman, a high school 

teacher and so on. These jobs provided them with intellectual challenges, sense of 

accomplishment, social respect and a high income. In contrast, many women did not 

enjoy doing their jobs in the Unites States as much as they did in Taiwan. Tien and Tang 

earned six to eight dollars per hour as a cleaner and a cashier in Chinese restaurants. 

Performing physical labor and dealing with filth made them feel dull and uncomfortable. 

Most of the women who taught Chinese three hours a week did not feel they had a “real 

job.” The tasks did not require much time and skill, and the rewards of the jobs had less 

to do with money and self-improvement. For women who worked on a part time and 

freelance basis, job opportunities were highly unstable. The income and mental 

stimulation were intermittent and meager as well. Managing a tearoom put Rou into debt, 

and she put aside her vocation as an academic researcher. Bau became less significant as 

a local Chinese journalist compared to her influence in Taiwan as an anchor woman and a 

writer. The new job did not offer the amount of salary, fame and challenge as Bau 

wished.  

    As the preceding paragraph has showed, most of the jobs the migrant women hold in 

the United States are related to “Taiwanese” communities. These “ethnic jobs” are less 

valued even by themselves since the jobs pay less and offer fewer prospects for 

promotion in comparison to their jobs in Taiwan. The high-achieving women have ethic 

jobs because they face difficulties continuing to develop their professional careers after 
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migration. As Jia said, “we came for marriage, we didn’t go to college here, we are 

foreigners and we have language barriers.” Seeking employment in the new country is a 

different story; they are either restricted by law or confront frustration in job interviews. 

They found employment through friends’ recommendations, and “Taiwanese women” 

have also become their characteristics when looking for jobs. Chinese restaurants, 

Chinese schools and the Chinese press seem “proper” and “natural” places for them to 

work. The migrant women are, in Tien’s words, “cheap and great laborers” with 

impressive education and working experiences, who are working at lower level and low 

wage jobs.  

   Even though most of the women used to enjoy working and were proud of their 

success and contributions in Taiwan, their jobs in the new country do not serve the same 

functions nor offer similar rewards. Having certain types of jobs has little to do with 

personal choices; instead, it is a consequence of having narrow ways into the U.S. 

workplace.  

EVEN NOT ABOUT EARNING MONEY 

These migrant women came to the United States with their husbands who, not 

surprisingly, are also highly educated and have worked in specialty occupations as the 

women used to. As middle class women, they are rarely troubled by their economic 

situations. The previous paragraph also illustrated that the jobs they have had in the U.S. 

provide them with little income. Except for making money, the most tangible product of 

working, the motivations and the rewards for the migrant women to seek employment are 

discussed in this section.  
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Motivation  

    The high achieving women who have confronted barriers to continue developing in 

their professions have to deal with the fundamental and ongoing challenges of losing their 

identities. Their lives were propelled forward in career success with little deviation: 

graduating from elite colleges, entering major companies or prestigious institutes, 

heading to high positions and so on. Because of migration, even though they are confined 

at home mostly, their working values and drives may have quieted, but have not gone 

away.  The women adopted a variety of coping strategies to solve the problems of being 

at home. 

These migrant women had to reconcile the two-fold problem: the loss of their valued 

and high-status professional identities and combating the challenges of staying home in 

culturally devalued roles of being housewives and mothers. At one level, working, even 

in occupations that they had never done and never thought of, addresses the challenge to 

being home alone such as emptiness and isolation. Simply having something to spend 

time on and getting in touch with people means a great deal to these migrant women. 

Also by holding jobs, they avoid being labeled as a culturally devalued housewife even 

though the jobs are similar to volunteer work, community service and church activities. 

At another level, the loss of professional identity is the most prevalent and pressing 

problem they faced after migration. Besides coping with the challenges of being home 

and being devalued, they are motivated to seek employment of various kinds, as a way of 

achieving self-worth. Working leads to sense of being productive and getting things done; 

and it brings about sense of accomplishment. Getting a paycheck, even a small amount, is 
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the symbol of economic autonomy and security. Some women consider doing work they 

had never tried to be helpful in expanding a path for the future. In short, these women do 

not think of relinquishing their professional identity, and being employed eased the 

difficult identity switches. 

Although it is not easy for the migrant women to enter the U.S. job market, they 

tried as far as possible to seek employment. Despite some of them did not enjoy their 

work in the U.S. as much and some did not consider their work as ideal jobs, many 

migrant women still chose to work instead of staying home. Yi’s remark illustrated the 

reason: “I want to keep up, to have sense of what’s going on in the world, to know issues 

people are passionate about. I am not fulfilled with just being home with my daughter.” 

Working in the U.S. brings different rewards to the women than working in Taiwan. 

These jobs help them cope with loss of careers to some degree, at least, in Dai’s word, 

they “have something to do.”  

Rewards 

The previous section has examined the women’s motivations of working in the U.S. 

These motivations ties to rewards of work as they anticipated, for example, combat with 

isolation, maintaining connections to the outside world, and having something to focus 

on. However, some problems have remained stubborn and persistent. The women’s 

“ethnic jobs” could not fulfill their needs of being recognized, getting challenges, and 

having sense of self-worth as much as their old jobs did. Despite having jobs that do not 

offer them what their jobs in Taiwan could provide with, these migrant women have 

benefited from them in different ways. These ethic jobs pointed a direction for them 
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which has less to do with a career development but more to do with engaging and serving 

in communities. 

Bau and Rou’s work has permeated into their personal lives. Their social networks 

consist mainly of their interviewees and customers. They felt they have merits and 

accomplishments in the new city by witnessing and recording the growth of Chinese 

associations, and by promoting and holding art events. They met people and got familiar 

with the environment through work. Bau said, “Professionally speaking, of course, I went 

down a lot if I viewed myself as a working woman. My job in Taiwan brought me 

something that is really about work and career, such as wealth, fame, and achievement. I 

focused a lot on my personal life. However, being here and working like this still mean to 

me but in terms of involving in communities and contacting with people.” Similar to Bau, 

Rou explained the meaning of her store does not lie in selling, but in sharing. For most of 

the migrant women who teach Chinese in religious institute, working is a way to become 

part of the community.  

The migrant women’s jobs in the U.S. help them expand their social connections, be 

familiar with the environment, and get involved in communities, rather than offering 

them wealth, fame and challenge as their Taiwanese jobs did. For many of them, helping 

and serving communities are their current focus and source of attainment. This group of 

migrant women experienced frustrations on their ways to the U.S. paid labor market; they 

have redirected and reconstructed their roles and identities in different areas. This way of 

positioning themselves help bridge and transition between their past and present lives. 
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A BLURRED BOUNDARY BETWEEN WORK AND COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION  

Examining types of job that migrant women have had after migration, the chapter 

has shown that jobs related to Chinese/ Taiwanese culture and language are common 

among the migrant women. Having limited ways to the U.S. paid labor market, the 

women used their social networks and their ethnic background as resources of getting 

employment. Despite that these “ethnic jobs” are less valued and less well-paid compared 

to their jobs in Taiwan; women still go for them as ways to ameliorate being confined at 

home. The rewards of working at ethnic jobs are also different from working as 

professionals in Taiwan. For many migrant women, working becomes similar to doing 

volunteer because their jobs in the U.S. cannot completely sustain their working identities 

and only through redirecting their paths that the migrant women are able to cope with the 

loss of chance to be professionals in the United States. The boundary between unpaid 

community participation and paid employment therefore becomes blurred.  

Being involved in community or doing volunteer work has been the focus of life for 

many housewives. However, experiences of the migrant women complicate the meanings 

of working in the community. None of the migrant women I interviewed expected they 

would be engaged in communities before migration. Most of them intended to find 

employment in the U.S., but as this was not possible, they turned toward the ethnic 

community. As a result, migrant women’s activities and social networks concentrate in 

the Chinese community. By working, the migrant women are able to expand their lives 

besides being at home. By contributing to community to which they have better access, 

they compensate for having limited opportunities to the U.S. workplace.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

This chapter examines the future plans of Taiwanese migrant women: what plans do 

they have for the future, and how do their current pursuits tie in to their future plans? 

Whether they intend to move back to their home country or to settle down in the U.S. 

influences the migrants’ present lives. In this chapter I discuss how these two paths led to 

varied career prospects and constraints for my interviewees.  

My research so far suggests that women with fewer legal restrictions actually have 

lower career prospects than women who are constrained by their legal status. There are 

seven women of my interviewees who have obtained a green card or who have become 

U.S. citizens. They intend to reside in the United States permanently. However, with 

some invisible barriers as the preceding chapters have shown, there is not much space for 

them to apply their specialties and to develop their professional careers. Home and 

community are spheres to which they have better access, and have become the heart of 

their lives.  

There are three of the migrant women I interviewed without citizenship but with the 

same intention of settling down in the U.S. They have tried to be free from the restraints 

of dependent visas. They converted dependent visas to student visas, with the hope of 

receiving employment. Therefore, they have chosen to major in disciplines which will 

make it easier for them to get jobs in the U.S. even though they don’t have backgrounds 

in those areas.  
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The last group consists of seven migrant women whose husbands are in the U.S. 

temporarily. As a result, these women will be returning to Taiwan, and they hope to 

resume their careers there as high-achieving women. However, they are unable to work 

here or pursue higher education, because of visa restrictions. This group of women faced 

the most anxiety because they wanted to resume their careers in Taiwan, but had been 

interrupted by temporary migration because of marriage and their husbands’ careers.  

Migrant women’s life stories are continuing. No matter how their lives have changed 

after migration, they are trying to find the path to a future with possibilities. “Time” plays 

a role in the adjustment process for migrants. However, the legal status and the intention 

of staying or going back may have more influence on migrant women’s ways and the 

satisfaction of their lives than the length of time they spent in the U.S. 

SETTLING DOWN IN THE U.S.  

Permanent residents and Citizens  

Bau, Rou, Ting, Tang, Lung and Lian either obtained green cards or became U.S. 

citizens after marrying American citizens and permanent residents. Ting and Lian are 

house wives, and do not work outside the home. Tang works as a part time employee on 

campus and a Chinese tutor for Buddhist organizations. Working gives Bau and Rou the 

chance to socialize with people and to be involved in their communities: Bau writes news 

reports for a local Chinese press about Chinese associations. Rou owns a tea shop, and 

through the store, makes friends with customers and introduces Taiwanese arts to the 

neighborhood in where her store is located. Lung, self-described as a rare, exceptional 
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case, was sent to the U.S. branch by a Taiwanese company when she married and moved 

to the United States. She could therefore maintain her employment after migration.  

Being citizens or holding a green card, these migrant women’s futures are stable and 

clear: residing in the country permanently with their husbands and children. As 

foreigners, they have difficulty adapting to the society as other migrant women do. 

However, they have never been troubled by legal issues. They do not have the urge to 

break from their current circumstances even though they are not fully satisfied with their 

present lives. Speaking of the future, this group of women talked about their rough ideas 

without being anxious  in comparison to the other migrant women I interviewed. 

    Being unfamiliar with the environment, Ting and Lian have never sought 

employment after migration. Developing personal interests are their main focuses. Ting 

leads a slow-paced life; cooking, photographing and water skiing are activities she would 

like to pursue. Making handicrafts and doing small scale online business are Lian’s ideal 

careers for the future. Tang is not satisfied with being a part time worker, but she has not 

yet looked for full time employment. She said, “I would go for something that Americans 

don’t do so that I have more chance to stand out. I think I would stay in a Chinese-

language field. No one would compete with me.” Bau illustrated her career plans, “I am a 

new resident. The only thing I am sure about is that I am passionate at doing Chinese 

public services. I would develop my career in the Chinese community.” On a similar 

note, spreading oriental arts and Christianity are Rou’s blueprint for the future. Even 

Lung, who switched careers smoothly, has few prospects of promotion. She explained, “I 

can definitely do better in Taiwan. Here, I am a foreigner and it’s hard for a foreigner to 
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be promoted as a people manager. It has something to do with culture and language. If I 

was in Taiwan, I would be promoted much faster.” 

    Although this group of women has a relatively secure future, it is not a future full of 

choices. Engaging in communities and pursuing personal interests are areas where they 

have more space to develop. In terms of professional work, they not only have fewer 

chances to be promoted but also are inclined to work in arenas which “Americans don’t 

do.” Immigration is a watershed of their career lives. It took the women years of learning 

and training to develop professional skills but they lost opportunities to bring their talents 

and abilities into full play in the United States. Facing various inconveniences and 

frustrations, they put their career ambitions aside and dedicated themselves to family and 

community. Even without legal hindrance, their actual situation makes them redirect their 

career expectations. 

For women with nonimmigrant visas    

    Dai, Hua and Rung had lived in the United States for years using dependent visas as 

their husbands are international students. They will most probably stay in the U.S. after 

their husbands complete their degrees. Hua, Dai and Rung were fully aware of the 

disadvantage of lacking U.S. credentials, as well as the limitations of holding an F-2 visa. 

Therefore, they are attempting to gain admission in graduate programs in American 

universities, which will entail their changing their visa status from F-2 dependency to F-1 

student status. Their educational training in the U.S., they believe, will serve them well in 

an American labor market. 
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Graduating from National Chengchi University, one of the best colleges in Taiwan, 

with a B.A. in business, Dai had worked in the human resources department and had been 

a director of an English kindergarten administration. She is currently a pursuing a degree 

in occupational therapy in a community college. Dai believes that “there are more job 

openings in the area. It is easier to get a job and get a working visa. The pay is not bad as 

well.” Dai chose the program with the intention of residing permanently in the U.S. She 

explained: 

We, international students, must apply for “OPT- Optional Practical Training” in order to work 

in the U.S. after graduation. If you google “opt” you would find out medical and nursing 

sciences are a priority. Here’s even a website saying OTA, my major, ranks top one. 

At this stage, Dai concentrates on “finishing the degree and getting a job as soon as 

possible.” The school reputation and her passion for business are not her present 

concerns. She does not doubt whether it is a pity for her to abandon being a business 

professional and become an occupational therapist “assistant” rather than a therapist. She 

said, “The most important thing now is to get a job and maintain what I have achieved. 

Maybe there are more opportunities in the future. So I don’t give my choice a second 

thought. Just step by step!” 

Similar to Dai, Rung was eager to get out of the situation of “having nothing to do” 

as an F-2 dependent spouse. She put away her enthusiasm for educational profession after 

four years of being in a legally dependent, and therefore circumscribed life in the U.S. 

Rung attended a school in the U.S. that teaches Chinese medicine. She explained:  
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I am a Chinese. After all, Chinese culture and Chinese medicine have lots in common, and those 

are things I am familiar with. Americans cannot get into the system as soon as I do. What’s more, 

my English is not as good as native speakers but I don’t need to speak perfect English as a doctor 

of Chinese medicine. If I can have my own clinic after getting the degree, I have some 

advantages: Patients may expect to see a Chinese doctor of Chinese medicine. Sometimes 

Chinese people prefer a Chinese doctor since it’s easy to communicate. I think the niche for 

Chinese is doing things related to East Asian culture or work in IT industries in which Asians 

predominate. 

Realizing her advantage lies in “being a Chinese,” Rung strategically set her goal to 

be a doctor of Chinese medicine. Although it takes time, money and legal processes to 

convert to an F-1 visa, obtaining a student visa is a midway between breaking away from 

dependency, to gaining social and financial independence.  

    Unlike Dai and Rung, Hua chose to major in a discipline which is related to what 

she had learned in Taiwan. Hua got a master’s degree in physics from National Tsing 

Hua University, Taiwan’s best university in the field of science. She then worked as an 

engineer in the world’s largest semiconductor company. Migrating to the United States, 

finding it difficult to be employed, Hua realized the F-2 visa is a huge obstacle to the paid 

job market. She also understood the importance of having a U.S. degree. Therefore, she is 

pursuing her second master’s degree in the U.S., in electrical engineering. Hua said, “I 

am not that kind of person who is really interested in learning and studying, but with a 

U.S. credential, I have more opportunities to be hired.” Getting a U.S. degree from a 

reputed state university, finding a job and becoming a citizen are Hua’s motivations to go 

back to school rather than an interest in academics. 
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    In conclusion, with the intention of staying in the U.S. but without citizenship, Dai, 

Hua and Rung use their resources and advantages at hand to look for ways to become 

U.S. citizens. Their ideal paths are: getting U.S. credentials, getting U.S. working visas, 

and then obtaining citizenship. They strategically selected majors and occupations: jobs 

that are less popular among Americans, jobs with more openings, jobs related to Asian 

culture, and jobs in which foreign skilled-workers predominate. Dai, Rung and Hua were 

international students with F-1 visas at the time of the interview; how their careers 

develop in the future is not yet to be seen. However, it is certain that their current pursuits 

are leading them in the direction of settling down in the U.S. The success that the women 

foresee in the future leads them to the roads they are taking. This group of women are 

different from women who came to the U.S. with green cards. The insecurity about the 

future and the restriction of dependent visas make them feel that it is urgent and 

necessary to break from their situation. Along the way of getting the citizenship, they also 

find the hope of developing careers in this new country.  

GOING BACK TO TAIWAN  

All the migrant women who intend to go back to Taiwan expressed the desire of 

being incorporated back into the Taiwanese labor market. However, most of these women 

hold dependent visas which make them neither acceptable for employment nor able to 

engage in academic studies. The inconsistency of present lives and future plans lead to 

anxiety for many of them. Wei illustrated her uneasiness and that is shared by many 

migrant women: 
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Women at my age…you know, we abandoned our careers at the time we were highly 

competitive. And we ended up being here! By the time we move back to Taiwan, we will be over 

our mid-thirties and we will have to compete with freshmen who are just on the market. Maybe 

employers will not want me at all even though I accept the same amount of salary as freshmen. I 

think it is a huge self-sacrifice to have my career interrupted. Especially me, I worked in a 

Japanese company, I know the culture and I know their preferences. I am really, really worried 

about my future. What kind of employment should I look for? 

Yang, Wei’s friend, also said: 

I was still learning when I quit my job. I was very ambitious and motivated. Quitting and moving 

here is a pity and I feel very anxious. How do I plan my future after moving back to Taiwan 

again? What’s more, I will stay here for a while, I really need to find something to do, or I am so 

empty and my life is blank. Every year I feel depressed when I meet new Taiwanese students and 

their spouses. I was like them, newcomers, years ago. I feel pressured, I need to hurry up or I will 

be left behind. I must make a decision as soon as possible. Should I go to school? What major? 

How to apply? How to prepare for exams? Or should I work? At what kinds of jobs? Or should I 

get pregnant? In short, where should I go? I am afraid that I am not marching. I don’t want to 

continue this kind of life. I hope one day, I can make some change.  

Tien described these days as “static,” she said, “all the uncertainty makes me so 

insecure.” The uneasiness of migrant women comes from their self-expectation; they 

wish to work as professionals with high-level positions as they used to have after they 

move back to Taiwan. However, faced with legal regulations and labor market 

restrictions, they only have limited access to making progress in their careers. As the 

period of their career interruption becomes longer and they grow older, their advantages 

and competitiveness on the paid job market decrease. The inconsistency between dream 



 66

and reality, and the gap between what they can do now and what they wish to achieve in 

the future makes the group of women feel anxious and even hopeless.  

This group of women experiences the most restrictions and the most professional 

downward mobility. After their husbands get degrees or finish their work projects, they 

intend to go back to Taiwan where they can develop their professional specialties, and 

their credentials and experiences will be recognized. Compared to the other two groups, 

they have more chances to continue their previous professional lives with fewer 

obstructions in the future. Nevertheless, it is because they have hopes of going back to 

workplaces that these women are anxious about being housewives (ironically, it is the 

only legal role for them). They wish to improve themselves in the U.S. in order to have a 

smooth path back to the Taiwanese labor market. This paradoxical situation brings 

insecurity to their current lives.  

The uncertainty motivates many migrant women to make changes to their present 

lives. Even though they were solely housewives and stay-at-home mothers at the time we 

had interviews, they may not continue to be so between now the time they move back. 

These painful days may be their transition period. A major concern for them is about how 

to ameliorate career interruption. These women live with anxiety and uneasiness but at 

the same time with hopes and possibilities.      

CONCLUSION  

This research started with an introduction to the barriers to the U.S. labor market for 

the migrant women I interviewed. Although factors such as language, culture, legal status 
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and credentials confine them to a narrow space in which they only have limited activities 

to pursue, and in which they are not content with lives centered around the home. Using 

social networks and their ethnic background as resources, these migrant women expand 

their lives and construct new identities in various arenas to which they have better access. 

However, rather than building their future plans on these things they have achieved, this 

chapter suggests that it is their future plans that will have effects on their choices of the 

roads to be taken.  

Some migrant women have chosen to concentrate on developing personal interests, 

some have devoted themselves to community service, some have gone back to school and 

still some ponder what to do next under the pressure of time and legal status. The 

consideration behind their actions is the opportunity for future career development. 

However, the amount of opportunities they have are influenced by the social 

environments in which they live in. Paradoxically, women with citizenship currently face 

the least restrictions but instead have lower career prospects. Women attempt to stay in 

the U.S. but without citizenship strategically head in the direction of expanding their U.S. 

career possibilities. Only women who intend to move back to Taiwan hang on to their 

previous professional identities and passions. They expect to achieve future career 

success even with few activities to pursue presently. 

These women are all capable with the impressive Taiwanese credentials and 

working experiences. Nevertheless, besides characters and abilities they possess, social 

conditions affect their choices and future expectations. Entering into the labor market is 

the first step to career development, yet the terms and ways of entering change as they 
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migrate. In this chapter, we see the gains and loss of migrant women, the reinvention and 

redirection of their dreams, the death of their ambition and birth of their aspiration, and 

the conflicts and integrations of their old and their new identities.  

Last but not the least, the chapter examines the ‘intentions” of their future goals. The 

processes and results of accomplishing their dreams have not yet been seen. In addition, 

many women talked about their future plans with uncertain attitudes. Some were blocked 

from participating in the U.S. job market; and some doubted their chances of returning to 

the Taiwanese workplace after leaving for family which seems have no place or standing 

in the workplace. Preceding chapters showed that these highly educated and high-

achieving migrant women have hanged on their professional identities by trying to work 

in various spheres. Bringing their abilities into play and having a sense of achievement 

are important to them. However, because the workplace is inflexible for women who 

leave for family reasons, these former professionals were unable to articulate a clear path 

forward with regard to their careers and the reintegration with their professional lives.  
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION 

I began this study with stories of educated migrant women who face professional 

downwards mobility after migration to the United States. The large majority of college-

educated women in Taiwan are working--- 66 percent on average and over 80 percent for 

those who aged twenty-five to forty-five (ExecutiveYuan, Taiwan 2010). However, the 

elite Taiwanese women’s lives in the United States do not reflect the high labor force 

participation rate. Some of them become housewives despite high educational attainment 

and rich working experiences; some of them hold jobs which are less valued, less well 

paid and with fewer prospects of promotion. That becomes a puzzle for me regarding 

how these educated migrant women face different choices and constraints after moving to 

the other society, and how their working opportunities change as they migrated.   

Although marriage is currently the number-one reason people migrate to the United 

States, and women constitute the majority of newcomers, these marriage migrants’ 

working experiences receives little academic attention. Furthermore, most of what we 

know about women and work is based on the experiences of women who are working. 

Little research has explored the lives of women who leave the work place (Pamela 2007). 

This study therefore provides qualitative information about experiences of educated 

migrant women, who had careers in their home country but had difficulties continuing to 

be professionals after migrating for marriage. The study asks how they fare in the U.S. 

labor market, and how their lives are when not being incorporated into the high wage 

sectors.  
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The research first examines barriers for these migrant women to the labor market. 

The U.S. immigration law prohibits dependent visa holders from accepting employment 

and engaging in full time studies. Migrant women with dependent visas are blocked by 

law from being in the U.S. workforce no matter what qualities they possess. Even women 

who obtained a green card or who became a U.S. citizen face other hindrances to enter 

the workplace. Their working and educational backgrounds in Taiwan are not convertible 

to high-worth human capital in the United States; their unfamiliarity with language use 

and cultural conventions are often seen as reflecting their lack of ability. These factors 

restrict the migrant women’s opportunity to enter the labor market as well as the types of 

job available to them. A significant change resulting from migration for many of high-

achieving Taiwanese women is that they have few choices other than staying mostly at 

home. Working used to be at the heart of their lives but they have to adjust to their new 

status as housewives, stay-at-home mothers and part time employees after migrating to 

the United States. Compared to the recognition they got in Taiwan as working 

professionals, many women feel they have become invisible and less significant in the 

United States. Although the migrant women are “upward mobilized” because migration 

to the U.S. entails significant increases in family income, my interviewees largely 

expressed ambivalence about the whole process because they faced professional 

downward mobility, and were becoming more traditional stay-at-home mothers and 

wives. 

With limitation on legal status and without recognition on the U.S. labor market, 

most migrant women turned to their social networks for job opportunities. The Taiwanese 
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community is the major source through which many migrant women find employment. 

Furthermore, the migrant women’s working lives were redirected to the field of Chinese/ 

Taiwanese culture and language, as a result of being welcomed in the ethnic enclave 

rather than being approved in the U.S. job market as a whole. These “ethnic jobs” cannot 

sustain the migrant women’s working identities, and only though redefining their paths 

that they are able to cope with the loss of chance to be professionals in the U.S. For many 

of them, doing ethnic jobs relates serving communities and has become their current 

source of attainment. The boundary between community participation and employment 

becomes blurred.  

The migrant women have different ways of coping with downwards mobility in 

terms of future plans. Some try to recreate status in non-occupational settings, some move 

forward, some choose to return to the country of origin. Specifically, some migrant 

women have chosen to concentrate on developing personal interests, some have devoted 

themselves to community service, some have gone back to school and still some ponder 

what to do next under the pressure of time and legal status. The consideration behind 

their actions is the opportunity for future career development. Paradoxically, women with 

citizenship currently face the least restrictions but instead have lower career prospects. 

With some invisible barriers as the preceding chapters have shown, there is not much 

space for them to apply their specialties and to develop their professional careers. Home 

and community are spheres to which they have better access and have become the heart 

of their lives. Women attempt to stay in the U.S. but without citizenship strategically 

head in the direction of expanding their U.S. career possibilities as ways to becoming 
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Americans. Only women who intend to move back to Taiwan hang on to their previous 

professional identities and passions. They expect to achieve future career success even 

with few activities to pursue presently. 

Most migration literature shows that skilled professionals have upward social 

mobility. But all of this literature is mostly about men. Plus, it focuses on individuals who 

are already on the job market. How immigrant women fare in the labor market and what 

about women who are still not incorporated into the high wage sector are seldom 

discussed. This research shows that professional migrant women face downward 

mobility. With limited job opportunities, as a result of having both visible barriers (legal 

constraints) and invisible barriers (culture, language, social network, credential and so 

on), the high-achieving migrant women become more "traditional" in the United States. 

Their roles as wives, mothers, part-time workers, volunteers take on a bigger aspect of 

their lives than their professional lives. In Taiwan they were far more active in the sphere 

of the economy, earning an independent income, but in the U.S. that is reversed. The 

experiences of these educated migrant women demonstrate that immigration does not 

uniformly empower migrants nor does it imply upward economic and social mobility. 

The study hopes to be the basis for further investigations of upper middle class migrant 

women in other areas in the America, and hopes to be the basis for future development to 

understand migrants’ downwards mobility in general.  
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