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Abstract
This thesis examines the labour experiences of post-war immigrant ltalian women who
were employed as household workers in the greater Toronto area. As a sub-text, it also
cxplores the social construction of fictional immigrant ltlian women’s lives i Iralian-
Dorothy Smith’s The Everday Wordd As Problematic (1987), which addresses how ruling
relations work through texts, and that women are generally excluded from ruling relations,
provided an analytical context for this thesis. Like Rollins (1985: 8), my approach to this
study is based on the notion that those who have lived an experience know more about it

than those who have not. In this case, the expesiences of lmlian immigrant household

workers expressed through oral interviews | conducted, are compared with the images of
immigrant Italian women as victims of wiple oppression commonly found in Social Scieace
and Popular Literature.

Extant popular literature on the sifuasion of Italian females in Canada is flowering, but
immigrant women have not received proper analysis because their stereotyped image has not

been fully debuaked. A qualitative analysis shows that they are portrayed by both female and

male writers in a vasiety of ways, most of which ypes. Fisst
Italian immigrant women are chacacterized in the fiction primasily as wives and mothers, but
less often as paid workers. The near invisibility of women workers in the fiction might be

related 1o a diff in i ional ions. Many literary works of the latec




i
generation of ltalian-Canadian writers are more femunist in their onientation, and address a
broader range of women's issues.

Ttalian immigrant household workers were anything but passive victims of job oppression
without possibilities of choice, resistance, or independence. By using a vasery of stategies
for coping within the workplace, women were able to gain a sense of control over their
working lives. Italian women worked in the paid and unpaid sectors of the service industry
as mothers and wives who performed multiple duties. Many newly-arrived women actively
chose paid household employment as a way to market the skills they had developed from

child rearing and housekeeping.
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION
To emigrate 10 make another sl one’s owm,  lo change ot by choice buut out of wan./is to pretend. “Life
of Cross”In Black Tongue, by Aatonio D'Alfonso.

W A Personal Narrative On The Development Of The Research

In her extensive rescarch on post Wordld War Il ltalian immigration to Canada, social
histocian Franca lacovetta maintains that there is a burgeoning growth of work in women's
historical studics that attempts to clevate immigrant women from the back pages of historical
obscusity (lacovera, 1992). Though still in its infancy, this field continucs to be an arca of
fruitful and much-nceded scholarly inquiry. In this context, lacovetta’s 1992 book, Such
Hardworking Peaple, secks to redress “the neglect of women in the literaure on
immigration that has characterized the study of Italians in particula” (p. xxvi).

Mainstream social studies have defined the Italian immigrant experience solely as a male-
dominated activity (Spada, 1969; Razzolini, 1983; Zicgler, 1972 and Abucar, 1991). Mea's
experiences are taken as the norm and women's expedences ace cither pushed to the margins
or subsumed undec men’s cxperiences. For instance, in Zicglers 1972 survey of ltalian
households in Metropolitan Toronto, the rescarcher typifies the Post-World Wa I Tralian
immigrant as a “male, aged between 35 and 44, who migrated to Canada between 1951-1961
in order to improve his standard of living” (p.14). The cconomic contributions of ltalian

immigrant women, (both paid and uapaid), to the family income are almost invisible or



neglected, as in Spada’s 1969 study which classifies the Italian immigrant as a young male
who fulfills his dream of home ownership by sheer determination and hard labour (p.130).
Who, then, were some of these first-generation Italian women who immigrated to Toronto
(and other areas) in Canada’s post-war years that got left out of the pages of many scholacly
and literary joumnals® My mother was one such woman. She was sponsored to come to
Ottawa s a live-in domestic worker in 1954 by the then Italian Ambassador to Canada in
Rome, relocated to Toronto after her work term ended, and mer and married my father in
1959 after a three month coustship. My mother continued to do domestic work for many
years after my parents were wed. Though [ have memories of her coming home physically
exhausted after a day’s work, [ also remember her toughness of character and tenacity in
coping with sctbacks. In pasticular, I can vividly recall a shouting match my mothec had with
her boss on the telephone when [ was about 8 or 9 years old that left 2 lasting impression.
Mothers boss expected her to work overtime but our family was hosting some overseas
relatives that week and she flatly refused to place her employer’s concerns over those of her
family. The conversation ended with my mother announcing she was quitting and then
promptly slamming the phone down in her employers ear. Even as a child I intemalized on
some level that my mother was not the sort of person to allow herself to be victimized.
lacovera (1992) believes there remains a tendency among feminist scholars to perceive
immigrant women solely as victims without agency and “nowhere is this bias more evident

than in contemporary works on postwar immigrant women” (Such ing People, p.

xwii). The traditional cliché of the ltalian immigrant woman was that of a passive,

submissive, and conservative person. [acovetta, writing on the Italian immigrant woman in



Canada. has dispelled this myth in her rescarch.! She maintains that while working within the
traditional constraints of Italian culture with its strict geader roles, women could influence,
cajole. or generally make life miserable for their husbands thus proving they were 3 power to
be reckoned with within the family unit. They were actively involved in the decision-making
process to emigrate and at times, actively demanded it. In this process, as in others, these
immigrant women were protagonists in their own lives. Neither in Italy nor in Canada was
their universe solely tied to the home and hearth. Immigrant Italian women pecformed
multiple and demanding roles as workers, mothers and wives. Their large participation rates
in the Canadian labour force after World War II provided additional opportunities to expand
their horizons (lacovetta, 1992).

This difference between what the rescarch books had written about [talian immigrant
women and the perceptions I had about the women of my mother's gencration provided a
place from which to frame my study and provided the basis for my thesis. Canadian feminist
Dorothy Smith (1987) suggests these diffecences o gaps in information are starting points
for feminist research. She defines these gaps as the “lines of faul” or, “the acrual or
potential disjuncture berween experieaces and the forms in which experiences are socially
expressed” (p.50). I knew from personal experience that many ltlian women from my
mother’ cicle of friends had also worked as domestics so I decided to research this group
of women. This thesis focuses on the experiences and coping strategics used by Italian
immigrant domestics in their daily working lives. Their experiences are recounted through

work history interviews. This study also attempts to explore how these women workers have

+ See “Trong 10 Make Ends Meer A Histoocal Look ar Iafian Women, The Sare and Famdv Surwal Seareges = Post-War
Torouon Couakn Wome Sk, -8, No. (Swmmer 1937)..6-45 foe 3 more complce dscsoon.



been socially constructed in popular Italian-Canadian literature and how this literatuce
represents (or mistepresents) their lived realities.

The deanth of primary and secondary sources on ltalian women who immigrated to
Canada in the latter half of this century underscores the academic importance of such a study
and fueled my professional interest. On a purely personal level, as the daughter of a post-war
Italian immigrant, I felt it was important to record “herstory” and the stories of other
women like my mother. She was orphaned as a young child during World War I1, and never
got the chance to record her mother’s stories before she died, though they were related to
me as a lirde gid upon her knee. Narratives would come to represent a central part of this
thesis as the study drew me along. In a cruelly ironic twist of fate, my father died suddenly
before the completion of this thesis. Father was a wonderful storvteller: the tales of his
childhood depression days were acted out as mini-dramas with the kitchen area substituting
as his stage, with Mother and me as his captive audience. With his death, the torch as the
nest generation’s family storyteller was passed along to me by default, and it was a position 1
felt woefully inadequate to fill. As I have worked on the thesis it has become painfully
obvious to me how much a family is tied to their ancestral threads by the stories we tell one
another: an entire generation’s legacy can vanish without a trace if scmeone does not take
the time to capture and reproduce them.

[ was not always so keen abou the prospect of studying ltalian immigrant women. My
research problem developed initially out of an interest in exploring the lives of Filipina
domestic workers in the Toronto arca (I had read somewhere that these women represent
the latest wave of domestic workers immigrating to Canada). I had originally planned to

interview a sample group of Filipina live-in domestic workers on temporary employment



w

visas to determine to what extent forcign-bom domestic workers were being exploited by
their Canadian employers. | wrote a paper for one of my thesis supervisors outining my
cesearch intent. | explained to her that I had personal experience from working throughout
various times in my life in the service sector as a live-in domestic, daycare teacher, baby-
sitter, and summer camp counselor which 1 hoped I could incorporate into the body of my
thesis. [ also had some vague notion about using my mother’s labour experiences as an
immigrant domestic worker to aid me in my daa analysis.

[ had a meeting with my supervisor in her office to discuss my paper. My supervisor
asked me a few personal questions about my family, work history, and my cultural
background (my childhood was spent in one of Toronto’s many “Litdle ltaly” communities
where I leamed to speak fluent Italian well before [ entered the public school system). She
suggested [ write my thesis on immigrant [talian women of my mothec’s generation who had
undertaken some form of paid domestic labour in their working lives. My other supervisor
suggested | might use my personal interest in Literature in this study as a way to fulfill the
interdisciplinary requirements of the Women'’s Studies program and contrast the portrayal of
Italian women in this literature to the lived experiences of my participants. Outwardly, 1
expressed 2 desire to conduct this type of research (the idea seemed simple enough) but
inwardly, [ was ambivalent about the whole process. I have been a peripheral member of the
Litde Iraly 1 grew up in since 1989. In 1989, I moved away to the east coast to pursue post-
secondary studies. While away, I had lost some contact with the ethaic neighbourhood
once enjoved as a community member (though [ sull live in an Afro(Somalian)-Iralian
community in Toronto). The prospect of holding up a mirror to the culture my mother

raised me in was a task that left me feeling emotonally uncomfortable : [ knew then that the



c0ad to confronting some of my own assumptions and biases about Iralian-Canadian culture
was going to be 2 bumpy one. This thesis, in part, attempts to get to the heart of my own
misgivings. I see it as a part of an on-going personal growth process.

[ drew inspiration for my title from Ruth Behar’s Translated Woman. In her book, she
writes about the differences between her academic life and the life of her mother. She says
her mother was a woman who “prepared me for a life reading books instead of a life in the
kitchen” (1993: 323). Ironically, Behar ends up back in the kitchen when the Mexican
woman she is esearching agrees to be interviewed in her home. As the author notes, “And
vet, without my knowing it, that life beyond the kitchen led me back to a kitchen, . . . the
kitchen in this book” (p.323). Like Behar, I found myself sitting in my mother’s kitchen
taping her work-celated herstory as a domestic. Behar suggests that the kitchen can be
revalorized as a site of women’s power whete “the politics of the public world are discussed,
criticized, and, momentasly settled” (p.301). Rather than dismiss the kitchen as a site of
women's subordination, it can become an arcna of strength where experiences ace shared
with other women (Behar, 1993).

As s00n as [ started taking my first research steps, my enthusiasm for the project grew. [
chose to limit my sample to a group of first-generation immigrant Italian women who, for a
myriad of reasons, decided to come to Canada and settle here permanendy. One of the
goals of this study was to collect a set of oral interviews that might reflect and illustrate
some of the labour experiences and coping strategies of this group. I decided to use this
research method because [ wanted to uacover the complexities and quality of the ltalian
women’s lives from the point of view of the women themsclves. The participant’s voice is

the crucial element that is often missing from studies of immigrant women. Victimization



and passivity ace less visible when immigrant women tell their stories in their own way
(Pesman, 1992).

At the same time as | was conducting the interviews, [ undertook an extensive analysis of
the social construction of immigrant ltalian women in ltalian Canadian literature. I was not
eaticely sure that such a literary canon did indeed exist so | was motivated to undertake a
search partially by my own ignorance and curiosity. | began by checking the library stacks of
Memorial University sooa after the meeting with my thesis supervisor. [ discovered there
was quite a good selection of material available from the university’s reference shelves but |
found large gaps in the treatment of first-generation ltalian Canadian women in this
literature; especially notable is the absence of working-class women characters. With the
exception of the work of a few authors, discussed later, female domestic workers' activities
ceceive very lirde attention. What [ did find in the fiction were disturbing images of first and
second gencration ltalian-Canadian women characters portrayed as victims of physical
abuse, accounts of depression, suicide, and psychological alienation, to name but a few

themes. These findings with my ing (and ies) of the women of

my mother’s generation; therefore, part of my analysis stans with the fictional portrayals of
Italian immigrant women in post-war Canada and contrasts them with the experiences of
the domestic/household workers culled from my interview data.

[ asked my mother's permission to interview her first and asked her to refer me to

potential participants: friends, and acquai she kaew who had been paid

domestic workers. | also asked for a list of potential interviewees from a key contact I knew
who was then living in my old neighbourhood as 1 community worker with immigrant

women. My mother approached a long-tem friend and employee of our local church



pacish, Ms. L, whose help was also crucial. She immediately provided me with the name of
the church’s domestic worker, and weat o far as o act as an intermediary in setting up an
interview in one of the rectory offices. At this point, a priest I will refer to as Father G.,
stepped in with much enthusiasm for my project and lent his unfailing support. Without
Father G's. offer of assistance, which helped to quell the interviewee’s fears of being asked
personal questions by a complete stranger, I suspect my participants would not have been
so co-operative. Finally, snowball sampling was used to expand my pool of subjects as the
study progressed.

[ interviewed thirteen women over a space of six months from the summer of 1997 to
the end of December 1997. All of the interviews took place n and around Toronto in
various ltalian communities. Each taping session was uaique, lasting anywhere from one to
four hours. All of the interviews, with two exceptions, took place at the participants’ kitchen
tables. Some of the participants were very shy about their ability to speak English well,
especially in front of a taperecording device. Several women flady refused o let me tape
them, preferring instead that | write up our conversation by hand. All of the interviewees
were bilingual, though they were very modest about theis language skills. They need not have
been. When an interview (taped or no) was conducted in [talian, the participant was only
too willing to repeat her sentence untl | understood its full meaning. As my participants

were gracious hostesses, wonderful Italian food and drink were always present at these

interviews. All of the ipants were lualian-bom from south-central, Central and
Nothern Italy, but all had emigrated as young adult women to Canada somewhere between
the carly 19505 and the eady 1970s. All of the women I interviewed were married or

widowed, ranging in age from 45 to 76 years old. All had children and some of the



were grandmothers. (See map and dices). I have used pscudonyms to

protect the identities of these women. Despite the fact that the interview stage of this study
is over, I still in keep in touch with many of the interviewees.

Herein lies one of the most unsewling discoveries I made about myself dusing the
cesearch process. | was amazed at my own ability to comprehend complex ideas presented to
e in Italian, yet was equally shocked at my inability to form simple verb tenses. ltalian is my
mother tongue but [ was educated in English. | have not succeeded in mastering either
language. I still have trouble spelling in English and I cannot fully converse in ltalian either.
In her poem, “Growing up ltalian” Mazziotti (1997: 54) muses,

When [ was a lirde gid/ [ thought everyone was Iwlian/ and that was good. . . /
The ltalian language smooth/ and sweet in my mouth/ In kindergasten, English
words fell on me/thick and sharp as hail. [ grew silent/the Italian word balanced

on the edge/ of my tongue and the English word, lost/ dusng the first
moment/ of every question.

1 100, walk a very shaky line between the two languages.

Despite my nervousness, the interviews went exceptionally well, bewter than | had
anticipated. Every session offered me an opportunity to dialogue with the woman about her
life expericaces. However, this also revealed another contradiction i the research process.
To reduce a woman’s life story, her experiences, thoughts, fears, hopes, et ceters, t0 2 two-
hour interview seemed an injustice. [ had to wrestle with the contradiction created by the
time constraints of graduate research and the complexity of the time lines. It produced a
guilty conscience. These women allowed me to enter their pavate homes and open up old
wounds during the course of our taping sessions. How could I, in good faith, say thaak you
very much, have a nice day, and move on to my next participant? | knew [ had to approach

this study with 2 professional attitude, but I could not ignore these nagging feclings that



pechaps [ was being ruthless in my quest for research data. [ concur with Pivato (1994: 34)
when he suggests, “In ethnic studies it is difficult to separate the academic pursuit from the
personal one.”

D’Alfonso (1996: 114) emphatcally asks, “Can there ever be an Italian culture without
the presence of food®” to which | answer with a resounding NO! Italian social codes of
conduct dictated that [ engage in what I came to refer to as “little games of play nice.” A
common scenano would unfold like this: [ would ask the Signora (the Italian word for Mrs.) [
had just finished interviewing if she would give me a tour of her home, knowng full well she
would be only 100 happy to oblige. I had been in enough ltalian homes to kaow how they
are laud out architecturally, and [ can generalize with confidence when I say that most
ummigrant lalians are extremely proud people. I would mentally note the stvle of fumiture,
the many photos of family and fricads hanging on the walls, the absence or preseace of
family pets, and so on.* Each participant’s home was uttedy spodess. My uimate aim was to
get the Signona to take Mother and [ out to her garden, if the interview was conducted during
the summer months, and, if 1t took place during the winter months, down to ber cold
cellac/storage area. Once there | would heap praises upon the Signora’s ability to grow such a
magnificent vegetable garden. Similary, | would marvel at her skill when it came to curing

meats, cheeses, and canning such preserves. The ion would then

invadably wm to: “Would you like to take some food home with you?” 1 would feign
modesty and reply, oh no, I could not possibly. We would then commence a verbal

exchange that lasted several minutes culminating in the Sigmora insistung that [ take some

2 Del Negr 1997 24) has defined ths as “the marceal culrure of women's homes.”



food home and I, not wanting to appear rude, would consent. By the time I rolled out of
cach Signons's driveway, the back seat of my car was virtually loaded up with all kiads of
goodies. One of my participants even insisted that [ take home one of her house plants (and
it still Bouishes to this day).

One of the most personally satisfying aspects of this project was working o closely with
my mother. I nicknamed her, “my little human dynamo” throughout the research process.
My mother was my co-worker, friend, interpreter, facilitator, chef, bank manager, and many
other roles too aumerous to mention. This study simply could not have happened without

her presence. She did the “grunt work” of the research process. She made an endless

aumber of phone calls for me, convinced skeptical participants of the i of such a
study, found 1/3 of my interviewees, and sat with me through all the interviews. My
mother's presence encouraged my interviewees to open up a dialogue with her about their
expericaces cesettling in Canada. Perhaps her courteous demeanor and extremely
professional amitude enabled me to elicit the responses from my participants I so desperately
needed. Her presence required that I affect a self-conscious “daughter” demeanor dusing
these interviews. ltalian cultural codes dictate that [ defer to my mother's authosity as a sign
of tespect: to do otherwise would have appeared rude in front of my interviewees.
12 IMMIGRANT WOMEN AND THE CANADIAN LABOUR FORCE

In Canada, immigration policy has always been geared to meet labour market
demands. Dusing the 19505 and 1960s, Canada needed enormous aumbers of highly trained
professional and technical workers to meet the needs of an expanding economy marked by
advanced techaology. During the same period, there was also an increasing demand for

unskilled and semi-skilled workers in the service, manufacturing and machining sectors.



Because Canada was not training enough of its own people, thousands of both male and
female immigrants were brought in to il these job vacaacies (Amopoulos, 1979).

Rapid economic growth in post-war Oatario was fucled and facilitated by a massive
influx of European immigrants (Parr, 1995). Between 1946 and 1963, estimates of more than
half of Canada’s two million immigrants chose to serle in Ontario on a permanent basis
(Canadian Advisory Council on the Status of Women, 1988). Women made up 49 percent of
this newcomer population. Most eatered the country as “family class” immigrants,
“sponsored” or assisted relatives, refugees and displaced persons (D. P's). Other women
claimants came as contract workers through govemnment assistance to work as domestics.
Very few arrived under the “independent” immigrant category (Iacoverta, 1995: 137). 3

Because immigration practices since the 1950s have tended to encourage the entry of two
tpes of immigrant workers: the highly cducated professional and the semi-skilled or
unskilled worker, immigraat women tead to be located on the top and botom rungs of the
labour market ladder, cither in highly skilled professional jobs or in job ghetos, with lirde
representation in berween (Ng, 1988; Canadian Advisory Council on the Starus of Women,
1988). It is beyond the scope of this study to present a profile of the “professional”
immigrant worker. Immigrant women who are located in the poorly paid labour market
sectors tend to find work in three types of services and industres. Fisstly, they ace recruited
into private domestic/household work. Secondly, immigrant women find employmeat in the
lower strata of the services industries, including restaurants, janitorial and cleaning services,
and the food industry. Thirdly, they are found in the lower echelons of the “light”

3 The Canadan Employment and Immagaon Commason (CEIC) wes the ean “mmgant” o rier 1 persons cneang
Canads s peamanear madens.



manufacturing industry such as extile, garment and plastic factories, and in the retail trade
(Ng, 1988).

Work for immigrant women was plentiful in the growing economy of industryddiven
post-war Toronto. Employers depended upon a reserve pool of immigrant labourers for
cerain jobs that native-bom Canadians simply would not take. Labour-force participation
cates for European immigrant women rose dramatically by 1961 to 40-48 percent (lacover,
1995: 153). In the manufacturing sector where jobs were segregated by sex, immigrant
women dominated Toronto’s garment and needle trades where they found jobs as sewing
machine operators and  scamstresses. In laundries, they worked as steampressers, sorters,
and clothes folders. In many of the city’s processing factories, women immigrants were
employed as small machine operators and assembly-line workess. In the service sector,
European women worked in various capacities as domestic/household workers, night-time

office and building clcaners, chamb ds and di ( poulos, 1979; Estable,

1986; Seward and McDade, 1988; Briskin and Yanz, 1983; Simon and Brertell, 1986).*

Immigrant women workers were frequently hired by small-scale ethnic businesses (for

kets and deli in nci .

example, small retail stores,
by their own compatsiots (Ng, 1988).
ITALIAN M IJADA
Following the long interruption caused by Canadian and ltalian govemment restrictions,
circumstances converged to resume the chain migration flow of numerous Italians to

Canada, which had previously been suspended by the Depression and Wordd War If

4 Like England (1997), I roo, use “domesoc workee” 2s an umbrella mem bue | add that [ use thus rermn mvecchangeabiy with the
word, “household worker” as well



(Tacovetta, 1987; Zucchi, 1988; Hamney, 1988). Italy was economically devastated after the
war. lacovetta (1992: 6) states,
Intemal commerce had broken down, export markets were virtually non-
existent, and post-war unemployment soared. By 1947, 2.5 million [talizns were
officially unemplosed. Millions more were underemployed, especially peasants
and workers in the south’s agricultural sector.
To exacerbate conditions, after the war, Southern Italy’s birth rate began to increase at a
pace faster than the national average. Southem agricultural towns, uaable to support this
capidly growing cural population, remained overcrowded and unhealthy (Tacovetta, 1992).
Post-war ltaly was still haunted by the memory of political instability and uncest. The
history of Italian fascism continued to cast its dark, long shadow, so much so, that the allied
govemments worried about the Communist party’s popularity. The ruling political party,
unable to promise its uncmployed population cconomic security, nceded to allow its citizens
to emigrate (D' Alfonso, 1996; Hamey, 1998). As Zucchi (1988: 30) opines, “ltaly’s Christian
Democrats were only too happy to use the safety valve’ of emigration to stave off social
disorder.”
The Canadian government, eager to publicly maintain its new “peace keeper” status, had
to be seen to be playing a positive role in Western Europe’s reconstruction (lacovetta, 1992).
After 1947, the Liberal govemment entered into a bilateral agreement with ltaly to foster and
process large-scale immigration to Canada (Sturino, 1985). Under this agreement, native-
born Italians could enter Canada in one of two ways: as  family-spoasored immigrant, or as

a it d g “assisted” immij under contract for one year to fill a

specific labour market demand (but once the contract had beea completed, the worker could

choose to teside permanendy in Canada). Officials ceferred o such immigration schemes as



“bulk orders” (lacoverta, 1992; Zucchi, 1988). Esseatially, after 1950 it was possible for any
healthy Italian individual to emigrate to Canada provided they passed basic political and legal
checks (Sturino, 1985)5

Between 1948 and 1975, over half a million Italian immigrants entered Canada (Grande
and Verilli, 1995). By 1961, Toronto became the home of the lasgest Italian population of
any Canadian city (Tacovetta, 1992; Hamey, 1998). By 1971, over 160,000 (or 40 percent) of
all the Iralian-Canadians in Canada lived within Metropolitan Toronto (Grande and Vernlli,
1995). Of these cmigrants, Southem lwalians, especially former peasants, amtisans, and
merchants, dominated the move to post-war Toronto. Northemers, from the agro-towns
and villages of economically depressed northeastem regions of Ialy, accounted for 18
percent of the total post-war Italian immigrant population to Canada, while central Italians
(like my mother), many from farming and artisanal families, made up only 12 percent of the
total Italian immigrant population (lacover, 1992; Hamey, 1998).

Toronto's post-war boom witnessed the birth of many new Italian neighbourhoods or
“Lirde ltalies.” Since newcomers tended to gravitate together to case the burden of serdling
into their new lives in Canada, ethnic neighbourhoods were products of responses © the
aeeds of these new immigrants. An Italian community could be an authentic social point of
refecence or a focal point for political advantage (Zucchi, 1988). During the 1950s, the
fastest growing ltalian neighbourhood developed along the junctions of St. Clair Avenue

West (later to be renamed as “Corso Italia”) and Dufferin Street. The “uptown” Little Traly 1

5 Bremell and | North Amencan (nchidng Canada) and
Westem Europesn smmgrason pobey  the post-Wodd (s Il cra. Whereas m Noh Ameoca smgrabon his gencali

mphed pemmancar adence, . much of Westem Europe, post-wa¢ magranon has beea 2 magranon of fempoary make and




grow up in soon rivaled the “official” older College Street Little ltaly in size by 1961. Over
time, many other working-class Italian immigrants would move farther north into the

suburbs of Woodbridge, Mississauga, Maple, and North York (as my parents did)

blishis 1f- ing ities (Hamey, 1992; lacoverta, 1992; Zucchi; 1988, and

Montesano, 1997)¢,
1.4 ITALIAN IMMIGRANT WOMEN AND PAID DOMESTIC WORK

By 1961, over 81,000 Italian immigrant women had eatered Canada. Between 25,000 and
30,000 women, many with children, setded in Toronto. Young peasant women, sponsored
as dependents by their spouses or families under the family classification scheme,
predominated. Only a minority of Italian women catered Canada under nominated tecms as

and d by Canadian cmployers

trained  domestics, P
(Tacovera, 1992). The number of Italian women workers in Toronto grew to almost 17,000,
representing 6.5 percent of Toronto’s 1961 female labour force.

As stated previously, the manufacturing and service sectors were the largest emplovers of
European post-war immigrant women in Canada. By 1961, [talian women represented 28
percent of metropolitan Toronto’s female laundry workers, while 14 percent were employed
in personal service woek (as cleaning ladies working for prvate homes or commercial
building sites). Only 2 percent of the Italian women working in the service sector took jobs
as live-in domestic workers (lacovetta, 1992).

Canada has had a long-standing tradition of importing European domestic workers since

the late nineteenth cenrury. By the late 1870, industrial expansion drew working-class

* 1.did my feld research et offcally 1oy Januas 1, 1998, Unies sated, I reer to Toronto
25 the oty and 5 emvrons.




Canadian women away from domestic service into better paying and more attractive factory
jobs. When the demand for domestic servants began to ourweigh supply, the Canadian
developed new immigration schemes in an effort to recruit women from abroad

(England and Steill, 1997; Epstein, 1983).

In the winter of 1951, immigration officials and the Depanment of Labour approved a
“bulk order” for 500 Italian domestics but terminated the scheme in April 1952 after only
357 women had arrived. Applicants were to be 18 to 40 years old, single, divorced, or
widowed women with no children. Interested workers in Italy were obliged to sign a
contract that indentured them as domestics to Canadian employers for a period of one year
(Stasiulis and Bakan, 1997; lacovetta, 1996: 15). The scheme was canceled by Canadian

job

officials because the women recruits i about their
transfers, and even abandoned their jobs in search of altemative types of cmployment.
lacoverta maintains, “Officials clearly looked upon [this] group of (Italian women workers|
as particulady bothersome” (1996: 17).

Southem Italian women may have been deterred from enlisting in the domestic scheme
by Canadian officials. There was an explicit preference for Northem Iralian women.
Underlying this preference for Northem Italian women workers were cacist, sexist, and class
biases regarding the “natural” infeciority of Southem Europeans. Northern Italian women
were equated with notions of lighter skia tone, taller builds, better educational backgrounds,

more work i and cultural i women from Southem Italy were

equated with darker skin, smaller builds, cultural backwardaess, and undemocratic (Fascist)

traditions (Tacovetta, 1987).



The Canadian labour market is structured in such a way that there are more demands for
cheap labour in the marginal sectors of the economy, thus allowing large numbers of Italian
women workers the option of regularly moving in and out of the labour force (Ng, 1988;
lacovetta, 1992). While it is important to avoid the tendency to lump all immigrant Italian
women workers into two homogenous groups, generally speaking, single ltalian women
were recruited for live-in service while marded [talian women preferred live-out domestic
work because it enabled them to live with their families.

Franca lacovetta (1986, 1987 and 1992) suggests that lwlian immigrant women
contributed to the welfare of their working-class families struggling to survive in post-war
Toronto. The autho’s research outlines ways in which Italian women’s labours (both paid
and unpaid), remained critical to the daily survival of their newly arrived families.
Confronting new rhythms of work and life in post-war Canada, at home, women performed
crucial cconomic roles by stretching limited resources, earming extra cash (by baby sitting
and doing picce sewing), and cutting costs (for cxample, by growing their own fruits and
vegeubles, preserving meats, and curing homemade cheeses). Like other working-class
women, their daily efforts replenished the male bread-winner and fed, clothed and raised
children (lacoverta, 1986, 1987 and 1992). Many married, immigrant [talian women with
school-age children worked as office cleaners and domestics when they first arnived in
Canada. These women often took this type of work because the flexible hours permitted
them to organize their work day around other family members’ jobs, or their children’s
school hours. As many newly arrived immigrant Italian women lacked adequate English
language skills, they also worked in this sectoe because English s not usually a requirement

for most cleaning jobs and domestic work. Jobs in the service sector also provided Italian



immigrant women with one way to market the skills they may have developed from child
cearing and housckeeping, and these jobs usually did not require further training (Estable,
1986).

Several authors (Ramirez, 1989; Sturino, 1978; and Jansen, 1988) have suggested that
because immigrant Italian women worked in the low-paying sectors of the economy (in
clothing, food processing, light manufacturing as well as in the service tadcs), the income
derived from these jobs could never seriously usurp the male wage eamer’s role as the
primary breadwinaer of the family. Since the immigrant wife's primary sphere of influcnce
was the hearth and her children, women who worked at home for wages taking in boarders
ot contracted picce-work sewing, did so maialy to make a monetary contdbution to the
family’s financial well being. Though these studics suggest that the immigrant wife's carnings
did make a significant contribution to the family’s welfare, especially during the times when
her husband faced irregular or seasonal unemployment, her wages were scen as “a mere

extension of her role as the family’s shopper . . . it was rarely referred to as a necessity”

are &

(Sturino, 1978: 298). This analysis is ic. These
specialists and their data is based on statistical references. Because these studies do not take
iato account actual expeniences of first-genenation Itlian women workers, their voices get
lost in “the impersonalized details of statistical information” (Cohea, 2000: 159); moreover,
this rgid definition completely obliterates the possibility that the blurmiag of both social
roles as wage-eamer and housewife might have occurred (Hamey, 1998).

lacovena’s research details how Italian working-class women derved wemendous self-
sadisfaction and pride from the labours (both paid and unpaid) they pecformed for the

benefit of their families. Although an lralian immigrat woman’s motives for cagaging in



waged domestic labour outside the home might include her need to contribute to the

financial stability of her family, “some women’s options were dircctly limited by husbands

who determined when and where their wives could work” (1987: 6). This reflected Southem

Italian sexual mores which dictate that women ot work unchaperoned in the company of

men, but this should not discount the fact that working outside the home can be an

empowering experience. lacovetta does not ignote the hardships these New Canadian

women endured adjusting to their new-found lives in Toronto, but her work maps out the

positive contributions they made as workers, wives and mothers.

L5 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

The objcctives of this study are:

® to examine the social construction of immigrant lulian women’s lives in Italian-Canadian
literature. Are there representations of Italian immigrant domestic workers in Italian-Canadian
literarure? How are these women portrayed?

* to examine how post-war immigrant Italian domestic workers make sense out of their
working lives. What means did they have to achieve a sense of personal satisfaction in their
working lives? Did immigrant lulian women and their families sce domestic work as

demeaning? Was doing domestic work simply seen as a necessity for economic survival or
something more than that®

to compare and contrast the actual expedences of immigrant [mlian women (domestic
workers) with fictional portrayals of immigrant [talian women (workess) in Italian-Canadian
literature. Does [talian-Canadian literature accurately represent the lives and expenences of
these immigrant lulin women (workers)? Are there different stodies being told by the
parucipants in this study? How are they different®
1.6 EEMINIST AND INTERDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH

This study is feminist and interdisciplinary in that it draws on insights from sociology,
history, literature, anthropology and feminist theory. Reinbarz (1992: 6) suggests that,

“Feminist research methods are methods used in research projects by people who identify



themselves as feminist or as part of the women’s movement.” Tirabassi (1992) suggests that

the interdisciplinary approach that izes Women's Studies is relevant to the study of

“cthnic” or immigrant women. Fusthermore, she argues that a uni-dimensional approach
cannot produce a holistic image of immigrant women that understands the roles they played
within their ethnic group and the larger society (Tirabassi, 1992: 136).

Despite the burgeoning growth of feminist academic rescarch, very lirde literature exists
that examines the situation of immigrant Italian females in Canada. Notwithstanding the
excellent social/historical work of lacovetta (who is a leading authority on post-war ltalian
immigrant women’s history to Canada) and a few other sociologists and historians working
within the [talian community (Stutino and Perin, 1992, Hamey, 1993, Ramirez, 1989, Zucchi,
1988, Potesuo and Pucdi, 1988), works on ltalian immigraat women appear in scparate
anthologies and are generally not well integrated into mamnstream Canadian women’s
histories. At a time when there is very little periodical literature about ltalian women in post-
war Canada, it is not surprising to find that immigrant women’s specific siuation has seldom
been examined seriously in studies of the Canadian immigrant labour force (Estable, 1986;

Jansen, 1988).

Pesman (1992) says that there are hi: ical gaps, of a quali
nature, ia writings on Italian immigrant women. The male bias 1 immigrant studies has
excluded the experences of women from academic discourse (Del Negro, 1997). Patai
(1988: 1) declaces, “Undl recendy the prism of androcentrism has distorted most of our
knowledge about women, and the lives of ordinary women, . . have been scca as
unimportant, even tavial” lacoverta (1997) and Scarpaci (1978) suggest that studies in

Canada and the US tend to dismiss the importance of the private sphere which is associated



with women's activities, p ing instead to hasize activities that pond with the

public realm and “traditional” male roles (wage-caming patterns, workpl

and labour activism). Areas of study such as childbearing and reasing, housework and other
forms of productive work that are specific to ltalian women, (and 1 would add, specific to
most women) are largely ignored or neglected. This absence can partially be attributed to the
fact that female behaviour is thought to have ltde direct impact on immigrant community

life as defined by “public activites, izat and i ional-building” (lacoverta,

1997 16). Feminism, by definition, gives women the tight to claim (ot reclaim) their “voice.”
Smith (1989: 451) maintains that despite the fact that the literarure on domestc service
dates back to at least the eighteenth century, only within the past twenty years has scholarly
literature on domestic service received any serious atention. One of the most prominent
features of the study of domestic service is its fragmentation: it has aot becn a ficld of study
charactenzed by a cohesive group of academic scholars who kaow each other’s work well.
Fusthermore, individual researchers are primasily involved with the study of domestic service
in only one geographic location:
This multidisciplinary nature of the interest in domestic service is positive in the
sease that cesearch ensiched by the application of different methodological
:ppmﬁsmd&fhmwmmmnsukmamme
comprehensive view of the topic as a whole. However, it does not necessasily
cesult in increased interchange among the rescarchers from the differeat
disciplines (Smith, 1989: 451).
While Colen and Sanjek (1990: 10) maintain “there is no broad, comprehensive, world

work Y f

systematic theory that accounts for the of
aevertheless, they stress that a global perspective that compares different studies of domestic

workers opens up opportunities for more widespread debate. Smith (1989: 454) goes further



to add that the importance of a single joumal that is devoted to publishing extensive
comparative analyses on the study of domestic service cannot be over-estimated. To date,
there is no one study on Italian immigrant women workers that investigates these women’s
expenences within an understanding of domestic work.

Long houss, hard work, low wages and lack of privacy coupled with the low status of
domestic work, all add to the charactenistic unpopularity of the job. But what about the pade
Italian immigrant domestic workers took in their initiative and in their ability to work hard
and do a job well? Feminist researchers who choose to study the lives of immigrant women
workers need to show examples of domestc workers who subverted and overcame the
various forms of oppression they cncountered in their working lives. As American cthnic
historian Vincenza Scarpaci (1978) claims, many feminist analyses of lalian immigrant
women in Notth Amenica fal to understand the complexities of Italian culture and the
working class position of immigrant women in the new world. She writes that one thing that
is wrong with much of the current literature on ltalian-North Amercan women is that it
tries 10 define Italian women workers solely in terms of their biological relationships to the
family. She further maintains that these “wifc/mother, daughter/sister, and spinster/aunt”
roles defined by blood relationships are 100 rigid:

Some women work for wages, some women paicipatc in community
organizations, and some women acquire high levels of skills and education. The
behaviour of females undertaking these activities may or may not be influenced
by their family idendification (p.22).
Scarpaci (1978) maintains that a feminist analysis that is sensitive to class and ethnicity can
reveal important aspects of immigrant women's working experences hitherto neglected by

women histonans.
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1.7 SUMMARY AND OUTLINE OF THESIS

In this chaptes, | have provided a brief socio-historical overview of the push/pull forces
which compelled many post-war Italians to migrate to Canada. [ have also introduced the
thesis topic, and shown how [ decided to cacry out the research.

In Chapter Two, I review the existing social scientific literature on domesuc work. [ also
gwve a brief review of Italian-Canadian literature and introduce the analysis of a number of
critics of this fiction. I outline my analytical framework and methodology, and esplain that it
is both feminist and interdisciplinary. The analytical framework draws on the work of
Canadian feminist Dorothy Smith’s Everyday l = Feminist
Sociology (1987). The mcthodology for this thesis is influenced by the research of
pioncering sociologists Ansclm Stcauss and Bamey Glaser as discussed in Sherman and
Webb's 1988 publication, Qualitative Research in Education: Focus and Methods.

Chapter Thrce presents a qualitative content analysis of the construction of immigrant
Italian women in Italian-Canadian literatuce. The qualitative content analysis explores
fictional representations of immigrant Italian women found in vacious literary sources.
Literary criticism of Italian-Canadian writing draws on 2 broad spectrum of formal strategies
and themes.

In Chapter Four, I summarize the findings of the in-depth interviews. The methodology
for the qualitative content analysis in chapter four derives in part from Gregson and Lowe
(1994) and Moss (1997). Several scholadly studies have guided the design of Chapter Four
(Thoraton-Dill, 1988; Romero, 1992; Glean, 1986; Cock, 1980 and 1989; Rollins, 1985 et al).
This chapter is devoted to the thirteen participants who were part of this study. Their work

problems and coping mechanisms, related to work, family, language and reserdement



difficulties are explored. Their experiences challenge the dominant ideology that Italian

immigrant women were passive and powerless agents in their own destiny.

Chapter Five concludes with a ison between my participants’ experiences found
in Chapter Four and the expericnces of fictional post-war Italian immigrant women found in
Chapter Three, in order to amive at a fuller understanding of these women’s lives. A

summary of my personal observations concludes the thesis.



Chapter 2
DOMESTIC WORKERS AS VICTIMS AND AGENTS

What was it that had consumed my mother 1 the posri of near death? Sheer physical exchanstion from
cleaning peaple’s houses? ‘That was what she used to @ then. She was a ‘eaning lady." Magisa De
Franceschi in Susface Tension.

Mamma was by no means the Mamma mia of the tectision ads—jolty, naive, and round. She defied all
stervobpes. Penny Petrone in Breaking the Mouid.

2 RO 10N

Feminist ists usc women's experi and of their lives to refute the

dominant ideologies about women and their place in the world (Smith, 1987). Tt is Dorothy

Smith’s contention that ruling relations work through texts and that women are gencrally

excluded from ruling relations. One way to access the ideological nature of such texts is by
looking for the “lines of fault” (Smith, 1987: 50) that emerge as such texts are contrasted
with the actual esperiences of maggnalized gzoups. Thus researchers should take, as a point
of departure, the actual daily lives of womea and move from there to scrutinize official texts
for dominant ideologies that shape the everyday lives of women. Italian immigrant workers
are one such marginalized group. This chapter explotes the existing social scicntific litcrature
on the lives of domestic workers and draws from it some elements of the conceptuzl
framework for this thesis. | focus most of my attention on American and Canadian studies
of domestic workers conducted within the last 25 vears. The scholarship on working-class
Italian immigrant women and Iralian domestic workers is included in this discussion. The
second part of the chapter reviews the work of a number of literary critics concerned with
ltalian-Canadian fiction to identify the central themes found in this litcrature that ace relevant

t the social construction of Iralian immigeant women in this fiction. It pulls together the



central themes in these texts, identifying their relevance for this study. The chapter identifies
gaps in both literatures. It also points to how this thesis can add to knowledge about
immigrant ltalian domestic workers and llian-Canadian fiction by using women’s
expenences to highlight the gaps and ideological constructions in this fiction. The
concluding section of the chapter outines the conceprual framework used in this thesis
while describing the methodology used for the textual analysis of Italian fiction and for the
interviews with ltalian immigrant domestic workers oudined in Chapters Three and Four.
22 SCHOLARLY LITERATURE ON DOMESTIC WORKERS

‘The social science literature on domestic workers can be divided into two broad
categories. First, a substantial amount of wnting focuses, almost exclusively, on the social
construnts and sources of oppression that curb choice and create real barriers to self-
determunation for domestic workers (Ng, 1988; Das Gupta, 1996; and Silvera, 1983 et al).
This literature discusses the vanations between different groups of domestic workers (for
example, between immigrant and non-immigrant women, white and non-white women,

working-class or middle class women). From the perspective of this literature, ltalian

immigrant domestic workers ac opp by four ing systems of d
based on gender, class, race/cthnicity and citizenship. The methodologies used in the social
scientific litcrature discussed in this first section include case-studies, interview-based

research, and ion of g d and census data.

A second body of literature, while recognizing steuctural and cultural barriers, emphasizes
domestic workers’ sease of agency, resiliency, coping strategies and acts of resistancc in the
face of exploitative social and economic situations (lacovetta, 1986; Glenn, 1986; Cock, 1980

and 1989; Romero, 1992; Rollins, 1985; Thomton-Dill, 1988 ct al). These studics move



beyond the “immi icim” vpe to that di taiged and
subordinated groups of domestic workers can also exercise resistance and choice, even if
these are imited in some respects (lacovetta, 1997). One of the ways the domestic workers’
motives, strategies, and lived experiences are documented in this second body of literature is
by using oral history 2s a data-collecung methodology. Oral history is a crucial research
device used to record living subjects who have been traditionally marginalized and silenced
(Reinharz, 1992).
Domestic Workers as Victims

The literature discussed in this section refers to non North-European, domestic workers
as victims of “triple oppression” (Ng, 1982, Cumsille et al, 1983, Das Gupta, 1996). Race
scholars such as Roxana Ng (1988), Tania Das Gupta (1996), and  Mikeda Silvera (1983),
have used case studies as a methodological choice to uncover the ways in which immigrant

working-class women discrimination and exploitation related to gender, class and

race/ethnicity on the job site. These sources of oppression have mtersected to place
immigrant domestic workers, particulady non-white women, in a subordinate position
relative to men and other women.

According to Roberts:

Ethnicity and femininity [ace] two socally constructed systems of behaviour
produced by relations of domination. .. Ethnicity and femininity refer to the
socal consequences of being female or bom into whatever cthnocultusal group.
[They] function as a system of membership that is used to produce explanations
for our place in the social order. In Canada the ethnicity and femininity systems
are linked to the class system, which distributes incquality along what used to be
called race and sex lines (1990: 5).

I explonng the relatonship between gender, race, and class oppression, this literature

explores how the barriers immigrant domestic workers have fced are caused by “social,



political and especially cconomic processcs at the world-system level, over which they had
absolutely no control” (Robetts, 1990: 9). Relations of domination related to gender and
class are used to explain how domestic wotkers form a reserve pool of cheap female labour.
Within these systems of behaviour, all domestic work and child care work are socially
constructed as something women are “naturally” suited to do. Responsible for domestic

work at home, many working-class women lack what Canadian employers define as

skills, a formal ed and paid workpl: vet they are in need of

paid work. In addition, working married or single women with children are also burdened

work. Without access to the

with child cearing resp and unpaid h
services of quality daycare or baby sitters, these women find domestic work is one of a few
viable options available to them that allows them to work around their family’s tmetables.
These consteaints force many working-class women to take jobs in domestic service,
cleaning, and other positions in the lower cchelons of the labour force that are poorly paid
but ceadily available. They also keep domestic workers from “moving up” into the higher
paying service sector jobs.

The literature recognizes that domestic workers do not make up one monolithic group.
The experiences of foreign domestic workers are different than those of Canadian-bom
women. Racialised stereotypes exist regarding the suitability of certain foreign nationals for
domestic work (England and Steill, 1997: 207). Arat-Koc opines:

It is widely known that a hierarchy exists among domestic workers in Canada.
Those from Westem Europe are generally employed as ‘nannies’, expected to be
iavolved only in child-care. They are likely to get higher pay, better treatment,
and recognition for their work. However, foreign domestics from the Third

Wodd are expected to do both child-care and housework and receive less pay
and recognition for their contribution (1992: 239).



All “foreign” women workers “occupied a position that was many times disadvantaged”

(Roberts, 1990: 9) to vacying degrees depending on thei race, class and cultural origins.
Many scholars (Boyd, 1986; Daenzer, 1993; Bretell and Simon, 1976, 1986; Giles and

Januasio, 1987; Arat-Koc, 1986; Henry, 1968; England and Steill, 1997), have explored the

P

historical d and d of Canadian legislative policies

celated to bringing in and ing immigrant and migrant domestics (Bakan and Stasiulis,
1997). Women domestics have generally been imported into Canada under the auspices of

govemment recruitment schemes to fill positions that native-born Canadians cannot or will

not take. Ni and well-kept d of g and company-sp d
schemes have enabled Marist, laboue, and women’s historians in Canada to examine biases
inherent in ninctcenth and twentieth century immigration policies and their implementation
(lacoverta, 1997). During the nincteenth century, Canada recruited white, Anglo-Saxon,
“nation-building stock” for domestic work. However, in the first half of the twenticth
century, when demand for women workers exceeded supply, Canada began actively
recruiting overseas for live-in “foreign” help. Stasiulis and Bakan maintain, “A eacial/ethnic

hierarchy in immigration policy emerged that judged potential migrants according to their

distance from, ot proximity to, ‘white British” ideals” (1997: 32). During the pre-war and war
years, “foreign” domestics were recruited from continental Europe (including displaced
persons from the camps recruited after 1945). European domestics were given landed
immigrant status upon their arrival and were free to pursue full citizenship status after they
fulfilled their one-year contracts. When the supply of Eucopean domestics dwindled, Canada

began to recruit women of colour from the Third World as live-in domestics in the mid-

19505 (Stasiulis and Bakan, 1997).



Women of colour recruited for domestic work from Third World countries were
subjected to racist government attitudes about their “supposed” natural infesiority. Although
this group of women was granted landed immigrant starus upon their arnval in the mid-
19505, the Canadian government was given the right to deport them if their employers found
them unsuitable for domestic work. Bakan and Stasiulis state, “Early domestic employment

. . omitted {to deportation]” which suggests that Black and Third

World women workers were subjected to tougher scrutny by employers and immigration
officials than white women recruited from previous domestic schemes (1997: 36).

In 1973, the citizenship rights of Third World live-in domestics were stripped away. The
Canadian goverment introduced a scheme that granted them temporary work visas only.
This action placed greater restrictions on the dights of Third World and women of colour
who are currendy the greatest source of foreign recruited domestic workers in Canada.
According to Bakan and Stasiulis:

This reversal in the accessibility of female domestics to permanent residence in
Canada coincided with the relative increase in the number of domestics recruited
from Third Wodd sources, who were also women of colour. While many
European domestics continued to enter Canada as landed immigrants, [Black]
domestics increasingly entered on temporary employment visas. Because of the
popular purchase of racist and sexist assumptions of who is and who is not

legitimately a Canadian. . . what is unacceptable for most was rendered
acceptable for designated ‘others’, notably, non-citizen women of cclour (1997:

Under the current immigration scheme, foreign domestic workers must remain in live-in
secvice for a period of time before being allowed to apply for landed immigrant status.
Women workers with full citizenship cights can opt for a live-in or live-out position without
fearing the threar of deportation. The importance of live-out work for domestic workers

cannot be underestimated because it gives the domestic worker greater autonomy and



personal freedom. Naturalized women workers also have the option of moving out of paid
domestic work into other service and non-service occupations. Workers on temporary visas
are recruited for one type of occupation only, and therefore cannot exercise other

cmployment options. Because of the highly personal nature of live-in domestic service, some

(but not all) workers are to potentially abusive and exp
Many women workers of colour from Third World countries come from poor backgrounds.
In maay instances, the wages they eam in Canada are sent back home to support families
they left behind. Economic need, coupled with the fact that they are denied full citizenship
dights, suggests that women of colour and Third World women are the most disadvantaged
group of live-in domestic workers (Bakan and Stasiulis, 1997).

Arat-Koc (cited in Bakan and Stasiulis, 1997) states, “While all forcign domestics have
expericnced varying degrees of coercion by the state and more powerful groups, European
domestics have fallen along different points in the continuum of the treatment of immigrant
domestic workers in Canada” (p.73). Italian women recruits were considered less desirable
than British, English-speaking women for domestic service, but racist notions equating dark
complexions with infeciority meant that Italian domestics stood somewhere in the middle of
this continuum because while they had lighter skin tones than Black domestics, many had
dacker skins than did immigrants from northem Europe (Arat-Koc, 1997). ltalian women
workers may have had an advantage over women of colour and Third World women
because they had lighter skin, but these women workers were also affected by language
difficulties and a general unfamiliarity with Canadian culture (Iacovetta, 1986: 17).

Toronto social worker Carmen Perllo’s 1987 article, “Multcultural Policy: Women

Beware” touches on the material conditions of Italian immigrant women's lives in Toronto



during the carly 1950s. The author explains that Southern Italian women, who worked for
wages outside the home upon their arrival in Canada, pethaps did so for the first time in
thei lives. Forced to work long hours by employers who economically exploited them, the
women often came home late only to face the added burden of housework and child care
cesponsibilities. Perillo opines that there were other factors that added to the plight of Italo-
Canadian women during the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s which made their lives paniculacly
stressful. She maintains the Catholic church supported the oppression of women within the
community by preaching to them that their primary role was that of family carcgiver and
nurturer. Women'’s labours (both paid and unpaid) were supposed to serve the needs of their
familes ficst, while their personal needs were to take second place. Perillo asserts that value
should be placed on the work (both paid and unpaid) immigrant Italian women did, and that
recognition for the roles they performed in and out of the home is long overduc.

Estable (1986) posits the idea that ascribed roles, that s, role definitions rooted in social
attitudes which limit the type of work that immigrant women were expected to perform, may
be significant in women “choosing” to do domestic or service work. She asserts that most
Canadian employers would consider it acceptable to hirc a heavily-accented Southern
European “cleaning lady™ but would find it strange to have a Canadian (i.e. white and nauve-
bom) office cleaner or “cleaning lady” working for them. This bias expresses racist and
classist assumptions about who should be doing paid domestic labour for a Living.

Constanza Allevato’s (1987) acticle, “The Status of [ralian Immigrant Women in Canada”
does not specifically address the working conditions of domestic service, but it does stipulate
that many immigrant ltalian women endured work-related injustices for tweaty-five to thicry

years and more while living in Canada. In 1980, Italian women camed an annual average



income of $8,600 (second lowest in eamings next to West Indian women workers)
compared to the then national average of $15,751. Working-class Italian women, beset by
language difficulties and lack of formal education, were forced into taking low-paying, dead-
end jobs as cleaners, assembly-line workers and sewing machine operators. As most of these
women workers were non-unionized, this also contributes to their low wages and poor
working conditions. Many Italian immigrant women, now forty-five to fifty vears of age,
continue to work in these types of jobs.
lacovetta (1986: 266) maintains that social scienusts who do scholady work on
immigrant women (Amopoulos, 1979; Johnson, 1982 Ng and DasGupta, 1981; Roberts,
1988; Cumsille ct al, 1983) tend to portray them primaily as victims of triple oppeession—as
unskilled workers they are exploited by the Canadian labour macket, as non-English speaking
minority subjects they are oppressed as immigrants by the receiving socicty, and as women,
they are perceived to be the victims of both Canadian and the patriarchal culture from which
they originated. This approach is problematic because it suggests that immigrant women
have little sense of personal agency and it fails to consider whether the women themselves
looked at their own lives as wholly bleak. That is, it does not explain what strategics and
maneuvers they might have engaged in as workers, to gain control over their own lives and
to achieve their own goals (Tacovetta, 1997: 20).
Brertell and Simon (1986) imply that the structural constraints of the world’s political and
local economies provide a context within which certain experiences are shared by most

immigrant women; however, s Pesman (1992:158) so clearly states:



The stereotype of immigrant woman as the most oppressed and powedess

sectorin sodiety is facile, and d because the p
5o easily becomes the prescriptive and the women themselves are deprived of
models to effect change.

A structuralist analysis that focuses exclusively on the social, institutional, and cultural

of women's is because it obscures how the women

themselves gave meaning to their work and their lives in the context of these restraints
(lacoverta, 1992).
Domestic Workers as ts

A second body of social scientific work comprses both Norah Amercan and
international reseacch. Feminist researchers like lacoverta (1986), Lindstrom-Best (1986),
Senivas (1995), Thomton-Dill (1988), Barber (1991), Romero (1992), Rollins (1985), Cock
(1980 and 1989), Moss (1997), and England and Stiell (1997) detil how domestic workers
have coped physically and psychologically in their workplaces. The coping strategics
described include resisting and retaliating against unfair bosses, forming networks with other
domestic workess, creating spaces of cespite, deliberately slowing down on the job, and
more. Most of these studies used in-depth and multiple interviews with domestc workers.
By consciously choosing to focus on women’s words, the rescarch allowed the domestics to
share the lessons of their work-place experiences. All of these studies ty to dispel the myth
that women who work as domestics are somehow docile; they suggest that houschold
workers were anything but passive victims of oppression without possibilities of choice,
resistance, ot independence. Their focus makes immigrant women protagonists in their own

lives.



While exploitation, hardship, and suffecing are not ignored in this literature, these
researchers have also examined domestic workers’ active and less traditional forms of
esistance 1o patsiaschy, and race and class oppression. These scholars have used their

I —— as a method by which they could

gain knowledge about the structure and nature of domestic work; its relationship to the
family; the role of race, ethaicity, culture, and immigration in domestic work; and the
dynamics of the mistress-servant rlationship (Thomton-Dil, 1994). These studies helped
me to recognize that ordinary, everyday acts of resistance have the potential to transform
what is commonly regarded as a gender specific, dead-end, low-paving and degrading job

into work that is personally hallenging and

Several scholars (MacBride Boyd, 1996; Lensky, 1981; Sangster, 1995; Barber, 1991) have
highlighted the experiences of carly twentieth century immigrant domestics by drawing upon
archival and primacy sources (such as letters, diaries, and first-person testimonials) as data
(Tacovetta, 1997). Marilyn Barber is one of Canada’s foremost scholars on ninetcenth century
immigrant domestics (Tacovetta, 1997). Her work (1991) chronicles the migration patterns of
famine-era Iash domestic servants to North America. Barber shows that Irish women

immigrants willingly entered domestic service in America and Canada because, in

comparison to staggering rates of in Ireland, it upward mobility
and a chance to eam desperately nceded funds. By 1845, single women formed almost half
of the total number of Irish immigrants going to the United States and Canada. Afer the
Great Famine, they were frequently in the majority. There were few opportunities for paid
employment for women in Ircland at this time. Single Irish women were more certain than

their male compatriots of sccuring employment in North America because the demand for



domestic servants has historically almost always exceeded supply. A daughtec’s remittances
from her wages would pay for the passage of other members of the family to immigrate to
North America or aid the family back in Ireland.

Vaspu Lindstrom-Best, (1986) studying the interwar period, argues that immigrant
Finnish domestic workers in Canada took pride in being maids, and that within the Finnish
community, where domestic work constituted the majority of available paid labour for single
Finnish women, the work was not held in poor regard. In fact, the economic independence
of the women workers, who could emulate the lifestyles of their middle-to upper-class
Canadian mistresses, became a source of respect. Lindstrom-Best also suggests that there
weze some positive aspects to domestic work. As a live-in maid, the newly arrived single
immigrant woman did not have to worry about where she was going to live: domestics
usually lived in middle-and upper-class homes in safe and relatively clean neighborhoods.
Even if their rooms were located in cramped servant’s quarters, at least they had a solid roof
over their heads and a safe home where their employer might become a surrogate family
member who could watch out for the safety of their employee (p.37).

lacovetta’s (1996) article, “Primitive Villagers and Uneducated Girls: Canada Recruits
Domestics From ltaly, 1951-52*" opened up a highly neglected area of ltalian women’s
history (Saclo-Hayes, 1997). This was the one piece of historical research I could find on
Italian immigrant women recruited for live-in domestic service in Canada. Italian domestics
who were recruited as workers under the auspices of the domestic scheme of 1951-52 were
expected to enter the labour force and thereby directly contribute to the post-war Canadian
cconomy. lacovetta (1986) argues that Italian immigrant workers, far from being passive oc

ignorant, had their own personal reasons for immigrating to Canada. Italian domestics were



actually links in the complex chain of family and kinship migration that characterized post-
war immigration to Canada. Like their Irish counterpans, ltalian domestics seat home
portions of their paychecks in the hope of eventually sponsoring parents or siblings back in
Italy to come to Canada. In this context, Italian women, like their Insh counterparts, were
often central to their family’s economic success (lacoverta, 1986). A New-Canadian (Ttalian
immigrant) woman's access to and control of economic resources can be viewed as status-
enhancing and the basis for change in the distribution of power within the family, even if
only temporacly (Beettell and James Simon, 1986).

My Mother’s Eyes: Life Stodes of

Folklorist Giovanna Del Negro's

Nine Italian Immigrant Women in Canada (1997), examincs the often ignored and

undervalued topic of “women’s talk” Her study focuses on the life experiences of nine

ve, who d to Moatreal,

[talian women ranging in age from forty-thice to cighty
Quebec during the latter part of the 1950s or 1960s. All of her interviewees were working-
class women who made their living as professional sewers in the predominandy gender-
segregated garment industry of Montreal; only one member of the author’s study had any
experience working as a live-in maid in Switzerland and in parts of Italy before switching
occupations.

Del Negro's premise is that subordinate groups, like immigrant women, “develop creative
survival strategies for coping with repressive social conditions” (p.13) both at home and ac
work. The rescarcher discovered that, while on the job, her interviewees engaged in
behaviour that is cultucally defined as taboo (such as swearing, obscene bantering and ritual
insults) among themselves while working at the cloth cutting and finishing tables. By using

these tactics 1o offset the persistent demands of overbearing bosses, speed-ups, low wages.



and noisy and chaotic working environments, the women “stretched the boundaries of their

culture. [and found] ways of criticizing the status quo without openly calling into question

the fundamental values of their socicty” (p.12). Though Del Negro stipulates that life story is

a blending of both “fact and fiction” (p.20), the exp in her pant’s

nacrauves exposed subversive messages of protest which were used as a coping mechanism
to tedress the power inequalities between female workers and male bosses.

Most Canadian rescarch on immigrant domesuc workers has focused on Toronto
(England and Stiell, 1997). Epstein’s (1983) article, “Domestic Workers: The Expericnce in
B.C.” 1s one of the few | have found that focuses on the experiences of West Indiaa live-in
domestcs in western Canada. This is an article based on data culled from interviews she
conducted in the early 1980s in British Columbia. Epstein’s data revealed her interviewees

were working under similar ions, but the her also descabes the

anempts these women workers made to “take control of their lives and to demand the right
to decent working and liviag conditions” (p-223).

Das Gupta (1996), Gannage (1986 and 1990), and Johnson & Johnson’s (1982) in-depth

personal interviews with immi ‘orking-class women in Toronto’s garment district in
the early to mid-1980s expose the hidden race, class and (sometimes) sexual exploitation
preseat on many piece-work shoproom flooes. Although the on-site labour conditions
depicted in these books were usually unfavourable, the authors suggest the reason women of
their studies did not conform to stereorypical notions of immigrant women was that their
interviewees all shared pro-union views, which the authors recognize have the potential o

raise workers’ consciousness.



Moss (1997) conducted multiple in-depth conversations (between Fall 1990 and Spring
1991) with fourteen women employed as housekeepers in southern Ontario. She discovered
the domestics used three sets of strategies to assist them in coping with their daily working
lives. The fisst set consisted of small-scale acts of “breaking the rules” (p.186). For example,
her participants indicated that they did things like listening to the radio or watching
television in their clients’ homes while they were working. By taking short-cuts and cleaning
at their own pace, “the most popular way to break rules and challenge authorin” (p.186), the
worker created a comfortable atmosphere ot “space of resistance” which insulated her from
her employer’s control. The second set of strategies the workers used was to ask their
employers for wage increases. By demanding to be paid a decent wage that reflected the
increased cost of living, Moss believes the women were able to transform the waged labour
celation. The third set of strategies revealed that the domestics carved out a place for
themselves in their employer’s homes by defining them as “women spaces.” All of the
workers indicated that housekeeping was women'’s work and this belief fueled their work
ethic. By intemalizing patdarchal notions of “the women’s place is in the home”, the
domestic workers were able to go about their daily routines with the idea that they were
labouring away at something women were naturally suited to do. Though [ would argue with
the participants’ willing acceptance of the dominant ideology, Moss maintains this act
constirutes a coping strategy because the house cleaner’s “just do it” (p.188) attitude made
the workday easier and more bearable.

Researchers England and Steill conducted an empinical case study in the mid-1990s with
live-in Filipino domestic workers in Toronto who found employment through placemeat

agencies. Their study indicates that these women workers develop various coping strategies
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by forming close networks with one another in the Phillipine community in Toronto, which
is deasely populated. One interviewee indicated that despite the fact the domestics were
competing with one another for jobs, they were able to remain very cohesive as a group.
This, in tum, allowed the women to support one another through difficult circumstances.
Because the natuce of live-in domestic work does not always guarantee that a worker will
have access to privacy in her living quarters, the women pooled their resources and rented
an apartment 0 use on their days off. By creating a space of respite that felt like a safc
haven, the workers were able to offset the somewhat restrctive conditions of live-in
domestic service.

Glenn (1981) ceports that the interviewees in her study of Japanese-American domestic
workers in the $an Francisco Bay area did not consider domestic work particularly degrading
and cven preferred it to other types of work. The women workers listed their reasons for
this: it was flexible, it permitted greater autonomy as it did not involve being as closely
monitored 2s in factory work, it was a source of income for the woman which was
completely under her control, and many built what they considered 0 be good relationships
with their employers. Glenn (1981: 365-67) says that domestic work is considered a
“legitimate” form of work in Japanese saciety because of Japanese cultural codes consisting
of a strong work ethic and the cultural acceptability of housework and pact-time work (full-
time work was seen as strictly a masculine endeavor) for Japanese women.

Thomton-Dill’s (1988: 36) study of twenty-six African-Amerdcan women who were
emploved as domestics in two northem US cities for most of their working lives reveals that
these women were not “embarrassed, disgraced, demeaned, or ashamed of being household

workers.” These women workers were determined to make their occupatonal role



pecsonally ingful and socially acceptable by ing the

celationship, building a career, and by finding emotional succor within the Black community.
Rollins (1985) conducted in-depth interviews with twenty employers and tweaty women
of colour employed as live-in domestics, interviewed personnel of various domestic

agencies, and conducted group discussions with six of her paticipants. She also

supplemented her interview data by opting to work as 2 domestic for ten employers in the
greater Boston area from September, 1981 to mid-May, 1982. On occasion, Rollins would
present herself in front of an employer as a relative and worker traince of some of the live-in
domestics she wanted to interview. By conducting her field rescarch under this rusc, Rollins
was able to observe first-hand the conditions of domestic service while she worked in
tandem with the participants of her study. Rollins outines several ways the women in her
study coped with the degrading attitudes of many of their employers. She maintains the most
powerful weapon the employees used as a counter measure against such treatment was to
believe in their self-worth as human beings. The domestics used their standing in the Black
community, the quality of their interpersonal relationships, coupled with their understanding
of the meaning of race and class in the United Sates, as ways to deflect their employers’
inferior treatment of them. Rollins uses the concept “ressentiment” (a French term adopted
by Nietzsche into the German language)to explain the responses of the Black household
workers to their mistresses. She explains: “a critical element of ressentiment is the sense of
injustice based on the belief that one does not deserve to be in the subordinate position”
(p-226). The women of her study intsinsically understood that they had to behave
deferentially in front of their mistresses, but they refused to accept their cmployers’

definitions of them as inferior (Moss, 1997).
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Duane, Galvez and Todaro, and Gogna (cited in Chaney and Garcia Castro, 1989)
underscore the importance of “live-our” daytime domestic work in their research on Latin
American and Caribbean houschold workers undertaken in the mid-1980s. Because waged
domestic labour is different from factory or assembly work in that the home itself is
transformed into 2 paid workplace (Moss, 1997), live-out day work represents a great
improvement over live-in domestic service in terms of personal and emotional benefits for

the individual worker( Galvez and Todaro, cited in Chaney and Garcia Castro, 1989). The

nature of domestic service is d from a quasi-feudal rel: hip to one where the
houschold worker has a say in how her workday is organized, effectively becoming “her own
boss” at the work site (Chaney and Garcia Castro, 1989). Moss (1997) believes that for
women who traditionally worlz in low-paying jobs, this on-site time management is a crucial
coping strategy.

Romero’s 1992 study of Chicana day houschold workers in Denver focuses on how
private household workers challenged the degrading starus of domestic work by
transforming and controlling their own labour process (working at their own pace and
charging a flat rate o that their emplorers would not accuse them of working too slowly),
effectuvely professionalizing the nature of domestic service. By positively identifying with the
workplace whea employed as a domestic/household labourer, a woman worker's self-esteem
and status can be greatly enhanced (Moss, 1997).

In their 1994 study of waged domestic labour in contemporary Britain, Gregson and
Lowe tackled the question of how those who clean for a living cope with the strong social

sugma that is attached to d ic/ Id work. The h luded that worker

autonomy was central in developing powerful concepts of self-worth and self-tespect. By



controlling who they chose to work for, setting their own houss, and deciding which labour
tasks they would and would not do (for example, refusing to work in pacticulady dirty
environments), they found their intenviewees “were able to counter at the level of the self the
social construction of the cleaner as the Towest of the low’ * (p.216). Their participants
stressed the imporance of limiting physical contact and/or interaction between the
employer and the cmployee ducing the working day, effectively ensucing that the
domestic/houschold worker “held all the cards™ (Gregson and Lowe, 1994: 228).

Cock’s (1980, 1989) studies of Black live-in and live-out domestic workers in South
Africa supported previous studies that had shown that women workers create vasious coping
strategies even under the most politically repressive regimes (England and Steill, 1997). Cock
asserts that inwardly, the houschold workers of her study rejected the unequal power
structure that existed between white mistresses and their Black maids, but, they adopted a
“mask of deference” (p.104) to shield their real feclings. This mask of deference did not
imply that the worker endorsed her own infesior social position in South A fcican society, but
that it helped her cope with her situation. While the women of her study were consciously
aware of the fact that they were being exploited, they did not accept the legiimacy of their
white employer’s power over them and generally remained on good ferms with their
employers.

Scinivas (1995) points out that in India today, domestic service is status-enhancing for
some of the lower castes in comparison to the altemative occupations open to them. Das
Gupta's 1984 study of women domestics in Delhi reveals that these women workers
regacded their work as status-enhancing for the following reasons: clean working conditions,

convenient working hours, and association with their middle or upper-class misteesses (cited
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in Srnivias, 1995). Thorton-Dill (1988: 45), suggests that “workers acquired status in direct
celationship to the power, prestige, and wealth of their employers.”

What emerges from this second body of feminist social scientific literature 15 2
discrepancy: on the one hand, for some immigrant workers, domestic service is preferable to
other types of work; on the other hand, domestic work has traditionally been accorded low-
status in North American society. The researchers [ have chosen to discuss in this section
focus on the intersections of gender, class, race, and ethnicity affecting immigrant and non-
immigrant domestic workers, but also highlights workers’ sense of agency and the
meaning(s) these women workers give to domestic service.

In sum, there ace conflicting images of immigrant domestic workers in much of the social
science literature. Some of the positive contributions made by the scholarship that focuses
exclusively on structural barriess, is that it outlines some important issucs that affect the lives
of domestic workers. It also identifies real distinctions berween different groups of
domestics in terms of race, class, ethnicity and immigration issues. This literature states that
these women workers are affected by systems of domination, not personal inadequacies, that
keep them in a certain place in the social order, but there are some limitation in this
literature. It presents an image of working-class immigrant women as passive victims who
have no voice. The scholarship that focuses on the women’s sense of agency used interview-
based research to support the assertion that even the most disenfranchised worker will
struggle to resist job oppression.

There ace gaps in the rescarch that maps out ltalian immigrant women’s historical
contrbutons to the Canadian workforce. Professor Franca lacovetta is one of the few

h whose area of

king-class, second ¢ used, feminist



expertisc is Italian-Canadian labour history, but her work on Italian immigrant domestcs is
not extensive. This lack of research on Italian immigrant domestic workers facilitated the
need for this study. It actempts to fill in some of the missing gaps in ltalian-immigrant
women’s history by giving expression to a group of ltalian immigrant domestics’ voices not
previously recorded. It also attempts to use these women’s voices to critically examine the
images of [talian immigrant women found in Italian-Canadian fiction. In the next secton, [
underline my rationale for tuming to textual sources nutside the scope of social scientific
literature for information on Italian-Canadian immigrant women.

23 LITERARY CRITICISM OF ITALIAN-CANADIAN LITERATURE

In this section, | review the work of 2 number of critics of Italian-Canadian literature and
highlight the central themes in their work relevant to this study. | rely quite extensively on
the commentary and insights of one critic in particular, Professor Joseph Pivato. An M.A.
thesis written by Flizabeth Sarlo-Hayes (1997) on Italian-Canadian Cultural Studies was used
as a supplementary tool in Chapter Five, and greatly enhanced my understanding of how
historical fact and literary fiction can be interwoven methodologically. Sarlo-Hayes exposes
the vanance between Post-World War 11 Italian immigrant women'’s expenences found in
sociological and histoncal sources, and those constructed i fictional accounts found in
Italian Canadian Lterature.

There are few literary sources written by the first generation of Italian female immigrants
to Canada. [t became faicly obvious to me, when I first stacted researching pamary and
secondary sources for this thesis, that the sources based on social/histonical research were
going 1o offer more glimpses into the daily realities of working-class Italian women's lives

than the fictitious sources were (again, save for a few sources I discuss later) because the
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latter, for the most part, are written from the imaginaton of the Canadian-bom populati
and they ace one generation removed from the immigration experience. Factual sources,
such as oral histories, give the reader a chance to read first-hand accounts of working-class
immigrant women’s recreated lives. My discovery in no way refutes the importance of
Italian-Canadian literary production. As Pivato suggests, “The obscure, often unwritten,
nistory [of forgotten or silenced Italian women] can be approached with considecable
perspicacity by combining literary and historical methodologies. The result is a beter
understanding of the literature and the history” (1986: 79). The fiction can in rum
supplement and give texture and life to the facts (Saslo-Hayes, 1997) and it is a place to begin
scarching where Italian immigrant women’s stories converge and diverge.

Ttalian-Canadian literary production technically began around the latc 1950s and carly
1960s and thematically, the works normally deal with the experience of immigration to
Canada (Pivato, 1991 and 1998). It is a body of literature written in English, French and
Italian and produced by either talian immigrant writers or Canadian-bom authors who have
at least one parent of Italian ongin (Iannuccy, 1992). As [ discuss in my methodology section,
historically, there were many Italians living in Canada who wrote books, but most were
individual works produced in isolation by writers who did not sec themselves as creators of 2
new literature (Pivato, 1998).

Poet, critic, and translator Genni Donati Guna (1990) believes [talian immigrant women
are portrayed by both male and female writers in Italian-Canadian fiction in ways that
perpetuate stereotypes. She asserts that what emerges from the literature are images of the
immigrant woman who “suffers in silence™; the “ignorant” immigrant woman; the immigrant

woman who “accepts” her submissive cole; the immigrnt woman who stands s a



metonymic symbol for “Mother Italia”, the family and an entire culture; and the second
generation woman who is struggling to come to terms with having to live amidst two
cultures. Generally unmentioned in the fiction are the professional, successful immigrant
Italian women who get immense satisfaction from their paid work performed outside of the
home, the gifted arust, and the honoured community leader (Donat Guan, 1990; Di
Giovanni, 1993).

Donati Guan (199) belicves that first-generation ltalian women writers scem obsessively
concemed with redressing the injustices experienced during their cmigration. Although

poignant and sensitive, their writing s, by its nature, indulgent and stercotypical. Most first-

& women perp the ion of their Canadian-bom daughters

with the same restictive rules that govemed their behaviour in the Old Word.
Simultancously, they desire a better life for their daughters filled with opportunities they
never had in Italy. It is no accident that the themes of alienation and duality recur over and
over again in much of the litecature produced by the second generation of Italian-Canadian
authors. Donati Guan (1990) asserts that the literature written by second- and now third-
generation ltalian women is more feminist in narure. This stems, in past, from the fact that
sative-bom Italian-Canadian women have grown up in this dual cnvironment and can
examine, reject or choose to accept certain factors about their culture through the literature.
Donat Guan’s article was an important part of my literature review because it helped me
to understand that many of the first-generation fictional characters in the fiction are crafted
from the perspective of the second generation; we see examples of mothers, grandmothers,

auats, and daughters filtered through the lens of theic imagination, bome out of the second
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generation’s experiences. In another section of the thesis, | discuss the relevance of this
discovery and its implications.

Susan lanaucci (1992) states Italian-Canadian wrting is a body of literature produced,
almost without exception, by the children of the immigrants who made the decision to leave
Italy aftec World War L. This group of second generation immigrants were cither brought to
North America at a young age and spent their formative years here, or they were borm in
Canada. It s this group who are producing the literature because theirs is the first geneaation
to have the leisure time to write. They have also been given a good education and possess
the knowledge to produce works of fiction.

This second generation writing is characterized by certain recurring themes including
interpersonal relationships within the family; the generation gap; nostalgia for the idealized
past left behind in Italy; the retum journey to the Old Wordd which cesults in the conviction
that Canada is where the wnter truly belongs; and a confrontation with death as relatves left
behind die without their extended family to comfort them. Peripheral to the central themes
is the death theme; death stands as a metaphor for alienation and a lost way of life, one that
is markedly diffecent from their Lifestyle in Iraly (laonuci, 1989 and 1992). fannuci suggests
the second generation’s literature is one “which touches both Italy and Canada” and its most
prominent theme is 2 “sense of wandering berween two worlds™ (1989 and 1992: 224). On
the one hand, the writers of this generation appreciate the many sacrifices their pacents made
for their children, but on the other hand, some are wracked by guilt because they refuse to
live up to their parents’ expectations for them.

The book, Pillacs of Lace: The Aathology of Italian-Canadian Women Writers (1998),

has few portraits of working class women (in the many poems, short stories, essays and meta



dramas selected for the book) but it is one of the few published collections of Italian-
Canadian writing in which works by women outweigh those of men. De Franceschi, the
editor, explains that there are just as many Italian-Canadian women writers as men but
women's expericnces have historically been presented from a male perspective. In this
collection, she states, “we have evidence of Italian-Canadian women joining forces in
relating their own story, their own experience, and thereby constructing their own identiry”
(p-19). As there is such a scarcity of material on Italian immigrant women's lives (although
there are more fictional sources available than factual), this anthology makes an important
contnbution.

Critic Monica Stellin (1998) writes that gender and cthnicity are two factors which
influence cach other in literary production by women of Italian background wnting in
Canada. The traditional roles associated with ltalian women arc those of caregiver and
keepers of the culture and much of the writing by ltalian-Canadian women centers around
family problems. Women have the responsibility of passing on the mother tongue t theic
children, and must also maintain and pass on cultural traditions to the next generation.
Stellin argues that women’s roles in both Canadian and Iwlian society have changed
considerably over the last fifty years and women in both the Old World and the new, have
had to deal with the consequences of their changing roles. She points out that because
Iralian culture is so patriarchal, it has beea difficult for the second-generation of women
writers (0 accept a cultural legacy they feel is essentially male-dominated and distespectful of
women, and this is reflected in their works.

Caroline Morgan Di Giovanni maintains that there are 2 number of diverse images of

second-generation women found in the literature that “vary in distinctiveness, detail, and



purpose” (1993: 124). Several of the ovedapping themes she identfies in Iralian-Canadian
literature include the “Dutiful Young Woman” and “The Escape Arust” She states that
voung, native-bom women in immigrant families are forced to negotiate their place berween
two worlds. This situation finds expression in the literature by various artists who write
about female protagonists choosing to leave home and young women who remain defiantly
single. Di Giovanni opines that a stereotypical female would accept her submissive role in
the family without question, but second-generation female characters in many sources of
Iralian-Canadian fiction seck ways to fight stereotypes. Citing Mary Di Michele’s award-
winning poem, Mimosa (1981), she explains how this piece presents “contrasting images of
voung women brought up together in the same household in Toronto’s Lirde Italy” (p.129).
Di Michele's poem Mimosa (1981) sets up a dialectic between the “good” sister and the
“bad” sister in relation to their traditional Italian immigrant father. Marta is the dutful
daughter who has dedicated her life to serving the needs of her father. Having never lived
away from home on her own, she is angry and bitter : “I only want my faic share./I want
what's mine and what Lucia kicks over./[ want father to stop mooning about her/and listen
to my rendition of Mimosa” (p.12). Marta’s self-denial has made her petulant and uaable to
love fully. On the other hand, her sister Lucia, despite her outwardly rebellious nature, is
truly loyal to her father. She struggles with feelings of guilt because she left home and carved
out a life for herself independent of her father’s wishes, but she has gained wisdom that

comes with experdence. She is able to understand her father’s stnct temperament, and

ultimately, this leads to the ability to love him deeply: “I have his face, his eyes, his
hands,/his anxious desice to know everything,/to think, to write everything,/his anxious

desire to be heard,/and we love each other and say nothing” (p.16). The point of view of



Vito, their father, is narrated 1n the third-person and his character represents the silent, first
geacration of aging post-war Italian immigrants. The reader never enticely knows who he is
because his two daughters, having acquired their own voices, speak for him (Hutchcon,
1990). This amticle was important for this study because it got me thinking about
intergenerational conflicts berween immigrant parents and their Canadian children. The
issue, what parcnts cxpect from their children, was a subject that was explored in the
interviews for this thesis and it generated a lot of discussion.

A leading scholar in [talian-Canadian writing, Joscph Pivato has written extensively on

the represenation of immigrant women in ltalian-Canadian fiction. One of his main

acguments is that the hardships of immi p v the of men and
women and the breakup of familics have had a profound impact on the works of many
women writers because “The character types and the life pattems found in [the liceraturc]
follow the cardy models of the migrant workers, mea without women and women without
men” (1994: 153). The family unit comprising a father, mother and childzen had taditionally
been the model in ltalian socicty but immigration to the New World changed all that as
family members were apart for long perods of time. It was not uncommon for male migrant
workers to travel alone in the hopes of finding employment abroad and leave their wives and
children behind for extended periods of time. Pivato argues that the conditions of
emigration changed a “normal” state into an “abaormal” one and very often this situation is
recalled in the litcrature. Pivato cites numerous Italian-Canadian writers who recall stories of
relatives left behind or abandoned in ltaly. In their works, “the expedence of the
dismembered family and the memory of this history is part of the inheritance of [these]

writers” (1994: 159). He believes this core group of writers citically evaluates the condition



of the immigrant mother or the immigrant daughter and confronts questions of individual
freedom and control over one’s person in their fiction.

Pivato discusses how the history of Iralian immigration to Canada has profoundly
affected these women write’s understanding of liberty. He believes that women’s “freedom
of movement across borders” (1994: 162) was restricted to some degree by husbands who
forced their wives to remain in Italy. The image of the body restricted, or imprsoned in
some way, is a recurning theme in the fiction of Italian-Canadian women, “the unwritten
history of [talian immigrant women. . . is now being reflected in the images of confined
bodies, of handicapped characters and other forms of restrictions” (1994: 164). Disability is
uwsed as 3 metphor to suggest the immigran’s sense of immobility, isolaton and
“othemess” in Canadian society (1994: 171).

In modem North American socicty, there is an emphasis placed on the attainment of
individual freedom. Immigrant Italian women have had to confront the difficulties that
emerge from the clash of differcat value systems. Pivato reiterates a point made by other
cntics when he suggests the theme of “duality” as ever present in Italian-Canadian literature.
The Italian family is mother-centered and women bave traditionally been respousible for
taking care of the needs of their family. Mothers desire for their daughters an education and
self-advancement while trying to maintain the Old Wodd traditions of marriage and
children. This is why, Pivato asserts, “the family in [talian-Canadian writing caanot be
separated from the individual identity or from the larger community” (ibid, p.189). Pivato’s
work was relevant for this thesis because many themes he identifies in the literature were

preseat in my interview data.



In sum, there are some similarities between the social scientific scholarship on ltalian
immigrant women and the canon of ltalian-Canadian literarure. In general, there is an
absence of lalian immigrant women workers’ voices in both of the texrual sources. This
absence can partally be explained by the fact that most of the social scientific literature and
some of the ficuon trvialize the experiences of Italian immigrant women. Women workers’
voices are either not being researched and recorded, or their expenences are misepresented
by some writers in both bodies of knowledge. The difference between the fiction and the
social scientific literature is apparent with regard to workers' sense of agency. Some of the
social scientific literatuce has suggested that ltalian immigrant women workers possessed a
sease of agency that protected them from being thoroughly victimized by Canadian
employers, but ltalian women workers’ sense of agency was not 2 major theme in ltalian-
Canadian literature.

2.4 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Dorothy Smith (1987) states, . . the implications of a sociology for women begins
from the discovery of a point of rupfure in my/our experience as woman/women within the
social forms of consciousness—the culture or ideology of our society—in relation (o the
wodd known otherwise” (p.49). The “point of rupture” in my expedience began when [
started to question how the Italian immigrant women of my mother’s generation were being
represented through various sources (such as fiction and academic texts), in relation to the
preconceived notions | had about this group. | began to sense that there might be a
difference between the way the women [ wanted to study were socially constructed through
social scientific and fictional texts, and the manner in which they constructed their own

ceality. According to Smith, this “point of ruprure” o potential difference in consciousness



is called a “linc of faul¢” and provides a starting point from which feminist researchers can
begin to explore the place where this disjuacture occurs and stact to build new theories.

Smith believes that as feminist scholars trained in a specific methodological and
theoretical manaer, we have a “special responsibility” fo uncover and document the
existence of “this point of rupture. . . by asking how it is organized, how it is determined,
[and] what the social relations are that generate it” (1987: 49-50). Smith opines that the
women’s movement has provided a forum where feminist theorists could ask these
questions. She cites many examples of pioneering texts of the women’s movement from the
twentieth century. These cady works discovered the lines of fault berween expedence and
social forms of expression that occurred because there was a power differential between men
and women, identified and labeled as “patriarchy.” Ruling relations (which men dominated)
controlled women’s consciousness, forms of thought, and means of cxpression. Smith
defines these ruling relations as:
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wd] as the discourses in texts that interpenctrate the multiple sites of powct
(1987:3).

Women, standing outside the circles or realms of power, did not speak in a language that

was suitable for anticulating their experiences; moreover, women’s consciousness was not
validated as a source of knowledge.

As the relations of ruling in society are mediated in part, by texts, texts become part of a
powerful medium. Following an ideology not inconsistent with the works of Marx and
Engels, Smith argues that in our society, only those in positions of power produce culture

because they have the means at their disposal to do so. The pavileged classes, “dominate the



means of production. . . culture is actually produced by specialists occupying influential
positions” intent on maintainiag the status quo (Smith, 1987: 19). She states that women
have been largely absent from producing culture; I would argue that this is especially true for
the immigrant, working classes who had cither the time to write, aor the language and
education required to write.

Smith advocates a “sociology for women” from a “women’s standpoint” as an altemnative
way to conduct feminist rescarch. It is her contention that feminist sociology must begin
with real, concrete people and their lives to refute the dominant ideologies about women
and their place in the world. She also suggests that researchers start, as a point of departure,
from the actual daily lives of women and move from there to examine how these dominant
ideologics shape cveryday life:

“The sandpoint of women. . . | am deploying here cannot be cquated with a
pesspective or wodd view. It does not universalize a particular expedence. It is
rather a method that, at the outset of inquiry, creates the space for an abseat
subject, and an absent expesience that is to be filled with the presence and
spoken expesience of actual women speaking of and in the acnulities of their
everyday wodds. . . This is a standpoint designed in part by our exclusion from
the making of culture. . . and the strategies of resortng to our expedence as the
ground of a new knowledge, 3 acw culture. But it is also designed by an

organization of work that has typically been ouss, for women’s work, as wives,
secretanes, and in other ancillary roles (1987: 107-108).

Smith’s suggestion lends itself well to this study as I used the feminist assumption that “the
personal is political” as a location from which to frame my perspective when I began
conducting my research. Documenting a line of fault berween women's experiences and the
way in which they ace socially constructed through social science texts and fictional texts
involves exploring Italian immigrant women’s experieaces in the everyday world of the job

site and in the home. These women perform multiple oles as both paid and unpaid workess.



Interviews (both taped and hand-written) were used to examine the everyday world of the
participants through their eyes. The social construction of [talian immigrant women in

literature is explored in later chapters. Feminist research can benefit from discovering the

everyday world of a group of women traditionally silenced or mi: by
society.

Brettell and Simon James (1986) stress the importance of paying attention to the cultures
of the sending societies and to the ways in which the status and roles of women are defined
in them. The authors suggest that the status and roles of immigrant women in the sending
sociery differ in practice from ideology:

mw&mmmwx from home or those encountered

in the recciving society or a juxtapositon ofbod\ shape the ways in which both
the [labour| nd and/or with which

they ace coped (p.19). =
A comparison that can uncover pattems in the relationship between culural background and

the process of adaptation to the work environment can be a useful analytical tool. To
reconcile the common-sease assumptions about the negative aspects of domestic/household
work, an approach that favors the perceptions of the immigrant women worker herself
cannot be over-cstimated. An “outsidec” may observe a group as miserable or downtrodden,
while insiders may not share this view. One must be extremely careful abour whose
definition of oppression is emphasized (Brettell and Simon James, 1986).

Morokvasic (1983, cited in Brettell and Simon James, 1986) questions whether the
analytical distinction between the “traditional culture” (the emigrant’s sending socicty) as
opposed to the “modem culture’ (the immigrnt’s receiving socien) is appropsiate.

Immigrant women move from one cultural context to another, and gross assumptions are



often made about the cultural background of each newly armved immigrant. The most
common assumption, Morokvasic maintaias, is that prior to their arrival in the host country,
immugrant women never worked for a waged salary. My research for this study repudiates
that common and often incorrect assumption.

2.5 METHODOLOGIES

This thesis has adopted the Grounded theory approach developed by sociologists Glaser
and Strauss in the 1960s (Hutchinson, 1988). Grounded theory is a qualitative methodology
which uses “an inductive approach to analyzing dam” (Reinbarz, 1992 18). As a
contradistinction to the “positivist” or traditional scientific understanding of the world
which sees human subjects in a more or less static form, grounded theory believes human
ceality is “socially and symbolically constructed, always emerging and relative to other facts
of social life” (Hutchinson, 1988: 124). The grounded theory method offers a systematic
approach for generating empirical knowledge based in and about the “rcal” world.
Fundamental to this concept is the researcher’s ability to discover and conceptualize the
essence of specific inter-telated processes such 3s race, gender, class, and cthaicity
(Hutchinson, 1988).

Grounded theory uscs an actor-centered approach based on the idea of discovering the
world through the eyes of its participants; therefore, it was a useful analytical tool for
uncovering how the immigrant [talian women [ interviewed interacted on a daily basis to
give meaning (o their working lives. In order to understand patterns of experience, grounded
theory researchers gather data about the “lived” expericnces of its participants, and
grounded theones are guided by the assumption thar people do, mn fact, have pantemns of

expedience (Hutchinson, 1988: 125). Like Rollins (1985: 8), my approach to this study is
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based on the notion that those who have lived an experience know more about it than those
who have aot. Since there is very little literature on immigrant Italian domestic workers, the
women 1 interviewed for this thesis, in essence, remain the “experts” on their situation
(Romero, 1992). Grounded theory is also useful when litde is known about a topic
(Hutchinson, 1988).

Scarpaci (1978) states that because Italian immigrant women have been oppressed and
exploited both as women and as workers, union records have the potential to show if Italian
women workers scrved on picket lines, paid dues or demanded just wages for their labour.
However, the isolating nature of domestic service did not give the Italian household workers
of this study the opportunity to orgaize themselves into unions or other formal
associations.” This researcher, therefore, delved into other sources of empirical data to
uncover if disenfranchised domestic workers faced systems of oppression in their everyday
lives in a more positive, pro-active way. This study has used three data collection methods-—
journaling, in-depth interviews and qualitative content analysis (iterary criticism falls under
the rubric of qualitative content analysis).

urnali

Oae of the strengths of using Grounded theory as 2 methodological approach, is that it
forces the researcher to become more aware of her own behaviour while observing the
behaviour of her participants. As Hutchinson (1988: 130) writes, when a researcher
immerses herself into the field to collect data, “[s]he must become aware of fher] own

preconceptions, values, and belicfs.” Hutchinson calis this process “bracketing” and she



maintains that “bracketing” refers nct only to the researcher being aware of her own
personal values but also her ability to transcend them during the rescarch process in an
effort to see a problem from 2 new perspective (p-130). The author suggests keeping a daily
journal as a strategy whereby one’s personal feclings and reflections are recorded to aid the
researcher 0 become more aware of and “bracket” her own values. This theoretical
approach had a particular appeal for me as [ came to this study freely admitting that I had
my own personal biases about what constitutes an immigrant [talian woman. [ kept a small
journal where I recorded my private thoughts and impressions after each and every taped

interview. These tnitial “scribbles” proved time and time again to be invaluable and gave me

a greater und ing of the ities of cach participant’s working life.
In-depth Interviews

[ used my “insider/outsider” position as a second-gencration [talian-Canadian who grew
up i one of Toronto's Litde lalies, to find the post-war immigrant ltalian women who
worked or continue to work as either live-in or live-out domestic/household workers in the
Teroato area interviewed for this study. Potential interviewees were contacted using vacious
methods. [ asked my mother’s permission to interview her first and then asked her to refer
me to other womea she personally knew who had worked as domestics. Two key contacts
who live and work in a professional capacity in a high-density Italian neighbourhood were
asked to provide referrals for other potential interviewees. Finally, I found other

interviewees by snowball sampling,

L\mcmgw..mum 19806 b 3 group of women rseaschess, academes and ryess m Toronto, 2 group that
10d Sasuls, 1997). Non of the women of

mysmd_rumhxnmolhuwm\
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Thirteen women were interviewed between June and Deceraber 1997. Interviews of two
to four hours were conducted using a forma that atempted to elicit information related to:
personal data, work history, and personal observations. My questions tried to uncover the
participants”
® experience with paid domestic employment in Italy (f any) and Canada
* their family composition and family and community life experience both in lraly and

Canada

® the structure and natuce of their daily domestic working activitics®.
Taped interviews were transcribed. During the few times when interviewees would not allow
me (o usc a @pe recorder, | hand wrote their narratives on paper. Quotations were selected
verbatim from the taped and non-taped interviews. Participants' names have been changed
to disguise the identities of the women interviewed. The cthics commuttee at Memodal
Univessity accepted and approved my proposal in the Spring of 1996 to conduct participant
based interviews. I belicve that my pamticipants were open and honest with me in disclosing
their personal histories (Gunderson et al, 1990). The interviewces were encouraged to talk
feely at any point during the taping session. | firmly believe my mother’s prescace
encouraged my participaats to open up a dialogue about thei life experiences in Canada.

Reinharz (1992: 215) suggests that the use of “non-traditional” research methods
“ceflects the researcher’s cffort to create a new approach that [meets] her feminist criteria.”
Similady, she maintains that the researcher’s decision to set up a “dialogue” or

“conversation” between herself and her interviewees is, “another feminist methodological

8 For 2 complere i of nerew quesnons, please see Appendsx C. In the sppendces waen i falan | had o 2dd by hand
Lused
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invention that experiments with the nonauthorial voice by using multiple voices” (Rewnharz,
1992: 229). I see using my mother’s input or presence in the iaterview process as an “onginal
or non-traditional” feminist rescarch method. By consciously downplaving my role as a
graduate student researcher and playing up my role as a daughter, [ tred to foster trust

between myself and my participants.

Data collection strategies such as particy ion and open-cnded lewing
frequently rely on the grounded theory perspective (Hutchinson, 1988). Reinharz (1992: 197)
states that multiple methods:

cnable feminist researchers to link past and present ‘data gathenng’ ...and
individual behaviour with social frameworks. In addition, feminist rescarchers

use multiple methods because of changes that occur to them. . . in a project of
long duration.

As well, the multiple method data collection techniques used in grounded theory rescarch
diminish bias by increasing the wealth of information available to the rescarcher, thereby
making the study more scientifically credible (Reinharz, 1990; Hutchinson, 1988).

The research methods | have chosen in this thesis are similar to the data collecuon
strategics of Grounded theory research oudined by Hutchinson ia Shemman & Webb's
Qualiative Research in Education: Focus and Methods (1988). Hutchison (1988: 125)
states that

[To-depth] interviews permit researchers to verify, clarify, or alter whar they

thought happened, to achieve a full understanding of an incident, and to take
into account the %ived experience of participants.

Reinharz (1992) goes further to say that interviewing is particularly important for the study
of women as it offers researchers access to their ideas, thoughts, and memories in their own

words rather than in the words of the researcher. This asset is a remedy to centunes of



ignoring women’s words or having men speak for women (p.19). As well, the value of the
interviewing process is in the voices of the participants, their individual nchaess that remains
meaningful in their own dght (England and Sucll, 1997: 204). When an oral interview is
structured by the narrator instead of the researcher, it allows each woman to express her
uniqueness in its full class, racial, and ethnic richaess. Each woman can tell us how she
comes to value or devalues herself (and this includes how she views her self-worth on the
job). As Jack (1991: 18) sees it:

a person’s self-reflection is not just a pavate, subjective act. The categories and

concepts we use for reflecting upon and evaluating ourselves come from a

cultural context, one that has histoncally demcaned and controlled women’s
activities. Thus, an exploration of the lnguage and meanings women use to

articulate their own exp leads to an of the conflicting social
forces and institutions affecting women's consciousness [The interview] reveals
how women act cither to preserve their p g i

-..and their social contexts.

Ia-depth interviews have cnabled me to lend meaning to the lived work experiences of
my partcipants by the discovery of “core varables” —social psychological processes that
illuminate the main themes of my participants’ behavior. The core variables link the dara
together and explain what is going on in the data. Thesc vadables become the basis for the
generation of new theories (Hutchinson, 1988). Jack (1991) suggests that the rescarcher
conducting the interview listens as an active participant to the “moral language” of the

d allow the her to examine the

narrator: moral self-
between self-concept and cultural norms. The job of the researcher is to identify key phrases
in the narrator’s statements. In this study, [ heard things like: “We had no choice,” repeated
over and over again in each interview I conducted. The author defines these key phrases as

formal maskers that express the harmony, wdiffereace, the ambiguity, the conflict, etc.



existing between the self and the societ as a whole. This has led me to 2 greater
understanding of the hidden meanings that lic in the sub-text of my interview transcrpts and
it has helped me to format my analysis.

Hamey (1977: 128) writes that oral data collection methods are (probably) some of the
best ways by which a researcher can reconstitute important segments of the lrlian ethnic
past of Toronto. He also feels that oral testimony should be viewed as part of a whole
deposit of ethnic and immugration sources, demonstrating that the study of ethniciry is at its
best when it crosses disciplines (p.4).

Reinharz (1992:41) suggests that research that uses oral sources is typically used with two
frequently overapping types of people: older and relatively powerless people. Anderson
(1991) believes that oral research sources can not only tell us how people did things, but
whether what they were doing was fun or drudgery, accompanied by a sense of pride or
failure. These cdtenia lend themselves well to this study.

Qualiative content analysis entails the systematic examination of forms of

to objectively d pattems. Its function is threefold: as an oveall

approach, a method, and an analytic strategy. “The raw matedial of conteat analysis may be
any form of communication, usually writen mateals (such as textbooks, novels, and
newspapers)” (Marshall and Rossman, 1985: 85). Fo this thesis, | have included literary
sources such 1s poetry, fictitious oral histories, biographies and autobiographies. Whitt
(1991: 411) opines that, “Because they are written in the language of the setting and reflect
priorities. . . of insiders, documents can provide rich insights into the seuing. . . being

studied.” Content analysis lear itself well to this thesis as its greatest strength s that, unlike
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human respondents, documents are readily available, stable, and nonintrusive sources of

information (Marshall and Rossman, 1995).

Ticabassi (1992) writes that qualitati i !
and novels—can pose significant questions for feminist researchers that quantitauve sources
may not. Del Negro (1997: 25) suggests, “While quantitative methods often reduce human
experience to sutistics, qualitative methods can give insight into the complexities of

women’s motivations, desires and life What such ap hes lack in breadth,

they make up in depth. . . ” Qualitative content analysis of Italian-Canadian literary sources
has enabled me to explore the social construction of Itahan mmugrant women in these
sources.
Sampling

My sample documents have included these literary gences: poems, novels, plays, and
novellas watten by Italian-Canadian authors. Most sources were culled from university
reference libranies, public libraries, bookstores, Eyetalian and Effe magazines, The Columbus
Ceatre in Toronto, Guemnica Editions publications, and word-of-mouth sources. There are
over 120 writess of Iralian background in Canada comprising three groups: the older
gemeration writing mosdy (but not always) in lralian; the younger generation writing in
English; and a separate group of Quebecois writers working mostly in French (Pivaro, 1998).
Although I read ltalian and English fluendy (and some French), for the purposes of this
study [ had to limit my selection. The task of translation is a dauating one and due to time
limitadons, most of the texts I chose to analyze were onginally wrrten in English. All

translations that appear in this thesis are mine unless otherwise stated.



I tried to be inclusive of a wide vasery of Ialian-Nosth Amedcan (but primaly
Canadian) writers and literary forms. | also tied to limit my selection to writerss who had
been previously published. Unfortunately, some of my sources are very rare, obscure, or no
longer available in prnt (Pivato, 1998). The texts used in the sample were selected with a
certain criterion in mind. Histosically, there were many Italian writers and many books
written by Italians living in Canada, but they did not constitute a conscious new bi-cultural
literature. Since the production of literature i Italy has traditionally been dominated by the
upper classes, and the writing of Italian-Canadian literatuce has been characterized as one
produced by displaced people, this body of work has low staws in Italy (Pivato, 1994).
D’Alfonso (1996: 127) emphasizes:

La Biblioteca nazionale di Milano categoncally refuses to recognize the existence

of lialian-language books and magazines outside their borders by not allowing

their Intematonal Stndard Book Number to be used by anyone except the

presses working in Ity
The works I sclected were witten, made, produced, and published in Canada by first and
second generation Italian-Canadian authors. As lanauca (1989: 224) descrbes it, Italian-
Canadian writing “is 2 body of literature produced by writers who have at least one pareat of
Tralian origin. Itis a literature that touches both Italy and Canada™

In his book of essays, Contrasts, Pivato (1991: 30) defines ethnic writing in Canada as,
“writing that is concemed with the meeting of two (or more) cultures in which one of the
cultures is Anglophone or Francophone.” There are major themes that charactenize the
genre of Italian-Canadian writing, most notably is a focus on the process of acculturation.

and a nostalgia for a retum to the past. Other recurrent themes overly or covertly present in



Italian-Canadian literature relate to gender, class, ethnicity, identty, and familial and work
relatonships (Tannucci, 1992; Minni, 1989; Tuzi, 1997; and De Franceschs, 1998).
2.6 CONSIDERATIONS

This study is not without its limitations. The purpose of the interviews was to geaerate
information about the real-life situation and attitudes of post-wa ltalian immigrant women

who worked as domestic/houschold workers in the greater Toronto area. Although the

rescarcher came from the same soci ic and cultural b some

must be highlighted. The isa d- ion, Imlian-Canadian, university-

educated single and childless woman in he late thicties. All of the women in the study are
Italian-born, married and/or widowed, rnging in age from fory-five to seventy-six years
old, with one or more children (and in some cases, grandchildren). Although the researcher
has worked as 2 domestic/houschold worker during vasious periods in her life, clearly there

are differences berween my labour experiences and those of my

Although my supervisor and advisors initially suggested at the proposal sage that [ study
my own ethnic group, | personally had reservations about this. 1 was ambivalent abour
whether or not I could, as a researcher, dse above my own biases. Stusino (1975-1980: 10)
warns about the dangerous effect of “studying one’s own ethnic group [which] involves
emotional ties, whether negative or positive, that could colour one’s vision of his/[her]
subject.” In retrospect, my ethnic similanity with the women being interviewed was a definite
asset. The relationship of trust between the researcher and the participants based on ethnic
ties and language skill was a taken-for-granted bonus. For the most part, the interviews went

well. [ had already established a long-standing personal relationship with one third of my

interviewees, which facilitated easy and open communication; however, I found it difficult to
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emotionally and psychologically distance myself from my participants whenever [ opened up
old wounds during the taping process. Some of the life experiences they re<created for me
were very painful to listen to. I had doubts about pushing the boundarics of my personal
relatonships in order to gather information. On the other hand, [ have come to realize that
the positive aspects of this study outweigh the negative, as these interviews provided my
partcipants with an opportunity to tell both sides of their story, good and bad (Stuzino,
1975-1980).

As a cautionary final note [ wish to add that the qualitative part of this study was never
intended to be systematic or representative in any statstical sense (Gunderson et al. 1990).
From a strictly sociological viewpoint, this study does not draw upon a representative sample
of immigrant ltalian women in the dity of Toronto (Del Negro, 1997). Every cffort was
made to record my interviewee's life expericaces clearly and conciscly. Furthermore, all
shortcomungs in this thesis are mine alone.

27 SUMMARY

The focus of chapter two has beea the rescarch objectives, theory and methods that
form the framework of this thesis. This chapter also explored the social scientific literature
and [talian-Canadian fiction that were relevant for this study. Dorothy Smith’s feminist

sociological theory provides the basis for the theoretical review. Grounded Theory was used

as 2 methodological guide to capture the daily labour-coping expericnces of i
Italian domestic workers from theic perspective, using their own words.
Three methods of research were used for this thesis. A qualitative content analysis were

used to gather i ion from first-gencration lralian domestics. A qualitative content

analysis of Italian-Canadian literary sources was used to examine the social construction of



first-generation [takian women in the fiction, particulardy domestic/houschold workess. It
documents formal themes and strategies found in these sources. This is the focus of Chapter
Three.

Semi red oral interviews and joumalling were used to gather information from

fi ion Italian de ics. These in-depth i i were d as a co-

operative and joint effort between myself and my mother. The data present [talian immigrant
women as active agents in their daily working lives, which contrasts with the stereorypical
image of the immigrant domestic as a passive, reactive and powerless woman found in some
social scientific literarure. It also gives the reader a fuller picture of the quality and condition

of the women's lives that impersonal statistical datum fails to reveal. Dau from the intervi

sessions represent the focus of Chapter Four



Chupter 3
IMMIGRANT ITALIAN WOMEN IN ITALIAN-CANADIAN LITERATURE

“Sts Zitta. Dox’t make trouble!/ Non far mala figura.” my mother aiways said/ but I s Lot us tell our
mothers “Sta itta."/ Let us tell them we don't care about mala figura.| Let us put the pieces of Columbus back
togetlier.] even §f the cracks show. the imperfections. “Columbus and the Road to Glorr™ In Where [
Come From.” by Mana Mazziord Gillan.
3.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter esplores some of the major themes emerging from contemporary lralian-
Canadian fiction that are relevant to the social construction of Italian immigrant women.
The field of literary criticism provided a framework for the qualitative content analyses of
the fiction with regards to literary conventions: thematic structure, imagery, stmbolism, and
so on. Following feminist sociologist Dorothy Smith’s theoretcal position outlined in the
Chapter Two, [ also look for the gaps, silences, and absences in what the lirerarure is
suggesting or not suggesting about Iralian immigrant women. A section of this chapter is
devoted to uncovering how ltalian women workers are constructed in the ficton.

Iralian-Canadian literary production technically began around the hate 1930s and carly
1960s. Chronologically, the literature can be roughly divided into rwo sectons: Post-War

first writing and second. ion writing that started being published in the late

1970s. As previously discussed, there were many ltalians living in Canada who wrote books,
but most were individual works produced in isolation by writers who did nor see themselves
as creators of  new literature (Pivato, 1998). Thematically there are areas that overlap

benween the two bodies of writing, but first-generation writers have a stronger link to lraly

?Na e n lalin e 2 command that biceally means, “Kecp quict ™ ~Mals fiura™ i more dhificult t transbate but it mghly
s =\ bad smpreson” The poct's muthes i chading her daughter o ke quict 3nd not & ave Amencan socy 3 bad
mprcssum of nmugrant lalans



because they are the generation that migrated from one conanent to the other; therefore,
Iraly figures more prominently in their writing (De Franceschi, 1998). The later generacon of
writers, born and educated in Canada, are more temporally and geographically distant from
taly: consequently, they can only write about immigration as a second-hand experience (De
Franceschi, 1998). This discovery was significant in rhat it helped me to understand how the

second of writers ized the first jon of Iralian in the

literature. As the material presented in Chapter Three relies extensively on the litecary works
of the second-generation of Italian-Canadian wricers, this chapter provides explanations why
the two bodies of writing (first generation and second generation) are different.

3.2 EARLY STAGES: Works by Fi ion Italian i Women

One of the carliest works by a fi woman of ltalian din Canada is
Elena Albani’s novel, Canada, mia seconda parria (Canada, My Second Homeland) which
was published in 1958 (Golini, 1998). Albani’s novel revolves around the traumatc
separation of a family of ltalian expatriates in Montreal in 1940. The novel's nineteen-year-
old heroine, Claudia Moreni, is left alone in Canada with her young daughter Anna while her
husband, Michele, rerurns to Iuly o straighten out some of his business affairs. In June of
that year Canada declares war on Italy and severs diplomatic ties which means that Claudia is
unable to communicate with her husband. The remainder of the novel chronicles the
struggles Claudia must endure to survive the difficult war years in Canada. To keep herself
occupicd during the many months of waiting to hear from her husband, she gets a job in an
office as a secretary. Claudia also develops a romantic relationship with an English Canadian
man named Bruce Ansley. When the news of her husband Michele’s death during the war in

Italy reaches Claudia, she and Bruce eventually marry (Pivato, 1986: 1994).



Pivato (1994) asserts that one positive aspect about Canada, mia seconda patria is that the
novel examined an issue that deeply affected first-generation women before and after World
War [I: the temporary separation of husbands and wives during this period of great social
upheaval and change. Although Claudia can be scen as a symbol of feminine tenacity and
courage in that she breaks with tradition by marrying outside the bounds of lralian culture
(Golini, 1998), whar is particularly problematic about this work of fiction is that at 2 time
when Cludia starts to enjoy a taste of personal freedom and is forced to act independendly.
she replaces one man in her life with another. Albani’s protagonist attains a kind of social
mobility and economic independence that might have been denied to her back in lraly ver,
the author implies Iralian immigrant women ate incapable of living alone without a man in

their bives. Although Canada, My Second Homeland broaches the issue of the isolaton of

ethnic women duc to cultural displacement, it ignores the possibility that a deserted Italian
immigrant woman/wife might be capable of acting resourcefully to take care of herself and
her children (Pivato, 1986; Golini, 1998).

In contrast to Albani’s first work of fiction, her 1979 novel, Diario di una emigrante
(Diary of an Immigrant Woman), is a realistic fictionalized biography of an unnamed
immigrant peasant woman. The protagonist of the story is 1 strong figure who is able to lead
her family through the uncertainties caused by war (Stellin, 1998). When her husband is sent
t0 an incemment camp for carrying a banner during a Fascist rally in Montreal, the heroine is
left 10 run the family farm alone with her owo small children. Unable to physically manage.
she rents the farm out and moves to the ciry. By working diligently at various jobs as a
seamstress, hairdresser, waitress and cashier, she is able to prosper financially and save the

farm from ruin. But she pays a heavy price that exacts its toll on her personal happiness.



But I was not really at peace. Maybe for this reason | always worked so
hard..._If [ stopped working 2 long pain would grab my heart, 2 pain which
came from many problems and from nothing. Then I felc [ was a stranger o
myself. ©o my childrea and to the place where [ lived And I was not happy
with my life (The Anthology of Iralian-Canadian Waung, 1998: 32).

Stellin (1998: 9) maintains that Albani’s character represents probably the only truly
feminist character Jepicted by a first-generation Italian-Canadian woman writer. The
fictionalized diary is interesting because it exposes all the angst of the immigrant experience
fzom a feminine perspective

Maria Ardizzi was born in Taly but moved to Toronto in 1954 after she finished her
studies in Rome. She wrote a trilogy of “immigrant” novels starting with Made in lraly
(1982) and culminating with the 1990 publicacon of Tea le colline e di la dal mare (Golini,
1998: Pivato, 1998). Ardizzi's fisst novel has a powerful main character who is in the senior
vears of her life, Nora Morarti. At the beginnung of the novel, Nora is a young woman who
shares with her husband the desire to emigrate because she believes her life in North
America will be much better than the one she had in luly. While her husband Vanai
achieves financial success in Canada through hard work, the dme spent away secuning his
forrune drives a wedge berween his wife and family that pemmanendy damages their
relationship. Halfway through the novel, V'anni and Nora are no longer speaking and their
three grown children have moved away and no longer visit their parents. When one of her
sons dies, Nora has a complete physical and mental breakdown that leaves her paralyzed and
unable to speak (though she s left with the ability to hear and comprehend). Though Nora is
4 “srong woman who has been toughened by her immigrant experiences” (Pivato, 1985:
175), by the end of the novel, Nora fecls completely alienated from her childzen, her

husband and uldmately, herself. In contrast to Made in lraly, 1n Mara Ardizzi’s second



novel, I sapore agro della mia terra (1984), the poverty of the lulian contadina " in the
Matghera country of the Abruzzi region in south-cencral fraly is contrasted with her new life
in the Toronto of the 1950s construction boom. The protagonist of the novel, Sara Valtroni,
wants to escape the grinding poverty of peasant life by emigrating to Canada. In contrast to
the rest of the family, who see the move to Canada as a way of reuniting kin, Sara regards
emigration as an opportunity to break away from the repressive old ways of southem ltalian
superstition, male dominance, hatsh farm labour, and the culrurally embedded codes that
dictate wives and daughters should be submissive to men (Pivato, 1994). Sara states aloud to

herself, “lo voglio andare a scuola. Voglio conoscere il mondo fuori della Marghera. Lo sai

quante citta’ ci sonno. . . 3" (Ardizzi, 1984: 11).1

Ardizzi’s Sara represents a move towards the creation of a more feminist literary
character in lralian-Canadian literature—one that refutes the traditional image of the fully
oppressed immigrant woman. Unlike other immigrant women porwrayed in ltalian-Canadian
literature, Sara is not bothered by the difficulty of locating to a new country. She is
determined to be independent from the men in her family. [n her desire w0 become a full
person and not “just another immigrant,” she rejects all the old roles imposed upon her by
her culture. Pivato (1985: 185) opines, “The character of Sara Valroni is memorable as an
image of the new woman in immigrant literarure.” She studies privately and struggles to
further her education. Through her struggles to integrate into mainstream Canadian life
while retaining cultural ties to the old world lefc behind in Iraly, Sara achieves a state of self-
awareness that is macked by a deep sense of her own immigrant dualicy (Pivato, 1985): “lo,

10 Peasant woman worker.

11T want zo o to school. | want to kaow the world outside Mazghers Do you kaos how muany cines there ares™



chi sono%. . . sono un'emigrante. Non saro mai seperata dal mio vechhio mondo, ho pensato.

. Rimarro qualcosa di mezzo, che non sta ne da una parte ne dall'alwa®” (Ardizzi, 1984:

175).
In sum, through Ardizzi and Albani's novels, readers are given a glimpse into the life of

Post-War Iulisn women written from the exp of fi A

theme that is prevalent in the literarure deals with the fragmentation of the immigrant family
due to the temporary sepatation of spouses and parents from their loved ones. The female
protagonists have o deal with their sense of physical and cultural dislocation as a result of
moving from one country to another. and this issue is dealt with i the fiction in several
ways. Some of the novels have heroines scripted as strong characters who can overcome
adversity but don’t dismiss the hardships immigrant Italian women have had to suffer. Some
works portray a negative and somewhat depressing picture of what life might have been like
for cermain lalian immigrant women: other works offer mote romantic versions of the
immigrant experience.

3.3 WRITERS FROM MY TIME

Though Italian-Canadian literature did not exist as an idendfiable entity before 1978,
and there were no literary studies of Italian writers in Canada before 1982, nonetheless, there
is a corpus or body of work that has been flowering since the late 1970s (Pivato, 1985-88)."
Hutcheon (1986) estimated that by 1971, over one third of Canada’s Italian-Canadian

population consisted of second generation immigrants, 5o it is not surprising to see that the

Me.whoam 171 am an imemgrant | have ot fully scpasated from my old world, | thoughe Wil | remain 2 somethume
siwavs 1 the mddle. who i not part of one workd nor the other™

Mot husconeal eanes of IralanCanadun lirerarure will 3gree thar the publication of Pier Gorgo Dr Ciceo's antholegy of
poctry enatled Ramay Caes, 1978 acted as 3 <prgboard for laiian-Canadin irerany praucoon. Paro (1998 12) states:
s wrter was the e prson t0 tealie thar the possblin foea disance bodh ot lreraure did exit in Canada™
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seventies and eighties have brought about the coming of age of writing for this generation.
Some of the contemporary authors were bomn in ltaly but they spent their formative vears in
Canada as they emigated with their parents at a very young age. This generagion, of which [
am a part of, are the university educated sons and daughters of Post-War [talian immigrants
and it s this group of writers which is producing much of the Italian-Canadian literarure that
can be found on bookstore shelves. While these writers cannot be regarded as a
homogenous group, what these poets, playwrights and novelists have in common s that they
share an ltalian immigeant background (with at least one parent), and they set their novels
within this cultural milicu. Their works are published in French, lItalian, English, or
sometimes, 2 combination of all three languages. Despite working in isolation from one
another many of these writers esplore similar immigeanc themes in their writing (Di
Giovanni, 1993: D"lfonso, 1996 and Hutcheon, 1990).

The most prominent literary theme in contemporary Italian-Canadian writing, is the
“sense of wandering berween two worlds™ (lanaucci, 1992: 224). Peripheral to this centsal
theme are others like relationships within the family; nostalgia for an idealized past in lraly: 2
rerum joumner to laly culminating in the conviction that Canada is home after all; a
confrontation with death as family members dic in the old country separated from
immigrating kin; and tales of hardship and success (Tannucci, 1992). As immigrants fitting

into the Canadian ethnic mosaic, writers articulate the problems a newcomer might

experience: problems coping with change, poverty, ing values, social, psy
and physical alienation (Hutcheon, 1990). Iralian-Canadian literature has its roots in the
world of its everyday, ordinary citizens which is in direct contrast to the lieraruze of lraly

which has been traditonally dominated by an urban literary clite (Pivato, 1994).



Many literary works of the later generation of [talian-Canadian writers chronicle the
disparities and problems produced when newly arrived immigrant women struggle to
integrate two cultures—the one they left behind in [taly and the one they embrace in Canada
(Pivato, 1988; Donati Gunn, 1990). To botrow an image from Mary di Michele'’s poem
Enigmatico that nicely captures this dynamic, the ltalian-Canadian immigrant woman “cties
out caught/ with one bate foot in a village in the Abruzzi Hthe other busy with cramped

English speaking toes in Toronto” (cited in DiCicco, 1978). In, How to Kill Your Father.

from the 1981 collection Mimosa and Other Poems, the violent image of killing the father

bolically rep the younger ’s desie o climinate the old world outmoded
order to make way for the New World which is represented by Canada (Golini, 1993):
You are alone on the highway to the sun/Your north American education/has
taught you how to kill a father,/but you are walking down an [ralian/way. so
vou will surrender/and visit him in the hospital/whete you will be accused/of
\wishing his death/in wanting a life/ for yourself (Di Michele, 1981: 36).

The novelist Caterina Edwards grew up in Alberta with an English father and an lralian
mother. Her work explores what it means to be an immigranc Living in Canada with lalian
roots and an ltalian background (Golini, 1993). Edwards’ heroine, Bianca Bolato in the 1982
novel, The Lion’s Mouth, refutes many dominant stercorypes about second-gencration
Italian-Canadian women. She is presented as a truly “modem” woman who can live without
a man in her life. Bianca is a creative writer who emigrated to Western Canada from Venice
with her parents as a young gicl. It is no accident that Edwards chose to scrpt her
protagonist as a creadive writer. Through her writing, Bianca discovers that her identity

cannot be bound up with that of a man; she must find a sense of her own self. Individual

A gaon- prowince in south-central Iy



freedom and independence are fundamentlly important for Bianca's development as a
character and as a person (Pivato, 198G).

Bianca's parents live out “the dream of immigration” vicariously through their daughter.
She grows up with the usual tensions of the second generation experience, feeling painfully
different from her Canadian-born classmates. Her parents dress her in lralian clothing but
practicality would dictate that she wear Canadian-style clothing to combat the harsh winter
elements. Bianca is desperate to fit in with all the other Canadian-born kids she is forced to
ide with on the school bus every day:

[ would beg her [her mother] not to make me wear the clothes she had sent
from Venice: 2 camel coat with black velvet collar. smocked woolen dresses.

sensible leather shoes. [ longed for ski jackets. jeans, shiny plastc shoes like
everyone clse’s. But she was immovable (Edwards, 1982: 114).

Bianca, trained in a Catholic girls’ school, chooses 3 university away from home as her
means of liberadon once she reaches the age of consent. Her mother objects and Bianca
begins to reflect that,

She] was beginning to feel that incvitable gulf berween the immigrant parents

and the child. I began to answer Mamma’s ‘Do you want to be like one of

those Canadians’® with Yes, yes, yes.’ | hadn't rejected Venice, but I wanted
protective colouring. I wanted camoutlage. . . (Edwards, 1982: 117).

Yet Bianca emerges in control of her own esperience and finds an equilibrium berween the
two worlds. She knows who she is and where she comes from. She acceprs herself. As an
adult she buys her own home, and lives the life of o marure and independent professional.
This is the image of life which every immigrant parent desites for their children except for
the face that Bianca is unmarried and childless. By plaving off the stercorypes (home
acquisition, marriage and children), the immigrant dream of Bianca’s parents comes o its

fruition although not in any way they could have envisioned (Di Giovanni, 1993).



[rony is one way of coming to terms with the “doubleness” of the ethnic idendry: it
allows a writer to speak to the dominant culture from within its set of values and modes of
understanding, without being co-opted by it and without sacrificing the right to dissent,
contradict, and resist (Hutcheon, 1990). One of the most important roles of literature by
ethnic and racial minorities in Canada can be to make the dominant and dominating cultures
self-conscious (Tuzi, 1997). Pivato (1994: 73) states:

The value of the ethnic writer is that he or she speaks from the margins of the
centzal culture. As an outsider he ot she has all the freedom to be creative, ©o

be cntical, to give us the other point of view. It is the paradox of the ethnic
witer that he or she has a central role in our culture by speaking from the

margins.
Ethnic women are doubly marked as outsiders by the two-fold nature of the immigrant

woman's status—by the disadvantage of being both a woman and an immigrant. The double
sense of alienation and powerlessness that accompanics female gendered “othemess” has led
writers to use irony (saying one thing, meaning another) as a subversive tactic (Hutcheon,
1990).

For immigrants, the need to resist may be intensified because of the weight of cultural
tradition, made heavier by distance and time, by memory, a sense of exle, or simple
nostalgia. Therefore, the drive roward self-definition within a new culture may well involve
separation from this ethnic past, at least temporarily. And irony is a useful device for
articulating both the pull of that tradition and the need to contest it. Of course, it s also an
obvious way to challenge ethnic stereotyping (Hutcheon, 1990).

A study in narrative irony is Marie, the native-born daugher of lralian immigrant parents

in Frank Paci’s 1982 novel, Black Madonna. The story deals with a widowed ltalian

immigrant mother, Assunta Barone, and her relationship with her Canadian-born children.
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Assunta, despite being the focus of the book, remains largely an unknown character. What
the reader observes abour Assunta’s personality is glimpsed through the voice of the

intrusive narrator, her son Joey, ot her daughter Marie. Her children regard her as peculiar

and old-fashioned. The character is a fi ion lralian l-order bride who
is brought over and married to an ltalian ex-patrio in Northern Ontario whom she bacely
knows. Assunta speaks only lalian and stays silent throughout the novel. She is a
psvchological puzzle and a mystery because the reader is never permitted inside her
thoughts. Consequently, she remains an archerype of the exiled, silent and submissive female
immigrant (Pivato, 1991).

Assunta’s tendency to stereorype Canadians is indicated by her habit of referring o her
daughter as “Canadese” in derogatory fashion when she does something Assunta
disapproves of. This is mean as an insult. Marie, in rur, regards her mother’s preoccupation
for example, her emphasis on food. as too “Italian.” Doing all she can to flee her dominating
Ialian mother's control and influence, Marie chooses a profession, life-style and spouse that
are urrerly the opposite of what would have been espected for her as an ltalian-Canadian
working-class young woman from Northern Onrario (Pivato, 1991).

At the opening of the book Marie has already left home o attend the University of
Toronto. Unlike her brother, Joey, who stll lives at home, Marie is rebellious. She rejects het
mother's traditional expectations for an Italian daughter, to remain at home unl marriage
and to place marriage and motherhood above career: instead Marie intends to become a
professor. Her major choices in life, her academic pursuits, her marriage o Richard, an

" English, Protestant Philosophy professor, her rejection of Catholicism, and even her
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anorexia nervosa, ate all motivated by her desire o escape from her ancestal roots, to be as
“un-ltalian’ as possible (Pivato, 1991).

After her mother’s funeral, Marie has an epiphany when she discovers for the first time
her mother's old trousseau trunk that was brought over from luly. Marie opens the box and
iin it, discovers some old photographs, her mother’s clothing, and other memorabilia. Marie
puts on her dead mother's black dress and, in the process, discovers her physical
resemblance to her mother: the thin, severe Assunt, a young and wiry girl in a family
photograph. Even her brother Joey is struck by his sister’s resemblance o their mother. And
after their mother’s funeral, Joey and Maric receive a phone call from their mother's sister,
Aunt Pia, who invites them to take a trip to laly (Pivato, 1991).

The novel ends with Maric's trip o lwaly, which suggests her need to come to terms with
her ltalian heritage and rewurn to her roots. Marie is forced to sce that all her attempts to
distance herself from her ltalian family have ironically led her only closer to that which she
sought to escape. She repeats, in her reladonship with her own child, the power games she
resented that her mother played with her—especially over the issue of food. And Marie's

anorexia nerve her way of i hing in the face of her mother’s food (the

symbol of her domination)—ends up causing her to look just like that thin woman who was
her mother. Marie becomes a substicute for her mother's presence and it is Marie who walks
the symbolic path of her mother's life when she returns to ltaly to visit long-lost reladives.
Her decision to visit Italy indicates Marie’s intention to confront and to hopefully make
peace with her mother's ghost on its own territory. Paci’s message is clear: only by coming to
* terms with its origins and accepting them, will the new Iralian-Canadian generadion be able

to find an identity which will allow it to feel that it really belongs. An idendiry that, however,



will be ch d by a full of its own roots and its own cultural

background (Di Giovanni, 1990; Saccucci, 1990; Hutcheon, 1990; Pivato, 1985 and 1994).
The Mamma Myth:

The presence of the Mother figure in ltalian-Canadian literature is a powerful oral and
social structure that dominates songs, stoies, naratives, poems and many other literary
works (Sciff-Zamaro, 1985). Pivato (1994: 167) offers an explanation for this: “While men

have been physically present as good providers, they have been absent much of the time as

companions and fathers. [This is] why the Italian family is so mother-centered." And writer
Mary Melfi comments: “From what I read on the subject, ltalian culture sall adheres to
motheroloty, venerating mothers for their nurruring capacities. It sancifies their role, giving

them special starus because of it, endowing them with a “clear sense of purpose” (1991: 8).

The suength of the Mamma Myth can be seen in the award-winning novel, Lives of

Saings (1990), by Canadian-bormn writer Nino Ricci. The young mother in the story, Cristina,

and her young son, Vittorio, have been left behind in their ltalian village by the male head of
houschold who had previously emigrated to Canada rears before without them. Cristina has
an affair with another man in his absence, becomes pregnant and has to leave the village
when she becomes the object of town gossip. Her husband sponsors her so that she can
emigrate 1o Onario. On the ship crossing the Adandc Cristina dies from complications

while giving birth to Vittorio’s half-sister. Ricci has been criticized for maintaining the

310 {1993 1 speaking in reference (o 3 situation that was all-oo-common i lraly when massve waves of emigrton
abroad left many towns and village devoid of their mentolk. Fe poses the question. “What happened to the famulies back
Ttk while the men were away?” One result was an increase in matriacchal power due o the absence of men, but this was
shor lived. Whie there was an increase i the influence Women had, there was ao ceal change 1 theu stanus or n theae socual
moblicy. Ll emaind 2 male dominated socery. Some of this socal change is examined by searcher \nn Cornclien i
her soco nthropological study, Wamen of the Shadoas. 3o my bibliogeaphy). 1t is onc of the few texts | have read thar tackles
this questun eficeavels This subject remains 3 much nceded arca of study




patriarchal soucture in this immigrants story: Cristna must die because she has been
unfaichful to her husband thus destroying the Mamma myth of the good, virmous wife. The
woman presented in the novel is not a model of pertection, but instead is seriously flawed
(Di Giovanni, 1990; Pivato, 1994)

Mary Melfi venerates the Mother figure in her poem, Peace and Joy Free of Charge and

likens her to something saintly:

My mother is superiot to all the cathedzals/I saw on my last European tip./In
comparison to my mother/the cathedral’s Renaissance Madonnas are as sacred
as/a parade of Hollywood movie stars at the Academy/Awards,/and as for
their carly Christian mosaics/my memory is able to compose better ones/of
my mother sitting at the kitchen tble( . Queen Is Holding A Car
L 1982:55).

But the poet also subverts this tradition by poking fun at it and refusing to wke it too
seriously.

The gap between his front teeth reminds me of a doll I once owned. I threw it
off my balcony one day after Mother had caught me drawing picrures of male
genitals. She had made the sign of the cross and declared somcone had given
me malochio—the evil eye. She atempted to remove the curse by using a
primitive pagan-Chaistian ritual. She poured water into a bowl, added oil and
then said a prayer. It had no effect. | continued drawing the obscene (Inferriliry
Rites, 1991: 10-11).

In Nino Ricci's shore story, “Fountain,” the immigrant Italian mother figure is presented

as belonging to an old fashioned, pre-industrial world.

Back home, Tony almost fell over his mother, who was scrubbing the kitchen
floor on hands and knees—Tony never got over seeing this thick-set peasant
woman in the gleaming chrome and Formica of their modern kitchen, and as
he passed her now he had a sudden image of her stopping to shove twigs and
branches under a blackened pot in a fireplace (The Anthology of Iralian-
Canadian Wrriting, 1998: 218).

Similaely, in Thunder Bay, writer Penny Petrone’s world, her mother refuses to give up old

world customs, believing instead in the wisdom of centuries old tradidons.



Southern Italians tend to exaggerate their emorions. I can sall recall Mamma
wailing “Saullo mia (Woe is me) and tearing at her hair so hard. . . that she lost
one of her weasured golden earrings. Later, when [ was a voung woman, [
would rebuke Mamma for this emotional excess. But her reply was invariably a
request o allow her to spurgare (give vent to her fecling). Ingruned in her was
the Calabrese attirude, Spurga o sihiatta (Relieve yourself or burst). Self restraint
was harmful to the health. Even as an old lady, Mamma defended her
emotional extravagance (Breaking the Mould, 1995: 62).

And Maria Mazzioti Gillan remembers her mother lovingly in her intensely compelling

poem, Ma, Who Told Me You Forgot To Cry.

Soothsayer,/healer, /tale-teller, /there was nothing you could not do./In your
basement kitchen,/with the cracked brown and vellow tles,/the sink on metal
legs./the big iron stove with its pots simmering,/the old Kelvinator from
1950,/the metal kitchen table and plastic chairs./I'd watch vou roll out dough
for pastichelle'é/"Be quiet,” you'd say./and work at supet speed (Where |
Corne From: Selected and New Poems, 1997: 102).

The narmator in Liliane Welch's!? semi-autobiogeaphical short story, “A Sense of Voice,”

retlects back on her Italian in L Her dmother is bered

with fondness as having a powerful will and determined perseverance that enables her to run
the family farm and caise four children without the benefic of a husband. $he s anything but
the stereorypical silent, submissive elderly woman and is instead characterized as a
formidable pillac of strength despite her seemingly petite staure. This heroine is likened to
the figure of the ancient Great Earth Mother, mythic in proportions, and not represented as
a downtrodden and destitute peasant worker so commonly found in stories of war-torn

Europe.

e\ smallshaped s smdat in appearance 0 a seashell
+ Ladune Welch lives and teachcs i New Brunsuck. but was bom w0 1urope She was cusd by an fralun motier whine
patermal List name was Heawa (Godins, 1990 133).



My grandmother's ancestral world was measured by a solitary interaction with
the earth. She had earned her frecdom of spisit, sober resisance and grave
nobility through hard agricultural labours. Equal to any man, in her fields she
had given the ground an occasion to manifest its benevolence through the
work of her hands. With 2 viglant areation, an expert will, she had wotked
with impulsive farm animals. With deiberate gestures, she had cared for her
vines in all seasons, cutting, cleaning and dressing them with an art legated to
her by the Romans who had already wotked her vineyards at the dawn of
historic times. Looking at the slight. small woman one would have never
detected the powerful will behind the benevolent exes shining from the
face. The same d that govemed her farm
and rised four kids without a husband, stood up to my father when he
trespassed on her domain to woo my mother ( Pillars of Lace, 1998: 82.84).

Similacly, i Mary Melf’s Inferdlity Rites (1991) the benefic of Old World naruropathy

medicine takes precedence over the advent of New World wonder drugs for Canadian-born
Nina DiFiore.

When [ was a child and T was sick she made such a fuss over me, always ready
with her homemade chicken soup. She knew all about narural andbiotics in
chicken meat long before the American Medical Associaton discovered them.
Nonna Lucia: an excellent remeds for colds and other ailments (p.147).

The protagonist Fabrizio Notte in Antonio D'Alfonso’s novel reveres his grandmother's old
world wisdom and knowledge, which he admits can only come from experience. In his
estimation, she is 2 truly wonderful person whom he misses termibly after she dies.

You are dressed in black, a black woolen sweater over your shoulders and a
black silk foulard over your white hair. You make your way to Lz Chiesa Della
Madonna della Consolata®. 1 notice how thin your strong body that once worked
those steep hills of Guglionesi®? has become. How did you ever manage to
shovel the snow that gathered in the sloped driveway of the house on 19
Avenue. . . Father is starting to speak more and more like you, Nonna. He
boasts about how intelligent you were in coming up with all those savings
when, coming back home at midnight after a long, tiresome day at work, he
would sit at the table with you. You always waited for him before going off to

bed (Fabrizios Passion, 1995: 166-223).

The Church o the Consoling Madonna

lhis

Teaun rgon wher the author™ parents ongnally ¢.me from



Fiorela de Luca Cale cridcally evaluates the condion of the grieving
grandmother/widow who is left alone to fend by herself i Ialy in her short story, A

Mimosa In Winter. The sixteen vear old grandson Mario has left his ancestral home to forge

a new life for himself but rerurns to attend the funeral of his much beloved grandfather.
What he encounters is = woman who is a shadow of her former self:

Entering, [ tum to stand berween the owo folding doors of the kitchen. I open
them. She is there, huddled on a wooden bench by the fireplace. The black
dress and her crudely knitted shawl draped across her shoulders seems to make
her shrink in size. Her hands, knotted with age. lie clasped on her lap s if in
silent prayer. The flames cast shadows across her wom and weary face,
deepening the lines that resemble intricate cobwebs. She is staring into the fire,
eves unfocussed, remembering perhaps for one last ame (The Anthology of
Italian-Canadian Writing, 1998: 87).

Certain segments of the Iralian-Canadian community are more inclined to valonize
patsiarchal notions of femininity and masculinity but some Iralian-Canadian women writers
have used contrast as a literary device to subvert the images associated with the Mamma
Myth by scripting characters into their works that refute the dominant ideologies of the
wife/mother/caregiver role (Tuzi, 1997).

Fiorella De Luca Calce turns the image of “the good mother." one who is virruous and

chaste, upon its head in her 1996 novel, Vinnie and Me. The author explotes the family

drnamic with all it tensions in the Italian-Canadian community through the Andretd family.
The narrator tecounts the troubled relationship berween her best friend Vinnie, and his
mother:

Vinnie’s mother was not around very much, sdll isn’t. [ never met Vinnie's

natural father. All I know is he left before Vinnie was born. \innie and his

mother are like oil and water. She has 2 lot of male companions. They often

crash out at the house, sometimes for weeks at a time. This drives Vinnie crazy.
He says she does not know how to pick her friends (p.11).



The mage of “the fallen mother”, once an object of scom and contempr, and a figure
farcly found in ltalian-Canadian literarure, is conveved by the nameless child narrator in

hushed tones in Carole David’s short story, Impala:

[ leammed of the baby’s existence after Connie died. Angelina was thirty vears
old in April of 1945. It's strange to think the old woman sitting opposite me
was once an unwed mother. Madly in love with a man who refused o
tecognize his son. She got married the following vear to Franco, a friend of the
family and who had courted her for years. As time passed, she gradually
managed to make Franco believe she loved him (Pillars of Lace, 1998: 230).

Often what is missing in the litcrature are humorous characters and situations but some
of the writers highlighted use sarcasm as a tool to frame their subjects as more rounded and
realistic individuals. The [talian mother who throws convention to the wind by refusing to
behave conservatively is portrayed evocatvely in Rachel Guido de Vries' poem, “On
Alabama Ave., Patterson, 19547

When Mamma's five sisters came over/she was happy. They tlked dirry/in
Calabrian and Lughed out loud. They/smacked cach other on the back
or/grabbed hands, smoked cigars and/ate the whole time, coffee cake,
macaroni,meatballs, biscotd, and fruir. Lirde apricots sweer and delicate and
vellow,/and tossed the smooth brown pits/on a blue plate, where they

clartered//like dice (How To Sing To A Dago, 1996: 16).

Similarly, the mother figure in Delia De Santis’ shore story, “The Ache Within.” is cricicized
by her husband for her suggestive style of dress and her lack of proper decorum. She will aot
bow down to his authonty:

Mamma abvays sat on the bottom step because it was easier for her to cover
her legs with her tight skirt. Sometimes my father reproached her for wearing
such tight skirts. She never got mad at him, but always put him in his place
with a few words. “I might come from a poor county,” she told him, “but not
from one that has never seen style” (Pivaro, 1998: 186).




Family values are important in the psychological makeup of Maria Mazziotd Gillan who
shows her audience that she owes much to et pareats in her poem, “Public School No. 18
Patterson, New Jerser™

[ am proud of my mother,/dressed all in black,/proud of my facher/sith his
broken tongue,/proud of the laughtet/and noise of our house/Remember me,
Ladies, /the silent one?/I have found my voice/and my rage will blow /your
house down (Where | Come From, 1997 13).

In contrast, in Micheal Mirolla’s short story, “Giulio Visits a Friend,” the “Black Mother”

figure is 50 incongruous with the values of the Canadian-bom son, his attitude toward her is
irreverent and dismissive: “A figure draped from head-to-toe in black—his friend’s
mother—flits by, all hunched over. She rums towards him for a moment, charcoal-eved,

and d then vanishes into one of the side rooms” (The

Aathology of Italian-Canadian Wnung, 1998: 157).

In sum. the desire of the immigrant pacents to preserve Old World culture is often at

odds and in conflict with the attirudes and lifestyles of the New World culture. Second, and
now third-gencration native-born ltalian-Canadian women have had to grow up in this dual
environment so it is not by accident that the recurrent themes of dualify and alienation are
present in much of the literature writen by this generaton of women. ltalian-Canadian
women wriang benveen the 1950s and the 1970s demonstrate that acculturation is a process
that involves perhaps far t00 much sacrifice. The literacure of the gencration writing in the
1980s and 1990s, by contrast, is more feminist in its orientagon and addresses a broader
range of women's issues. This is due. in part, to the awareness that stems from the

of the two cul h ion of each and the P and rejection

of certain components of both cultures (Donad Guna. 1990; Golini, 1998).



Edwards (1990) criticizes the manner in which the second-generation writer condescends
to the first generation in this literature. She maintains that these first immigrants are not any

vet much of the

less comples or intelligent than their post-secondary educated children,
ficton writen by the second generation has treated the first-generation immigrants as

stereonpes in one way or another. She believes the present-day generadon has a

ponsibility to portay its p as products of societal and culrural forces, and ver
still as individuals. Their lived experiences deserve literary representation as comples. not
stadic, characrers.
3.4 IMAGES OF WORKING-CLASS IMMIGRANT WOMEN
Ilian women are characterized in ltalian-Canadian ficton primanly as immigrants,

wives, and mothers, but less often as paid workers. There is 3 notable absence of Iralian
immigranc female domestic characters in this literature. The criac, writer, and professor of
Italian-Canadian literature, Joseph Pivato, offers an explanation for women workers’ absence
in the literature. According to Pivato, the protagonists, and the life patterns in the licerary
works of Ialian-Canadian writers, follow the early models of the migrant (mud male)
workers:

It often seems that the ltalian-Canadian ethnic idendty is a masculine one that

leaves lictle room for the feminine factor. It is a history that has its roots in the

all-male work camp, the all-male construction site, ... ltlian immigrant women

have been a function and an extension of the male world with no voice of their
own (Pivato, 1986; 1994: 169).

The invisibility of women worker characters in the fiction reflects a sexist bias and is
puzzling given the centrality of paid work in the lives in Post-War lalian immigrant
working-class women who came to North America seeking personal and material gains. This

themanc absence is also roubling considering the stadistics on lralian immigrant women's



labou force participation rates in Canada (See Chapter One). The condition of immigrant
worker and mother reccives parcular focus in the works of some Italian-Canadian writers
because they focus so intensely on how [tlian immigrant women were exploited (Pivato,
1986; Perin, 1992; Sarlo-Hayes, 1997), but there were very few examples of these texts that [
could cite for this study.

Caterina Edwards explores the role of the immigrant domestic wotker and housewife in
her short story, “Prima Vera” (cited in Minni, 1989). Maria is & newly arcived immigrant
bride married by proxy in Iraly to a man she barely knows. She lives in a house in Edmonton
with her working-class husband and several Italian “peasani” boarders. The boarders' rent
money helps Maria and her husband pay the mortgage on their new house. She is expected
t cook for five men but she is unable to because she simply does not possess the skills. One
of her boarders declares, in evasperation, “And what feasts we dreame of when Cesaze
[Maria’s husband] told us you were coming. Such banquets. We thought you were in
servizio”, to which Maria counters, “I was [indignandy] but [ never cooked. I was the
child’s nursemaid. I was in service to the Count and Countess Cicogna. | certainly wasn't
expected to cook” (p.134). I found this passage interesting because it questions the dorminant
assumptions about domestic’s work-related tasks from an Iralian male perspective. It is
ironic that the boarders’ incorrect assumptions that a “proper” Italian domestic woman is
one who should perform cooking duties also reflect the North American bias that domestic

workers ace ideally suited to certain jobs.

> Compataot o CO-villagee

2 Domesnc serviee  fraly
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Immigran lralian women's tesponses to paid labour can be found mn the writings of
Marco Micone (Sarlo-Hayes, 1997). [n his plays, Voiceless People and Addolorara (1991),
the two main female figures are mothers working full-ime in factories doing piece-work
sewing. Both of his characters have been worn down physically and mencally after vears of
enduring the same repetitive cycle of paid work and unpaid work. In Scene Thirteen of
Voiceless People, Anna reminds her disgrunded husband Antonio she is exhausted because,
“When I'm nor working to pay off this house, 'm working at cleaning it” (p.76). In Micone's
second play, the main female character, Addolorata, is equally frustrated with her
unsympathetic husband Giovanni who forced her to seck paid work against her will because
their family needed the extra income. She argues with him vehemently stating, “I've been
stuck o my sewing machine for the past nine vears. | feel like I've rorted away and I'm not
even thirry. Not even thirty, Giovanni” (p.122). Micone’s characters are not voiceless. Anna
and Addolorata are aware of the fact that their paid and unpaid labours have licde value in
their famly’s estumation, and they refuse to remain silent about it. They bitterly complain 1o
their husbands and children that they don’t feel appreciated by them, but their voices fall on
deaf ears. On the job site, both women choose to remain sient about confrontng unfair
bosses who give them more piece work than they can physically handle, while refusing to
give them a pay raise. As a consequence, they resign themselves to their fate, a fate they
believe they are destined to live out forever exploited as women and as workers.

In Anna Camilleci’s short story, “Red Dress,” the cental characrer, Vierra, 15 a 34 vear
old married mother of rwo who works full-time shifs in & Toronto factory “pickfing] out
defective chacolates on an assembly line that moved too fast” (Curaggia, 1998: 254, She

explains her need ro work at a job that she hares by stating: “Well, P'm o a fool. I know I'm



<pending the best vears of my life in a winking factory. but at least my kids'll be safe. What

other choices do [ haves” (p.254). Vierra goes through the monons at work every day like an
automaton. Amving just in the nick of tme to start her shift, she routinely checks in her
purse at the factory security gate, goes straight to her place on the line, and commences
working without ever looking up. Preferring to remain distant and aloof. she never bothers
to socialize with her co-workers in the company cafeteria. Vierna's artirude towards her
bosses is to feel nothing but contempe for them: “As far as she was concemed, her
supervisors could kuss her sweet lralian ass™ (p.254). She fecls wapped in her factory job—"lt

was like being sentenced fo twenty-five to life” but ranonalizes her siuaton by stanng Tt
paid better than most other shitty jobs™ (p.254). Camullen 1s commenting on the sacnfices
that first-generation immigrant parents made for their children in this story. Vierra's love and
concern for her children’s future gives her the incentve she needs to carry on working at a
job she loathes. However, like the women workers in Micone's two phays, Viern is
characterized as a passive vicam with no sense of human agencr. Instead of voicing her
comphints ourwardly, she seethes inwardly and remains angry and bitter. In her opinion, she
is forced by her obligations as a mother and a wife to suppress her true emotons
surrounding her factory job. Camillerts descripave language offers some insights into how
the central character feels about her working life. Words like “sanking”, “ass” and “shity™
are significant because they are used to convey images that are disgusang and unpleasant.
That Vierra has no aspirations for getting a out of the factory to find a better job because in
her estimation, all the jobs she ever worked at were “shitn™, is telling. Vierra does nor place

any value on her working life because it gives her no sense of purpose; consequently, the



only sausfaction she receives at the end of the working day, is a decent pay check and the

knowledge that she is securing a better furure for her children.
In contrast to Camelleri’s character Vierma. the resiliency of immugrant ltalian women

worker when confronted with New World difficultes is manifested in Rachel Guido de

Vres' poem “Toothache™ in her second book of poetry. How To Sing To A Dago

(1996:17):

When Pop was in jail, Mammay swept and swept the stairs, ate/sardines with
faw onions, and/rose ar five each morning/to open the store. put out/the
newspapers. fry cggs/and Taylor ham. restock/the candy and gum. She/kept
answering the bookie’s phone and ran messages to Pop/each night in hus cell.

The central character in this poem is isolated and alone because her husband is incarcerated,

and she is left to run the family business by herself. However. hard work is the upetus the

Mother figure uscs in this example to forget her personal troubles. Unforrunately, examples

“anadian fiction are rare.

of women workers' agency in Iralian-

In sum, lalian women workers' experiences are largely left unexplored in the fiction or
their experiences arc misrepresented. When lulian immigrant women appear as paid
workers in the literature, they are generally portrayed as downtodden characters who are
passive victms of social constraints they can never hope to rise above. Although the marerial
and psychological condidon of these women worker's lives is examined critically in the
literature (most notably in the playwright Marco Micone’s works), the question of individual

agency is niever broached. The ficton never explores the possibility that paid work might be

considered an essential clement in shaping an lralian immigrant woman's sense of identity.

This finding necessitated the need for me to explore more fully immigrant [ralian women



workers’ exp through first-p interviews. In Chapter Four, Iralian immigrant

domestics” voices largely absent from much of the fiction are given expression.

3.5 SUMMARY

Italian-Canadian literature has evolved from the initial “migrant” stage of its inception in
the 1950s. where the fictiious character was scrpted as an uprooted and displaced [talian

immigrant (largely male, but somedmes female), to a literature that reflects the ethmc

of the i i living in the 1980s and 1990s (Minni, 1989).

Ficdonal works by the first generation of immigrants tend o describe and recreate the
process of immigration and serdement through the everyday life of their characters (Tuzi,
1997). This finding in no way suggests that the literary texts produced by the second
generation of writers has forgorren or dismissed the importance of these themes in their

works. Events such as and

provide story
lines, serings, characterizations, pattemns of imagery, symbolism, and themes for the second
generadon’s literature (Tuzi, 1997). This explains the prominence of absent family members,
marital relatons berween parens, working mothers' daily realities, and nostalgia for the
world lefc behind in the second generation’s fiction, but the way in which my generation

the first ’s history is signi (Tuzi. 1997). The texts

written by the second generation of [calian-Canadian immigrants are recreated in a specific
historical and social contest. My generation brings to the discussion our experiences, our
stories, and our voices, which are different and sometimes in conflict with the views of the
first generadon. The theme of intergenerational discord is ever present in the current
lterature because the views of my generation ate shaped by events which have not affected

the first generation (for example. attending a post-secondary Canadian school). Conversely.



the lives of the first generation were shaped by historical and cultural processes that the
second generation cannot easily relate to (war, emigradon, and so on). These “extra textual
events” influence the perceptions of cach generation and impact on the way the lives of each
generation are socially constructed in the fiction (Tuzi. 1997: 28).

The contribution Italian-Canadian writing makes to the scholarship on ltalian immigrant
women is that the reladonship(s)between gender and ethnicity and how it influences the lives
of these women are important issucs that are exploted in the ficton. In addidon, the literary
value of women's writing cannot be underestimated (De Franceschi, 1998). The difference in
emphasis benween female and male [talian-Canadian writers (though certamly not all male
writers are oblivious (o the issue of gender) indicates chat there is a connection berween the

fictional construction of gender and the way that gender is socially and culturally constructed

(Tuzi. 197

De Franceschi, 1998). The traditional role associated with the ltalian woman is
that of wife and mother, caregiver, and keeper of the culrure. I believe this accounts for the
near invisibility of women worker characters in much of the second generation’s texts. When
immigrant lralian women workers are present, writers acknowledge the sacrifices many

immigrant mothers have made to pave the way for generatons to come. Accounts of

physically arduous paid and unpaid work, menial and low paying jobs, workplace

exploiation, and unsympathetic husbands are deale with sensidively; however, explorations
into this area offer a one-sided view. lulian immigrant women's emotional reactions to job
hardships ate recounted but nowhere in the ficdon can I find examples of what actions the
fictional characters took to improve their working lives. If historical and social phenomena

are linked to the ways ltalian immigrant women's lives are recreated in the ficuon. then the

tests [ have cited have not thoroughly analyzed first-generation women's responses o paid



labour. In the next chaprer, [ introduce the Italian immigrant domestic workers of thus study

to the reader and uncover and outline the major findings from my interviews.
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Chapter +
THE KITCHEN TABLE TALKS: ITALIAN IMMIGRANT WOMEN WORKERS
SPEAK

Aching back and swollen gs, Low pay and long working days,  Beliere me, | deserved them all /I'm ony
an immigrant after all,/ Scene 12, Addoborata, by Marwo Micone.

4.1 INTRODUCTION
The data on which this chapter is based are drawn from a series of taped interviews held
in the greater metropolitan Toronto area from the Summer of 1997 to the Winter of 1997.

During the interview sessions, each female participant was asked to share her work

. with paid domestic/household labour. This chapter adds to the scant but
growing body of social scienufic literature which examines the lives of ltalian immigrant
women in Canada. This literature recognizes that female migrants’ cxperiences, as
immigrants, libouress, and as women, ace different from those of male migrants (Brettell &
Simon, 1986). In-depth interviews that let women speak in their own words about their own
lives, gave me the opportuaity o link the personal history of each interviewee to the wider
social history of which they were a part (Sturino, 1980; Glenn, 1986).

The chapter is divided into several scctions. The fist scction analyzes the push-pull
factors which compelled the participants to leave their homeland and setde in Canada. It
reviews their family and working lives (both paid and uapaid) in lly. The gext section
chronicles the interviewees’ lives upon sertling in Canada. It outlines their paid work
histories, child care and family responsibilities, and discusses factors which influenced the
participants’ decisions to begin working in domestic service. The structure of domestic

service is the topic of section 4.4, and it is followed by a discussion of work-related coping
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strategies, which uncovers how the women workers of this study negouated working
celations berween themselves and their employers. Section 4.5 explains how the women
workers made meaning out of their working lives and it attempts to get to the heart of the
tescarch question. The final scction deals with health issucs and other topics that could
affect the lives of these domestic workers in the future.
4.2 LIFE BEFORE IMMIGRATING TO CANADA.

According to American tescarchers Alba (1985) cited in sociologist Clifford Jansen’s
(1988) study, Iralians in a Multicultural Canada, and Gan’s 1962 work cited in Del Negro's
Looking Through My Mother's Eyes (1997), the major social classes in Italy are made up of

four groups rigidly separated by a social hicrarchy. They are as follows:

. the gentry or upper class (Galantuomini), including the nobility, other large landowners,
the professionals (doctors , lawyers, pharmacists and teachers)and the clergy. These
persons were distinguished by the fact that they did not earn their living through manual

labour.

o

the artisans (Aigiani), were mainly occupied in skilled crafts, small businesses and some
service occupations. Both of the above groups listed had obtained a certain degree of

formal education.

o

. the peasants (Contadini) who owned or leased tiny plots of land. This group depended on
the land for subsistence. In some instances, land ownership made these people self-
sufficieat, but a majority of the contadini rented and worked a parcel of land owned by

the upper classes.

=

. the day or casual labouers (Giomalicri) who cach day looked for work on the estates and

were rarely employed more than a third of the year. This group did not own land. When



the day workers were not employed in agricultural jobs, they might be involved in road-
building, private construction or other public works. =
All of my participants were the daughters of contadini or artigiani who originated from
small-to-mid-scale rural areas of Italy where many of them had been raised on working farms
in farming communitics™ or in single-industry townships. Homesteads were typically
agranan, and the family was the main economic unit: all members of the family when
present, women and children included, contributed their labours to the family income. Mes.
Q descrbed the communal living arrangements of the property where she was cised:
It was designed so that ten families would live side by side n ther houses. We
were all related to one another by binth, so we all knew how o ronte our
cesponsibiliics. You see, in those days in Ital, your neighbours would help you
do your famm work for a couple of days, and, in tum, you would help them with
their farm work for a few days. The land was terraced and each community of

ten houses worked one teerace. We had only 3000 people in our village, and we
did not have enough tools or manpower to go around (my translanon).

Five exceptions must be noted: Mrs. G and Mss. Z were raised as chidren by extended
family members who camed their living as semi-professionals. Mrs. D, Mes. L. and Mrs.
were the children of artigiani who worked in the trades. When asked, interviewees descabed
themselves as being from poor or working-class backgrounds.

Family size ranged from that of Mss. G., who is an oaly child, to that of Mrs. D who
came from a family of thirteen children. Two of the participants were orphaned as childeen,
while some of the women lost one parent to death at a young age. All of the interviewees
lived 1n some type of extended family arrangement. Grandparents, auats, uncles, and cousins
= Wik e noem sgons of Iy wve el ber of cconome an the ‘oubern coummpars i (198

enofed semular socal ankngs.
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mouscansde ™



were a constant presence in each interviewee's childhood. Each woman had a conservauve
Catholic upbringing and all had attended Sunday mass regulady with their families.

Several of the women in my study recalled how male members of their families in Italy
had traveled all over the globe in search of jobs, making intermittent taps home to be
reunited with kin. Stories of “lost fathers”, absent brothers, cousins and uncles were a
common thread running through much of the interview data. Women recalled how female
houschold members were left alonc to run family comtage industries and farms dusing
penods of family dislocation. Mrs. H recounts a time in her childhood when:

. [mly father was in Belgium. . . In the minc yes, you kaow, to make some

money. | mean to send to my mother to buy food for us. [He came home to
wisit] maybe once a year, at Chastmas.

And Mss. K rold me, “My father was already living and working in the United States [when
she was growing up]. | didn’t know my father well. I can only cemember him from
photographs.”

Most of my participants were accustomed 1o a life of physical labour, starting right from
childhood, that included jobs such as tending to livestock, planting and picking crops
(especially ar harvest ume), carrying produce to the market, drawing water from a well,
curting and threshing wheat/hay by hand, baby sitting other siblings, caring for sick relatives,
and helping out with the domestic/household chores. Mss. I explains her daily childhood
foutine on the farm where she grew up:

We used to get up at six o’clock in the morming [and] tke the sheep to be fed in
the field. Back home there used to be a bell that used to ring at eight o’clock. So,
you come home, you get changed, put the sheep in another stll, and go to

school. And the same story was in the afiemoon coming home. So, that was our
life then.
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Similacly, Mes. H recounted the constant struggles the female members of her family had to
endure:

[My mother] worked like 2 horse. [She] wash all the clothes outside. By hand.
Even in the winter. With the snow. | mean that water was so cold. | mean you
had to wash the clothes, the sheets, everything in the cold. ..Everybody had their
own things to do, you kaow. Nobody could help you. [ mean you had to do it
by vourself. [ am the oldest one in the family, so [ had to help my mother to do
cvervthing because my two brothers at the time, they were smaller. . . Actually,
we used to be sisters, my mother and me because we have to do this, we have to
do that, you know?

Wi <
1 discovered in my interview data that family dislocation was a major consequence of the
war in ltaly. The participants discussed how kin were uprooted. Men folk (mostly young
brothers) were away fighting while parents and siblings were left behind to contend with the
daily cealities of lifc during this period of tremendous social upheaval:
“The war was very bad. Four of my brothers were soldicrs and had 1o go to war.

My mother was always worred that they might not come back alive. Finally, we
were reunited as a family after the war (Mss. B).



1 was just a little gid during the war but I remember some of the men in my
family had to go to war and they were away from home for years. My parents
were very fightened during the war because the Germans used to rob the Italian
farms of their food. The Ant-fasasts were worse than the Germans! They
would rob us of everything and kill the livestock. We had to sleep with our
animals to ensure they weren't stolen. We couldn’t have lights on at night
bmxlseutdbemgmdbydkhm:bswwbhchdomoutlmdansmd
slept with flashlights in our beds. When you went out in the night to use the
outhouse, you had to walk very quietly and you couldn’t use any light. My aunt
had to hide her wedding trousseau linens. We hid our wood from the Germans
in the wine vats. We also had mice to contend with o0 that got into everything.
‘They would eat our bread. It was frightening to think that the Ant-fascists
would kill you. I remember one moming, I heard them boasting they had killed
someone and a man from our town was found murdered in the street. My
husband, because he is older, remembers men from his town hiding in the
mountains and if you dare help them by brnging them food, you would get into
seous trouble and be labeled as a tritor. Those men hiding in the mountains
had to cat the leaves off of the trees. That’s the way it was then (Mrs. Q—my
translation).

My husband remembers more because he was older but [ remember going back,
some men came and took my father in the night time. They took him far away in
the mountains because all the men hid there when they are supposed to start the
fighting, you know? My father stays two days there, but he knows the road so
that night when cverybody was asleep, my father open the door so slow and
started to come home. There was lots and lots of snow aad he had to walk for
two days and one night. After that week, everybody [all the men hiding in the
hillsdicd because of a fight. I remember because my father talked all the time in
the night when we stayed close to the fire in the winter time. My father reminded
me (Mss. U).

Two of the participants had brothers who were captured and put in German P.O.W
camps. Their stodies were retold fifty years after they took place but time had not completely

lessened the tmpact of these painful memores:



103

My brother went into the army. He was seventeen. I did not kaow where he
was. For two or three months [ never heard. I did not know if he was alive or
dead. Finally, one day, [ get a letter he was on the first ine and he was wounded.
And then several months afte, one day, we just got surprised he came home. He
came back. He cscaped the concentration camp, him together with another
soldier, they escaped. They escaped, they run, they ran to the train and they
escaped the concentration camp. And then we lost the war and we had to flee
the fascists then. The fascists were looking foc my brother. They hid the people
who were the same age, we have to hide him. The people like my brother, same
thing, hide. The grocer used to bring the food. We would be in touble [if the
authorities discovered we were aiding the prsoners|. We did that for a month ot
50 and then the Germans, they tore away the bridge. They took over and they
stayed for a month ot two, then they went away (Mss. V).

My brothers were prisoners in the war so we was worded every day. We were
thinking about the brothers, you know? The American planes, they used to pass
ncar 1o us. They used to come our way up the coast after the Germans. They
used to come up with the battalion to re-fuel and then so many tmes, with the
bombs, they went off. I was scared by the bombs, by the men a the planes
when they used to go to Germany (Mss. D).

Many of the interviewees remembered how women and children were evacuated from
certain areas and relocated when the bombing posed a serious threat to thei safety:

1 was fiftcen and we had 1 be evacuated. During the war, we were 50 happy we
went out of the aty because every night, there was bombing there. We could not
say in the ity so we just went out of the cify with the trin because it was
impossible to stay there every night (Mss. G).

The war was bad. When [ was working in Milano, my grandfather called me
back home because the city was being bombed. He found me another job as 2
domestic not far from home, for a family who had one child. This was a family
of wine merchants and when they re-setded in Bologna, they took me with
them. At that ime, | was only 18 years old. The bombs were falling there 100, so
we all had 1o go to a hideout on a farm for shelter. [ had to deliver wood to the
Germans when [ was working for this family. | also had to dig trenches as past
of my job (Mss. K).



Well, I heard stories all right. Some of them I forgot it, some of the things stick
to your mind. Okay, [ was bom in 1938 and this war was going on until 1945
but.. . I remember when they called for evacuation in my town. The Germans
were taking over. I will never forget my mom had a double bed and there was
seven of us sleeping in it. All my relatives like that but acrually, my family never
went through anything really bad, you know? My father was released because he
had fat feet but | remember when the Germans blew up the next door
acighbour’s house (Ms. [).

As the cconomy suffered in ltaly in the aftermath of the war, onc woman recalled
shortages of food and clothing and the presence of allied soldiers in het town.

They could not find clothing for that time. Food, we had to buy the food with
the stamps and if you did not have enough, you had the welfare like here. It was
like that for awhile. Americans gave you that. Yes, they used o help us a lot
After they won the war, they came around and said, who ever wanted this, have
it The clothing, they give it to you, you know, all the used clothing during the
war. | oaly went a couple of times for food and for clothing [because] 1 was not
that bad, you know? They were around for a couple of weeks and that is it (Mss.
V.
In some cascs, the interviewees were quite young whea World Wac (I was taking place
and some of them had vague recollections of that time period; howeves, they were able to
fecount the war-time stories of older husbands or relatives:

My life wasn't affected by the war because I grew up in lraly after it was over but
my mother told me the war was terrble for her (Mss. P).

1 do not remember anything because I was 0o young but my mother, she talked
about the wac. She told me they had a hard time and no food and they had o go
into the shelters because otherwise, the bombs came and then they were going
o kill you, you know? They used to go there day and aight (Mss. H).

My mom tells us cvery time, “we suffer so much, we have nothing to cat.” That
time was bad for everybody (Mss. L).
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1 was just born that time but my husband remembers the war because he was in
it. He was there. He was eleven years old and he told me they were fighting. At
any tme, a fight would break out on the street. | mean 2 gun fight | am not
alking about a fist fight. So, you go for cover. You see, in the North, [where her
husband onginates from) the fighting was between the lalians, between the ang-
fascists and the fascists. Actually, they had the German's defending them and
they fthe ltalians] used 1o work for them. Working for war things like digging
trenches and things like that and the Germans used to pay them. The ant-
fascists did not like that. They were always complaining so it was a fight all the
time (Mes. J).
Paid work experience in ltaly:

Several of the women [ interviewed had worked as domestic/household workers in Italy
(my mother, Mrs. D; Mes. K; Mrs. U; Mrs. Z; and Mrs. B): all of them in live-in situations.
Ms. K had held several positions as a live-in domestic from the age of sixteen and is the
only woman I interviewed who, along with her husband, was jointly employed as a couple by
a wealthy [talian family who owned a villa in Florence: she as a cook and he as a butler.
Their young daughter also lived with them in the servants’ quarters. Although the
opportunity presented itself to live and work together as a family, Mrs. K was terribly
unhappy with her situation. She explains:

My husband was afcaid of our boss, the padmac* was a ceally bad man. The
donna of the house, his wife, wanted me to lock our daughter in her room all the
tme. All my other employers were good to me except this one. We went back to
my busband’s family because our employers were o bad. They dida’t pay us
enough money: they mismanaged their own funds, and they had lots of other
servants (00,

Mss. K's story supports Arat-Koc’s (1989: 39) thesis that once the domestic/houschold
worker enters into the realm of the employer’s home, she/he is absorbed into their domain
and is therefore expected to serve the whims of their boss at the espense of her/his own

families’ needs.

#4Boss" or “Tesson-nchaqe" i lalan



Mes. Z had worked as 2 chambermaid in a resort in Italy for one summer after she got
martied. She got free room and board while employed at the hotel and her husband used t©
take the bus on ovemight visits to see her every two weeks. When | questioned her about
how she coped a5 a newlywed bride, being separated from her husband fot lengths at a time,

she offered this matter-of-fact explanaton: “Well, we needed the money.” Mrs. Z clearly

understood that the personal sacrifices she undertook contributed to her family’s economic
secuity.

There were some job perks unique to this position that Mrs. Z could take advantage of.
As the resort hotel where she worked was located in a popular tounst destination spor, she
could enjoy time off spent lying on the beach. Some of the more generous travelers would
occasionally leave her a tip after she made up their rooms, and she was allotted a decent food
stpend to use in the hotel’s main kitchen. She remembers, “The food was free. They said,
this is this. What do you like to cat? It does not marter. Whatever [ kke 1 could eat. Yes, they
pay me preay good in there.”

Mss. U, who came from a poor family of seven, left home at the age of rwelve after
obtaining the equivalent of a grade three education, (o go to work for a rich Italian family of
four as a housckeeper eight kilometers away from her town. She stayed in this position for
approximately six years. Describing her working day as, “Startfing] in the moming about six,
but when [ finished I do not know. Six, twelve, one, vou know, the ume in the morming, not
the night.” She was paid once a month, part of her wages being in food stamps, which she
collected and put in a book.

Despite her young age, Mrs. U was solely responsible for maintining a sixteen room

house. When I asked her to outline her domestic duties she sad, “I clean the house, I do the
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laundry, ironing, vacuuming, and then I cook. | knew everything. . . because my mother
taught and put it inside here [pointing to her head].” At special occasions like Christmas and
Easter, a woman from one of the local farms was hired on a live-out basis to help Mss. U
with her extra duties. She maintains, “But most of it [ do myself. . . and no extra money.”
Separated from her own family, Mss. U was only allowed occasional visits home:

After about six moaths or one year, [ go home and stay. You know, go
sometimes on a Saturday and stay Sunday. And Monday I am supposed to go
bﬂghurmmldonmnmwgwhmnebeumdmlmsuppoxdro
g0 back there. Sometimes when [ go home, I have the bag and I supposed to go
back, | have a fever. . . all the tme. Sometimes [ prefer that I do gor want to go.
I feel berer when my mother comes [but] when momma go home, | strted
crying in front of everybody so I feel bad. . . I was kind of depressed staying
there, [ think.

According to De Grazia (1992: 191) Mss. U’s working conditions were not

Families recruited their help from rural backgrounds, not infrequendy from the
villages where the ggnon had family estates or went on holidays. On their retum
home, Roman families brought back girls as young as cleven or twelve from the.

- .Abbruzz, Milanese families from the Veneto™ or the Lombard lake country.
Wages, varying from thirty to sixty lire 2 month, were armanged with the gids’
fathers or through the mediation of the village paest or local nomble. For these
paltry sums, together with occasional gifts of cast-offs, the gids worked
interminably.

Yet despite Mrs. U's slave-like treatment, she was not completely powerless. She recalls
an incident when the padrona of the house wanted her to wear a clean white uniform while
preparing the family meals. As Mrs. U had only one apron in her possession, which she had
t© pay for out of her own wages, she refused to soil its appearance while cooking,
“Sometimes she wanted [me] to use [it] when [ cooked, but when I cooked I made a fight. [

said no. Sometimes yes, | made fights.”

3 Please see my map for ocanons



Mes. U also used silence as a means of getting her message across to her emplovers when
she was angey: “Sometimes, you know, one day, two dar, | do not talk. Sometimes work was
100 much. . . I cannot do it. I want this. [ want this. | want this. Okay, but one at a time, you
know? [ want too, but it is too much.”

And on one occasion Mrs. U decided she had had enough. “One tme I quit. After, [
staved at home for a week.” But the padrone asked her retum to work and she stayed on
with this family for another two years until she met her future husband and left their employ.
She made a conscious decision to leave her position:

Because | am tired. And one day I say, you know, it s eighteen. It is no more a
child. T am ticed. [ am going home to stay with my sister and my mother and my

father. Sorry, mad enough, | go home. I am going 1o do this no more o 1 am
going to go home because [ am tired.

Mrs. D had a positive experience working as a domesuc /child-care giver for a diplomat’s
family in Switzedand for close to cight years. Her situation was entirely different from that
of Mrs. U because she did not leave her family’s home unul she was tweaty five years old.
She had a contractual agreement with her bosses, and her sole duties involved wking care of
the family’s only chid from the time he was six months old. These factors made it much
harder for her employers to take advantage of her.

Mrs. D fondly recalls that period of work in her life as: “Very pleasant. Yes, in
Switzedand it was very, very pleasant. [Her bosses] were very good, very warm. [Their
tesidence] was like a castle.” Unfortunately for Mss. D, the padrone was posted to a new
location and she unwillingly relinquished her post “They wanted to take me to
Czechoslovakia because they moved. . . they wanted to take me with them. - . but that ime in

there it was Communists.” Mss. D left thei employ on good terms and her bosses arranged



the necessary immigration papers so that she could come to Canada under contract to
another family.

Mes. B weat to work as a domestic for an ltalian family in Genoa who owned a spaghetti
factory when she was twenty years old. An aunt living in Genoa arranged the position for
her. Her duties involved taking care of two children and “light” housckeeping—dusting the
furniture, cooking the daily meals, and washing the dishes. Although the padrona she
worked for was “very nice” she could be demanding: “After I dusted the pictures on the
wall, she would come by and tell me if they weren't lined up properly and when I dusted the
legs on the dining room chairs, they too had to be placed just so.” But Mrs. B could find
emotional succor within a circle of friends also working as domesics in the same location.
“They would meet in one of the city parks for a chat while tking their cmployees’ children
out for a walk. She also had the opportunity to visit her aunt on her days off which helped to
bridge the gap berween home and work.

The work historics from ltaly reveal that domestic service was just one of scveral jobs the
women had held. The participants also worked as farm hands, salespersons, factory
employees, grocery store clecks/general helper, and chambermaids. A common practice at
the time involved a family sending their daughter to a tailor or a seamstress as an apprentice
in the hopes that she would eventually leam a trade. Several of the women (Mss. L, Mss. Q,
and Mrs. 1) had leamed sewing skills that they used to do “piece work” cither in their
employer’s shop or at home.

1 used to sew on my sewing machine and my dad used to put the light bulb really
down close to the table because you could not see nothing I used to work there
for the whole night and in the moming [ would bring them back. The person

would try them on and then the next day, [ would finish. In two nights I used 0
make a pair of pants for five hundred lira (Mss. I).



Similarly, Mrs. L told me that she did her apprenticeship.

fin] a big house and this guy, I remember they bring so many pair of pants, like a
hundred pair of pants from work. So one lady she would sew, like ten pair of
pants in one day. Another gid, it was five pair of pants. Depends on, you know,
how good vou arc, you know? They used to pay me but then, not very much. It
was ot too much.

All of the participants, with two ions, were o some type of

paid labour outside of the home, prio to moving to Canada.
Leaving Home:

“The women’s reasons for immigrating were aumerous but they all listed these factors
which compelled them in the direction of North America: a lack of steadily available work in
Traly and the need to be reunited with family who had already made the transition to
Canadian life. Mrs. G remembers:

So my husband he sat up and he said, well, now is the tme to decide to do

something different. So we went down to immigration, there was all kinds of
work, 50 we came here to Canada.

And Mrs. P maintains tha, “In those days, you followed your husband. Maybe now i's
diffecent. Things may have changed in Italy. The women ase more frec.”

Mzs. K's ordeal with her Italian employer, who mistreated her husband and small child
when she was working as a domestic in his villa, prompted her decision to leave ltaly.
“When we retumed to our family’s home. . . that's when we made plans to immigrate to
Canada, because we were sick of the hardships.”

Mrs. H mistakenly thought Canada was a land of golden opportunity, whete she would
live a life of case and comfort.

Isaid, okay, [ will go to Canada, you know? [ am going to be a queen. .. [ do not

need 10 work any more. . . So, [ was so enthusiastic to come here 10 Canada. |
said, at least [ do not have to work any more. . . | thought it was like that



Similacly. Mrs. ] thought Canada was a land where, “Mones was growing on a trec over here.

Surely that is what the people [talians ex-patsiots who had previously i were
saving.”

When asked why most participants left Tialy to migrate clsewhere, their answers were
telling, Furure prospects looked bleak. Ms. H summacizes: “[In Iraly], . . nothing was there.
Nothing. . . No hope, no furure.” Immigrating to another country fo secure brighter
cconomic prospects was a common-place scenario for many Italians. As Mrs. [ said:

Iy was ceally, has always been poor. Like with jobs. . .And all those voung
s, they were going all over ke Swizerand, Germany. Belgum, Buenos

Auwes, and Canada, Statcs, whatever they could find. . . Because there was
nothing to do in ltaly then, 50 that is why all those guvs |emigrated].

Unemployment was not the only facet of ltalian life my pacticipants had to contend with.

Mes. Q relates:
You have © understand that we lived on a non-mechanized farm. We had
cnough to feed oursclves but if we were hit with storms, drought, pests, or crop

falure, we would have nothing to cat. We had mice t0o0, that got into everything.
They would cat what litde bread we had left (my transiation).

Many of the women agreed they were simply sick of the daily physical toll of farm Lifc
and longed for something better. Mas. U stated, “You know, in ltaly it is poor soil. You want
to go to Canada, the family jump because you make money.”

Similady, the stcain of having too many mouths to feed compelled some of the women to
leave thear homes. When 1 asked Mrs. L what factors led her to migrate to Canada she
answered, “. . . because my mom had so many kids. We could do without [bug] we came in
this country to do more. You know, everybody wha is working gets more money and live

berer.”
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Two of the women had arrived in Canada as teenagers with their parents and siblings,
others as young brides anxious to join their husbands and new cxtended familics, and others,
like my mother, as single women to Fulfill job-related contractual agreements. In some cascs,
interviewees were able to sponsor family members left behind in Italy to come to Canada
once they were financially established. These women, who had migrated to Canada after

World War iI, had p dy settled in the itan Toronto area. The concentrated

efforts of their labours paid off: all of the women I interviewed lived in theic own homes,
and many had donc so for more than twenty o thirty years.
4.3 ANEW LIFE IN CANADA

With three exceptions (Mrs. G, Mss. V, and Mss. D), the women moved to the Toronto
area when they first arrived in Canada from Italy. Most participants lived m or about the
uptown Little Ity of Toronto that borders St. Claic Avenue and most of the newly-artived
interviewees lived temporarily with friends or kin in some type of shared housing
arrangement before permanently setding ia their own homes.
Paid Work Histories

The women used informal methods to find their first paid jobs in Toronto with the help
of kin, friends, and fellow paesani, and almost all of them began working immediately upon
arciving in Canada. A typical work pattern reveals that periods of unemployment coincided
with pregnancy and child birth, maternity leave, illness, factory closures and layoffs.
Domestic service was oaly one of several jobs in the service sector that the participants had
held during their working lives in Canada. Many of the women had also baby-sa, taken in
boardess, did homework (piece-work sewing), worked as waitresses, grocery store clerks,

letter sorters for Canada Post, and did cafeteria and catering work.



13

Work experience for the participants as domestic, hold workers ranged from only 2
few months to over thirty years. Several of the participants had already retired when the
iaterviews took place. Live-out day work was prefecable to a live-in residential placement,
especially once the participant married a0d had children. Only onc of the participants [
wmterviewed continues to live and work on site at her employer’s home on the outskints of
Toronto, but her situation is unique. Mrs. Z lives with her family on a rather large estare in 2
house that belongs to her boss, separate from the main house some distance from it.

Most of the women indicated that a friend or a female relauve had assisted them in
obtaining paid employment as a domestic. One woman relicd on the services of a cleaning
agency to obuin clients. One interviewee reported placing an ad on a board at a local
supermarket while another responded o a job offer in the classificd lisungs of a Toronto
newspaper. Other women began working as domestics by replacing friends or relatives who
left the occupation. And Mrs. Z told me that she apprenticed with her aunt for a period of
time in an employer’s home until she felt comfortable cnough to take oa her own clicats.

With three all of the partici had found paid employ in factonies for

2 period of time at vasious stages throughout their working lives. In some cases, factory
work was the first paid job they acquired when they first settled in Toronto. Some of the
women stated that factory work can be personally satisfying when you are able to strike up a
friendship with your coworkers. A shared scase of camaraderie on the job can act as a buffer
for a new immigrant against any feelings of alienation and loneliness they might be fecling

on and off the work site. Mrs. U remembered:
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When [ go in the factory, in the moming, they set you up with 2 lady. You make
a foend and wlk. [ cemember when [ started in the factory, I would go there ten
minutes before and talk a litde bit, you know? And when you have the lunch,

you stay all together.
Mss. L found a job piecing and sewing coats together in Toronto’s garment district on

Spadina Avenue almost immediately after emigrating to Canada. Most of her coworkers at
the time were women and she voiced similar feelings about her working eavironment, “I had
lots of fun because, you know, when you work with a good friend, it is nice.” Similarly, Mes.
I, who began working on a sewing machinc in a sporting goods manufacturing plant only
wo wecks after she first arrived in Canada told me, “Like one of the bosses, she was Italian.
They were pretty nice, but at the time they were nice because Italian people were the only
ones who wanted to work these kind of jobs.”

Some of the interviewees stated that there were some drawbacks to working in a locaton
with coworkers who communicated in the same European language. For example. Mrs. |
blamed her inability to master the English language fully, despite all her years spent in
Canada, on the fact that it was not a requirement on the factory job site; instructions could
be passed to her in Italian by a bilingual forewoman. The other negative aspect was that
while it was nice to work in the company of other women, some of the interviewees stated
that their co-workers were pronc to gossip and “butting in t0” your pavate affairs (Mrs. B).

Loag hours, inflexible bosses, unhealthy work sites and specd-ups were contibutng
factors that led some of the participants in the direction of private domestic/houschold
work. Mes. U was in Canada for two months when she landed her first paid job as an
assembly line worker in a children’s toy manufacturing plant. She told me that her eight hour

day was spent standing on her feet being subjected to toxic fumes:
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Itis very, very dinty. Yes, yes, very dinty. [ was supposed to work on the line. It is
supposed to move but you are supposed to move the hand fast. Fast because the
line [is moving]. All the little toys as  gua, you know, it is not finished. . . The
other lady is to push it back and assemble the litde car and ke the car and put
the other side and take the other pieces and put it in the bottom. . . Sometimes it
goes 100 fast. The lirtle things go down the other hand. It in the night there is no
time to wash the hands because it takes half an hour, so take the towels and put
itin the hand, then put the ticket in the bus because the hand is really dity.

Mss. H encountered a similar scenario in the steel plant where she worked three months
after immigrating 1o Canada. Her job-related duties involved cutting picces of steel which
would eventually be made into screws, “A lot of pollution in there. All day stood up and
worked on that machine.[It was| dangerous and hard, 2 hard job.”

Mzs. J found a job doing picce work clothing repairs at a dry cleaning plant one week
after she amved in Canada. Picce work is production driven and labour-intensive. The sewer
must make s0 many repairs by the end of the working day, and production can be held up at
any time if one worker fails to move fast enough. This system can subject the worker to
speed-ups and pressure from bosses and other co-workers:

The only problem [ had was when I working in the piece work. And the next
lady, she used to work a lot, a lot, a lot. And [ used to relax, go to the bathroom
and, you know, every ten minutes and she did not like that because she always
wanted to work. Basically, because she was doing the work, and the work that

she was doing, she would pass on. And they say, what the hell, and they say you
do ot give me cnough.

Mrs. L once worked as a sewer in a spomting goods manufacturing company for three
vears but found she could not continue because, “1 get sick. 1 get sick because [ do not
know, maybe [ was too depressed to think about something that was wrong” And no

wonder! Mrs. L described her work day to me:



116

1 had three machunes, | remember. I had one machine that had two needle to do
the double sttch and another machine for the bottom. Well, when you finished
one job, after you finished one bundle, you start o do this bunch. You finish
and go to that | worked. [ worked.

After an extended period of rest on Worker's C ion, Mes. L gor 1 pl asa
live-out domestic and never returmed to factory work again.

Although factory work did offer the possibility of overtime on occasion which would
result in a bigger take-home pay check, domestic/houschold service offered the poteatial for
each participant (0 individually work out a time schedule that sausfied both emplover and
employee. Many of the women with small children indicated that this was a major decision-
making factor that led them to choose domestic/housework over paid factory work.

Child Care and Family Needs

Al of the interviewees worked a “double day” to some degree as a result of having t©
pecform cemain forms of paid and unpaid lsbour. When the women came home from their
domestic job-related dutics, they faced a myriad of fasks at home including cooking the
family meal, preparing children for the next school day, washing the dishes, mending
clothes, shopping, cleaning, laundry, and many other unfinished houschold chores. The

themselves & : notions about the gendered division of

labour with regard to housework as indicated by these statements:

You have to do what your husband says. . . You had first 10 cook. Feed me too.
Prepare the lunch. And afer, sit down a few minutes and affer, fall aslecp. Wash
everything you know you are supposed to do. Do the Laundry and clean the
coom. . . That one day, you know, is gone fast That is my problem. That is my
responsibility in my home. | take care of my house. I take care of my kids. I take
are of my housework. My husband goes to work in the morming and come
back in the night. . . when he come home, my husband says, “1 am tired.” He
does not remember the Hoors there. The men tke the lunch and momemy stil
goes 1o work. Does nothing around the house (Mss. U).
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My husband never helped me because the lalian men do not have to do
[housc]work. What do [ have to do, my husband, that is what he wants (Mss. L).

Because after we married, then it is different. You have to take care of the family.
the kids and the husband (Mss. D).

And Mes. H gave me a small glimpse into the word she came home to every day:
Clean the house. Wash the diapers. | mean, make the supper in the night for the

husband, everything. My husband, he had a bad temper too because he liked to
deink. And then sometimes he was drunk.

Outwardly and in front of their husbands, the immigrant ltalian participants may have
quietly acquicsced to this established routine, but on tape and in front of this interviewer, the
women complained that they had very litde leisure time for themsclves. Mes. T expressed her
caiticism with a twinge of sarcasm. When [ asked her if her husband was a “traditional, old-
fashioned Tralian male” she countered with this reply, “Yes. and 1 wish that tradivon he
would take with him. No, he never had been the type to help me out.” The only pacucipant
in this study married t0 2 native-bom Canadian was Mrs. V. She once came home at the end
of a working day to find hee husband doing some of the houschold laundey. Unnerved by
this sight, she admonished him, “1 said, why do you do that? You kaow, | am getting used to
that. My mother used to always do it

Given these circumstnces, the flexible, shomer hours coinciding with
domestic/bouschold labour provided a practical solution to the nagging and on-going
problem of child care accessibility as a viable altemative (o other forms of paid work. Mes. Q
maintined she chose domestic work over factory work partially in response o her

husband’s wishes and her children’s needs.
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[ wanted to be home when my children arrived from school, and I wanted my
weekeads off. My husband didn't want me working late houss. He wanted me
home for the kids. He wanted supper on the table when he came home from
work, and be fel I should be the one o take care of all this. With four children
and one of them ill, you cannot take time off from factory work (My translation).

Ms. L found her present position through a neighbour who informed her that the
Catholic priest at a local church's rectory was in need of a domestic/houschold worker to
clean his living quartess. Initially, she had planned to remain in his employ only on a
temporary basis, not knowing if she would enjoy working in this occupation. Her work
record is impressive: fourteen yeacs later and she is still on the job. When I questioned Ms.
L s 0 why she decided o stay in the same situat‘on al this time, she responded that the job
suited hee child care nceds. She can armive for work in the moming whenever she wants and
set her own work hours.

T decided to work here [because] when | finish work here in the day time 6l

theee o'clock, two o'clock, it depends. When 1 finish, I go home, I pick up my
daughter at my sister’s house.

Mss. U began her working day at nine o'clock and finished around 3:30 or 400 p.m.
These hours gave her the opportunity to drop her children off at school. Whea she worked
at her factory jobs, she had to start at eight o'clock and did not finish untl five o’clock.
Domestic/household service also gave her the opportunity to esercise some choice over
what client she would or would not work for.

The women [ would say, if you live too far, [ will not come because in the
moming [ bring my children to school and when | am finished, [ go mke my
children from the school. I had the car and that helped me so much because
sometimes, when [ finished work, I would go take my children to school. I have
ots of work at home. If you go in the factory, you are supposed to go every day,
all week, you know, but I cannot go and I have lots of work at home. I go out at
830 [and] a 330, | am home.
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When I asked Ms. | what time she started working in the morming on any given job site, she
told me:

[lell it would be nine, but we had the two litte ones. One to bring o my mom,

the other one to school, so I would go there at ninc thiny. Then [ finished

marbe three, three thinty. The only reason | iked it because | could not do
anything elsc because my kids, vou know.

Mes. H found the task of cleaning a ten room boarding house physically daunting but she
stayed at this job for five vears, “Because I had a baby. If [ stayed in the factory, I had to go
s0 cary. | had more chance, | mean, to prepace the baby and everything.”

My mother was able to take me to work with her while cleaning a client’s home. She
explaned to me, “When [ started 1962, ficst time, it was when you were ten months old. [
took you with me when you were sleeping, on the bus. | put diapers t change vou and
everything” When 1 asked her why her boss did not object to this acrangement, she stated,
“No, o, they asked me, oh bring because they had their own kids and piaved in bed. They
had cabs. Because you know, it was hard for me to find a baby sitter for you.”

Domestic service offered some possibility of control in aranging the length of the work
day and illustrates that job flexibility was one of the major advantages of the occupation over
other types of work. By seming their own work schedule, the women could tke theic
children to school in the moming and be there in the aftemoon (o greet the child when they
returned home. This was less possible with live-in service where there is no clear boundary
between work and leisure time. In some cases, live-in workers ate expected to be “on call”

24 hours a day, seven days a week (Arat Koc, 1989).



Domestic service also provided a solution for working women with preschool age
children who had o rely on the child minding services of female relatives or paid baby
sitters. Mrs. I's quote illustrates how important these kinship neeworks were:

Sce, the reason | took that job was because I used to drop off my daughter with
my mom, at the same time, my other daughtet 1o school. Then I would go
work. At theee o'clock | finished work. [ would pick up the one at school. [
would pick up the one at my mom’s and then we went home.

All of the women interviewed defined themselves first as wives and mothers and their career

choices reflected this ification. Many of the dents clumed they “just wanted to

help my family out” by caming extra income, and domestic service/houschold labour was
onc option, whether undertaken temporarily for a peniod of time or full-time, that stretched
the family budget.
Lack of Proper Language Skills

All of the women [ interviewed maintained that they spoke litde or virrually no English
when they fiest arrived on Canadian shores. They all saud thar their inability to communicate
propedly in English was a major stumbling block to assimilating tc theic new life in Canada.
Mas. P, the youngest participant, was the only woman who had the opportunity 1o take ESL
classes at night whea she first amived in Toronto. Although Eaglish classes were provided
for immugrant ltalian women by the Toronto Board of Education and by various volunteer
organizatioas ia the fifties and sixties, lacoverta (1987: 9) opines, “Their antendance was, at
best, irregular due to pressing duties at home.”

Mss. [ articulates her reasons for choosing domestic work. Her response indicates a clear

understanding of het motives for undertaking paid houschold work:
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The tme when we came, that was only survival things that we did. It was not

ceally much, especially for somebody who did not speak. 1 did not speak

English. | did not know schooling I did not know, like, the language, was the

main thing. So, we did not kaow, of course, you go and clean the house because

who s there to talk, right®
Mss. Z found her first domestic/household placement just a few moaths after araving in
Canada when her aunt asked her to accompany her o a job site. Mss. Z worked side-by-side
with her aunt and used her to interpret her cmployer’s instructions when a problem arose:

[ said, all aght | want to come. And no English. Zia, [Aunt] [ sad, they just

asked me something. What did they say? [ did not understand. She said, do not

worry. Just you do your work. So I start and they say to my aunt, tell her to do

this, this and this. So my aunt said, you have got to o this. You have got to
clean this. You have got (o clean everything, you know? So I said, okay.

These experiences attest to the fact that the inability to fully communicate in the bost
language was a double-edged sword: on the one hand, it was not a prerequisite © being
hired as 2 domestic or a factory worker, on the other hand, it imited the women’s choices.
They could move from one type of employment to another in the service sector, bu they
could not move up the ladder into the higher paying, professional job market.
Wages

The subject of wages came up several times during the course of my interviews but t ask
each panicipant how much money they eamed on an hourly basis would have constiruted a
social fax pas on my past which [ would ot have felt comfortable doing. In some cases, the
interviewees stated that private domestic/houschold service paid higher wages than factory
work. All of the pacticipants agreed, however, that the amount of money earned on a daily
basis did not have a direct bearing on job satisfaction. What the women found important

was the fact thac they were paid for their sbour in cash at the begianing or end of the

working day. All of the participants had the same ag with their employers: wages
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would be left in an envelope, usually somewhere on the family dining room table. This
arrangement indicated a relationship of trust between employee and employer.® None of the
participants filed an income tax report for the wages they made thereby increasing their
disposable income. This would have been less possible with other types of paid employment
such as factory work.

Finding a Job

Domestic/Household service is one of the few occupations where one can always find
employment. The interviewees never lacked for clients. Several of the mterviewees (Mss. B,
Mss. K, and Mrs. Dpointed out that “At that time, many European women were doing
housccleaning. You did not find Canadians doing that, sometimes, [but] very scldom” (Mrs.
.

Mes. V and Mrs. B would strke up a conversation with other domestics while ading
Toronto’s public transit system. Women would netvork with one another and pass on
potential employer’s names.

They used to do that. If they know you, they feel you are honest and everything
they say, so, if you want to go, this is a nice lady. This is my friend, so that is how
you would do it. They would tell me too. The other ones would say, if you want

10 go, she is t00 fussy. She watches what you are doing. She always, you know?
So I did not go. There was 0o competition for those jobs then (Mss. V).

This informal network also acted as a gate-keeping system whereby domestic workers would
wam one another about “bad” bosses who complained and demanded too much from their
employees. Although the women worked in isolation (i most cases), solidasity with other

women would help the domestics gain a sease of support.

% The rwo-sded £
© the job e a5 well The employer would cut 2 COPY of the mastee kev and give i o the women o keep. They would then be
s h hen ? avay at business.
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Based on the d of their current employers, the i f could easily

find new clients who wanted their homes cleaned. Once a participant had established an
agreeable working relationship with one employer, that person would refer the
domestic/houschold worker to a friend or an acquaintance who might then, in tum, become
another potential boss. Mss. | stated, “And one person calls me and then she gave my name
to another friend and another friend and before you know, I had the whole week full”
Word-of-mouth took on special significance. As most of the hiring practices involved an
informal arrangement between domestic and home owner, a verbal agreement was the only
binding contract the worker could cely on.

At that time if you worked hard, you got many good references. [ had a good
tepuation among my clients (Mrs. B).

\When [ go first tme with a lady, when [ am finished [ say, do you like my job?
She says, oh yes, it is very nice. So, you have some faends because [ need work,
you know. And sometimes she send us t some extra faend, or some other old
lady (Mss. U).

Just as the women used each other’s experiences to separate “good” cmployers from
difficult ones, home owners too could use informal “policing” methods to black list
unsuitable workers.

In summary, the ltalian immigrant women's caceer options were limited in part by the
Canadian job market, lack of education and English language skills, and familial and child
care needs. One condition that led these women to choose domestic service over other
occupations are similar to those found among native-bom Canadian women: the upholding
of a trditional patsiarchal belief system that places the responsibilicy for child care and

domestic dutes squarely on the shoulders of wives and mothers. Ostensibly,

domestic/household labour appears to be 2 low-paying, low- job ghetto frequented by
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immigrant women; however, my findings suggest that factory work did not automatically

guanantee berer working conditions or higher wages; factory employees could be

subjected to health nsks, constant scrutiny, and exhaustag work hours. Domestic workers
effectively became self-cmployed agents with some control over their own work schedules
and the organization of their work.
4.4 THE STRUCTURE OF DOMESTIC WORK

‘The Naconal Occupational Classification defines “Light Duty Cleaners” as workers who
“clean hotels, motcls, schools and private residences” (Employment and Immigranon

Canada, 1992: 274). Ia the course of my interviews, | di that my parucipants had

laboured as domestics in a vadety of situations that encompassed commercial office
buildings (the work day commencing sometime in the cady evening); hotel suites, apactment
buildings, boarding homes, a padish priest’s rectory and private residential homes. Mes. K
had also worked foc 15 years as a “heavy-duty cleanee” for an insurance company clearing
and cleaning debris away from fire ravaged homes.

Some of the women also pecformed child-care fuactions while they were cleaning for
clients in private houses, and here the lines of distinction begin to blur as The Naconal
Occupational Classification manual states that “Baby-sitters, Nanaies and Parent's Helpers
assist parent with child-care and household duties—meal preparation, laundry, washing
dishes, running emrands and other routine housckeeping duties” (Employment and
Immigration Canada, 1992: 258). Whether a participant agreed to take on baby-sitting jobs as
part of their daily roster was a matter of personal choice, and this was not a common-place
scenanio in most of the work histories as some of the interviewees’ clients also employed

maids or other live-in personnel. All but one of the interviewees (Mss. J), preferred cleaning



work over child carc explaining that the responsibility of caring for somcone else’s childeen
made them too nervous.

Their work weeks mnged from a one to a five-day week. Most of the women worked six
or seven hour days; others worked half days. Some of the women moved from working in
multi-level, large-scale homes to only working in smaller residences such as bungalows,
apartments, and condominiums as they got older. The smaller dwellings meant that some
interviewees found they could clean two apartments in one day. Several of the parucipants,
Mss. K, Mrs. B, Mes. V, Mss. G, and Mrs. D had already reticed when the interviews took
place. With few cxceptions, a common work schedule involved juggling several different
employers within onc week. Mrs. V explains how this arrangement worked, “They would
come back and they would pay me and then [ would sce nest week. Sometimes [ used to go
two to three times a week to the same lady, sometume once, it depends.” Only one woman,
Mss. P, had ever worked as a cleancr solely for one employer. All of the women worked
mostly for Jewish families: some had worked for Italian familics.

Daily Duties and Routines

The National Occupational Classification manual lists a core group of dutics for “Light

Duty Cleaners” as involving:
sweeping, mopping, washing, waxing and polishing of floors; dusting
vacuuming of carpets, arca rugs, draperes and upholstered fumiture, making
beds; changing sheets; cleaning, disinfecting and polishing of kitchen and

bathroom fixtures and appliances; and washing walls, ceilings, and windows
(Employment and Immigration Canada, 1992).

My dara reveals that most of the participants performed not only these cleaning duties but
“othee” tasks as well, not listed under the “Occupational Descriptions” segment. Some of

the extra jobs mentioned by the women in this study were: laundry, ironing, watering plants,



baby-sitting for short periods of times, preparing and storing meals in advance, baking,
grocery shopping, nursing care of eldedy employers (bathing, grooming, and
companionship), chauffeuring, wrapping Christmas gifts, collecting mai, calling in necessary
personnel to make household repairs, polishing silverware and crystal, organizing kitchen
cupboards, taking telephone messages, rearranging fumiture, gardening, serving food and
drinks oa special occasions, washing dishes, loading the dishwasher, and sewing. ln some
cases, these duties were assigned to the women by the employer; in other cases these tasks
were undertaken on the domestic worker’s own initiative.

Basic “work” tasks were performed every ume the domestic entered a job sie, while the
more time-consuming and physically arduous tsks, for example, scrubbing the refrigerator
and stove, were done on a bi-weekly or monthly rotating schedule. Most of the women had

aset routine for ing their tasks as descabed by Mss. U:

In the momings [ would go there. First thing, I open the door. I knock on the
door and sas, hello, nobody home. And then I close the door. Afier I come up
here 20d go inside. | change my clothes [and] put the clothes in the purse.” And
then, to start dleaning the room. Go downstais, ke the pail, take the rag, ke
the soap and then [ start. Start to wash the base board with the soap 2ad the
water. And then [ start to vacuum. [ would take out the machine and vacuum.
Vacuum machine | start and keep on going. [Then] I dusted every room. Aad
the dleaning of the mirror. And the washroom. Make every nice. And go to the
other one room. | know every room. Ten minutes, 3 quarter, a half an hour. .
Whea | go there, I open the house. I do my job. I finish and close the house and
I come home.

 Allof the parcpans, save one, ndicamd that ths was 2 common pracoce. Each woman woukd wear comforable, old cloth
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1 do everything. [ cook in the moming. After I finish cooking, I have to go do
the beds upstairs. . . [ have to clean the washroom. When [ go on Wednesday, |
have to cook for Thursday. And Friday [when] I go, I cook and I do it for the
whole weekend because the kids go there and eat. I do soup. [ make the pasta. 1
bake for her. [ do so many things (Mrs. L).

Well, you have got to clean the bathroom. You have got to make the beds. You
have got to clean the floor. Dust. When you are cleaning, vou have got to clean
al over, you know? Vacuum. To do the vacuuming, you have got to clean the
curtains, 50 I clean the drapes. | clean the fumiture. The laundry sometimes. She
[the employer] would do it. She would do the laundsy. | am cooking too if she is
not available to do it. When she has a party, I cook. So I am cooking, I have got
to cook. You have got to serve. Take the dishes. [ have got to clean up and
regardless, | am finished. And if she need me, sometimes she has got people for
dinner during the week. . . if I am going there, on Saturday or Sunday, | am
going there because they ask to be available for them (M. Z).

Work Practices

The women soon discovered at an carly stage which routine worked best for them in
getting tasks completed before the end of the working day. All of the parucipans
demonstrated a high degree of mastery over their jobs. They knew exactly what
equipment/appliances and cleaning products to utilize for maximum pecformance; how ©
work effectively ac their own pace; and when to allocate lunch and coffee breaks for
themselves. The responsibility to provide cleaning products and tools for the job usually fell
on the employer, but in some cases the domestic worker brought her own vacuum to the
client’s home.

Work tasks were usually cmployer-defined at fisst until the domestic/household worker
knew what she had to do. Once the women became proficient at their jobs, the client would
then expect the domestic to repeat the same duties and produce the same level of cleaning

she had previously demonsteated:
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She said when [ went there the fisst ame and that is all. She explained everything
the first time and that s all. No, they told me one time when you go there. After,
you have to remember yourself. | mean, what to do in the house, you know?
(Mss. H).

No, 10, n0, n0, they do not tell you You just do it on your own.(Mss. ).

No, she never said nothing to me. She said, you let me know what you are
supposed to do. . .Because my friend had recommended [me] she already knew [
worked six yeass in laly [as a live-in domestic). So when I work, she [the
employer] do not say nothing. I know my job well and what I am supposed to
do (Mss. U).

No, they do not tell me nothing (Mrs. L).

When she [the employer] phoned me up, [ went over. You know. | met her
because first of all, I did not go in let’s say, without knowing the person. She told
me what she wanted done. Lees say, you know, wash the kitchen floor, wash the
bathroom floor, dust, mop, whatever, and do not go downstairs because there is
10 need for it. Sruff like that. So you clean the bathroom and the tiles and the
stuff so you know once that was donc, it was done. Once you go once or twice,
vou know. Sometimes I would go there and she would say, look, forget about
my bedrooms upstaiss, today [[ want you] to do the fridge. She would say, okay,
if you do that you know, do not worry about my upstairs kind of thing, So this is
what [[] would do. Another time she would say, [ would like you to do the stove
for me today (Mss. I).

She knows that | am cleaning houses. She knows I kaow what [ am doing, She
said, s0 you know how to do. You do it. But she never said, do not clean here,
or you do ot clean there. She never said that (Mrs. Z).

Each woman's cmployee/clicnt relationship was unique, but for the most part, the
domestic was able to gradually obtain autonomy over the job process and this facet greatly
improved working conditions. The domestic worker could, in theory, take charge of her
work schedule and effectively become her own boss.

Working conditions with regards to pay rates, dutics, vacations, sick leave, and breaks
wete negotiated in a semi-formal way and were almost always verbal contracts berween the

domestic and the employer:
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I have an agreement with the women to work set days. Ifs a flexble
ent foe both me and the padrona in case one of us gets sick or wants 0
go on holiday (Mss. Q, my translation).

You know, I can take two weeks, three weeks, you know. I say, just three weeks
and 1 am not going there because 1 am going on holiday. They knew about it
Stay away untl you need to stay. [f [ am sick, stay home if you are sick. Do not
go there. Do not worry about the house because they know it will be clean
anyway. There is no problem (Mss. Z).

Negotiations between boss and worker could break down at this point when cither person
deviated from this arrangement. This situation will be discussed in another section.
Working Without Supervision

One of the most positive aspects of domestic/household service that gready enhances
employee job satisfaction, is the ability to work without supervision. Most of the women
interviewed said they preferred if the home owner was absent during their working day. The
participants were able to gain a greater sense of autonomy over the labour process if they
were left alone to get on with their day.

Oh yes, ifs better. I can go at my own pace with no one looking over me (M.
Q, my translation).
Yes, it was okay. It was okay. You work alone. Nobody bothers you. You know
what to do (Mss. J).

You do anything you like. If you are fecling good, you work more. If you arc not
feeling good, you have to ke a rest. (Mrs. D).

[ like it because [ never know. Nobody has to tell me you have to do this. You
have to clean the window. You have to wash the curtains. Nobody tells me. [
know when [ have to wash the curtain, when I have to change the bed. Nobody
tells me, [ know myself (Mss. L).

As professionals who were experts in their field, many interviewees felt their personal and
professional integrity was at stake if the employer was constantly looking over their shoulder
warching them while they were working: Mss. V cecalls how she voiced het objections in

front of a boss when she found herself in this situation:
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1 said, lady, if you st here and watch me, I will just pick up my clothes, my purse,
and go home. | bad to tell her.

When [ asked her if this direct verbal confrontation proved effective she responded, “Oh
ves. She left me alone.”

The cespondents also indicated that, at times, the employer’s very presence was
bothersome: employers could interrupt and slow down their work. Most of the women
faced a full day’s work when they entered a job site; therefore, tme was of cntical
importance in getting all their work duties finished in a tmely fashion.

Well, you know, she [the employer] was going out and then she was coming in.
You know those type of people, they do not socialize t00 much with the
workers, [besides] [ had a lot to do, you know, and no time to do it. I had to do
all those things on time (Mrs. G).

[ work alone because when | go there. . . she knows mysclf. You know there is
nobody home. That is better because [ do my job in my way. When somebody 1
there inside the house, maybe sometimes you talk five minutes and sometimes
vou talk ten 50 by the time you start the work, you cannot finish (Mss. U).

In some cases, there were times when the domestic would work side-by-side with the
padrona of the house:

She was there but did not bother me. Ten o'clock in the moming, she started o
cook in the kitchen. Then | started in the bedroom. So, in the aftemoon, she
would go (0 slecp and | would finish the living room, front room, and the
kitchen (Mss. L).

I feel like a boss in there because they depend on me. If she has to make a
dinner party, she asks me, what do you want to cook? What do you think? What
kind of meat do we have to eat® She did not show me that [ am not allowed i
here. You know, [ am not embarrassed because maybe she watches me if [ do
not clean good. Really, I do not care because you know, you have a confidence
with her. I do the same cven if she is around. She knows in one day you cannot
clean all the house, you cannot (Mrs. Z).
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T used 10 go to do this lady’s house. . . She had eleven kids from age ranging
from two to fourteen. When [ was in the house for lunch tme, it was chaos and
everything in the fridge because she used to lay out all the fancy siff to make
sandwiches, 5o the kids would help themselves to whatever they wanted. So you
could imagine that fridge. You know, we would find stuff moldy that had been
there for wecks, you know;, shove it in, in a irde contaner, you know? There was
a pile of laundry everywhere. A pile of dirty clothes, you know? You did not
know in the basement what it was. The house was a huge house. And was
difficul, like. There was no way you could clean the whole house the way, you
know, you are supposed to in one day. But whatever [ saw to be done, of course,
T knew she needed help right® So I used to help her out with as much as [ could
with everything. You know [, this is the way [ am (Mss. ).

Yes, she used 1o work with me. W worked together. The house was big. You

once amonth, with all the work she had to do, it was not enuugh (Mrs. H).

Statements such as these serve to illustrate the fact that domestic/household labour is, and

continues to be, a highly sex-segregated form of work, both paid and unpaid. Domestic
chores ate constructed as women’s work and something that women are seen as naturally
able 1o perform. As most of the respondents indicated, their husbands and sons would not
do their share of the washing, ironing, and cleaning that needed to be done around the
home, and I can oaly speculate that many of the female employers™ faced a similar situation
with regacd (o their husbands, hence their nced to hise outside, professional help.

Mrs. Is story is illustrative of the fact that some of the panticipants in this study
sympathized with the plight of their female employers. Remaks such as, “She was like a
friend” (Mss. ), or “We were like sisters” (Mes. U and Mrs. Z) suggest a false sense of female
solidarity, False because the domestic worker and the employer are sepacated by class,
cducational, cultural, and  socio-economic  differences. The women conceptualized

themselves pamaaily as wives and mothers; therefore, they sometimes intemalized, on some

1 can onk spes w mcpant’s v P studv
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level, a false sense of kinship with their employers based on gender. Though some of the
immigrant women workers were able to psychologically scparate themselves from their
employers, Mzs. 1 and other respondents in this study saw themselves as “helping our” the
female home owner rather than as a waged employee with full-fledged workee's dights. As a
consequence, this sometimes made it possible for the mistress of the house to take
advantage of the domestic.

[ do not want to leave her at once because [ am scared for the lady. She really

needs me. She is a very big lady but she can do nothing, She is sick and she goes

down the suir and she cannot breathe, you know? She has to sit down. [1f]

something happens to her, it is my fault (Mrs. 1.).

Oh 1o, she could not do it. She could not do it alone. She could not handle it
No, because she tells the people, ‘that s my helper’. She is like a famly (Mss. 7).

And Mrs. Vs love of childeen made her vulnemble to her employed’s whims. She felt
obligated to care for them, which left her in a situation fipe for exploitation.

She was nice but she took advantage of me. Six kids, she always leaved it to me.
She wanted to go eat, she would go out. | had my work to do. I did what | had
t0 do, baby sit and everything. Most of the time if the woman had kids, they
would give them (o me, you know, instead of gerting a baby sifter. It was smart.

Domestic labour continues to be a physically arduous job despite advancements in

cleaning technology and household appliances. Vacuuming carpets, dusting furniture, and

cleaning kitchens and bath is labour-intensive and exh: Many of the

d that modem i ions like no-wax kitchen and bathroom floors

eliminated the need for them to wash floors on their hands and kaees. Participants preferred
using sponge mops and no-rinse liquid floor cleaners in place of hand scrubbing floors with
brushes and pails of soapy water. These tools cased the physical burden on knees and lower
backs to a degree, and could effectvely shorten the amount of ume the domestic spent on

cleaning in their working day. However, the conditions of household labour still require
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from the domestic worker a certain amount of physically taxing energy. Heavy cleaning, such
as sweeping and washing floors, cleaning kitchen appliances (especially stoves and
tefiigerators), vacuuming, cleaning the bathroom, dusting, and tidying up, are physically
demanding and time-consuming jobs. While changes in technology (6me-saving cleaning
products and tools) may have cased the amount of labour required to do some task-specific
jobs, the fundamental physical nature of domestic service remains unchanged (Luston,
1980).
45 WORK-RELATED COPING STRATEGIES

Feminist researchers have asserted that “the personal is political”; from this perspectve it
follows that every single person is, at one point in their lives, a political actor. Researchers
have stated that even the most powerless and disenfranchised members of a sociery have
always had some means at their disposal to “fight back” and resist their oppressors
(Blumberg and West, 1990). Unlike in other occupations, domestic/houschold workers
almost always work in isolation in private homes; this fact makes it difficult for them o form
unions and other collective forms of organization. Therefore, the women workers in this
scudy have had to rely more on individual work-related coping strategics to assert their rights
(Bookman and Morgan, 1988).
!gﬁ'gg &hg'm km m; !hmg!jg and l!! Emnkl“_[

All of the participants verbalized distinct ideas about the differences between women

they considered to be “good bosses” and those they did not. “Bad” employers were

characterized as those who were “being t0o picky”, “diny”, “expecting me to do too much”,
untrustworthy, or holding back promised wages. “Good bosses” were those who treated the

domestic worker with tespect, were trustworthy, honest, listened well, and appreciated the



efforts of their workers. In the interview stage, the respondents related their experiences to
me about some of the conflicts and struggles they encountered throughout their working
lives. Mrs. V told me about the following incident:

One lady would make me bend with a dish pan on my knces and clean out the
dog shit she did not want to clean. I said, I did not come here to clean your dog
shit. She did not like it and I did not go anymore.

And Mss. E had a similar story.

These people. . . well, you knov, they have a big house. Big stairs going up to
the rooms, you know, and sometimes they would bug me. . . ‘can you wash the
bath tub because I have to take a bath?’ they said to me but [ mean it does not
take long just to anse it out, you know, and I said, okay, [ will do it. [ went there
o clean and did it because [ was there to clean, so [ did that too [but] soon [ was
not going there any more.

These narratives illustrate the limits the domestics are willing to work under. The
domestic/houschold workers sct very clea boundaries about what they would tolerate with
tegards to cleaniag. “Even me, if I go 0 a place that is dirty, I will not go. No, No, I do not
go back” (Mrs. I). Mrs. Vs refusal to clean her client’s dog manure suggests that this task
was above and beyond the boundaries of the duties she was expected to perform. She chose
“direct confrontation” as a method to orally confront her emplover and when the boss did
aot concede to her terms, Ms. V left the woman's employ. Although Mss. G did, in fact,
finish the appointed task, and chose to remain silent about her displeasure, she eveatually
used “quitting” as a means to convey her refusal to work under these conditions.

One of the strengths of domestic service, according to the interviewees, was that
undesicable employers could casily be replaced with better ones because, as they indicated,
cleaning jobs were readily available. “Quitting” (or threats o quit) redresses the unequal

power balance between boss and worker and is one of the most effective work-related
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coping strategies. Mrs. L has to juggle her schedule around two part-time cleaning jobs at
two different locations. She works as a housckeeper for a priest at a local church rectory.
From there, she has to go to her job as a domestic/bome care helper for a seventy-two year
old client. She describes how she uses threats to deal with a senior citizen client who is
becoming increasingly difficult to work for:

Sometimes she gets mad because she says, ‘tell the priest to find another lady

because 1 need more things to do.’ I said, ‘well, I have done my job and [ go

home.” Sometimes [ get mad with [the employer] because she say, you have to

clean the credenza, you do not make too much time. You have to stay more

longer here.” And the daughter , she was mad. The daugher said, ‘you have the

cleaning lady. You have 1o ask the cleaning lady.’ She does not teat me like

family [and] I do all these things for her. Well, I am sorry. That is the way 1 am. [

will not be treated like a slave because I know what [ am doing for her. If you

like to keep it this way, okay. If you do not, find somebody else. [ tell her last

week, | said, ‘maybe Wednesday I do not come.”

[ would be remiss if [ did not mention that at no time were any of the respondents ever fired
from a domestic service job. This finding suggests that the women were very much in
control of who and when they would work for aay particular employer.

The issue of trust was 2 major consideration in a domestic worker’s decision to remain
with any given employer. In order for the working arrangement (o survive a measure of time,
the concept of trust was dependent upon a reciprocal relationship where honesty between
the two parties was 4 given and constancy was an implied character trait. Some instances
where trust broke down between employer and domestic are illustrated here.

Mes. H recounted a harcowing story. She once worked for an employer who suspected
her of stealing an expensive piece of jewelry from her home. Rather than outwardly

confronting her domestic worker, the padrona of the house asked the law to intervene.
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Eady in the Fall, the police man phoned here. Well, he said, that lady, she says
vou stole a bracclet from her. I s2id, ‘what” | said, 1 never stole anything from
anybody. I have a couple of bracelets I bought in Italy [ never wear” I said, €
vou want to sec it, | am going to show it to you’ | was so upset. They do that for
the insurance. | did not even think that at the moment. They do that for the
insurance.

Mss. H sees herself as an upstanding and honest citizen. She was horrified to think that any
employer would accuse her of taking something that did ot belong to her. In this instance,
the employer is not only questioning the work habits of her domestic, but her moral
character as well, and this was a judgment call that Mes. H would not allow. She “quit” her
job with this homeowner and never went back but the memory of the incident still haunts
her after all this time.
Mrs. V had a similar experience. She described an episode on a job site where her

culpability in an accident was in question:

This woman [her employer], she had her mothe living with her. Every moring

T was here rushing between the baby siwter and hardly had time for breakfast.

[The mother] always used to say to me, ‘you had breakfast?” [ would say, ‘no |

did not have time.” She would say, ‘here is the toast. Go in the basement and eat

it and do not show my daugher that [ gave you toast” This woman! Anyway, . .

one day she made me clean the basement. And in the basement was a litle starue

like this. [ had an accident and [ broke that. And what does the woman do? She

did not pay me. She took all the money she owed me. She made me pay for the

statue that broke. I had no money to go home. I had to walk from [her house].

She made me pay for it, so I had no money. [ had no money for car fare because

she took the money for what I camed that day to pay for the litde starue that

broke. She was so rich. OF course, I never went back.
Both the mother and Mss. V were victims of this employec’s tyranny, although to two
somewhat diffecent extents. The employec’s mother showed sympathy for Mes. V and,
because of this, cach woman was forced fo enter into a secretive agreement to conceal the

fact that the domestic was being given food that the homeowner obviously did ot want her

to have. When the employer’s statue was broken, Mss. V felt that the padrona should not



137

have demanded and extracted monetary retribution for the object. The exclamation, “She
was so rich” reflects her resentment of the homeowner’s socio-economic advantage and
position, which Mrs. V could never casily identify with. Once again, “quitting” was used as a
means to show that the domestic worker felt she was being treated unfairly and that she
would not condone this type of behaviour any longer.

A typical consequence of the capitalist mode of production is that an employer will
always try to extract the maximum amount of labour output from the worker usually while
paying the absolute minimum of wages, and domestic service is not immun to this problem.
All of the participants agreed that the most contentious 1ssue between the employer and the
worker centered around “speed ups”—each person had differing opinions concerning how
many tasks should be completed in a1 cermain time frame. Problems arose when these
differences could not be reconciled:

There may be sometimes that I am in 2 hurry. Maybe I do one room and it is
nice. The other maybe a little bit faster. Or sometimes they look in the back and
say, ‘oh, that is not good.” The aext time I am going to make more mess, more

dleaning. Sometimes [ go in the bathroom and the mps all the time they do not
shine, but you know, you do not have time (Mss. U).

A few of the women preferred to negotiate in a diplomatic fashion, disagreements with their
employers:

Some of them are, oh my God, some of them they were tersible. They come up
behind vou, I want this, do it. | want that. They never said, it is fine what ever
vou do. Well, [ said, isten, every time [ leave at three o'clock. I try to do my best.
I£ T have time to do it, [ will do it. If [ do not have time, I will do it next time
(Ms. H).

Sometimes they want you to do more than you are physically able to so I tell
them I can's, that I can only do so much. I explain this to them, that there is aot
enough time (Mss. Q—my translation).
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Thomton Dill (1988: 38) categorizes “Fighting Back” as a key tactic used by domestic
workess to respond to an employe’s attempt to infringe upon their rights. Mrs. U's story is
an example of one woman worker's struggle to resist her boss” dictates.

One lady say, clean the chairs, clean the fidge, do this, do the oven, but there is
not time. So, [ had the rag in my hands. I sad, ‘who for? [ threw the g on the
floor. Itis true. It is true. This lady so quiet So she walked and left the room and
sat down on the couch, 50 quict. When I am finished, this lady is supposed to
change the bed, not me. [ started the laundsy. So [ folded the sheets and put on
the back door with the sign to ke and clean. When [ am finished, I put the
jacket. I said, ‘Mss. .. the laundry is on the back door, bye.” She is coming from
my front, from the hall. She says, ‘Wait. Maybe I pretend too much” Yes,' |
stood and said, so she hugged me and kiss me. Understand they do ot live with
us but they sall give us trouble.

Ms. U’s physical response symbolically suggests she is “throwing the gaundet on the
ground” and taking her stand against what she considers to be an unreasonable work load.
Although she finished her work-celated tasks for the day, her refusal to “change the bed” by
leaving it for the padrona, indicates her silent, but angry refusal to acknowledge the duty
belonged to her. In cssence, she is tuming the @bles on the employer and placing the
cesponsibility for cleaning back in the cmployee’s hands. Although both women came to

some sort of awkward [ perceive the cesponse (kissing and

hugging) as controlling By overstepping the physical bounds of her space, the padrona is
preying on Mrs. U's emotions. This action fuactions to undermine the professional and
psychologically distant relationship the domestic worker is striving to achieve, consequently
opening up the possibility for her to be manipulated and exploited.

Mrs. D was sponsored by a diplomatic family to come to Canada as a live-in domestic in

the mid-1950s. She found the working conditions under this sponsor’s toof intolerable.
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While still under contract, she left this position despite knowing that she might have to face
legal recriminations.
The fist family. . . [ had a big fight one time and [ left. This leaving not easy
because [ did not have permission. They wanted to wait unl ther found
someone for them, but [ wanted to go away and not live in their house.
Tacovera (1996: 17) maintains that the Canadian govemnment’s attemp to force immigrant
Iralian women to comply with the dictates of the Domestic Scheme of 1951-52 failed, in
pact, because the women complained so much about their placements. Fac from being
passive or ignoant, the domestics left their employer’s home at their own choosing and, in
doing so, acted out their own personal strategies for securing berter jobs.

It should be noted that many of the women in this study did not use “quitting” as a
strategy 1o terminate their employment with “bad bosses” and replace them with “good
bosscs™; for these participants, quitting was a viable option but one used only as a last resort.
Some of the interviewees preferred to remain silent about unsatisfactory work siruations,
despitc any problems they may have cacountered.

Well, because it is my nawre. It is like this, you know. I do not like to say
anything back. (Mss. G).

[Laughing] I kept quict and did nothing. | am not the type of person to answer
back and speak up when I have a problem with my boss (Mss. K).

Other women workers resigned themselves to staying in certain situations because they were
reluctant to adjust to a new employer, different schedules, and the accompanying chythms of
work that went along with change.

[ kept going because | already kaew her and the place. It was three days a week

and it was casy. Well, sometimes I would get used 1o it. [ have seen so many
other people do it (Mss. V).

T.am getting older. | do not think about it any more, this job (Mrs. L)
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1 do not like it because sometimes [ am tired, especially sometimes my head. |
have a pain in the leg sometimes, you know? But when I feel okay, I like.
Sometimes when | go there I find something so I am mad, but after two weeks it
is gone (Mss. U).

[ didn’t like to change bosses, to start again and o get to know someone else all
over again. No, I never changed my bosses, even the ones who were bad. [
worked uatil [ was 74-years-old part-time, but only cleaning the apartments
because the big houses were too much for me. Even then I never told my ladies
in the big houses I was stll working because they would call the house and T
could never say n0 to them. I told them instead I was staying home to take care
of my grandchildren (Mss. B).

Though it may scem highly unlikely, a few of the respondents claimed that they never had
any occasion to disagree with their employers.

1 did not, never, never, never, ncver had any problems with nobody. They never
let me go. [ always go back myself (Mss. J).

Well, I never deal with the padrone of the house, only with the pudrona fbug] T
don't fight with my boss. Why should P We have to teeat cach other with
respect (Mrs. Q—my translation).

My boss is very nice. I have no conflicts with her at all I like working for her
(Mrs. P).

I never had any trouble to work with them. No problems (Mss. 7).

4.6 MAKING MEANING OUT OF THEIR LIVES :The Stigma Associated with
Domestic Work

Unlike the participants in Glenn (1986), Dill (1994), or Romero’s (1992) reseacch, many
(but no all) of the women in this study appeared to be immune to the low-status stigma
attached to domestic service. Dill (1994) and Glenn (1986) found that membership in a
particular ethnic community can act as an agent to offset the negative effects of working in
low-status occupations. Similarly, my findings indicate that the participants in this study were
able 1o use their association with the “Little Italy” communities of Toronto to counter the
degrading social construction of domestic work. Many of the interviewees maintained that

evervone they knew in their Italian social circle was also working in domestic service; since
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everyone had the same type of job, the women could obain professional and emotional
succor from one another.

Well, a lot of people they do that, you know. There is a lot of people I know
they do domestic work because not everybody can find a job you kaow, ot some
people, they like a job like that (Mss. G).

Well, I think its okay. All my fiends do the same type of work (Mrs. Q—my
translation).

Al Ttalians, [ guess they did that, most of the Italians (Mss. V).
Alot of my friends they do the same job (Mss. H).

A fow of the respondeats explained that working in Canada as a domestic/ houschold
worker was preferable to working in Italy. The cgalitarian spisit that pervades much of the
North American lifestyle ethic, in comparison to the rigid class hierarchy in ltalian society,
meant that what 1 person did to eam a living might not be equated with their personal
character. Tilly ct. al (1978: 46) opine: “Particulardy 10 the eyes of an American, the very
direct and personal application of differential patterns of behaviour and respect according to
class is still very striking [in present-day Taly].”

In lualy, when you fill domestic work, you are considered not good, it was not
g0od, but then [ came here in Canada and discovered it is not like that. When [
came here I found a difference. Everybody was preay equal. There was a lot of

people doing that. There were a lot of immigrants, you kaow, because they had
small kids too (Mrs. V).

[do not want to work in [taly any more. I told you | hate working in aly. T hate
it. L enjoy it here in Canada. I feel free (Mrs. Z).

We work hard here but the ladies in Ttly, they do not do 100 much. My sistec-in-
law ia Tuly, she does not do anything. The people are funay. I do not know. In
here, it is differen, the story over here. [ like it here. T ke it (Mss. L).

The women in this study did not measure their scnse of self-esteem and self-worth fom

the work they did. Their social identity was based on their rank in the family rather than their

job position. For this generation of Iralian women, the starus attached to marriage and
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therhood dowed all other job-related roles by which they defined themselves.

The women placed importance on their paid domestic work in terms of how much it

ibuted to the family’s and they reinforced patdiarchal definitions of the

ideology of motherhood. Though the participants were able to exercise some choice over
what they did, many of the immigrant women worked because of economic necessity.

Tt was just a job. It was an okay job. I just wanted to do this for my family so we

could make some money and have a nice life (Mss. K).

Itis another job, of course. You do what you have to do. Whatever you find you

do and that is that, [ always say (Mss. J).

1¢s a job like anything else (Mss. Q—my translation).

What is the difference how you make your money? As long as you cam honest
money, that is all Like when you have a family to bring up and a mortgage to
pay, you know, the ten dollars was a lot, right> You can do house cleaning and
[be] proud of it because you do good. I did not feel any lower that I did
housework | was loyal to me, to me, right? (Mss. .

For me, it's just a job like anything clse. It's honest work. I just wanted (o help
my family (Mss. D).

‘This s  job like othe jobs (Mss. Z).
Several women in this study derived great emotional satisfaction from working in
domestic service. When the participants described how they completed their work-related
duties, they spoke with considerable prde. The women were able to identify their employer's
home as “their space.” This served to give them a sease of familiasity and to make the job

process more personally meaningful.

Well, I liked it. Ies good for me. Cleaning is my thing. [Laughing] T used to make
my husband back out the front door so he wouldn't leave shoe marks on the
floor. I enjoyed it and I was good at it | wasn't the only immigrant woman
doing domestic work Factory work is not for me. What do you do otherwise at
my age? Reading was never my thing, I can crochet but [ can’t sit all day (Ms.
B).
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I enjoy it because it is like my house already there. It is like my home, you know?
It is kke my home. [My family] they say I am crazy. | am working too much
because I can not say 00 and I like it. They know that [ am happy even though [
am working t00 hard. Everybody asks me where you work and [ say I am there
and I am a cleaning lady, but [ am not just a cleaner because it s like my house
Mrs. 2).
For me, [ liked it. [ like to see everything nice and neat. I will do it with all my
heart, you know. Because listen, it does not matter what the job is, you do it
(Mss. H).
[ like all parts of the job. If you know what you are doing, you can get quite
good at it and it becomes easier. For me, when you like what you do for a living,
its a good job (Mrs. Q—my translation).
All of the d the imp of finding the right type of employer.

A “good boss” made the job all the more personally rewarding. It is no accident that an
enjoyable working environment lends itself to a healthy job attitude.
Fisst thing is, you had to know the family. “This is more imporant and then it
depends in the way you wanted to work, but one thing importnt is make the
contract fisst and have a good family (Mrs. D).
If your padrone is a bad one, the job was terrible (Mss. B).
Sometimes you felt low [bur] if I find nice people and I find an apartment to
clean, thatis what | liked better (Mss. V).
I had good peaple to work for. I can’t complain (Mss. K).
Yes, itis a hard job for a lady because when you get to a certain age, you are tied
but you want to stay with the job because you know the people. The people,
they make you feel not like a working lady. You feel different because they are so
good with me, you know? Can you come? Please and thank you all the time.
When you feel it the padrona is not good with you, you cannior work good (Mss.
2.
Work here in the church is my favourite because the people, they treat you good-

They do not treat you like a slave. I love this job. They are very nice people here.
[ work, [ work, [ work but I do ot get tired here (M. L).

Domestic work is ill-defined as a job lacking in no particular skills and it is associated on

many levels with the removal of houschold and human dist. Two of the women workers
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higher-paying, professional markets.

Exery job we humans do is impormnt and necessary. Even doctors and nurses

have to deal with unpleasant things worse than any house dirt. I don't think

that’s an easy job for them either. Even car mechanics have to work with smelly

gasoline fumes (Mrs. Q—emy transiation).

I¢'s no different than teaching, being a nurse, a secretary or anything else. 1f you

work in 2 hospital, tha's dirty too. If I worked in an office, how much of 2 big

shot would I be with only one hour for lunch and twenty minutes for a break? [

like it. Nobody bothers me. [ wouldn’t want to work somewhere where I had to

be like a supervisor and order things and stuff. I like not having a lot of

responsibilitics (Mss. P).
Comments like these suggest that on some level, these domestic workers question why
certain occupations associated with the removal of waste (human or not) have become
gendered as work that females were highly suited to do. The women, on some level, perceive
that there is nothing intrinsically degrading about the work they perform but rather, the
status the job is accorded is controlled by extemnal forces bevond their control. This may be
their greatest asset in overcoming the commonly held view that domestic service work is
inherendy degrading
+.7 HEALTH ISSUES and DOMESTIC SERVICE

One of the biggest health consequences associated with years of domestic service is the

toll it eventually takes on your body. Domestic work may at umes be boring and repetitive
butit is also a form of manual labour that is very strenuous. Maay of the women complained
about chronic aching backs, sore feet, numbaess in the arms, arthatis in the hands,
tremendous weight loss, and painful varicose veins.™ All of the women who had left

¥ Ar the nme of ths mrenvew, Mes. P had maken a leave of absence from her job as 2 chambeemad because she was scheduled 0
Smce the opeanon. o ¥

whach can cost anewhere from $35 upwasds per pac
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domestic service as an occupation at the time of this interview did so for the following
reasons:

Because [ could not ke it any more. It was getting harder and harder. Come
home, you do not see anybody. [My husband] used to say, “You are gerting old
before your time.” | did not like it any more. I did it for too many years (Mss. V)
I was coming home late. I was so tired you know, and sometimes I had a
headache. Because it was a big place, first thing, and [ was not paid very much,
you know. And then, when you were coming home you were pooped, you
know, so tred (Mss. G).

I'was sick and tired of working so [ retired [at sixty-five] (Mss. K).

Because [ was thinking if [ worked as a domestic [any longer], | would not be at
peace. You know, you have to work day and night (Mrs. D, former Lve-in
domestic).

Itis boring and | never, never liked housework (Mss. I).
Many of the women talked about how they are coping with the inevitability of aging and
continuing to work in a physically taxing occupation. Some of the solutions the women
talked about included cutting the hours spent on the job site from full-ime to part-time
days, and several of the older panicipants would only clean for clients living in
condominiums or apartments, fladly refusing to work in houses with staircases and one or
more flooss. All of the women who are still employed confirmed they would continue
working as long as their health remained good.
[ do not know. It depends on how I feel If [ feel okay, I will continue ic I [
find I can help somebody clse, then I will go t0o if I feel okay. If I do not feel so

good,so [ have to stop (Mss. H).

1 am in good health and can do the work. For now, [ want to keep working
while my health is good (Mss. Q, my translation).

T don't know if Il stay until [ retire. It depends on how my body survives (Mrs.
P).

[£1 can, why not> | still have my power to do it (Mrs. Z).



The topic of retirement was met with mised feclings; many of the women claimed they
would not know how to occupy their time, while others worried they would not be able to
stand the company of their husbands all day long. Some of the women maintained they
enioyed working, if only on a par-time basis, because they liked to be financially
independent.

[ want already. [ want to go and retire, but who will pay me? Nobody pay me.
Sometimes I go out with ten dollars and | need to put the gas in the car and [ do
not ask my husband. When I go out one day a week I fecl free because I can go
out with no children, or whatever (Ms. U).

What am [ going 10 do? [ do not want to stay in the housc every day alone, you
know. [ mean, I like to go out to make some dollass for mysclf. | mean, if I want
to buy lots of handkerchicf, like I say, you know. Just for the satisfaction
sometimes, you know (Mss. F.

Like I say, [ cannot even think about it, the day that | have to redre. If [ have to
be sick tha | cannor work, it is not choice, night® But the way [ feel now, for
sure | would like to canry on from sixty five if [ am okay, health wisc okay. To
tell you the truth, I do not think that is good for anybody. Once vou worked all
vour lfe, especially us older people, we stated 1o work at a very, very, very carly
age and all of a sudden today you are working, tomorrow you are cut off from
everything (Mrs. ).

Well, I want to leave all the other people, but I keep this place here. I ke o
keep this place here. When I work in the church, | have to work more [bur] I
nevee get tired (Mrs. L).

4.8 SUMMARY

The findings for Chapter Four were based on the participants’ point of view. This actor-

centered approach was used to explore how the women made meaning out of their personal
and working lives (Colen and Sanjek, 1990). In this chapter, [ have outlined the conditions
of domestic service for the thirteen Post-War Italian immigrant women interviewed for this
study. [ have also tried 10 give the reader a sense of these women workers' personal and

working lives before and after immigrating to Canada. A discussion of the two interlocking
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forces (paid and unpaid work) is relevant for this thesis. The participaats outlined the
teasons why they remained in domestic secvice: they were able to set their own hours and
organize their schedules to suit child care and family responsibilities, and the job is
preferable to factory work and other service based occupations.

Domestic workers almost always work in isolation from other worckers. This factor makes
it difficult for them to form workers’ unions or organize collectively. However, the women
of my study were not poweress ot passive victims of oppression. By focusing on a variery of
individual stratcgies, the participants outlined ways in which they negotiated working
conditions between themselves and their employers. The women of this study were active
agents in their own lives. They were able to gain 2 sense of autonomy over the labour
process which helped diffuse the stigma that is anached to domestic service. The participants
also managed to make meaning out of their working lives by refusing (o intemalize societal
notons that cleaning up someone else’s dirt for a living is inherenty degrading.

Several researchers (Dill, 1988; Glena, 1986; Romero, 1987 and 1992) have commented
that domestic work is a “bridging occupation” for white, European women undertaken for
limited periods of time until they are able to move on to other higher paying and better jobs.
My research shows that this assumption is not quite accurate. Only five out of the thiteen
women [ interviewed have retired. The rest of the women have remained in domestic service
(or hope to) well into their sixties and seventies. The Canadian Job Futures: Occupational
Qudooks manual commenting on labour market conditions for new entrants in the year
2001, predicts that immigraats will continue to be an important source of labour in the

personal and household services. (Human Resources Development Canada, 1997-98).
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In the next chapter, | compare the accounts of the women workers in this chapter with

the construction of Italian immigrant women found in [alian-Canadian fiction.
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Chapter Fire
CONCLUSIONS: A TALE OF TWO TEXTS
The picture that 1 face/ can tell you a life story/ about you and me and where we're been. . . It eminds me
where I'm from./ It tells stories of gatherings and qudet mornirngs./ It cries out the strict moral codes/ of a lfe

lred in the kitchen, weeping moments and jayfiul ones,] of expressive hands warering in the air./ It takes me
Jome “ An ltalian Element” in Effe by Bruna Bectoni.

5.1 INTRODUCTION

The puspose of this chapter is to make i berween my p
experiences and the experiences of Post World War II Italian immigrant women found in
Iralian-Canadian fiction. This chapter draws on the work of Elizabeth Sardo-Hayes, The

Italian Woman in Post World War II Canada: Overt and Covert Stodes (1997). Sarlo-Hayes

compared factual accounts (culled from sociological and historical sources) with fictional
accounts of Post-War lralian immigrant women'’s experiences, in ordet to arrive at a fuller
understanding of their lives. In developing this chapter, [ build upon the thematic
organization of Chapter Four. Starting from these themes, [ rumed to places in the fictional
texts where similar themes were emerging, to make my comparative analysis. Following a
theoretical approach outlined in Chapter Two, this chapter explores “the linefs] of faule”
(Smith, 1987) or places where the themes in the interview data and the themes in the fiction
converge or diverge.

Pivato (1986; 1994) belicves that the history of immigration has had such a profound

impact on the collective memory of Italian immigrants that it emerges both consciously and

y in first and d ion literarure. [ discovered that there were some

thematic similasities berween my interview data and the story lines emerging in lralian-
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Canadian fiction. In these instances, it can be said that “the historical is linked to the
fictional” (Tuzi, 1997: 28). Conversely, there arc limits to ways in which the fiction can be
used to recreate immigrant ltalian women’s lives (Sarlo-Hayes, 1997).

This chapter gave me the opportunity to pay attention to the theme of “The Journey”
which I left unexplored in Chapters Three and Four. This theme intrigued me because [
have always felt that during the writing of this thesis, [ was forced to go on a journey of self-
discovery. As [ have come to the end of my joumey, I felt that by leaving this theme for the
final part of the chapter framed the design of the thesis better.

5.2 Absent Fa ,

Many ltalian-Canadian writers examine the impact of family dislocation on immigeant
women with a keen sensitivity. The Grandmother characer in Masisa De Franceschi's short
story, “Peonies Trying to Survive,” (cited in Minni, 1989) had to relocate to another town in
lualy far away from her daughters in order to find employment in post-war times. Looking
back on her childhood, one of the daughters recalls:

Very rarely [did we ever see herl. She went away to work. Our father had gone to
America and forgotten about us. So I guess she had no choice. She sent us

money and clothes, but we rarely saw her. You couldn’t blame her, I suppose.
One trip home and she would have used up all her savings (p. 69).

This short, poignant story is a fine example of an ltalian working-class woman who had t©
ventuce fac from home and hearth to secure her family’s economic livelihood. Although the
Grandmother in the story is emotionally distant from her daughters, unlike Alban?s heroine
Claudia Moreni, the author's deserted protagonist is capable of acting resourcefully to take

care of her children. De Franceschi has presented a rounded and realistic character sketch of
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a strong woman, forced by economic arcumstances to be temporarily separated from her
loved ones.

Pivato (1986) suggests that in the history of ltalian immigration to the New Wodld, the
more common condition was that of separated spouses: one ot more members of a family
were apart for long periods of time due primasly o the requirements of migrant work. This
certainly was an experience a few of the women in my study were all too familiar with, as the
reader discovered in Chapter Four. Mrs. Q had been separated from her mother at four
months of age for a period of four years because her mother had gone away to work as a
live-in wet nurse for a wealthy family living near the [talian-Swiss border. She recalled this
pact of her family history for me:

Many young women in Ttaly had to leave home to go into domestic senvice in
those days. Even my mother went into domestic service before and after she
was mamied. The padrona she was working for had just given bisth and she
didn't have enough milk to feed her baby, so she left me in the care of my
gandmother to go to work for this lady. My grandmother had to give me
bortied milk from the cow to drink as we did not have canned or powdered milk
in those days. My mother staved there unal she weaned her charge off of the
breast. After that, she wrote home to my father and grandmother to say that she
was going to sy longer with her employess to send our family back home
money to buy food. The padrone she worked for was an engincer and used to
give my mother things like sugar and chocolate, which were lusugous items for
15 10 buy. My mother also used to send us kids hand-me-down clothes afier the
baby she took care of grew (0o big (my translation).

The histodical coatext for Mrs. Qs story is provided by De Grazia (1992: 191):

Iualy [was] on a different course from other Westem nations in which declining
middle-class wealth and new opporunitics for employment in growing tertiary
or consumer-odiented industries caused the servant population to decline in the
interwar yeass. In ltaly, by contrast, practically no middle-class famikies wanted
for help; even the most strapped petty bourgeois households managed t© hire
washerwomen. . . seamstresses. . . cooks, children’s maids, and wet nurses.
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In this example, the factual narrative’s validity is bolstered by the presence of the author’s
fictional accounts. Mrs. Q's story and De Franceschi's story not only make for an interesting
read. but also offer some important insights. Each woman's story debunks the stereotypical
myth found in male-biased historical and sociological sources that present the Italian family
as one cohesive unit where everybody’s interests are the same™ and where men are the sole
breadwinners of the family.
£ il Realiti
Genenlly, the immigrant’s desire has been one of material and lfestyle improvement:
women’s labour, both paid and unpaid, continued to ensure the survival and well-being of
their familics (Pecin, 1992). lacovetta (1982: 91) claims that the transition from Italian
peasant worker to one who labours in an industrial capitalist system did no require a cadical
transformation on their part as these women were used to contabuting many houss of hard
physical labour to the family. As workers in Canada, though, they confronted new thythms
of work and life imposed by the industnal capitalist work day. Wimess the fictional
observations of Fabnzio Notte, 2 Canadian-born chidd of ltalian wmmigrant parents in
Antomo D'Alfonso’s 1995 novel, Fabrizio’s Passion:
So here we are. Thursday evening. Water is boiling in the pot. Twice a week,
every Thursday and Sunday, Mother cooks pasta for us. If she is lxte, working
ovenime ar the factory, it is either Lucia [Fabrizio's sister] or Nonna Angolina
[his grandmother] who is responsible for prepasing the [food] (p.148).

Compare this with the factual account of the daily domestic responsibilities of one of the

participants in my interviews:

+ Piar 194 177, makes 1n mverestng obsenvaon: “The hsvors of the broken fums s m contradacoon e the populas myrh of
the happy Iriun fumi, the united, close-kout Eumis. In the socul history of the lurge llun fumi s find that s members are



Well, when | go home [from work], I make supper for my boys, my husband.
cook and clean, and you had to o other work. This moming whea [ lef, I left
everything clean. | take the meat out for tonight. I think the boys, they come
home for supper. [ do not know. I have to cook for my son too because the
wie, she is pregnant and does not go home for lunch. I make stuff for my son
t00 because [ worry too much (Mss. L).

Italian patriacchal social norms dictate that it is the womenfolk who are greeted by the
second day of work when they get home. This theme is present in both [talian-Canadian
literature and in my data findings. Although the domestic duties of the female immigrant
chacacters in the novel arc made easier, in part, by the presence of an cxtended family
arcangement, this is ot the lived reality of Mrs. L as is evidenced by her own admission. It is

to note that the daughter-in-law’s physical condition, coupled with hee job-site

dutics, tempoeacly prevent her fom carrying out some of her own domestic tasks, while
Ms. L's workload at home is made even heaviee by the presence of the impending birth.
This occurs despite the fact that she is juggling two pact-time paid jobs. lacoverma talks about

how first-generation ltalian immigrant women “not only endured such hardships but

displayed a remackable capacity to incorporate their new ex as working-class
women into traditionally rooted aotions of familial and mothetly responsibiliy” (1986: 91).
Domenico D’ Alessandro’s 65-year-old protagonist Gemma reflects back on her life as a
newly arnived immigrant to Canada in the short story, Wednesday Moming.
She remembers her first job, starting at 500 p.m. and cnding at 1:00 am. She
had to clean two flooss of medical offices. Hard wotk was not new to hes; what

was unbearable were those winter nights, waiting for the bus to get home (cited
in Minai, 1989: 164).

w g woth the harsh ey of the

scarered i By n Nosth and South A
fracrured Eumi € was ncessary 0 masncain the myth of the urufed fmile
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Similady, sixty-something Mss. V recalled a year eadly in her newly married life, whercin she
juggled one full-time job as 2 spot-remover in a dry cleaning factory with two part-time jobs
cleaning offices: one in a clothing store and the other at a sheet metal manufacturing plaat.
[ remember [ would clean the office on Wednesday night after supper oh, from
8:00 ro maybe 10:00. It wasn't very big so it dida't ke me very long. [In 1959
My husband and [ were living in the basement of my sister-in-law’s house and
we needed the money so we could move out and get our own flat so, on

Saturday, [ had to go clean an office down in Scarborough from 800 in the
moming to 400 in the aftemoon. I did that for about a year.

Unlike D’Alessandro’s character Gemma, who had to rely on the inconveaient public
transport system, fortunately Mrs. V, who lived in the downtown core but needed to travel
to the very eastern end of Toronto’s suburbs, had the benefit of kinfolk to rely on for
transportation.

1 would go with [her brother-in-law] in the car because he was working that way
then. He came and picked me up when I was finished, oh, around 5:00.

ddol an lalian immj cking-class woman in Montreal’s garment distnct
describes het laborious day-to-day routine with stark realism in Marco Micone’s sccond play,
Addolorata (1991: 141).
Come back from the factory, prepare supper, serve it, eat it standing up, do the
dishes, make the sandwiches, sweep the floor, do the laundsy, iron, . - go t bed
at midnight, .. get up at six, prepare breakfast, leave before everyone else, un to
the factory, stay nailed to your sewing machine, get harassed by your boss, get
underpaid, hold your pee, work by the piece, eat at the sewing machine, and start
over again and again.
This scenario is faicly typical of the patterns [ discovered in my research with regard to the

jobs immigrant ltalian women performed, both paid and unpaid, at home and in the
workforce. For example, in addition to the emotional and physical “motherwork” dutics

Mas. H faced as 2 new parent casing for an infant daughter, she was also required 1o fulfill
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the obligations of her part-time job as 2 household cleaner for a large rooming house in the
early-to-mid 1960s. Here is 2 sample of what her work week entailed:

On the Monday, | used to do all the washing, | wash their clothes and then I do
some work in the bedroom, on Monday. When [ went back on Wednesday, I
would iron all those clothes, fold them back in place where they are supposed to
be, and I clean a lttle bit, what do you call it, the living room, or something like
that, you know, downstairs. On Frday, I had to start from the top: change all
those beds, [and] clean all those rooms untl downstairs. Faday was a lot of
work. My God, the work comes on top of my head, you know? Friday was a
black day for me.

‘The only panticipant in this study who ever cared for boacders in her home was Mrs. G.
During the carly 1960s, Mes. G and her husband purchased a house in the St. Clait/ Dufferin
area that intersects one of Toronto’s official Litte Italies just shorty after she gave birth to
her second child. To offset the costs of owning a new home, Mrs. G took in four male
boardess. Her daily working routine consisted of an endless cycle of repetitive “cooking and
cleaning and washing” for six adults and two small children.

It was never finished because [ had [her newbom daughter] then. She was just

bom. She was a very litte baby and there were four lulian boys, plus my

husband, yes. Five with my husband. I had two rooms upstairs, but one it was 2

rented one with the two boys in there and two in the bving room.
Living under very cramped conditions with little ot no privacy (she maintains there was only
one bathroom in the entire house) and with her boarders working odd hours, Mss. G had o
provide for their meals on a rotating shift and cater to the pressing needs of her immediate
family. She described her working day as endless drudgery that left her fecling physically
spent.

Those people, they were eating three times a day. They were always cating. So it

was 1:00, or more, and [ was still up, you know? [ was not back in bed yet. I was

really skinny. I ted to put a skirt on and it was going down o my feet. It was a
hard job, hard work.
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Itis little wonder that Mrs. G eventually opted out of this arrangement and sought paid work
outside the home once she availed herself of the services of a aeighbourhood childcare
provider. In contrast, the Masia character in Caterina Edwards” 1989 ficdonal work Pama
Vera, is a permanent stay-at-home mother who decides not to leave the confines of her
adopted home in Canada. (See Chapter Three for a fuller descaption). As a consequence
Masia never truly learns how to speak English fluendy. This prevents her from assimilating
into the manstream culture. Maria’s world encompasses solely her house, her family and her
boarders. She is able to derive temporarily 2 measure of emotional succor within the circle of
close friendships she cultivates with her boarders, but they 100 will evenrually depart leaving
her devoid of any real sense of lasting happiness. [n Mrs. G's situauon, fact does not
corroborate fiction. Mrs. G eventually learned how to speak English fluendy, which gave her
enough confidence to seek other forms of paid work outside the home. Now reticed, she
told me that one of the reasons she found cafeteria work so personally sasfring, was
because she was able to cnjoy the company of female co-workers. This would not have been
possible if she had continued to care for boarders inside her home.
5.4 Corporeal Problems
Nowhere is the immigrant dream of fare /'Amenica” more fully realized than in the
prospect of home ownership. However, as Perin (1992: 27) notes, “Opportunity is a two-
way street: the immigrant[s| certainly benefited from coming to Canada, but so did those
who exploited [their] cheap labour.” Material comforts are usually hard-won at a great

emotional and sometimes, physical cost. Marisa De Franceschi’s main character, Margaret
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Croff, a middle-aged daughter of immigrant parents now living a comfortable life in North
America, tries to come to terms with her mother’s health problems, brought on by a lifetime
of hard work.

What was it that had consumed my mother to the poit of aear death? Sheer
physical eshaustion from cleaning people’s houses? That was what she used to
do then. She was a ‘cleaning lady.' Because she was a good one, she was very
much in demand and kept constantly busy. Or could it have been an adverse
reaction to the bitter cold of winter> Unaccustomed t such inhumane
temperaturcs, she might have breathed in too much fgid air on her way home,
sweating, no doubr, beneath the clothes from having scrubbed floors and
washed walls all day long (Surface Tension, 1994: 81).

Similady, in Maria Mazziotu Gillan’s?? collection of poems, Where I Come From (1997: 44),
the author writes an impassioned explanation for her mothee’s premature aging brought on,
10 doubr, by the many acduous tasks that filled her working day.

In memory, [ sce you/in the old, brown rocker,/your needle moving
thythmically/in and out of sleeves/of huge anmy coats,/sce you, long after we
are in bed/pulling basting stitches,/till a pile of thread covers your feet,/sce
vour hands scrubbing clothes/on the tin washboard, your face intent/and lined
even at thinty,/remember your ironing our clothes/to crispncss under the
light/of a dim bulb (“Christmas Shopping For My Mother December, 1985").

These passages are illustrative of the very poignant and highly evocatve sentiments of
second-generation children trying to pay homage to their working-class pareats. Sacrifices
for the sake of the children are remembered and the cost of human health and monetary
gains questioned (Pivato, 1991). Mary Melfi’s female protagonist, Nina DiFiore, in her 1991
novel, Infertility Rites, bitterly remarks that, “my parents were too busy moonlighting t©

teach me Optimism” (p.137). The words “scrubbing” and “sweating” convey physical

5 Lirealy, the expression translaes s “To make Amenca” but fguratvehy, i comardes sath the leun wmagrane's desire 10 make
1 success of one’s selfn the land of oppormunuty which s bebeved to be Noah Ameaca

52 Mana Mazzion Gilan s from Parierson, New Jersey and though technicaly, she s not frahun<Zssadan, her poems were &
pesonal favonte of mune



158
activity performed at a fevered pich. The description of “ichumanc temperatures” in De
Franceschi’s novel is symbolic of the less-than-adequate working conditions many [talian
immigrant women encountered on the job site found both in the literature and in my
transcripts. Listen to the words of one of the interviewees in this study:

I was coming home late. | was so tired, you know, and sometimes I had 2
headache. Because it was 2 big place, first thing, and I was not paid very much,

vou know. And then, when you were coming home you were pooped, you
know, ... 50 tired (Mss. G).

Mrs. G may not speak with the eloquence of the two authors cited here, but in no way does
this diminish the matter-of-fact feelings she articulates about her work-day tribulations. The
quotation manages o suggest a sensc of physical pain, “headache” and “pooped”, without
using overdly stylized wording. The fictional passages recollect and ackaowledge the paid-

labour contributions of the previous jons in 3 manner that is seasitive and pays

tribute to them. Fiction supports fact in this instance as Mrs. G provides the reader with 3
first-hand giimpse into the bodily conditions and consequences of physically taxing labour.
5.5 Marital Relationships

Gianna Patsiarca asticulates the “femalc condition” as a newly-arrived immigrant in het
poem, “College Strect, Toronto™ “we leamed the lnguage quickly/to everyone's
surprise/my mother embraced her new life/in long factory lines/while my father continued
his pleasures/in pool halls thick with voices/of other men in exile” (cited in Pivato, 1998:
76). Working-class immigrant [talian wives are pitted against their inseasitive husbands in
Fiorella De Luca Calce’s 1990 novel, Toni. The father character, Vito, is condescending to

his wife Anna, the underlying assumption in his argument being that his physical labouss as a

construction worker ar¢ much more ing than those of his gar orker spouse:
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You're not the one who stands on hor asphal in the sun al day, bent over with a

shovel The stink alone is enough to make any man lose his apperite. You don’t
know how it is to work between two infemos (p.16).

Anna will have none of this. She defends herself against her husband’s accusations by
countering his logic with her own protestations, “You think I like being chained to a sewing
machine? [ can't even go to the bathroom without the boss breathing down my aeck” (p.16).

These fictional scenes are similar to the situations some of my participants encountered.
Mes. J's husband was the only spouse present during the thirteen interviews [ conducted. His
statements about his wife’s financial contribution to the family’s upkeep was telling: “1
always had a job that | could support my family alonc. . . Her help was always welcome but it
was not necessary [for her] to work.” Mr. J’s opinions micror those of the fictitious husband
Vito in De Luca Calce’s work. Mes. Js paid-labour efforts ace uadervalued by her husband
because they assume a secondary role in comparison to the spouse’s prmary role as the
family breadwinaer. Mr. ] relegated his wife 0 a ‘helpmate’ role rather than acknowledging
her as a fully fledged worker whose achievements are given equal merit One explanation for
this is the centaal role that the ltalian male plays within the family as the top wage camer. As
long as M. ] does aot view his wife’s wage earning power as a threat, his rank within the
social hierarchy of the family is maintained, and his pride escapes emasculation.

Parent/Child

It has been said that the oppression of immigrant ltalian women was often perperuated

by the women th 2\ Most fi i immy Iralian women in Canada
continued to dictate to their native-bom daughters the same patsiarchal cultural rules and

codes passed down to them by their mothers while, at the same time, they desired a better
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life for their daughters filled with opportunities they never had (Donati Gunn, 1990). These
desires can include a good cducation (the value of which is paramount), a successful career,
health, marital happiness, subsequent family stability, and a certain level of financial and
material wealth. However, on Canadian shores, the immigrants of my mother’s generation
were confronted with glaring differences between their cultural values and those of the
younger gencration once their childeen left the relative stability of the family hearth and
entered the public school system. These intergencrational struggles manifest themselves in
the fictional literaruce repeatedly as | have shown in Chapter Three.

On the onc hand, the women of my study were affected by the cgalitanan spisit that
pervades our North American socicty and desired for their children (both sons and
daughters) the ability to be as self-determined as possible, while paradoxically, reinforcing

conservative Old World values ing the i of marniage and

Although there was some cmphasis placed on the manner in which their paid work
pecformed outside the home could be used to attain a measure of personal freedom and

none of the expressed ambi about the supposed ‘natural’

role or position within the family they played: the women maintained their primary function
was as wives and mothers and, ancillary to this, they functioned as paid workers in the public
cealm.

Quebec’s premicr playwright Marco Micone is one of the few people from my gencration
who writes specifically about the plight of working-class ltalian immigrants new to the

Quebec labour force. The mother figure Aana, in Micone’s 1982 play Voiceless People,



161
(Gens du Silence) tries to explain to her second-generation Italian-Canadian Quebecois
children that she kept her low paying, low-status factory job as a piece-work sewer because,

Like everyone else . . . what I care about is what I did. In all my life . .. I've
n:\‘erhadlh:po\o(uﬂcmnmgmyduldmzﬁusdmolmmamlwsa
prisoner in the factory with forty other mothers like me. At lunch, we fought
over the phone telling our kids who came home from school what to eat, and
especially to remind them that we were preparing their futuce on our sewing
machines (p. 82).

Although his female chacacters work in the garment sector of urban Montreal, their

ditions and subseq ploi ace not 1

responses to theic job
incongruous with the feclings acticulated by most of my participants: “I wanted the best for
them, like every mother. This is why | worked 5o hard because I wanted to give them what |
dida't have. Like [ said, | came from a very poor family” (Mss. B). Upon reflection, Mes. K
can say with considerable pridc:-

1 didn't want my children to live the kind of lfe [ had. [ wanted better for them,

10 g0 to school and university. My lifc was hard ar imes, but with hard work and

saving our money, my husband and I can say we ase content and that we did
well for our kids.

The fragile relationship between working mother and daughter is expressed in Gianna
Patriarca’s haunting, “A Mother Poem,” in her 1997 collection of poems entitled, Daughters
Eor Sale:

mamma took 2 job at the local hospital/long hours, midnight shifts,
Sundays/she held the hands of dying old/and wiped the blood of
mothers/she boiled the instruments and leamed/to give advice/and every other

aficmoon she biked/for miles from town to town/injecting needles in
contadini®

 lalan for “peasant” womun wodker



mamma fed me ricona™ and maritozzi**/and in between kisses I could hear/her
heart snap like a dry crust of bread/1 could feel her body shake cach time/she
put her arms around me/and whispered good-bye/my screams didn’t convince
her to tum back/I watched her walk away toward the hospital/her sky blue
sweater on her shoulders/her tight cuds stff as her footsteps/mamma never
tumed around/ (p-66-7).

Mss. Us children have not honoured her with such poetic commemoration. Indeed, her

statements suggest a lack of appreciation from her children for all that she has done for

them. She maintained that she persevered through difficult times in her working career to

secure 2 boghter future for her three sons than she herself enjoved. What she waats, n

return, is emotional acknowledgment that her sacrifices were not made in vain: “To listen,

tespect. To understand we [their paceats} come work hard for the boss. Because they do not

understand, especially the first one. | am not working for myself. Work for my son|s].”

The mother figure in Mary Melfi’s novel, Infemli Rites, (1991: 29-42) scorns her

graduate daughter’s decision to study Acts in university, believing that a “practical” education

in Law or Business would better suit her daughter’s needs and fulfill her mother’s dreams for

her.

Mother gave up on me when [ refused to become a success story Italian style:
through maniage, . . or beter stil, through education. . . When | decided to go
into the ans she called me sipids Even with my limited use of her maternal
tongue | got the gist of her message. My bi-weekly checks are worth less than
hers (as a full-time sewing machine operator, unionized) and she ncver lets me
forget it. . . [ cannot call my. . . mother up (she is at work contsbuting to a
pension fund, like [ should be).

In this instance, the Canadian-bom daughter’s work is devalued, despite the fact that she has

an expensive post-secondary education. Nina DiFiore’s [talian-immigrant mother measures

£ A delaous curd-ke cheese, creame and very soft
% A sweet berad bun shaped oblong or round
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success in the new world mostly in terms of financial gain: a course of action that veers her
child off this path is looked upon as a lofty and therefore, useless endeavour. The Mother's
attitude seems unusual, especially when one considers the opmions my respondents
expressed in this study.

We did not have much to say, you know, oh, | would like her to be a lawyer, or
her 10 be a doctor, or this thing, | was not thinking very much ahead because at
that time, like, | had three kids to bring up and a mortgage to pay and all the
expenses. 1 always told them, okay, if you want to go to school, I can help you
out as much as [ can. My two oldest ones, they never went to college. They just
finished grade thirteen. Actually, [the cldest daughter] never finished thirtecn
because dunng March break, she found herself a job and she has been doing
that since (Mss. I).

“The first one go three years in the college. The second onc, did not want (o go,
but at least he is working. He is a mechanic. And the other one, this year he is
finished grade thirteen but [ do not think he is going to o to university because
he is  litle bit slow. [ want him to go so he can go work (Mrs. U).

I always told them to go to school and leam 2 trade. To go to school as far as
possible. We never forced our kids. The older kid, we never had any problem
because he said, actually, [ told him, I said, You have got to find yourself a job
now:” The younger one, he was cighteen. He said, T do not like 1o sit behind 2
desk. [ will do something else.” ‘It is your choice’, I sad. Do what ever you
want” [ want him to leam a trade. He went to Grade Thirteen. Then he says, T
want to be a mechanic, to go to the United States.’ [ said, ‘you go there and be a
mechanic’ and he is. You know, that is the way they choose (Mrs. J).

All of the women I intervi the img of attaining any formal
cducation. They saw education as a means to knock down barriers and gain cqual access in
the highly competitive job market. Whether cach panticipant’s child acquired no more than
the equivalent of 3 Grade Thinteen education (Ontrio Standards) or a Trade School
Diploma was immaterial, nor was any distinction made over the relative merits of a Business

or Science degree, as opposed 10 a Liberal Ans degree. All of interviewees intinsically
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equated their children’s employment and subsequent financial successes with the fact that
they had obtained more education than their parents had.

5.6 The Stigma Associated with Domestic Work

The reader discovered in the “Results and Analysis” section of Chapter Four, that many
(but not all) of the participants in this study indicated that they were immune (o the low-
status sugma often conferred on the occupation of domestic service. It is interesting to note
that the few passages of literature I found that broached this subject marter tend to conflict
with my rescarch findings; however, if we examine both sources (fact and fiction) more
closely, we will find that the statements the women of my wterviews made offer a acher,
more complex assessment of the problem than is found in the fiction.

Work that involves cleaning up after other people is regarded as a source of shame by the
father of the child narrator in Liliane Welch’s short story, “A Sensc of Voice” (Pillars of

Lace, 1998: 88). The Father character likens the sin of immorality to people who do

domestic) work. He admonishes his willful daughter with a stem waming

believing that she will be fi into compliance by his p

My father pontificated, “If you doa’t obey the priest and memorize the
Catechism you'll become 2 cleaning woman in the hospital emptying bedpans,
otia the mines scrubbing toilets.”

It s interesting to note that the daughter does not share his view:
‘That didn’t scare me because I had befriended old Reuter, a miner whose hand [

used to hold when, as a small child, I walked him from work, and [ liked a
charwoman who lived down the street (p.88).

In the novel, The Lion’s Mouth (1982), Bianca Bolato’s Venetian middle-class immigrant

mother internalizes the stigma of being a worker in the lower echelons of the service sector:



Mama soon found staying home in the latest bare house in the latest bace suburb
intolerable. . . She began working as a waitress several evenings a week. She did
not tell he relatives back in Italy] or Aunt Elsa. Perhaps she was a bit ashamed.
She was the educated one, and now she was reduced to this (p.110).

And Marco Micone’s immigrant Italian labourer Addolorata regards her job as a garment
worker in Montreal’s needle trades as “dirty work” She blames her husband for hee lot in
life because her family economic circumstances forced het to take a sewing job with longer
hours and better pay, as opposed to taking a position the protagonist found personally more
satisfying.

You arc the one who made me tke that job. Nobody elsc. If I had continued
working part-tme at The Bay, in time | would have been working a full week. I'd
be a saleslady. Behind a clean counter, with clean people. | would wear clean
underwear (Addolorata: 1991: 122).

In the examples above, the onc fictional female character who was immune t any negative

ding domestic/household work was a small child wha had yet to join

the mnks of the workforce and subscqueady, her opinion could in no way have been
founded on real life expericnce. The adult members of these storics know all too well the
daily realities of working in a ghettoized job firsthand.

One of the questions I asked cach woman in my study to answer at the end of our
interview session, was whether or not they would object to their children working in the
same occupations as their mothers. This particular question opencd up an area for
discussion. Some of the participants were strongly opposed (0 the very idea that their native-

bom and Canadian educated children should follow in the steps of their mothers.



I would not want my daughters to work as 2 domestic. They were going to
school. They had a good education and they have 2 good job. [Her first-bom
dmghrn‘),slumedrowmkazmyilh at Gy Hall and sometimes, she
was the interpreter 100, you know. Wm‘mmstn
helping, like a senvant. You are serving people. . . instead, when you are doing
work in an office, you are an office gid You have 2 bit more high level of job
(M. G).

No way [ want her to be domestic. [ want to ty the best for study after four
vears in Canada unwversity. No, no, no, n0, [ wanted that she studied, tried the
best. Always try the best (Mas. D).

No because why should they do what I do. I do it because [ know I have to do
it. This is how it has changed. It is not like before any more because the kids
now, they like to go to school. They have got to do something, something more
better. If you do not want to go to school, then you do housekeeping. Because
vou do not have any school, you do not know too much. I have grade five. . .
vou cannot do anything. That is it, you have to get a degree. Like my son, he go
to the college 1o go and be a policeman (Mss. U).

Well, [ do not suggest that is o do for young people. | came here in Canada
twenry years old. | could not go to school. Without education, you cannot find
anything better. S0 you have to do whatever you find. But for our children, they
are bom here. They have opportunity to go to school. To have an education. To
have 2 good job. When you find a good job, you stay for that kind of job. It is
better to go to that job. First of all, you make more money. You never worked
50 hard. You do not have to carry 2 machine but mosty with the mind. I figure
this way. | mean, you have an education. I do not think it is so hard like us
working the houscheeping, | think it s a lot lighter (Mas. H).

If they wanted 10 take care of children, | would say yes, but house clcaning, T
would say 10 to them because here, they have more school and they can do

ing better. No mother would like her daughter to not do better than her.
1 dida’t have much choices in my life. My daughters had more choices (Mss. B).

A few of the interviewees were more ambivalent about their position on the subject.

Pd say okay if she wanted to work as a domestic. [¢s a job like anything clse. For
me, when you like what you do for a living, i a good job (Mss. Q).

If they wanted to do domestic work, I'd let them. [t would be up to them for
them to be happy (Mss. P).
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1 do not know what I would say, but I would say look, i this is what you want to
do, it is fine. There is nothing wrong with it as long as you cam honcst money,
10 marter how you do it. That is all. I could not say, you kaow, I would ot let
you do house cleaning I would not be ashamed of you for that. [ would not say,
vou are crazy for doing that. If this is what you want to do. . . if this is what you
fike to do, itis finc with me (Mss. I).

Sarlo-Hayes (1997:47), in her exploration on the social and cultural changes affecting the
Italian mother-child celationship in Canada, poses this question, “Is it conceivable that
immigrant mothers’ internalized feclings of negative self image were somehow
communicated o their daughters? It does not scem unthinkable.” She is making specific
reference to how second-generation writers incorporate their mother's feelings of
inadequacy in their writing, [ler point is valid but [ hasten to add that, once again, we
interpret the experiences of our fore-mothers in print through the words of the second
generation. There is a correlation between how cach woman of this study was affected
psychologically by the stigma of working in the domesic trades and how much satsfaction
they derived from theic jobs. Those women least affected continuc o work in the
occupation on some level either in a full-time (ot at the very least) part-time capacity.

Unlike the immigrant workers in the fiction, none of the women in this study equated
what they did for a living with a lack of moral or personal character. whether or not they
objected (o their children working as domestics. The fact that most of the women desired
for their second-generation children a better life than the one their mothers had is neither
culturally nor socio-economically specific. Is it such a gross over simplification to state that
all pacents want this for their children, regacdless of who they are? Granted, the opinions
held by some of the participaats indicate that on some level, they live out the great North

American dream of prosperity and happiness vicasiously through their childeen, but I do not
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believe the made by the i are an that their own bves are

incomplete and devoid of personal or professional sausfaction. First-person accounts of
how immigrant women felt about their working kves suggest a more complicated picture
thaa that found in the fiction.
5.7 Pltalia Bella No More
Italian-Canadian writing has one major metaphor, that of the journey. The immigrant
journey is a metaphor for the joumey of life. In this sense, Italian-Canadian writing belongs
to the oldest literary traditions in the world: The Bible's Exodus, Homer’s The Odyssey, and
Dante’s La Divine Comedia (Pivato, 1990). Since immugrants have traveled from one place
to another, their wating contains and expresses a sense of movement {Verdicchio, 1990). An
example of this theme is presented in Gianna Patrarca’s poem, “Retuming” llere, the
image of the ocean crossing is stack and is suggestive of motion or sea sickness conveyed by
the double meaning of the word “vomit™- both passenger and ship are thrust upon
Canadian shores in 2 forceable manner:
In the sixties we came in swarms/like summer bees/smelling of something
strange/wearing the last moist kiss/of our own sky./We came with heavy
trunks/empty pockets/and a dream.
I was one of them/tucked away below the sea line/on the borom floor of a
ship/that swelled and ached/for thirteen days/our bellies empted mto the
Adantic/untl the ship finally vomited/on the shores of Halifax/ there, where the
arms and legs/of my doll fell apart into the sea/ finding their way back over the
waves./My mother’s young heart wrapped around me/my sister crying for bread
and mortadella®./We held on/two more nights on a suff, cold train/headed for

Toronto/where the open arms of a half forgotten man/waited (Pillars of Lace
1998: 206-7).
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Tales of difficult sea joumeys are abundant in my transcribed interviews. Very few of the
women in this study could afford the luxury and expense of air travel except for Mss. P, Mss.

Z, and Mss. U. The wip from Italy to Canada took roughly two weeks by boat, according to

the parti where upon each immy i in Halifax, Nova Scoua and then
transferred by train to their final destination. Many Italian emigrant women tcaveled without
their spouses, not knowing how to speak any Eaglish. These women, aside from dealing
with their own feelings of nausea, were responsible for the safety of the children who
accompanied them. Mrs. G describes a fairly typical travel scene.

Both of us came by boat at that time, you know. It took about nine days, I think,

and they put you in a cage. All those cages. Everybody must have felt like
animals in those cages there, you know. And then they put you on a train.

The metaphor of the journcy is also linked with the image of death, death that is
associated with sacoficing onc lifestyle in Iualy for another in Canada. The clegiac mode of
writing so commonly found in ltalian-Canadian literature conveys a sense of loss and
mourming: this style focuses on a nostalgic yeaming for the wodd left behind in Iraly
(Hutcheon, 1990). In contrast to the stereotyped image of the happy mamma making
spagherti sauce, there is, instead, a profound sense of the death expedence in [talian-
Canadian literature (Amprimoz and Viselli, 1991). It is so pervasive that Pivato (1982: 131)
points out,

At times [Italian-Canadian writings| scem to be addressed as much to the dead as
o the living, From descriptions of funeral rites to symbolic and cultural death,
[talian-Canadian writers demonstrate they understand the sense of loss tha
comes from cultural and familial dislocation brought on by immigration: first-
generation parents die in a land far from their natve birth, and family and
fiends left behind in the old wordd die never to set eyes upon their loved ones
again.
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Aa example of this is evident ia Isabella Colalillo-Katz’s six-part poem, “The Sound of a

Distant Wailing” It was too long to recreate for my purposes, but I have included a few
salient picces that express her lament:

The quiet shuffle of bedrooms slippers/ trembles/against the crackling sound/of
2 rogue wind,/fingering saff black clothes./Again the image unfolds/in a flmy
ghaze/over the soundless landscape./Two crows observe the movement/as the
one legged woman/who was our aunt and mother,/grandmother, sister and
friend /is laid to final cest/in the curve of this wild green land/she never really
knew-/Alive only/in our memories/and fading photographs (Pillars of Lace,
1998: 150).

And in a homage she wrote and dedicated to her mother, the poet remembers the vestiges of
an ancesteal world :

She wites /in the old dialect,/stinging words/like rare jade/on a strong white
theead./Her memories a relicfy/a fresh breath/shaping the theme of her
pocm:/her lost youth/her violent cemoval from the womby/of hee mountain
after the war/the loss of her people/their shared language/and lost dreams (“My
Mother's Poem” in Pillars of Lace, 1998: 152).

Many of the immigrant women in this study were enthusiastic about the prospect of starting
life anew in a country they believed would afford them a better life than the one they were
accustomed to in ltaly, but some also preseated narmatives of painful familial separations
marked by the pheaomenon of immigration simila to the ones found in the fiction.

Itis sad when you left that whole country, to leave the people where you have
vour relations because here for us, you do not have anybody and then we meet
sometimes, ot they miss you. | had my family there. [ called every two weeks.
When they are sick, cven once a week, because we would think about them and
they would call because we are suffecing so much about the famlies (Mrs. D).

My aunt, she had a broken heart when we came here you know, but what ace
vou going to do? (Mss. G).

Whea I told my family [ am going to Canada and join my husband. . . oh, it was
bad with the uncle. My mother, I cried for my mom (Mss. ).
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My father, always he wanted to come o visit me [in Canadal. He used to say to

me, ‘okay, mavbe aext year [ will come. Maybe next year.” So, all this time, he
had an accident with a motor bike and then he died (Mrs. H).

Given the similac themes found in both the women’s stories and the fiction, it is not
surprising to find that in both [talian-Canadian literature and Italian social history, the theme
of cxile has been very prominent. From Roman times lalians have always been leaving
home, trying to return, o, like Vergil's Aeneas, trying to find a new home both figuratively
and literally. [talian-Canadian writers are continuing in this tradition of ex:ploning the state of
exile. Repeatedly, we find similar sentiments in the literary works: separation from family and
fricnds; guilt or regret at leaving home; noswlgia for an idealized past; inability to
communicate because of language problems: and loss of identity. The sease of homelessacss
is not cestrcted to first-gencration immigrant parents. It is also expericnced by their native-
born children, who must deal with the duality of their life experience in an Italian home
while trving to function in an English society (Pivato, 1985). Mrs. G describes how difficule
it was for her and her children during those first years spent in Canada as they desperately
tred to resertle and adjust to their new life.

I was lonesome for my kin, you know, for everybody when we came. When you
immigrate first, vou do not know the language and you do not know how to get
people 1o [understand] and [her Italian-bom infant daugher] could not stay up

all night with somebody else because she was crving. She did not understand the
people, what they are saying and the people, they did not understand her.

All of the interviewees [ questioned indicated that they had gone through a period of

that was di g and ing inically, especially when language barriers
impeded this process. Yet in spite of their feclings of exile and alienation in Canadian

society, the immugrant Italian women of this study knew, at least on some level, that they had

t0 adapt to theic new lfe lest they forever remain suspended in 2 state of limbo pining away
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for a2 country they might never reside in again. The perspective of the powerless, displaced
and marginalized immigrant, who did not make the transition from Italy to Canada well, is
evident in the works of Rosanna Battigelli. Second-genecation Angie is always at odds with
her mother, who floats between two worlds aever fully coming to terms with either one.
‘The Italy of her youth is a place forever frozen in time, in her memony:

Stubbom woman, Angie thought Stubbom, stubbom woman. And narrow-
minded. Stuck in the old ways. She may have adopted 2 new country forty years
eadlier, but she had chosen to remain in the old country emotionally. Sure, she
adapted somewhat, leaming the language by watching television and enjoying
the i she had never expen d in post Wodd War II Italy, but her
heart had remained in the old country, /Ttabia belis, and 50 she had conunued the
eraditions and expected her children to keep them alive as well (The Anthology
of Iralian-Canadian Literature, 1998: 171).

Character sketches of first-gencaation Italian immigrants like this one in Batgellis work

abound in many of the literary soucces I reviewed for this thesis. The women interviewed for
this study were toughened by the trials and tribulations they encountered in this country and
displayed a remarkable ability to acculturate without losing their Iralian sense of sclf. I asked
many of the women [ interviewed whether or not they had ever considered leaving Canada
for good to rerum to their native land. Most of participants had resigned themselves a long
time ago to sertling in Canada permanently.

No. Because now, mosty the time of my life, I stay here in Canada. Sce, I came

here at twenty years old and now [ am fiffy-six so that is  long time. Now I am
used o staying here, you know (Mss. H).

The acquisition of a family home and the arrival of children were doubly significant and
provided an even stronger rtionale for remaining permanently in this country.
The beginaing was rough. | cried so many times. If [ had the money there, [ was

going back right away but then vou know, the kids growing up and then they go
to school. They get sttled here and then forget it (Mss. G).
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No, how can you? You sce, we had broken up our family by coming over here,
do I have to do that again? Break up the next family again that I had to leave?
We go back for a visit (Mrs. ).

These revelations suggest that the impetus which compelled many of the immigrants to
venture far from the old country—the need to secure a better livelihood for their families—
was still paramount. Once the immediate or auclear family had been established, ties to
kinfolk in the old country were harder to maintain over the passing of time:

No. I know nothing there. I go three times in Ialy for a visit, but my pareats are
no more there. So, | go there and there is nothing I work here thisty years,
more, so at least I have a house (Mss. L).

These discoverics were not suprising in of themselves, but what [ did find astonishing was
how some of the immigrants were vehemently opposed to the notion of re-immigrating to
Italy. Included below are some of their comments:

No. [ would never go back there to live. It is good for a holiday but if you go in
the Winter in lealy, it is cold. The house is so cold inside, you do not feel
comfortable. Even with my sister and brother, I do not feel comfortble any
more. My husband, he wants to leave [Canada] for a break. I said, do you want
to go, you go, not me. [ will stay here. [ am working every day. There, [ do not
care. | want to stay here because I am happy even though [ am working too hard
Mrs. Z).

In the beginning, I went back there but not any more because in here it is
different, the story over here. [ ike it here. I like it In the beginning, I cried fora
lirde bit, but after [ married, [ did not have anything. My husband never liked
Iraly. His mother, she died last year. He went three, four times to see his mother
before she died. No, he never liked Italy. He said to my mother-in-law, ‘in case [
die here in Italy, send me back to Canada’ (Mss. U).

The immigrant women of this thesis had internalized the view that their place is here, in
Canada, alongside their familics. They no longer belong in the ltaly of their youth because
too much time has elapsed, nor ace most of them obsessed with the desire o retum to luly,

save for the occasional visit. Canada is equated with “home” as Italy now comes 1o tepresent
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the land of exile (Pivaro: 1991). The participants’ lives are firmly established within Canadian
shores and they know the post-war Italy they left behind is vastly different in character from
the one they confront every ume they go for a holiday. Perhaps Gianna Partriarca caprures
this fecling best when she states: “we don't discuss the distance anymore/retumning is
now/the other dream/not American at all/not Canadian or Italian/it has lost its nationality”
(“Retuming,” in Pillars of Lace, 1998: 206-7).

3. 8 SUMMARY

A review of some themes in ltalian-Canadian fiction and in my participants’ accounts of
their expeniences, reveals that there are some commonalties between the two sources. In the
instance of family dislocation brought on by the act of cmigration, the literatuce corroborates
my interviewees’ experiences. Fictional accounts of De Franceschi’s nameless Grandmother
character in her short story, “Peonies Trying to Survive” (cited in Minai, 1989), are backed

by the childhood experiences of Mrs. Q.

Regarding [talian immi, women's ion of both paid and unpaid
labour to their families’ well being, the fiction supports my participants’ expediences. Both
sources detail the seemingly unending cycle of domestic duties post-war immigrant Italian
women faced every day once they got home from work. The male nasrator in D’Alfonso’s
novel Fabrizio’s Passion (1995) reveals that it is oaly the womea in his family who prepaze
the daily meals. This assertion is upheld by the testimony of many of the participaats in this
study who maintained that they alone were responsible for the daily upkeep of their
houscholds. Whea looking at the details surrounding the work-related tasks immigrant

Italian women performed on the job, the fiction follows the parncipants’ narratves with
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striking accuracy. In the exploration of corporeal problems, the physical consequences of a
lifetime of having to pecform arduous work ace revealed in the personal testimonies of my
respondents. In this instance, the images emerging from the fiction do not contradict the
experiences of the women in this study.

In the areas of masital and parent/child interpersonal relationships, the fictional accounts
of lralian Canadian women are also not fundamentally different from my participants’
accounts. The importance of marriage and motherhood for the first-generation women of
this study cannot be underestimated. It is also a major theme in Italian-Canadian fiction. The
fiction acknowledges the personal sacrifices that Italian immigrant mothers made to secure
their children’s futures. The fiction also supports the participants’ assertion that the sacrifices
they made were rooted in a family-based ideology of motherhood (Brodkin Sacks, 1989).
That is, the women of this study legitimized their sacrifices because they are mothers who

believe they are ible for mai their families’ However, in making

comparisons between the fictional accounts of ltalian immigrant women’s lives and the

of my a noticeable div can be scen with regard (o the stigma

associated with domestic service. The fiction fails to recognize that Italian immigrant women

workers' family-dedived values about d (and marriage) can be used to offset
socier’s denigration of domestic service. I believe this explains why Iralian immigrant
\women are constructed as workers who have no sense of agency in the fiction. My data has

uncovered how the women of this study used these family-based values to legitimize their

positive evaluations of their own skill and worth as paid workers (Brodkin Sacks, 1989).
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Conversely, my participants’ narcatives challenge fiction writess' assumption that ltalian
immigrant women have no sense of agency.

In sum, the personal narrative and ficton are genres that can relate ordinary experiences

to the lacger societal forces, but there are limits to the extent to which literature can be used

0 tecreate immigrant Iralian women’s lives (Sarlo-Hayes, 1997). All the pacticipants of my
study were literate, but they never wrote or published what is commonly referred to as
lirerarure. The interviewees were too busy tning to cke out a living dunng those difficult first
rears of resettlement in Canada. Not oaly did they not have access to publishers, they did
not have the tme and | would venture to guess, the energy to write at the end of a long,
working-day. Those first-generation pioncers who did manage to publish their works in
Canada may have voiced working-class sendments, but they o, were privy to a good
education of some sort and led a very different lifestyle from the women of my interviews.>”
These findings then, prompt the question, what audience were the literary works intended

for? To the best of my dge, the women of my interviews aever read any of the works

cited in this thesis. My mother, for example, reads popular romance novels originally
published in English, then transhated into ltalian, that I take out for her from the public
library. As a child the only material I ever saw her read were the black and white “Fumers”
magazine serials imported from ltaly. ™ Given the fact that most ltalian-Canadian litecarure is

published predominantly for cither a French or English-speaking public. one must read

¥ The one excepnon from the early 1930s penod of laakan Canadian krecary creanon s Gann Grohovaz who came o Canada as
2 dsplaced pesson nd wodked = Northem Ontano s 2 ailway Lbourer. He wrot of his expeaences o  autobogapheal
e, Stadi Bancs, shach was publshed posthumousts i 1989 Trvaro, 1998)

*Ths  dhe akan sesson of an adul cartoon magazmne. Thes photoromance sceals depet soap opess stoy s m pr. Exchy
The vedb “fumase” = lakan means, “10 smoke™ and ths s the

source of thew classificanon.
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these works with a critical eye and remember that the second-generation of authors are
giving voice to a generation of post-war immigrant women who had neither the means, nor
the opportunity to write for themselves.

This is aot to suggest that sociological or historical studies tell complete “truths” as well,
for that is a relative term. It would be naive of me to think that the participants in this study
fully disclosed to me all the less-than-satisfactory aspects of their current lives. However, as a
research tool, their revelations offer to us a valuable and very much needed source of
cultural history.

In her book,

Women in Canada (1997), Del Negro states that under the banner of male bias in academic
discourse, a large part of women’s culture which is composed of pecsonal narratives has
been overlooked, trvialized and marginalized because it falls outside of the public realm. She
maintains that the way in which people (specifically, immigrant women) craft tales of their
past to create meaning in the present is filtered through the lenses of gender, cthnicity, social
class and situational context. Since formal education has lacgely been absent from the past
experiences of the women in this study, life story and anecdotal evidence ae narural vehicles
for their expeession and, as Del Negro states, “face] also used as a coping mechanism
through which narrators achieve greater insight into their lives” (p.21). Consequendy. a life

story s a blending of fact and fiction, and possibly the most obvious way to mesh the two.

Personal Observations

I entered into the process of writing this thesis with some trepidation because [ shared

with the author Pivato (1985-1988: 29) the notion that, “My Italian background,. . . is at
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times a handicap.” 3 | wondered whether or not my research would be tamted by my own
biases because I had so many preconceived notions about the culture [ had inhented from
my mother. 1 believe I looked at ltalian culture in two diamerrically opposed ways: on the
one hand, I liked Imlian high culture for its literature, art, and music, while on the other
hand, I disliked Italian cultuce for its aspects | saw as being restricuve for women (Zucchi.
1988). 1 was not entircly comforuble with the emphasis Italian culture places on
motherhood and marriage, ties to the family, and religion. This study has fulfiled its mission
in that it has given me a forum to question, challenge, and negotiate the significance of my
culture with respect to how it affects my research.

The writer Gina Valle (1998: 8) opines that cultural heritage is manifested through such
things as language, food, stonytelling, music. and religion. Though one can argue that
“culture” itself is an ambiguous term, perhaps Valle is correct in her assertion. As [ struggle
with the duality of being a second-generation Canadian fermunist of Italian descent, the one
element that does give me some sease of affinity with my community and my culture s
language. Despite the fact that modem Italy is a land of over three dozen major dialects and
numerous minor ones (Longgio, 1996: 92), there is a commonality in Standard Italian that
allows us the ability to communicate with one another. What I gain from choosing o live
amongst those who originate from my mother’s country is the ability to speak a language

that I truly enjoy conversing in. [ find 1 miss the opportunity to speak Italian when [ am

 Praro (1994 51) explams: “Tn the United Sres, [ cansot help but see the preoccupason with the hrphenanon of ltabuns 45 part
of the ana-defamanon movement. lalan-Ameocan hstar, msth, womg and anema are domunared by the Sgure of the
angstee, so much 5o that m the US. the fean [uufar s almost smonymous with Maina, The epitome of ths s Maso Puzo's Tre
Gadizhr, borh novel and flm. . In Canada se have 10 verion of Puzo's Gdizne, noc an equralent hscory of gozing the
gangstee. Although there & some Ameocan ifhuence 0 the emage of lakans m Canada there | 70 automanc asocuoon sh
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away from my family, friends and neighbouss, and this is something [ would have never have

had [ not this study. In [ see now that my cultural biases

were my greatest academic tool for they constanty forced me to reevaluate the strengths and
weaknesses of my assumptions and in doing 5o, rather than tainting the research process, [
was kept more self-aware and honest throughout the entire study.

The discovery of one anicle written by researcher Franca lacovetta on the Domestic
Scheme of 1951-1952 to import Italian immigrant women to Canada as domestic workers
engendered in me a desire to delve further into the social and historical literature on post-
war Ilian women of my mothers generation. Informed by my own personal job
expericnces, | wanted to research a group of first-generation Italian immigrant women who
had pecformed some type of paid work outside the home as houschold cleaness to discover
more about their paid work activities, both in Italy and in Canada. My research objectives
were to discover how post-war immigrant [talian domestic workers made meaning out of
their lives and achieved a sease of personal satisfaction given the physically arduous, diny,
low paying and sometimes degrading nature of the job. Although many of the women

d similar ifficulties in this country with respect to language, family

dislocation, feelings of alienation and unfamilianty with Canadian society, as well as bealth
and marital problems, and the stresses resulting from having to juggle paid work with
“motherwork”, what I found was that all of the participants in this study constructed their
nArratives as success Storics.

My own personal enjoyment of fiction formed the basis for the literary dimeasion in this

study. [ wanted to know more about the lives of immigrant Italian women. In parsiculac, |
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was interested in the stones being written about women workers. This desire culminated in
the discovery of many sources of ltalian-Canadian literature: [ did not know that such a
canon even existed. Although my search proved fruitful, | quickiy discovered that there was
alack of positive descriptions of immigrant Italian women workers in the fiction. Wanting to
g0 beyond images and stories of passive, ignornt, mute and destitute immigrant women
acted as a caralyst to explore fucther what the literature was really saying. The research
objective, then, was to examune the social construction of these women in order to better
determine how the literature perpetuates and challenges stercotypes. By analyzing and
comparing the factual and fictional experiences of post-war Italian immigrant women, I was
able to explore where the factual storics culled from my interview data diverged from and
converged with the represcatations in the fiction [ feel that the flesh and blood people of my
namatives are infinitely more interesting than fictional character types. [talian-Canadian
literary works that represent solely the uglier and negative side of immigrant ltalian women
workess” lives belie the success storics T uncovered in my transcripts and possibly in the
coundess other storics of first-generation women of my mothers age waiting to be
discovered. The post-war ltalian immigrant women of this study cardied with them o these
shores a pacucular dream which they proceeded to obtain within the confines of the North
American society. In this process, as in others, the immigrant was a protagonist even if she
could not foresee the shape or direction their lives would eventually take (Perin and Sturino,
1992).

I started to research and write this thesis to leam about the labour experiences of a group

of Iralian immigrant women from my mother’s generation for professional reasons, but |
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was also motvated by personal interests to leam more about the fictonal works of several
Italian-Canadian writess. ln the process, I leamed a few things about mysclf. My mother
supported my involvement in this project and my decsion to pursue post-secondary
tesearch in the field of Women's Studies. As she once angrily told me, “I feel cheated I
didn’t get the chance to have an education.” Though I sense at times that she is embarrassed
about her inability to speak English fluently, what Mother fails to fully realize is that without
her unfaling support as a colleague, mentor and friend, coupled with her commitment to
this project, this study would have evolved into a completely different type of thesis. If the
Italian immigrant women of my mother’s generation have been absent in the academic and
fictional litcrature of the past, then it is high time for my gencration to bring their stories to
the foreground not by excluding their first-hand accounts, or by revamping their narcatives
in a way that distorts reality, but by really Listening and working cooperatively with them,
pechaps in a joint process akin to this one.

The Kitchen Table Talks—Last Thoughts

As 2 final tmbute to the women who made this study possible, I leave a few lines from the
poetic works of two of my favousite ltalian-North-American female waters. These poems
are evocative of the respect | have for all working women, especially those who continue to
selflessly make personal sacrifices for the health and welfare of thewr families. The first
offering explores best the complex nature berween many mothers and their daughters. It
cernainly produced a shock of recognition in me when [ fisst read it. The second poem, |

believe, expresses a desie all adult daughters like myself have for their aging mothers—the
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jor of serenity, of a life that lives out its final years in peace and happiness free from all the
worries that plagued our mothers when they were younger women.

“Connections” from Maria Mazziots Gillans Where 1 Come From (1997) Guemica:

Toroato.

Some days, when the wodd/seems to be chasing me/with an axe and 'm
daving along/on the way home from work,/or to the post office or some
other/ordinary place,  find myself/ pulling into my mother’s driveway/almost as
though the car/decided, incredibly, to drve/toward there instead of heading/ for
home where the clothes wait/to be washed and the dinner cooked/and my
poems wait to be placed/in clean white envelopes/and seat out to
cditors./Anyway, there | am, without/intending o be, knocking/on my
mother's door and/she s there. She welcomes me,/smiling and criticizing,/glad
to see me/even though she tells me/my hair does not look rght/and why don’t
1 wear some make up/and if she doesn’t tell me,/ who will? She cleans off/the
already clean white table/in the basement kitchen/where she does all her
cooking/ (the first floor kitchen/is never used, and looks/showroom new) and
takes out a cup/and pours me an espresso/without even asking and looks/in the
refigerator o see if there is anything/else that I want. She asks/about each item,
warms up/some pasta and fasoli® or some leatls and dice,/and siss down to
wik [ marvel/at how small she is when she sits down,/her hands
delicate,/with tiny bones, and her body compact./Looking at her face, |
realize,/suddenly, that she could die,/that if she were not here/for me, I would
have n0 one/to go to for sustenance,/as | come to her, looking/for the food
thar satisfies/all hunger, knowing that no matter what,/she is there for me, and
that I need/to have her there, as though/ the world were a quaking bog/and
she, the only solid place/on which to sand.

From Guanna Patnarca’s 1997 collection of short poems entided Daughters For Sale
(Guermica: Toronto), here is the second stanza of “Chaages”:

[ want to believe she is/now doing al the things/she had no time for/the things
that require plenty/of time, a gift of retirement/of grown children and dead
husbands/this woman wiio can everywhere/and whose eyes opened before
the/sky did, before the sun did/this woman who never sat for a meal/but ate
standing as she choreographed, the serving of everyone.

©Fasoh” for “beans™ and th
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Appendix A
STATEMENT OF INFORMED CONSENT

My game is Stephanie Bellini and I 2m 2 graduate student in the Master of Women's Studies
program at Memodal Univessity of Newfoundland. I am conducting a study to leam about post-
war immigrant [talian domestic workers in the Toronto area. The intenview [ am conducting will
attempt © leam about [talian immigrant women’s expedences wodking as domestics. The
research 1s being undertaken under the auspices of Memogal University. This study has beea
approved by the Women’s Studies Graduate Committee and the Ants Faculty Research
Committee at Memorial University. I would be most grateful if you would agree to participate.

You are free to decline to answer specific questions as well as offer opinions on issues and
subjects not covered in the interview, but which you feel are relevant. [ would prefer to mpe
record interviews 5o that accuracy is ensured. [f you do got feel comfortble speaking in froat of
a tape recording device, please indicate this to me and I will record the interview by using a
notebook and pen. My mother, Mss. Reaa Weisbart, will be present dusing this interview to act
as my translator should you prefer that I conduct this interview in [talian. We will ensure that all
comments given are kept in strictest confidence and that your pavacy and anonymity will be
protected. Ia no way will your real name be used in this study: an alias will be used in place of
your real name.

At the conclusion of this study, information gathered from this interview will be incorporated
and formanied into 2 Masted’s thesis. A copy of this thesis, upon its completion, will be available
in the Queen Elizabeth II library at Memoril University of Newfoundland. Before proceeding, [
ask that you sign this consent from which indicates your williogness to participate in the
interview.

Sincerely,

Stephanie Bellini Pancipal Researcher.

Mss. Renara Weisbart. Translator

[ hereby consent to be iterviewed for the purpose of this study subject to the conditions listed
above. I fully understand the terms of this study.

Signarure,
Date,
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CERTIFICATO DI CONSENSO

Mi chiamo Stephanie Belini ¢ sono laureata in Sociologia con la specializzazione in St
Femminili al Memorial Universie, s gl studi di
ficerea sugli donne i ! i a Toronto nel pediodo del
dopoguerra. Lintervista che sto per umd\me i sad d'aiuto nello studio sulle esperienze di
donne italiane immigrate 2 Toronto ed impiegate come domestiche. La dcerca verrf condotta
sotto I'auspn:o della Memosial University ed 2 st approvan: dal Comitato degh Studi
Femminili ¢ dal Comito Etico dela Facold d’Are al Memorial University. Le sarci
grata se di

Lei ? libera di nonn ﬁspondcm:ﬂcdﬂ:min:mdmmmknondn’dia@mgﬂopinimﬁmlk
questioni non incluse ma che Lei dtiene dlevanti. o prefesirei registrate le mic interviste sul
nastro per assicurare al teso pi) esattezza possibile. Se Lei non si sente a suo agio di padare di
fronte ad un registratore, L prego di farmelo sapere ed o userd solamente canta e penna. Mia
‘madre, signora Renata Weisbar, sacd presente durante questa intervista nelle ved del traduttore
nel caso Lei preferisse che io conduca quesia intervista in Iraliano. La possiamo assicurase che
tutti [ fart o in stretta e che las sua indip ¢ lanonimick
saranno protette. In nessun caso vern usato il suo vero nome in questa ricerca. Al posto del suo
vero nome verr usato un soprannome.

Alla fine di questo studio, le informazioni raccolte da questa intenvista verraano incorporate ¢
formate in una tesi di speccializzazzione. Copie di quest tesi, una vola completata, slﬂnno
disponibili nella biblioteche Queen Elizabeth IT al Memoral University, Newfoundland. Pama

procedere, Li chicdo di firmare questo documento do consenso che indichera la sua volang} n:l

pantccipare nell'intervisa
Stephanic Bellini. Ricercartsice.

Sig.ra Renata Weisbart. Tradurtnce.

To, g ad cssere intervisaa per motivi di questa fcerca a condizioni sopea
descritte. Capisco pienamente lo scops di questa studio.

Firma
Data
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Tape recording this interview will allow me to concentrate on the questions | will be asking you
and your responses rather than on taking notes, thereby increasing the accuracy of my record of
the interview. | would be most gratcful if you would agree to allow me o interview you with a
tape recording device.

The information you provide is potentially a very valuable source for other rescarchers wishing
to do research on immigrant Italian domestic workers. For other researchers to have access to
the information, some central location for storage and control is necessary. | have tentatively
amanged, subject to your permission, with the Mulscultural History Society of Onmrio t©
provide storage and control of your interview @pe.

With your pemission, | would like to donate your intenview tpe to the Muliculrural History
Society of Ontario. I, for whatever reason, you feel that this is not an appropriate use of the
interview tape, | will, at your request, either destroy the tape upon completon of my program, or
vou may retain the intervicw tape in your possession. | have not made copics of the interview
pe; therefore, the tape that you will retin is the original. Would you please indicate your choice
by checking the appropriate linc below and signing the tpe relcase form?

1 hereby consent to be interviewed with a tape recording device fully understanding the terms of
this consent form.

Signed
Date_
Sincerely,

Stephanic Bellini Principal Rescarcher

I hereby authorize:

-—-Donation of tape to the Mulscultural History Society of Ontario
—Destroy tape upon completion of researcher’s program
—-Provide me with ociginal interview tape.

Signature.

Date.
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Appendice B
CERTIFICATO DI CONSENSO

ﬂmqmnmmmmpuum:ﬂdmmmmﬂ:dommdedukﬁmewﬂ:
sisposte, invece che sul prendere note, della d
dellintervista. Le sarei molto grata se mi i d.i' i usando i rege a
nastro.

Le informazioni che Lei o fornic potrebbero essere una fonte molto preziosa per altre
acercartrici che desiderano condurre uno studio sulle donee italiane—immigranti, impicgate
come domestiche. Per facilitare agli altsi Fusc delle informazioni & neccessario avere un posto
centcile come magazzino ¢ punto di controllo. Mi sono messa d'accordo, sempre che Les
acconsenta, con la Societ Storica Multiculturale di Ontario che ci dari un posto dove custodire
la casserta con l'intervista.

Con il suo permisso, vorrei donare il nastro con la sua intervisa alla soprannominam Socict
Stodca Multi di Ontario. Se, per qualunque ragione, Le ritiene che questo non sia un uso
appropriato del nastro, io posso, sccondo la sua sichiest, distruggere il nastro non appena finita
Ia mia dcerca oppure Lei pud decidere di tenere la casseta con I'ntervista quindi il nastro che Lex
terrebbe sarebbe la copia originale. Per favore, indichi la sua scela metendo un segno nclla
adeguans versione ¢ fimmando il certificato di consenso pee l'uso el nastro.

lo ad essere per mezzo di un registratore 2 OISO € CAPISCO
pienamente il senso di questo documento di consenso.

Firmato_
Daa

Grazie della collaborazione,

Stephanie Belini. Ricercarice.
o sottosea autonzzor

-Donazione del nasteo alla Societh Storica Multiculrurile di Ontario
~—Distruzione del nastro una vol la ricercatrrice complea i suo studio
~—Ritomo del nastro oiginale a me personalmente.

Fiema,
Dana
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dix C
*INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
A. Personal Data
Age. Madital Starus.
\urruummgmndan:hWhyd‘d you come to Canada®
Were you singic or mamied when you came to Canada®
What region of Italy did you come from?>
Age of children the year you immigrated to Canada (f any)?
Level of education obtained.
Can you describe your family life before you immigrated to Canada?
Can you descrbe the community where you lived in Italy>
Can you tell me how your family life changed during Wodd Wac II>

A Work History
Can you tell me if you had any previous experience working as a domestic in laly?

1f 50, can you describe thar domestic work in ltaly? Did it differ from domestic work in Canada®
1£ 50, can you describe how it differed?

Can you tell me the main reason you chose to work as a domestic in Canada®

“Tell me how you found your first housecleaning job.

Did you work in live-in o live-out service? Did you work full-time ot part-time?

Can you tell me how many hours a day you worked?

Can vou talk about some of your duties during your workday?

Can you describe each domestic job you held and some of the duties you pecformed on the job?
Did any of your duties involve caring for your employer’s children?

Are you working now? Can you tlk about why vou stopped working?

B. Personal Observations

Can you talk about how you felt working as a domestic? Describe how your family felt about you
working as a domestic. How do they feel talking about that part of your life

Can you talk about the way you think other people you know might look at domestic work; is
that a problem for you?

Descabe for me what you liked best about working as a domestic; can you talk about what you
think arc the major advantages of doing paid housework for a living?

Could you talk about some of the drawbacks you found about domestic work?

Tell me how you felt about wocking alose.

Can you describe some of the conflicts you had with your employers? How did you wsolve
these conflicts?

('_1n you talk about the go:.ls vou had or have for your chxldxm while you were working?

i oo gt e s«... speed o Gierm. E. {1986).
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INTERVISTA DOMANDE

A. Domanda Personale

Anai Condizionale Mammonionale.
L’mnudxunmngummm(‘znzda??uchl:vﬂe‘mmgunm&nzdr
Ex sposata ho giovane quando sei imemigrati in Canada®

Da quale regione viene da ITralia>

Hai bambin: quando viene da ITtalia? E’ quant anni avevano?

Che classe hai frequeatara in [ralia?

Com'eralasuaviin &mgnpumdwmm Canada?

Spieghi com’ena la collettivitd dove Lei facevi residenza®

Qual'era la societa collettvied della sua famiglia®

Spieghi il cambiamento della sua vita dumante a seconda guerra.

B. Informazione D'impiego
Avevi del'e d ica in [ala®

Spieghi il lavoro domestica in [taliz.

1l lavoro domestica in Canada, ¢ differeate di quella in luh?Quzl:hdaﬂ'emu

Dimmi principalmente, perche hai scelto di lavorare domestica in Canada®

Dimmi come hai trovata il suo primo lavoro come domestica.

Hai lavorato come residenze ho fuo casa® Hai lavorato ha tempo pieno ho pure parziale?
Quaate ore hai lavorato durante il giomo?

Qual’erano I suoi obbligazione durante i giomo?

Se puoi, spieghar mi qualecano aktd lavoa domestici che avesi e obbligazione.

L'obbligazione che avevi, implicava la cura dei bambini del suo datore di lavoro?

Dimmi perche hai smesso di lavorare.

C. Osservazione Personale

Puoi dirmi come si sentvi lavorando come domestica® Come pensava la sua famigla che su
lavomi come domestica? Come si seativano quando si padava circa della sua vinn come
domesuca®

Dimi che idea altre personne peasano di Lei che facev ho che fai (del lavoro). E'un problema
pec Lei

Descavere per me quale parte mglmm del lavoro Lei piace come domestica®

Cosa pensi del maggior vantaggio di fare lavor domestico per una vita? Qual'€l svantaggio che
hai trovaro nel lavoro domestico?

Come puoi descrivere il coaflitto che avevi con il suo principale (se avewi)?

Qualers 2 met che avevi (ho hai) per suoi figh durante i suo lavoro®
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