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Between Bosses and Workers

The Dilemma of a Keen Observer and a
Vocal Feminist

Ping-chun Hsiung

This chapter analyzes the challenges and opportunities I encountered when I con-ducted fieldwork in Taiwan's satellite factories in the summer of 1989 and the be-ginning of 1990. Methodologically, this chapter centers on the issues of negotiating entry, maintaining access, and resolving conflicts and tensions. My discussion de-rives from, and seeks to contribute to, the recent feminist debate appraising the power relations between researchers and informants. My analysis also must be seen in the context of earlier accounts of fieldwork in Asia, with special emphasis on those focusing on the Chinese communities in Asian countries. I first situate my own fieldwork experiences at the point where my personal trajectory as a Chinese woman intersects with my previous knowledge of the research topic. My dilemmas in fieldwork arise from a number of contradictions: between my roles as a partici​pant and as an observer, between my status as an insider (as an indigenous woman) and as an outsider (a feminist), and between my vocal feminism and my role as a keen observer. My discussion of the dilemmas inherent in feminist fieldwork takes into account all these contradictions. My experience as a participant-observer in a setting where the power structure is openly constructed and contested along class and gender lines provides invaluable insights for my analysis of patriarchal capital​ist control in Taiwanese society. At the same time, however, my critical attitude toward capitalist practices puts me in direct conflict with the very phenomena I set out to study. From the beginning, therefore, I found myself in constant negotiation with the system itself and with the agents of that system-the bosses-on whom I depended for gaining entry, and sustaining access, to the satellite factories.

My indigenous status gave me many advantages. Knowing the language, the eco​logical environment, and the cultural norms and practices in Taiwan put me on par with my Chinese colleagues. Unlike foreigners, I did not need to rely on a translator or research assistant.' As a native speaker, I was able to overhear simultaneous con‑
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versation on the shop floor and to engage in daily spontaneous dialogue with others

on a variety of topics. From the first days of my fieldwork, familiarity with the

ecological environment allowed me to get on a motorcycle (the most common trans‑

portation in Taiwan) in order to explore small factories in the midst of the rice fields and in dark alleys. My familiarity with Chinese culture and Taiwanese society pro​vided the broader context I needed to interpret interactional relationships experi​enced at the micro level. On the negative side, however, my insider status as an indigenous woman rendered me subject to patriarchal control in the field.

I entered the field as a researcher influenced by Western feminist scholarship, as well as being an outsider who viewed existing class and gender inequalities with a critical eye. Together with what I learned as an insider, this outside perspec​tive enabled me to use my fieldwork experience to deconstruct the formation and mechanism of the power dynamics in the satellite factories. I have also come to challenge the dichotomous portrayal of the power relations between female eth​nographers and female subjects, recently articulated in many discussions of femi​nist methodology (Patai 1991; Stacey 1991: Acker et al. 1983). I argue that in the fieldwork setting, the power relationship is more complex. In my view, it is sim​plistic to assume that the only power relationship is that which exists between the researcher and the researched-the powerful and the powerless, respectively. To overemphasize a binary power relationship is to overlook the patriarchal context in which both the (female) feminist ethnographer and her female informants are caught and situated. It also fails to take into account the potential power possessed by individual agents of the patriarchal system. In order to contextualize feminist fieldwork, I propose that we think in terms of a multidimensional power relation-ship, of which the patriarchal/capitalist system, individual agents of the system, female informants, and female feminist researchers are all key constituents.

I was involved in my own fieldwork as an indigenous feminist researcher in a specific setting. Nonetheless, it is valuable to compare my experience with the reports of female researchers who entered and observed Asian societies as foreigners. A number of these foreign researchers of an earlier era provided valuable records of obstacles they encountered. Thus Mary Sheridan and Jane Salaff (Kung, Arrigo, and Salaff 1984) and Linda Arrigo (1984) discovered, to their dismay, that the formal interview, a standard method of data collection in the West, fails to provide the same high-quality data when used in Asia. Lydia Kung (Kung, Arrigo, and Salaff 1984) and Mary Sheridan (1984) also found it frustrating that although certain personal information that is usually not revealed openly in Western society is public knowl​edge in Chinese communities, other information is virtually inaccessible to outsid​ers. Moreover, several of these scholars were fully aware of, and readily acknowledged; their outsider status. Sheridan and Salaff (1984: 3), for example, discussed the ways in which their background, as Western-trained social scientists who "matured in the individual-centered humanism of Western civilization;" affected their research. Al-though feminist scholars have only recently begun to reflect on, and analyze, their experiences in the field, these earlier accounts can provide useful information as we
try to develop more comprehensive research methods. Less useful are fieldwork accounts that overly emphasize the positive aspects of the research procedure.' Thus Kung tells us that she "obtained an introduction to the management, explained my research project, and received permission to carry out informal interviews in the plant during working hours" (Kung, Arrigo, and Salaff 1984: 98) but does not in-form us how entry was negotiated, on what terms it was granted, how continuing access was sustained, and how potential tension was resolved.

By employing ethnographic data, my approach departs from mainstream soci​ology, where the deductive approach is practiced as a dominant mode of investiga​tion. Being aware of the strength and limitations of quantitative as well as qualitative approaches, I was deeply concerned about the indiscriminate employment of sta​tistical models by some of my colleagues. My concern echoes what Chen Yiyun calls "a Westernization of sociology in China," where the widespread use of com​puters has led many researchers to develop an addiction to positivism. According to Chen, Chinese researchers often adopt concepts and questionnaires originally designed for sociological enquiry in the West, without properly considering the highly different social, cultural, and political contexts in which they were devel​oped. And "Certain foreign colleagues are even more ingenious: if they can get hold of a floppy disk of data, they can stuff China's numbers into a theoretical framework, and thus complete a `sinological' treatise" (Chen 1994: 70).

By discussing the embedded contradiction between the roles of a keen observer and a vocal feminist, I hope to shed light on some critical methodological issues that feminists need to address. At the same time, a pressing task is to question the applicability to Sinology of statistical models developed by Western social scien​tists. When sociology as a discipline was first introduced to China in the 1930s, it was pursued as knowledge deeply grounded in social realities. Leading scholars of the time, such as Fei Hsiao-t'ung, relied primarily on fieldwork data to disentangle the unique social fabric of Chinese society.' Before sociology begins using shal​low terminology and detaches from the social reality of Chinese society, it is es​sential that sociology once again becomes deeply rooted in the knowledge of the people and their environment. Comprehensive and systematic fieldwork accounts are essential in the development of the research methods and the feminist scholar-ship appropriate to indigenous societies.

Entering Where Others, and I, Left Off

In my last years of graduate study, I became interested in the work, marriage, and family experiences of Taiwan's first cohort of factory girls. Studies have docu​mented that once married, most of them are forced to resign (Kung 1983; Lu 1986). A few reports have indicated the existence of a large number of married women in the small factories (Niehoff 1987; Stites 1982, 1985). My hunch then was that Taiwan's first cohort of factory girls might have moved to factories in their own neighborhoods or worked at home for these small factories on a piecework basis.

My hunch was supported by what I had witnessed in the mid-1970s as a junior high schoolteacher in a fishing village in central Taiwan. On my regular visits to my students' families, I saw that toys, plastic flowers, and Christmas ornaments were all made by my female students, their aunts, and their mothers. "These are for the Americans," I was told.

Although factories with fewer than thirty workers composed up to 89 percent of Taiwan's manufacturing industry throughout the 1970s and 1980s, scholars, until recently, have failed to recognize the uniqueness and significance of these small factories in Taiwan's economic development. Most studies of that develop​ment have focused on large corporations in the export processing zones (EPZ). The failure to recognize the role of these small factories evidences an intellectual bias in which the path and pattern of Western industrialization are held as norms in studying Third World economic development. Such negligence could be partially logistical, in that it is much easier to gather data on large factories in the EPZs than to do research on the numerous small factories scattered throughout local communities.4Before entering the field, I found that the existing literature told me nothing about the operational mechanisms and labor politics of Taiwan's satellite factory system.' Knowledge of the effects of Taiwan's economic development on women has been based mainly on studies of young single women working in large facto​ries (Arrigo 1980; Diamond 1979; Kung 1976, 1983).6Except in a few cases, the experiences and lives of married women who work outside of the EPZs have been left out, despite the fact that, since the 1970s, the rate of increase in their participa​tion in the labor force has been higher than that for single women (Gallin 1984a, 1984b; Hu 1982, 1984).'

Because so little was known at the time, I wanted to take an inside look at what was going on in the factories. Participant-observation seemed to be the best ap​proach for my groundbreaking task as I felt it would give me the depth and insight I was looking for. Before my departure from the United States to Taiwan, I was warned about the tensions between management and workers and how these ten​sions might create difficulties for me if I intended to cover both sides of the story. Covering both could become disastrous, I was told. It was suggested that I study either the management's or the workers' side of the story. I thought I would focus on the workers if I had to choose between the two.

In the summer of 1989, I set out to explore Taiwan's "economic miracle," which was created by small-scale and family-centered satellite factories and constructed by women through their paid and unpaid labor. I ended up spending three months in the factories. I worked in six factories and visited about thirty others during my first field trip. In December 1989 and January 1990, I revisited the factories and talked to the people I had met on my first trip.

In the field, I was seen, treated, and approached as an insider and outsider simul​taneously. From the standpoint of factory workers, my outsider status came from what I do (studying in the United States), whereas my insider status came from who I am (an indigenous woman). On a personal level, I found it was easy to get on a friendly footing with factory workers due to our shared experiences. During a break, an owner's mother, a widow in her mid-seventies, told me what types of odd jobs she had taken in order to raise her children. When she described how hard it was to make straw hats at night under oil lights, I understood what she said, because when I was a child, my family once lived in a remote mountain village where there was no electricity or running water. I told her that I did my homework by candlelight and that my sister and I used to carry water from a mountain spring an hour away from our home. On one conversation, several male factory owners and I ended up talking about the games we used to play in the rice fields after school.

My coworkers' curiosity about my life and experiences in the United States allowed them to relate to me as both an insider and an outsider. The fact that I had been making extra efforts to get rice from Chinese grocery stores in Monterey Park, California, brought comments such as: "We never realized it could be an issue" and "I could never live without rice?' My coworkers were surprised but delighted to learn that, rather than beefsteak, my favorite dish was bitter melon, a popular vegetable in Taiwan but available only in a few Chinese grocery stores in the United States. During a conversation, I told a coworker in her early sixties that, being away from home, I once dreamed of a bitter melon dish, "but because I was too excited, I woke up before I had a chance to taste it in my dream" The few times I was invited to her home after that, she made sure that there was bitter melon on the table. When she and I went to their garden patch in the middle of a rice field to pick some herbs and dig out some sweet potatoes for a special soup I had not had since my family left that mountain village, I felt as if I had come home at last.

Working in the factory was for me like experiencing a life from which I had just escaped by a small margin. Throughout those years, it became clear to me that my continuing advancement in higher education has less to do with my school perfor​mance than with my father, who treasures his daughters as much as his sons, and my mother, who believes that her daughters are inferior to no one's sons. By the time I was accepted to the university, many of my girlfriends from elementary school were married. As I moved on to various stages of my life, I have never stopped wondering what would have happened if the girl sitting next to me in fifth grade had been given the same opportunity as her brothers or I got, and what has happened to the female students I taught in the fishing village. When my cowork​ers told me stories about their work experiences and family lives, I felt as though it was my students or childhood girlfriends who were telling me what had happened to them since my departure.

Between Bosses and Workers: A Multidimensional Power Relationship

After I was in the field, I realized that covering both sides of the story was the only way to go. With factory sizes that ranged from three to thirty workers, it was virtu-ally impossible to gain access to workers without the consent of their bosses. Inter- acting with the bosses not only served my data-collection purposes by giving me access to the workers, but hearing them talk about the operational struggles of their firms also gave me additional insight into the structural constraints experi​enced by Third World reporters. Even if it would not have been logistically prob​lematic, I soon realized that an exclusive focus on factory workers would have left me with an incomplete understanding.

My entry was granted by male factory owners partly because of the national (Third World) identity they perceived us to share. Almost all the factory owners complained about the problems that they have experienced due to the fluctuations of the global market. They readily pointed out the ways in which increasing com​petition, unstable demand, and fluctuating foreign-exchange rates affect their daily operations at the factory level. Beating the odds brought them a pride that has been missing among many Chinese people ever since the Opium War in the mid-nineteenth century. One owner believed that if he granted me entry, the major role of satellite factory entrepreneurs in constructing Taiwan's economic miracle, and the hard work their success entailed, might finally be recognized by the Taiwanese state and by the international community. Another owner saw himself as someone who was helping a compatriot to become internationally successful on her own terms. The connections and ties that I was able to establish with these factory owners should not be overly romanticized, however. My goodwill in establishing reciprocal relationships with them in the field put me in a vulnerable position that was subject to engulfment and potential exploitation. Throughout my fieldwork, I constantly struggled to gain as much autonomy as I could under the circumstances.
When I first met Mr. Li, the owner of a factory that assembled wooden jewelry boxes, I told him I would like to understand the production and operational mecha​nisms of Taiwan's satellite factory system. He was highly enthusiastic about my project and promised to help me out by introducing me to all the satellite factories that did subcontracting work for him. In exchange, I offered to help in his factory. During the first two days, he took me with him whenever he went on routine visits to his satellite factories; I ended up visiting seven factories over those two days. Between visits, I spent most of my time working on the shop floor with other workers. It didn't take long for Mr. Li to realize that it wouldn't hurt to have an extra pair of hands around, even with my not-so-impressive productivity. As time went by, Mr. Li took me out less and less. My role as a worker (participant) gradu​ally took over my identity as a researcher (observer). I didn't really mind this shift. Even though the work was physically taxing, it gave me firsthand experience of factory work. I also gained opportunities to interact with other workers and learn what was happening on the shop floor. I would arrive at the factory in the morning and work all day long. Usually I didn't stay for the evening work but left around five or six o'clock at night, and then went home to write my field notes until three or four o'clock in the morning.' By the end of the second week, I felt that the overtime was taking its toll on me, physically and with regard to my research.

The prospect of possible exploitation didn't really dawn on me until my first request to move on to another satellite factory was rejected by Mr. Li, who said, "There isn't anything interesting there. You can learn everything here, at Ta-yu." It was only after I told him firmly that I had to complete my observations in at least one satellite factory of each type in the chain of jewelry-box production that Mr. Li reluctantly introduced me to one of his satellite factories9 In his introduction, he referred to me as a woman who "just came back from the States and wants to understand how things work in your factory.... No, you don't have to pay her. She works for free. She takes notes every now and then. . . . It will just be a matter of five to ten minutes.... All you need to do is to buy her a lunch box" (that is, buy me lunch). Similar concern over my free labor took a different form in another factory. After working at Weider for a week, I was told that the owner had said he would not talk to me unless I agreed to work in his factory for more than a month.
My free labor was an issue not only among factory bosses. Different groups of workers also competed for my labor. One woman worker in her early sixties told me during a lunch break that I should not help a group of "outsiders," the subcon​tracting workers.10 An insider herself, she explained:

We are paid daily. The outsiders are paid piece-rate. When you help them to assemble the drawers, you aren't help us in the factory. The work they are doing is not part of our job any longer. It has been subcontracted out. Besides, those women are young. They earn much more than I do.

Apparently, given the labor-intensive and physically taxing work, even an extra pair of inexperienced hands could save the workers some sweat.

Competition over my labor demonstrates only one aspect of the power struggle I experienced in doing fieldwork in Taiwan's satellite factory system. My efforts to cover the perspectives of both factory bosses and workers ran up against my politi​cal concerns over the workers' welfare. Such embedded contradictions intensified the pressures I felt about the hierarchical power relationship between the factory bosses and myself, a female feminist researcher originally from Taiwan.

I still remember vividly the grinding uneasiness I felt when a factory owner insisted on taking me to a factory right after telling me that the driver, who often had me accompany him on his daily delivery trips, was in the hospital after a severe car accident. The owner ignored my concern for the driver and my immedi​ate desire to visit him in the hospital. "Don't worry. He won't die," he said. On another occasion, comments I made that encouraged the restless workers to orga​nize and confront the owner were reported to the owner. Although I was not thrown out of the factory, a possibility that had caused as much anxiety to me as to the workers at the scene, the owner made it known that such involvement on my part was inappropriate."

These incidents illustrate the multidimensional axes of tension and of power relations in the factories: Bosses are pitted against the researcher and the workers, whereas the workers confront the researcher as well as one another. The terms of my access to the shop floor and to the workers were largely determined by the imbalance in the power relationships between the factory owners and myself. Fur​thermore, my trip in the winter of 1989-90 was rendered less than satisfactory due to the dominating presence of their husbands when I visited the women workers at home. I had initially planned to conduct in-depth interviews with the married fe​male workers whom I had met the preceding summer. As it turned out, when I arrived at the women's homes, I was often greeted by their husbands, who pro​ceeded to dominate the conversation, even though many of the women had been highly articulate when I had talked with them in the factories.

The Dilemma of a Keen Observer and a Vocal Feminist

On the shop floor, as men and women routinely interacted with one another, I encountered multidimensional power relationships structured around the patri​archal system, involving the Chinese women workers and myself. Consequently, I was forced to juggle two modes of self-presentation every day. In order to hear what the factory owners would normally say to the workers, and to see how wives could quietly disarm their bossy husbands, I complied with the observer principle of doing nothing to disturb the setting. On occasion, however, I found myself openly expressing my feminist beliefs and political position simply for the sake of my own sanity. The superior power position attributed to female feminist researchers in recent discussions of feminist methodology does not speak to my own fieldwork experiences. I thus find myself calling into question the dichotomous conceptualization of the power relationship said to pertain between female feminist researchers and their informants. Looking back, I am also struck by the fact that I constantly had to renegotiate the terms of my fieldwork with the agents—mostly men—of the very system I had set out to study. This process of negotiation gave me firsthand experience of patriarchal and capitalist control in Taiwanese society.

Doing fieldwork in overwhelmingly gender-defined and structured social set​tings presented me with real challenges. On the shop floor, I did my best to be a keen observer, so that the setting would not be turned into an instance of "savage social therapy;" which Marie-Francoise Chanfrault-Duchet and D. Patai describe as occurring in interview situations (Patai 1991: 148). In order to capture and understand how workers in general, and female workers in particular, are per​ceived by their bosses, I had to subdue my feminist inclinations and the political beliefs that had brought me to the field in the first place. Instead of jumping to a quick conclusion, I calmly asked a male factory owner to explain why he believed that female home-workers were "petty minded." With women workers, I was espe​cially careful not to be self-righteous or to make others uncomfortable. At lunch, I followed my female coworkers in the setting up of a folding table in the corner upon which the women and I were to eat after all the men had taken the main dining table in the center of the kitchen. I didn't think I should say anything when a fight between the children of my coworkers Ah-chu and Ah-hsia inspired com- ments such as: "Your kid and my kid always get into fights. This is simply because they are both boys. If one of them were a little girl, I bet they would not have fought"

In retrospect, I see that my compliance with the role of uninvolved observer served two functions. By giving priority to the voices and actions of the people in the setting, it allowed incidents to unfold and events to take their full course. It also prevented me from imposing my feminist ideology on others. My efforts to be an impartial observer ran into difficulties, however. In my fieldwork, I was surrounded by, and subjected to, various forms of everyday sexism-daily norms and prac​tices that were overtly oppressive toward women or that covertly perpetuated gen​der inequality. Posters for pornographic movies decked the electric poles in the streets, the walls of apartment buildings, and bulletin boards, side by side with advertisements for aphrodisiacs and surgical cures for impotence. Seminaked women danced erotically in flower carts at weddings, during festivals, and even at funerals.12 On my visits to factories I was sometimes greeted with whistles and such remarks as "what a pretty woman" from male workers on the shop floor. Conversations there usually started with such questions as, "Are you married?" "How many kids do you have?" and "How long have you been married?" (in exactly that order). Although such personal questions are not out of place in the Chinese context, information about my personal background enabled others to judge me in accordance with indigenous norms and practices.13
Comments such as "She is lucky to be married. Most men don't want to marry women with too much education" were exchanged among the male managers. My female coworkers, on the other hand, believed that I should get a permanent, keep my skin pale, and wear skirts more often. On several occasions the women ex-pressed their sincere concern over my childless status. Their comments ranged from simple curiosity, "Isn't it strange not having kids?" to female propriety, "It isn't very nice not giving his family descendants," to an opinionated moralism, "He is the only son of his parents, isn't he? Then you have to have at least one son for his family." The comments not only indicated the cultural norms to which every Chinese woman is expected to conform, but they reminded me of my am​biguous insider/outsider status and occasionally generated alienated feelings and discomfort on my part.

On the shop floor, I was overwhelmed by the pervasiveness of men's social control over women. Remarks such as "You women always complain" and "You [women] don't know what you're talking about" were made daily in conversa​tions to trivialize or ridicule women. I didn't anticipate that staying with my par​ents rather than my in-laws while I worked on the project would cause raised eyebrows.14 One of my coworkers asked me specifically if I had "gone back" to my in-laws right after I arrived in Taiwan. When I told her in a matter-of-fact way that I had gone straight from the airport to my parents' home, I saw envy and amazement in her eyes. It was only later that I learned that this woman's in-laws had granted her only three visits to her parents since her marriage fourteen years earlier. None- theless, she said that she could not comprehend how my parents could have al-lowed this. In her opinion, my parents had failed to teach me how to be a proper daughter-in-law.

My outsider status did give me a certain immunity when I inadvertently vio​lated some of the patriarchal norms and practices. On the other hand, it did not give me the power or privilege to escape from the most overt form of patriarchal control, namely, sexual harassment. My gender took precedence over my aca​demic credentials, for example, when a man who was supposed to help me get entry to a factory turned a factory tour into an incident of sexual harassment. He began by asking me what an American man would say to initiate a date. My indif​ferent response to his inquiry did not keep him from posing questions about how to talk to attractive women in English. When I refused his invitation for a date, he verbally insulted me: "What other fun can you have on Saturday afternoon when your husband is not around?" This incident demonstrates how easily individual women are perceived as, and turned into, sexual objects. Indeed, jokes or remarks that refer to Chinese women purely as sexual objects are part of everyday reality. A woman who showed up at work sleepy was teased as having had "too much of a good time last night." A manager offering a job to a deliveryman was heard to say: "Why don't you come and work for me? I'll make you a supervisor and get a pretty woman to be your assistant." In response, the driver said: "No, it won't work. That would deplete my vitality."

The pervasive degradation of women in the satellite factory system made it impossible for me, a female Chinese feminist, to confine myself totally to the observer role. At a banquet celebrating the newborn baby of a female worker, a man who was introduced to me as a lawyer joined my table. My coworkers made remarks such as "Mr. Wong is a big-time lawyer"; "Mr. Li [owner of the factory] and our factory really rely on him"; or "He makes big money" Mr. Wong looked extremely narcissistic in his three-piece suit, especially in contrast to me and my coworkers as we all wore the usual yellowish T-shirts. What happened next was one of the few instances where my action interrupted the course of an event that could have gone in other directions.

After several drinks, he moved next to me and started telling those at the table pornographic jokes.15 Although others around the table (maybe a total of five to six men and two women) were simply smiling and nodding, I found both the jokes and the scene offensive. I told Mr. Wong that he should stop making jokes that were degrading to women. "They are just jokes," Mr. Wong replied, "Don't be so serious." "I don't find jokes that are degrading to women funny," I said. Mr. Wong was a little bit uncomfortable being confronted, but offered to tell a "really good one" anyway. Before I had a chance to say anything, he started the joke by saying, "We are all adults. You, Dr. Hsiung, I assume you are no longer adolescent." At this point, I took my glass and rose from my seat. "I'm moving to another table," I protested. "Don't take things so seriously. It's just a joke," Mr. Wong defended himself. "I'll leave if you continue," I said. I stood there and didn't want to put up with it any more. After a few awkward seconds he said, "All right! All right! I'll leave." He bowed stiffly and left our table. He looked embarrassed.

On another occasion, I made comments about the unequal relationship between men and women when, on our way to a factory, my male coworker was jokingly trying to talk another factory owner into taking a mistress. After my comments, they looked a bit uneasy and changed the subject.

The incidents I have described illustrate the extent to which I was part of every-day gender politics while doing my fieldwork. My observer role demanded that I either pretend not to hear the sexist jokes or, adopting the customary code of si​lence, simply smile and say nothing, as Chinese women are expected to do. When-ever I was provoked to define and defend myself, I inevitably interrupted the action and so had an effect on the course of events.

Discussion and Conclusion

Recent discussion of feminist methodology and epistemology raises questions concerning the unequal power relations between the researcher and the researched. The debate focuses on the intrusion and intervention of the researcher into the lives of the informants, the appropriation 6f the informants' private emotions/sto​ries by the researcher, and the dominant position of the researcher in presentation and representation of the researched (Patai 1991; Stacey 1991; Acker et al. 1991). My examination of the multiple axes of power relations in the field and the contra-diction between my roles as a keen observer and a vocal feminist illustrate that the power relations are much more complex. The processes of gaining entry, sustain​ing access, and resolving tension involve negotiation among the patriarchal/capi​talist system, the agents of the system, and the female feminist researcher. The conceptualization of a binary-power relationship between female ethnographers and their informants does not leave sufficient room to explore how power struc​tures are constructed and contested through everyday interaction between men and women.

The issues I raised in this chapter center around the logical contradictions that arise when an indigenous feminist does fieldwork in an active way, as a participant-observer. Nevertheless, they bear a strong resemblance to the diffi​culties mentioned in recent accounts of fieldwork by several First World femi​nists. For example, although I myself did not require the prior approval of government officials before entering the field, the sense of powerlessness I felt while doing my fieldwork corresponds closely with that experienced by Margery Wolf during her 1980 field trip in the People's Republic of China (1985). In her chapter "Speaking Bitterness," Wolf discusses at length her experience of lost autonomy and her lack of independent access to Chinese women during her field trip in the People's Republic of China. I can very much relate to the pressures that made Wolf create a false identity that conformed to the norms of the Chi​nese communities she studied, but conceal what was really going on in her per- sonal life (1992). As for Corinne Kondo, although I did not go through the pains-taking process that transformed her from a Japanese American into a "culturally competent" Japanese woman (1990), I was made fully aware of the gender as​criptions that I had unwittingly violated.

All in all, these recent accounts suggest that, although doing fieldwork in Asian societies poses different challenges to indigenous and First World feminists, the conflict between acute observation and feminist involvement represents an em-bedded contradiction that all feminist researchers need to confront.
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1. The assistance of indigenous translators and research assistants is freely acknowl​edged in many accounts by First World researchers who have done fieldwork in Asia. Such helpers engage in a variety of tasks: doing simple translation, introducing the re-searcher to the local community, identifying potential informants, and even acting as the interpreter of local norms and practices. Nonetheless, few researchers have systemati​cally analyzed how using an indigenous translator or assistant affected their research project. Bernard Gallin's accounts on the roles of his translator are a rare exception (B. Gallin 1966: appendix I).

2. Particularly in the earlier era, fieldwork accounts tended to focus on the steps taken by researchers or factors presented in the field that eventually helped the success of their fieldwork. A typical example is Kung's account of her fieldwork project on young female factory workers in Taiwan. Kung states that her presence should not have disturbed. the setting "because other anthropologists have lived in the area" (Kung, Arrigo, and Salaff 1984: 97). According to Kung, her talks with female factory workers while they were work​ing did not present any problems because the conversation "relieves the monotony" of factory jobs. She also came to the conclusion that her high educational background "prob​ably heightened their (the female workers') curiosity and increased their willingness to talk" (Kung, Arrigo, and Salaff 1984: 99).

3. For a discussion of this early period of development, see Gary G. Hamilton and Wang Zheng, "Introduction: Fei Xiaotong and the Beginnings of a Chinese Sociology," in Fei 1992.

4. The first systematic attempts to examine Taiwan's small factories have been carried out independently by Cheng (1992), Hsiung (1991), and Shieh (1992).

5. I use this term to conceptualize Taiwan's small-scale, family-centered, and export-oriented factories. These factories are connected through subcontracting arrangements (Hsiung 1991).

6. For example, Arrigo studies an electric factory with several hundred female workers (Arrigo 1980). Kung did fieldwork at "one of Taiwan's largest factories," which employed some 4,000 female workers (Kung, Arrigo, Salaff 1984: 98). Diamond studied a textile plant employing about four hundred workers. Around 80 percent of them were young women (Diamond 1979).

In 1984, about 43 percent of the labor force in manufacturing industries was made up of women. From 1967 to 1988, the growth of female labor force participation among young single women was 22 percent, whereas it was 65 percent for married women (Hsiung 1991: 197).

7. In 1984, about 43 percent of the labor force in manufacturing industries was made up of women. From 1967 to 1988, the growth of female labor force participation among young single women was 22 percent, whereas it was 65 percent for married women (Hsiung 1991: 197).
8. The typical working schedule of the peak season in the satellite factory is:

Monday, 8:00 A.M.–12:00 noon, 1:00–5:00 P.M., 5:30 P.M. 9:00 P.M. Tuesday, 8:00 A.M.–12:00 noon, 1:00–5:00 P.M., 5:30 P.M.–9:00 P.M. Wednesday, 8:00 A.M.–12:00 noon, 1:00–6:00 P.M.

Thursday, 8:00 A.M.–12:00 noon, 1:00–5:00 P.M., 5:30 P.M.–9:00 P.M. Friday, 8:00 A.M.–12:00 noon, 1:00–5:00 P.M., 5:30 P.M.–9:00 P.M. Saturday, 8:00 A.M.–12:00 noon, 1:00–6:00 P.M.

Sunday, 8:00 A.M.–12:00 noon, 1:00–6:00 P.M. (every other week)

9. I eventually worked in six factories: one box body factory, one hardware factory, one glasses factory, one painting factory, and two assembly factories.

10. "Insiders" and "outsiders" are terms used in Taiwan's satellite factory system to differentiate two groups of workers. The former term refers to workers hired by a factory on daily wages. They work in the factory on a monthly basis and are usually its main labor force. The "outsiders," on the other hand, are subcontract workers. With four to ten mem​bers, each outsider group specializes in one specific semiskilled task, such as screwing the door to the boxes, pasting down the flannel, or assembling the drawer. A factory owner subcontracts a particular task to each outsider group. These outsiders are therefore con​stantly on the move from one factory to another

11. Because of the lack of institutional support, labor politics in Taiwan's satellite fac​tory system have been clandestine rather than confrontational. Only one such incident hap​pened during the period of my fieldwork. In my dissertation I provide a detailed account of this incident. I also discuss the implications of such occurrences for our overall understand​ing of labor politics in the satellite factory system (Hsiung 1991).

12. Although the commercialization of the female body is not a new development, the collective consumption of the female body by the hiring of seminaked women dancers at weddings and religious festivals is a recent phenomenon (Chang 1993).

13. Hill Gates describes the differences between the Chinese and American ways of per​sonal interaction. "Where we (the Americans) make small talk about the weather or current events, for example, they (the Chinese) inquire if a new acquaintance has brothers and sisters, or ask the amount of her salary" (Gates 1987: 5–6). The main function of more-personalized small talk is to expand or enhance personal networks. Inquiries about personal matters, such as birthplace, school graduated from, or work experiences, are made to initiate/search for any possible connection.

14. The patrilineal and patrilocal norms call for a woman, upon marriage, to move into the household of her parents-in-law. The norms are incorporated into legal codes that give a Chinese husband the right to divorce his wife if she refuses to comply with this practice of patrilocal residence.

15. Telling pornographic jokes is a common occurrence at banquets in Taiwan. Men compete for attention and entertain other diners, both men and women, with exotic and often offensive jokes. These jokes usually boast of masculinity by demeaning women. Re​cently, the implications of pomographic jokes for gender stratification and, especially, for gender politics in the workplace have been heatedly debated in Taiwan. Some argue that such pomographic joking is a form of sexual harassment (Hsia-hung-mao 1993; Wu 1993); others stress the similarity between "joking relationships" and "patriarchal relationships." Pornographic joking, in this interpretation, is simply another indirect way for men to assert their power over women (Huang 1993). But others encourage Chinese women to counter pomographic jokes with jokes that are equally demeaning to women, in my view (Hsin​liang-hsing 1993; Lin 1993).
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