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Abstract
Taishanese “Widow” and American Concubine—How Transnational Migration Has Impacted
the Family Life of Early Chinese Immigrants
Transnationalism has been known as social process in which migrants establish social
fields that cross geographic, cultural, and political borders. Transnational migration has also
impacted the family life of the early Chinese immigrants in America. Historical records reveal a
few distinctive patterns of marriages among the early Chinese immigrant families, as they
negotiated the transnational borders. I have classified them into the following categories: 1) the
transnational split marriage—Taishanese “widow” and American concubine; 2) traditional
marriage; 3) American urban adaptation: love union, interracial marriage, and widows
remarriage.
The marriage patterns among the Chinese transnational communities reveal the
practicality and adaptability of the Chinese in coping with the difficult immigrant realities. The
transnational split marriage was an arrangement and a practical compromise invented by the
immigrants to deal with the marital separation caused by immigration, in which a concubine,
who was arranged by parents or the first wife of an immigrant with a specific purpose of taking
care of his physical needs while abroad, and the first wife, who remained in home village to
fulfill the filial piety on the behalf of her husband, jointly completed the biological,
socioeconomic, and emotional duties expected of a traditional wife by the society. Meanwhile
the variances of American urban marriages--love union, interracial marriage, and widow
remarriage—indicate the inevitable transformation of marriage, which as an institution tends to
adjust to the prevailing socioeconomic and cultural environment.
Using archival manuscripts, censuses, news reports, and interviews, this study
investigates how transnational migration has shaped the early Chinese communities in America.

