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SENATOR VIVIENNE POY

The name of Senator Vivienne Poy is undoubtedly well known in Chinese
commaunities across Canada, but her reputation has also spread fo other ethnic
communities. She leaves an indelible impression on all those who come in
contact with her, through her graceful and stylish appearance, her sincerity
and friendly smile, her humbleness and punctuality in her public appearances,

and the seriousness with which she carries out all her tasks.

She has received numerous honorary degrees, medals, and awards,
is the author of four books, and has accepted countless interviews from
the media. Nonetheless, when she was congratulated for being selected
as one of this year’s Chinese Canadian Legend award recipients, she still
humbly replied that it was her honor.

In public, she is a competent senator, a non-partisan public servant,
and a representative for the Chinese community. In private, she is a wife,
a mother, and a kind and loving grandmother in the eyes of her several
grandchildren. In the academic world, she is a well-respected historian.
She holds Master’s and Doctor of Philosophy degrees in History from the
University of Toronto, and has been awarded Honorary LL.D. degrees
from The University of Hong Kong, the University of Toronto and the
University of Manitoba, for her work in promoting academic exchanges
between Hong Kong and Canada, and her outstanding contributions to
multiculturalism. In addition, she is an Honorary Professor at Yanbian
University of Science and Technology in Jilin, China, and was bestowed
an Honorary Doctorate of Humane Letters from the Old Dominion
University of Virginia, United States, and an Honorary Doctorate of
Political Science from the Soongsil University of South Korea.

Vivienne Poy’s ancestors came from the district of Sin Hui in
the Province of Guangdong in China. Both of her parents came from
prominent families in Hong Kong.  She has published four well-
researched and highly regarded books. One of them, A River Named Lee,
reflected the recent history of Hong Kong in the last hundred years. The
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second one, Building Bridges: The Life and Times of Richard Charles
Lee, talked about the Lee Family and her father’s life story. Her third
book, published by the University of Wollongong in Australia, is about
Chinese in Canada, called Citizenship and Immigration: The Chinese-
Canadian Experience. Her latest book, released in 2006 by York Centre
for Asian Research, is called Profit, Victory & Sharpness — The Lees of
Hong Kong, and it features the biographies of Vivienne Poy’s father and
grandfather.

Vivienne Poy was born in Hong Kong in 1941. In 1956, as a fifteen
year old, she went to England to study at Upper Chine School, an all-
girls boarding school. Although her work was excellent and she was
among the top in class, she did not like the rigid format of the school,
and returned to Hong Kong two years later. In 1958, she applied to
both the University of Toronto and McGill University in Montreal. The
following August, her mother accompanied her to report to McGill
University. Here at McGill is where many of her dreams were conceived,
and where step by step, they were realized: a loving and considerate
husband, a happy family, and the opportunity to pursue her interests in
historical research and in fashion design.

In September 1998, an unexpected turning point came in the form
of a phone call from the Prime Minister’s Office. She was asked if she
would join the Senate of Canada. For someone who had not paid a lot
of attention to politics, it was a very big change to jump into the political
arena, but after consideration, she decided to accept the challenge. Many
people think that this is a patronage appointment, and there has to be
some eventual payback to the party. But Vivienne Poy says that she had
never met or talked to Prime Minister Jean Chrétien before the phone
call, so it could not be a patronage appointment. Indeed there is ample
reason for the federal government’s recognition: her philanthropy, her
tireless work in supporting many public organizations and charities, and
her promotion of multiculturalism over the years.

Since Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau introduced the federal policy
of multiculturalism, there have been many who feel this is divisive for
Canada as a country. Many new immigrants are more loyal to their

places of origin than to Canada. While Senator Poy does not deny this,
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she disagrees with the viewpoint that multiculturalism is necessarily
divisive. She feels that when minority groups both maintain and share
their cultural identity and heritage, it will only increase their loyalty to
Canada, and promote social cohesion in the community. She thinks that
multiculturalism is not simply getting some government grants for native
song or dance. She points out that if you abandon your cultural heritage,
you have nothing to anchor your identity. However, she vehemently
objects to immigrants bringing cultural practices with them that are
unacceptable in Canada, often causing conflicts or controversy. Vivienne
Poy says, ‘I feel we must maintain our cultural heritage, but we must also
recognize that Canada is our country, and that we have to be loyal to
Canada first — to core Canadian values. I object to ‘double loyalty’ - one
cannot be loyal to two countries. If you have decided to come to Canada,
this is your country’.

What she most objects to is immigrants bringing historical hatreds
or tribal feuds with them to Canada. Not only does it not solve problems,
but it also creates conflicts between different groups here. She uses the
example of the demand by some Chinese Canadians, year after year, for
the Japanese Government to apologize for the crimes they committed in
World War II. In her opinion, World War II ended over sixty-four years
ago, and this was a historical grievance between China and Japan, and
does not concern Canada. We should not ask the Canadian Government
to protest to Japan, and there is no need to encourage Chinese Canadians
to boycott Japanese products. She says that there are Japanese-Canadian
students who have experienced discrimination and verbal abuse. Since
these students are Canadian-born, they don’t really understand the hatred
that was born of the war. There is no reason that these young Japanese-
Canadian students should bear the burdens of the older generations in
Japan.

Asa Chinese-Canadian, she is very concerned about the relationship
between Canada and China. She thinks it was not a wise move for the
Harper government to neglect this relationship in the past. She also
admits that China’s human rights record has been challenged by western
countries, and although it has improved in recent years, there is still a

long road ahead. She says that relationships between two countries
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can only be improved through ongoing communication and dialogue
and not through overt criticism of one country by another. Vivienne
Poy has been to China many times, always as a tourist, and has never
visited China officially. If she ever visits in an official capacity, she will
find a suitable opportunity to suggest China improve their human rights
record.

Many people think that among all the Chinese immigrants, those
from Hong Kong are most loyal to Canada, because for more than a
hundred years, Hong Kong was a British colony. As a result, people
from Hong Kong do not have a national identity, and once they become
Canadian citizens, they treasure their citizenship more. Vivienne admits
that she herself shares that feeling.

Although senators are political appointments, not democratically
elected, Vivienne Poy says that even though she is a Liberal senator, her
Senate post belongs to Canada. She points out that, as a senator, she
has more freedom than a Member of Parliament. MPs must have the
backing of their party and are subject to party views on any vote, otherwise
they would be expelled from their party. But senators are different.
‘As an example, any time when a bill is being voted on, I would vote
according to my conscience.” She stresses that one must have principles.
As for the Conservative party’s suggestion to change the Senate to be a
democratically elected body, Vivienne Poy says, ‘As long as the people of
Canada agree with this change, and it is approved by the Supreme Court,
all of us should accept it’.

A senator can serve until he or she is 75 years old. Vivienne Poy
has a long way to go to reach this retirement age. When asked what is
the most meaningful work she has done these last few years, she says
that she has done all she could to promote multiculturalism. As to what
other things she wants to accomplish in her remaining term, she says she
would like to change our national anthem. The discriminatory phrase
in the 3" line: “True patriot love in all thy sons command’ should be
changed to “True patriot love in all of us command’, to reflect the fact
that Canada is a country where men and women are equal. Vivienne
Poy has moved two private members bills on this, but unfortunately both
times they have been sidelined because of the prorogation of Parliament.
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However there are more and more Canadians who agree with this bill.
She is waiting for another opportunity to move the bill again, and hopes
that this time it will pass successfully, and that the national anthem will
then represent all Canadians.

Vivienne Poy is a competent public servant, and a loving mother.
She and her husband Dr. Neville Poy have a loving marriage, with three
sons: Ashley, Justin and Carter. When Justin was eleven, he had kidney
disease and needed a kidney transplant. Vivienne asked the doctor at
once to transplant one of her kidneys to her son, but the doctor said
“No” because it was not difficult to get a donor kidney at that time, and
very soon a transplant did take place. Unfortunately, the new kidney
did not function well. A few years later, Justin had to begin dialysis
treatment while waiting for a new kidney. When he was close to thirty,
he underwent another transplant operation, but this time the new kidney
only lasted a few years. Justin continued the dialysis treatment, but as he
was close to forty, his body began to deteriorate. Justin has two young
daughters, and his illness was having an impact on his family and his
career. At the same time, donor kidneys are now in great demand, with
a waiting list of fifteen to seventeen years. Since kidney transplants
from living donors now have a much higher success rate, and test results
indicated that Vivienne’s blood type and body cells are a perfect match
for her son, Vivienne did not hesitate to donate one of her kidneys to her
son. Fortunately the operation was a great success. It has been eighteen
months, and there has been no sign of rejection. The transplanted kidney
is functioning normally, and Justin has returned to complete physical
health. On March 12th this year, the three generations celebrated the
anniversary of the successful kidney transplant operation. Justin is
extremely thankful to his mother for her generosity. As a son and a
father of two daughters, he told his mother, ‘You not only gave me a new
life, but you also gave my daughters a new father’. Vivienne says that
those are the most happy and comforting words a mother could hear.

Talking about Chinese communities, she stressed time and time
again that it is an honor to be a Chinese-Canadian. But she also
points out that some Chinese tend to retain outdated cultural habits.

As an example, there are still parents who favor sons over daughters.
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Another example is that some parents expect their children to grow
up to be professionals such as doctors or lawyers, which creates undue
pressure on their children, when they should be paying attention to the
unique strengths and interests of their children instead. Also when
Chinese immigrants come to Canada, they should follow the lifestyle
habits of mainstream society, such as keeping the environment clean,
cultivating a public spirit, and becoming actively involved as leaders in
the community.

Many people are curious about their last name ‘Poy’. She explained
that when her husband’s grandfather, named ‘Ng Yiu Poy’, immigrated
to Australia, the name ‘Poy’ was mistaken for his last name. When they
immigrated to Canada later on, her husband’s father did not change it
and Poy became Dr. Neville Poy’s last name. 'This kind of name reversal
is quite common among Chinese immigrants. Vivienne Poy’s love of
history is displayed in her writing. At present, she is collecting material
for a book about the early struggle of her husband’s family in Australia.

Vivienne Poy says that she is very stubborn and will oppose to the
end anything that she disagrees with. A good example is her persistence
about who she would marry. Many years ago, against her mother’s
objections, she chose to marry a fellow schoolmate studying medicine at
McGill University. She also objected to any kind of racial discrimination.
In Building Bridges, she writes, ‘in 1950, one day I came home from
school, and was introduced to two visitors, the Governor of Hong Kong,
Sir Alexander Grantham, and his wife. After they left, my father said to
me, “Don’t mention this in school. Governors are not supposed to visit
as guests in the homes of Chinese people”. I was mystified. In this place
which we thought was our home, we were second-class citizens’.

Senator Vivienne Poy lives a rich and colorful life. She truly

deserves her impeccable reputation.
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