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---------- Forwarded message ----------
From: <kontakt@lit-verlag.de>

Date: 2010/9/21

Subject: Buchmesse

To: pcfeng@mail.nctu.edu.tw

Sehr geehrte Frau Prof. Dr. Feng,

auf der Frankfurter Buchmesse (5.10.-10.10.2010) werden wir wieder unser
wissenschaftliches Programm présentieren.

Wir wiirden uns freuen, auch Sie an unserem Stand begriiRen zu diirfen. Sie finden
uns in Halle 3.1. am Stand A158.

Gleichzeitig bestétigen wir Ihnen hiermit, dal® Sie Autor unseres Verlages sind. Sie
erhalten somit auch an den Fachbesuchertagen Zutritt zur Buchmesse.

Mit freundlichen GriRen

Abteilung Messeorganisation

LIT Verlag

Minster - Berlin - London - Wien - Ziirich
Grevener StraRe/Fresnostrafle 2

D-48159 Munster

Tel.: ++49 (0) 251-620320

Fax: ++49 (0) 251-231972
http://www.lit-verlag.de
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In Diasporic Representations, Feng examines the stratification of
various diasporic subjectivities through closely reading fiction
by Chinese American women writers of different social and class
backgrounds. Deploying a strategy of “attentive reading,” Feng
engages the intersecting issues of historicity, spatiality, and
bodily imagination from diasporic and feminist perspectives to
illuminate the dynamics of deterritorialization and reterritorialization
in Chinese American novels in this transnational age. The authors
studied include Diana Chang, Edith Eaton, Yan Geling, Nieh Hualing,
Gish Jen, Shirley Geok-lin Lim, Aimee Liu, Fae Myenne Ng, Sigrid
Nunez, Han Suyin, and Amy Tan.

Pin-chia Feng is Professor of the Department of Foreign Languages
and Literatures at National Chiao Tung University and President
of the Association of English and American Literature of Taiwan,
ROC. Her previous books include The Female Bildungsroman by
Toni Morrison and Maxine Hong Kingston (1998).

The LIT book series Contributions to Asian American Literary Studies
is an international forum for the interdisciplinary discussion of
Asian American literary studies. The interactive processes of the
creation of Asian American cultural studies impose new strategies
of reading characterized by a continual call to reorientation and
a new conditioning of the determinants of meaning. Moreover,
contextualizing the Asian American experience in literature demands
awide theoretical framework from within which to analyze particular
texts. Hence, the series editors, Rocio G. Davis (City University of
Hong Kong) and Sami Ludwig (UHA Mulhouse), encourage specific
readings that show the richness, complexity, and diversity of Asian
American literary production through critical and theoretical lenses
that focus on a great variety of writers and genres.
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For Amy Ling, a kindred spirit

And my loving parents
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| ntroduction
On A Colored Sky

Writing in the feminine. And on a colored sky. Ha® you in-
scribe difference without bursting into a serieseaphoric narcissistic
accounts of yourself and your own kind? Withoutulgihg in a mar-
ketable romanticism or in a naive whining aboutryoandition? In oth-
er words, how do you forget without annihilating@tBeen the twin
chasms of navel-gazing and navel-erasing, the grasmarrow and
slippery. None of us can pride ourselves on beimg-footed there.

Trinh T. Minh-ha
Woman, Native, Other

This book investigates some of the diverse traastiof Chinese American
women’s fiction by exploring different gendered megentations of Chinese
America. Employing a strategy | call “attentive dewa,” | engage primarily
with the intersecting problematics of historicigpatiality and bodily imagi-
nation from a diasporic perspective as representselected novels. In his
Imagining the Nation(1998), David Leiwei Li divides Asian American-lit
erature and criticism into three phases: the ethaitonalist phase of the
1960s and 1970s; the feminist phase of the 1970s1880s; and the phase
of heteroglossia after the 1980s (186). Each o$dhihree phases corre-
sponds to specific aesthetic precepts and crigsiaepresented in critical
and literary texts. This project will study Chine&merican women writers
active in the heteroglossia phase and examine laoW attempts to define a
Chinese American diasporic identity against thekteap of transnational
migration. Despite Li's contention that the poststuralist uses of difference
and diaspora represent “an unsuccessful challemgjeet continuing condi-
tion of Asian American exclusion and abjection Wwitthe United States”
(202), | believe that the concept of diaspora camuseful if we pay special
attention to historical nuances in the formatiorCbinese American cultural
and political identities. As R. Radhakrishnan rigiputs it, “the diaspora is
an excellent opportunity to think through some lndste vexed questions:
solidarity and criticism, belonging and distanaesider spaces and outsider
spaces, identity as invention and identity as m@dtuocation-subject posi-
tionality and the politics of representation, rabitess and rootlessness”
(232). Combined with a feminist perspective, a diaspopgpraach can fur-
ther illuminate the dynamics of what Deleuze andht@ui call deterritori-
alization and reterritorialization in the literaryeations of Chinese American
women in this transnational age.
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Even with its assumed collectivity, Chinese Amemevertheless has
never enjoyed a unified identity and has been mited repeatedly with
each influx of new immigrants. Thus, Chinese Anmamitistory and literary
production is always already diasporic. The divatgmots and different
routes underlying the formation of Chinese Amenesulted in not one but
multiple traditions that must be considered whenwigh to discuss the lit-
erary works of Chinese American women.

In terms of theorization of women'’s literary tradlit, Elaine Showalter
in her study of the literary tradition of Britishomen novelists from the
eighteenth century and onward contends that “wherhoak at women writ-
ers collectively we can see an imaginative continuthe recurrence of cer-
tain patterns, themes, problems, and images framergdon to generation”
(A Literature of Their Owril). She also divides “the female tradition” into
three overlapping stages+émining Feminist and Femalé (13). Sho-
walter’s seminal workA Literature of Their Own: British Women Novelists
from Bronté to Lessingl977), provides a useful framework for reflectomy
women’s writing within a particular national andtowal context. Consider-
ing the diverse historical and social stratificaoof Chinese American
women writers in the diaspora, however, it can lyabé said that there is a
unified literary continuum capable of being neadiyided into different
stages or phases corresponding to a discreteib@ttmeline.

Initially, to comply with the conception of literatradition, | planned
to provide a distinctive historical framework fromhich | would attempt to
construct a quasi-historical perspective on théeohysof women of Chinese
descent in America, including stories of the Amamidorn generation de-
scended from the Cantonese-speaking and mostlyingpdkass immigrants
of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuriesyels as recent immigrants
with more diverse geographical origins and ofteenmiddle-class back-
grounds. However, in the process of writing, thees a shift in my critical
cartography. Alongside my original focus of histali representation, there
emerged persistently “intrusive” problems concegrspatiality and the body.
Michel de Certeau has put it this way: “Every st travel story—a spa-
tial practice” (115). And the visible differences@hinese American women,
what Eleanor Ty irThe Politics of the Visible in Asian North Ameriddar-
ratives (2004) terms “visible hieroglyphs” (3)—"a set obdily markings,
which include particular accents, a way of movioigjjnary habits, and other
cultural practices that are fetishized as Asian™ihevitably and indelibly
mark and shape these writers’ subject formationsedlsas their textual rep-
resentations. And yet coupled with this hypervigipis the persistent racial
myopia of the dominant society which renders thaamty subject socially
invisible. As Amy Ling pointed out decades ago, psh-and-pull of visible
difference and social invisibility attest to thebpcts’ state of being trapped
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“between worlds” Between World20). “At certain times in history,” Ling
observes, “the racial minority person in the Uniftdtes has been a non-
person—opolitically, legally, and socially—and thessditions also die hard”
(Between World20). Anne Anlin Cheng theorizes this symptom ohite
racial melancholia” in spatial terms: “[T]eeteribgtween the known and the
unknown, the seen and the deliberately unseemath& other constitutes an
oversight that is consciously made unconscious—akited over time as
absence, as complementary negative space™ (Rlegated to the “nega-
tive space,” the minoritized subject becomes a tiagifody that scripts the
spectral drama of American history.

Thus, at every turn of my historical inquiry, | eonitered the question
of space—real and imagined, somatic and symbolic-zodily imagina-
tion that haunted me in the fashion of Toni Momi'sacememory irBeloved
(1987). | came to an important, albeit not exaatiginal, understanding
after a prolonged struggle: The problematics ofdnjsare intimately and
intricately involved with that of spatial and badilmagination. That is one
of the reasons why Morrison chooses to open heumental remembrance
of American slavery with the address of a formevsl “124 Bluestone
Road” is a haunted house that brings togethehallviolence of the antebel-
lum institution of slavery and racial tension dgrithe period of Reconstruc-
tion. It is also a physical space that a formeveskean tentatively call home.
Moreover, Sethe’s scarred and ravished body—wiehctihokecherry tree on
her back and the stolen milk—also becomes the migist image embody-
ing the horror and trauma of the Black diasporandéehistory, space, and
body are intricately and inevitably intertwinedthe project of representing
a minority subject. Supported by this understandirtgrn to study the dif-
ferent politics of representation of a select gro@iChinese women writers
in the diaspora and the traditions behind them.

Situating Asian American Literary Sudies

To better situate this project in the context ofafssAmerican literary studies,
a brief overview of some of the critical works donethis field is useful.
Taking a nationalist stance of the civil rights,drathe introduction to the
memorable anthologwiiieeeee! (1974) the editors set to define what is
Asian American literature and sensitivity and ogkop a fertile ground for
debates and future studies. Nearly a decade Etine Kim's Asian Amer-
ican Literature: An Introduction to the Writings @rTheir Social Context

1 White racial melancholia refers to the way in whtbe dominant white culture simultane-
ously rejects and is attached to the racial otGleng bases her analysis of the enigmatic
paradox of seeing/not-seeing in the racial encoump®n the paradigmatic texts of Ralph
Ellison’s Invisible Manand Toni Morrison’sThe Bluest Ey€15-16).
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(1982), the first book-length study of Asian Amaricliterature, addressed
the creative efforts in English by Chinese, Japan&srean, and Filipino
American writers, focusing “on the evolution of AsiAmerican conscious-
ness and self-image as expressed in the literafie"The publication of
two more ground-breaking monographs in 1993, Say-Gynthia Wong’s
Reading Asian American Literature: From NecessityEktravaganceand
King-Kok Cheung'sArticulated Silence: Hisaye Yamamoto, Maxine Hong
Kingston, Joy Kogawanarked the appearance of works of criticism dedot
exclusively to the study of Asian American litenatin the 1990s. Whereas
Wong'’s work investigates the intertextual relatiwipsexisting in the corpus
of Asian American literary texts through a systamaixploration of four
prominent themes—food, the double, mobility, araypCheung takes issue
with the dominant (white) feminist discourse foivleging speech and de-
votes her study to the thematic and rhetoricalafsglence as a method of
articulation in the works of three Asian Americaomen.

Lisa Lowe’s Immigrant Acts: On Asian American Cultural Politics
(1997), David Li'slmagining the Nation: Asian American Literature and
Cultural Consentand Sheng-mei Ma'tmmigrant Subjectivities in Asian
American and Asian Diaspora Literatur€s998) are three more critical stu-
dies that focus on issues of immigration, citizépshnd the American na-
tion-state. Lowe stresses that an understandirtbeohature and history of
Asian immigration to the United States is esserntainterrogating the ra-
cialized political economy of the nation. Li, adslseg the similar issue of
Asian American nationalism and citizenship, anatyatat he calls “Asian
abjection” as “a form of denied Asian American @rtation that serves to
immobilize the race—and culture-specific natiomabediment of the Asian
American” (8). Ma, meanwhile, concentrates on issokeimmigration and
delves into the textual representation of Asian Aoca® immigrants and the
particular form of “immigrant schizophrenic.” DavidPalumbo-Liu’s
Asian/American: Historical Crossings of a Racialohtier (1999) is an ex-
emplary work of Asian American culture and literatydies that combines
sociohistorical research, cultural criticism, aiterbry theories to analyze
the position of being Asian/American. Here the eslid between indicates
the split, unstableness, and the constant reconafigns of Asian America:
“As in the construction ‘and/or,” where the solidat once instantiates a
choice between two terms, their simultaneous anglestatus, and an ele-
ment of undecidability, that is, as it at once implboth exclusion and inclu-
sion.” Hence Palumbo-Liu contends: “‘Asian/Ameritararksboth the dis-
tinction installed between ‘Asian’ and ‘Americaamd a dynamic, unsettled,
and inclusive movement” (1).

In The Deathly Embrace: Orientalism and Asian Amerid¢dentity
(2000), Sheng-mei Ma deploys “four metaphors ofsptel postures/states”
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to highlight four moments of cultural encountervbe¢n Asian Americans
and the mainstream societyclitch of rapein imperialist adventure narra-
tives of the 1930s and 1940slash of armsor martial metaphors of the
1970s and beyond; U.S. multiculturéhunting of ethnicity; and global
postcolonialmasqueradingf identity” (xv). Providing important sociohis-
torical background to the study of the developm&inChinese American
literature since its emergence in mid nineteentiitoy America,
Xiao-huang Yin'sChinese American Literature since the 18%8300) cov-
ers the multiple voices of Chinese American writémsAssimilating Asians:
Gendered Struggles of Authorship in Asian Ameratso published in 2000,
Patricia Chu examines how Asian American writers aisd revamp the tra-
dition of Bildungsromanto foreground their treacherous position in the
United States and the urgent need of “materiatucail and spiritual sur-
vival” (4). One of Chu’s contributions to the stadyhich she herself iden-
tifies as “the first extended literary study of thenderingof Asian American
narratives of assimilation"—is of particular relex® to this current project
(4).

Theoretical methodologies and thematic approachethe study of
Asian American literature become increasingly diifexd in the first decade
of the twenty-first century. Adapting the Freudrandel, for instance, ifthe
Melancholy of Race: Psychoanalysis, Assimilatiorg Blidden Grief2001)
Anne Anlin Cheng coins the term “racial melanchgliahich is “both the
technology and the nightmare of the American Drédamtheorize “racial
grief” as a symptom as well as “an analytic paradigsponsive to the ma-
terial and imaginative realities of racial dynamics” (xi). Imagine Other-
wise: On Asian Americanist Critiqu&003) Kandice Chuh deploys a decon-
structive framework of analysis and argues for denttoward subjectless-
ness” in defining Asian American (13). Chuh conteidat citizenship and
subjectivity always enjoy centrality in the knowtgd production of Asian
American studies, and yet “subjectivity itself, @do cannot remedy injus-
tice” (10). Thus, Chuh suggests that Asian Ameiigtarshould move away
from the insistence on subjectivity and use sulgeshess “as a conceptual
tool” to reflect on “the need to manufacture ‘Asi@merican’ situationally”
and to practice a kind of “strateganti-essentialism” (10). For this critic,
this kind of deconstructive attitude highlights thgortance of difference in
identity, enables us to “imagine otherwise” andnterrogate the ideological
underpinnings and discursive stability of natiomdéntity in the United
States. InBeyond Literary Chinatowif2007), Jeffrey Partridge utilizes re-
ception theory to study “the dynamic relationshgivieen reader expecta-
tions of Chinese American literature and the cingés posed by recent
Chinese American texts to the assumptions of reader). According to
Partridge, “the literary Chinatown phenomenon” refeto the Eu-
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ro-American reader’s “fetishization of Chinese Ainans as objects of ex-
ploration and enthnographic intrigue” (8). To resgdo “the literary China-
town horizon of expectations” and to go beyond thitural ghettoization,
Partridge argues, many Chinese American authorssehto write back and
contradict “the expectations of the reading pub{iB).

Monographs adopting thematic approaches to explg#tsian Amer-
ican texts are also abundant in the new millennitor. example, Leslie
Bow’'s Betrayal and Other Acts of Subversion: Feminismxu8kePolitics,
Asian American Women’s Literatu(@001) analyzes the ways in which fe-
male sexuality and racial difference are conneutighd the themes of seduc-
tion and betrayal in works by Asian American wontleat “both signify and
interrogate political alliance and ethnic colleti’ (8). Exploring the in-
terconnections of dirt, race, female bodiness,thadjlobal context in Asian
American women’s writing, Monica Chu Filthy Fictions: Asian American
Literature by Wome(2004) contends that “the subtle and overt refesrtio
Asian Americans as filthy” in contemporary Asian Antan fiction serve to
counteract and reject “an Orientalism rooted inlokelPeril rhetoric” (4).
Rocio G. Davis combines the thematic study of ¢luttl with a generic in-
vestigation of life writing to foreground the ligaly perspectives in the con-
struction of ethnic selfhood and cultural memoryBegin Here: Reading
Asian North American Autobiographies of Childh@@607) and argues that
“Asian North American memoirs of childhood are ¢eaging the construc-
tion and performative potential of the national exgnce, particularly in the
experiential categories of epistemology and phemahogy” (1). Wenying
Xu’s monograph on literary representations of Asfanerican foodways,
Eating Identities: Reading Food in Asian Americatetature (2008), inves-
tigates the relationships between food and idestith terms of gender, eth-
nicity, class, sexuality, as well as the diaspoantext. Anita Mannur iiCu-
linary Fictions: Food in South Asian Diasporic Qui¢ (2010) also uses
food as a vector of critical analysis and focusesramining “food as an
enunciative space” for race, class, labor, andumilin South Asian Ameri-
can popular culture and literature (24).

This highly selected list of critical studies clgademonstrates that
Asian American literary studies has progresseddgiean many directions
over the past four decades. Yet it seems to mestiraething is lacking in
the list above. Although Chinese American womernais—such as the lu-
minous Maxine Hong Kingston and Amy Tan—have cdasidy figured
prominently in many of these critical texts, thexeo single work dedicated
exclusively to the study of their writings and taey traditions, with the ex-
ception of Amy Ling’sBetween Worlds: Women Writers of Chinese Ancestry
(1990). Ling's ground-breaking book is best desmikin its own terms, as a
feminist archeological attempt to retrieve “burigdkts by women writers of
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Chinese descent, beginning with the Eaton sistetbd late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries and continuing onto tB80k. Already in her re-
covery of neglected texts, Ling has adopted a didgsmperspective by in-
cluding literary works with a Chinese focus, aslves those dedicated to
representing lives in the United States. Takingnalar diasporic approach,
my project mostly addresses the works of Chineserfgan women authors
created in and after the 1990s, with a special @siplon the variegated tra-
ditions behind these fictional works. By analyziegts created in the phase
of cultural and linguistic heteroglossia, | wantcarry on the legacy of this
courageous forerunner who dedicated her life tostbhdy of Chinese Amer-
ican women’s literature and to further expand tt@pe of Ling’s study into
the new millennium.

Attentive Reading

While dealing with different diasporic specificgichowever, | do not want
to impose a unified critical framework aside frony wonsistent feminist
concerns with female subjectivity. This may seeactienary or even a sad
personal drawback or inadequacy. Yet | am by nommeaspicious of the
present “race for theory,” in Barbara Christiamsnis, nor do | subscribe to
the idea that dire consequences result from enemuetween theory and
minority literatures. On the contrary, | believetire importance of theory
and rely heavily on its insights in my search fergonal and professional
illumination. At the same time, | also believe ins&n Stanford Friedman’s
“text-centered approach™appings 12). In fact, in post-Barthesian and
Foucauldian discourse, everything and anythingxsuel and can be read
and reread, interpreted and reinterpreted, basdtiese theorists’ powerful
readings of cultural and historical signs. At tloeecof my critical stance is
the insistence on “attentive reading” and | proptisadopt and adapt dif-
ferent theories as the reading progresses. In othats, | am suggesting an
empathetic way of reading and using theories byngaglose attention to
the historical and cultural nuances of each text.

In advocating attentive reading, | certainly shitaebelief in “language
as the ultimate form of power” of reader-resporm#&ism (Tompkins xxv).
Jane Tompkins aptly summarizes the evolution of ghectices of read-
er-response critics and their political convictinrthese terms:

Relocating meaning first in the reader’s self amehtin the interpretive
strategies that constitute it, they assert thatningais a consequence of
being in a particular situation in the world. Thet mesult of this episte-
mological revolution is to re-politicize literatumnd literary criticism.
When discourse is responsible for reality and netety a reflection of
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it, then whose discourse prevails makes all themince. (xxv)

Literature is political and carries with it ethiaalsponsibility. Hence Wayne
C. Booth calls his version of reader-responsecgsiti “ethical criticism” in
which the practice of literary criticism is tantanmb to character-building.
Ethical criticism is “the discussion of what starido to the ethos of those
who respond to them with full attentioatosis the Greek word for ‘char-
acter’; its meanings include but go beyond whatcalé personality)” (289).
A veteran literary critic, Booth believes that {hctice of close inspection
of the nuances of literature affects our understandf the world around us
and help (re)construct our character. | cannoteagii¢h him more. When it
comes to reading literary texts by ethnic minositimoreover, there emerges
a whole new meaning that can be added to Bootffisitien of ethical criti-
cism. Responding “with full attention” to the malayers of geographical
and historical contexts in minority stories createsertain ethical position
for the reader. In another sense of the etymologiogin of ethos being
attentive to a literary text creates a “habitat"—accustomed place and
home-like space—for the practitioner of ethicaticism and, | believe, the
text that she or he reads. Thus, attentive redo@mpmes a form of ethical
criticism that can create an important linkage leemethosandethnos?
Attentive reading, however, is more than just ehraping of the read-
er-response approach and its emphasis on partcypangagement with
texts. Attentive reading is in fact a reading ggt derived from the long
history of exclusion—which leads to silence andespion—that constitutes
and defines Asian American women'’s struggle foreepntation. Hence, the
practice of attentive reading requires us to pagelattention to the material
histories of racial, sexual and class struggle ctvlaire often rendered abject
in official records of national history. As Eleanty and Donald C. Goell-
nicht note in their introduction tAsian North American ldentities Beyond
the Hyphen(2004), “the sense of ‘otherness’,” or the “sen$aot being
quite like the dominant, white majority, as a direcindirect result of struc-
tural inequities imbedded in laws regarding immiigna citizenship, and
labor, plays a large role in defining who Asian tioAmericans are”; hence
conceptualizations of Asian North American subjetti “have been in-
formed and framed by discourses from many fieldshsas politics, labor,

2 In his discussion of American multiculturalism kit the context of pedagogy, Jay Gregory
also addresses such a connectedness: “A focu$ims etn strengthen the process of creating
mechanisms that do justice to the competing clafndifferent cultural groups. It can also
make for affiliations between individuals who iretheveryday lives often differ with each
other and within themselves....In the agency andsimts of the ethical subject, the compet-
ing demands between the universal and the pantisglek their only practical justice. The
ethnic and the ethical will have to recognize esitter in this territory of competing demands,
a territory that includes the classroom” (630)
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law, and immigration” (3). The complex and compiézh histories in the
formation of Asian North American identities rendery single critical the-
ory inadequate when we want to examine the litepapogluction coming out
of Asian North America.

The practice of attentive reading also highliglms importance of the
aesthetic in Asian American literary studies. Hbrtlzeir political and cul-
tural significances, Asian American literary testsould not be read as so-
ciological documents but primarily as artistic ¢ieas. As Davis cogently
puts it, “[tJo address only the cultural projectvefiters is to elide important
aesthetic choices and ignore the carefully wrodgithal investment of the
authors who are clearly writing in a context oédéry and cultural criticism”
(Begin Here3). In her introduction td.iterary Gestures: The Aesthetic in
Asian American Writing2006), Sue-Im Lee rightly points out that aestheti
is “a missing category of analysis” in Asian Amaiicliterary criticism (5)
and there is an urgent need to invigorate “a cometdary perspective be-
tween cultural materialist and formal modes of gsial' (7). We should, as
Kandice Chuh suggests, develop “critical methods attitudes that attend
to the literariness of ‘Asian American™ (27). Attive reading—paying
close attention to literary traditions, generic dondmnal innovation and/or
bending in a given text—provides precisely suchkeaded “complementary
perspective” to re-locate the aesthetic in Asiarefican literary discourse.

In Articulate SilenceKing-Kok Cheung deploys the idea of “attentive
silence” to analyze Canadian Japanese writer JgawWa'sObasanand ar-
gues that “[tlhe gaps in the narrative demand ftbenreader a heedfulness
that corresponds to the narrator’s attentivenek29). The idea of attentive-
ness is both culturally specific in the Japanesmigrant community and
something that is historically constructed becanfshe experience of Japa-
nese Internment in North America during the Secdrmild War. Attentive
reading, in this sense, is a practice rooted irmAsulture and North Ameri-
can history and defined by the heavy memory ofpias routings. We need
to activate the affects of empathy to properly ¢east the multiple layers of
psychic and physical pain that underwrite the Imjstof peoples of Asian
descent in North America to create a kind of affecbonding with them.
Hence, attentive reading allows us to analyze tmeptex process of negoti-
ating “an affect-identity’—as Jeffrey J. Santa Asalls it—in the new mil-
lennium of neoliberal capitalism and postethnigity.

3 Santa Ana describes the process in the formatiGuch an ethnic affect-identity: “Vacil-
lating between identifying with anxiety-driven awgation into consumerism, on the one
hand, and historical ties to immigrant ancestorstbnic forbearers, on the other, the minority
subject in American ethnic writings mediates comified euphoria in postmodernism and
historically based pain in material relations: aleiitical process from which an emotionally
based identity—an affect-identity—emerges” (25).
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Moreover, attentive reading is of great importatc@on-Western and
bilingual academics such as myself. On more thanamtasion, my fellow
Chinese Americanists (in both senses of the teaw® lbbeen questioned for
our deployment of Western theoretical paradigmsunanalysis of Chinese
American texts. We have been challenged to devieldigenous (meaning
Chinese or Taiwanese) theories in our line of nesedlthough | strongly
reject the implied sense of proprietorship, thisds a challenge that can or
should be overlooked. Attentive reading, | submilipws us to mobilize our
own specific cultural experience to attend to tekipecificities and mark
out culturally specific positions at the same time.

Representing Chinese American Women

Returning to my concern with Chinese American wosbterary traditions
and representations, the most difficult task foin€se American women
throughout their history has been to find a speglacation in a racist North
America and sexist immigrant community. As histori@ary Y. Okihiro
points out, “Asian American history is replete witte deeds of men. Wom-
en constitute a forgotten factor in Asian Ameridastory. They have ‘no
name™ (65). Like the aunt who has been excommuadtdérom the family
because of her sexual transgression in Maxine Hngston’sThe Woman
Warrior (1976), these “no name” women await their femadecéndants to
break silence and “devote pages of paper” to thh Reading beyond the
generic confinement of memoir writing, Kingston'®lideation of this
“homeless” woman can also be read as a racialailegf the exclusion
and/or suspension of citizenship suffered by tle@raninority.

Showalter is certainly correct in pointing out thahy minority group
finds its direction of self-expression relativeaalominant society”A Lit-
erature of Their Owrll). In fact, the very presence of any minoritgugy
depends on the legal management of mainstreamtygothee first recorded
presence of a Chinese woman setting foot on théetdrstates is that of
Afong Moy, who was “imported” in 1834 as an exhiit@m for New York’s
American Museum. The purpose of her appearanceriarisa was “to dis-
play how different a Celestial lady looked from testern women” (Hup-
ing Ling 1). From the very beginning, therefore,if@se American women
were exotic objects to be gazed upon, out of pampaphilia. Chinese
American women, as well as African American wonteaye been deployed
for centuries as points of reference to define &viwbmanhood on the basis
of an ideology of difference. Furthermore, Chineggmen were not wel-
comed if they did not enter America as anthropaalgcuriosities. Within
the general practice of excluding Chinese immigrafdr instance, there
have been gender-specific exclusion laws aimedicpdatly at Chinese
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Womep, based on the gross generalization thatkihgSe women are im-
moral.

As a display item, Afong Moy had no voice of hermpweither had
most of her “daughters” for the next century. If voelow Alice Walker’s
suggestion and search through our mothers’ gariderfemale literary pre-
decessors, we inevitably find the Chinese Amerinaternal plot rather
barren® This lack of literary models is a result of soywéw early Chinese
American women being literate in Chinese, let alemdl versed enough in
English to compose literary works. To find theiicas at all, we sometimes
have to resort to oral histories, as Judy Yung,déneoted historian and col-
lector of Chinese American women’s oral historieas suggested ibn-
bound Voices: A Documentary History of Chinese WbimeSan Francisco
(1999).

One of the first Chinese American women writerg&in national at-
tention was Jade Snow Wong, whéstth Chinese Daughtef1945) not on-
ly won her prize money, but also a publicity tovound Asia sponsored by
the U.S. State Departmerkiiith Chinese Daughteviii). This triumph over
silence nevertheless suggests a ghostly retutmedioremother in an exhibit
case. After she succeeded in earning a collegeedegrd winning praise as a
model worker, Wong decided to embark on a careeeliamics. In a striking
scene, she describes how she displays herselfrativthe exhibit window
of a Chinatown shop:

Jade Snow has become a wonder in the eyes of teeekvavorld. They
declare that she had invented a new mousetrap.

Chinatown was agog. A woman in the window, her lagside a
potter’s wheel, her hair in braid, her hands pergigt messy with sticky
California clay, her finished products such thimagscollies used in Chi-
na, the daughter of a conservative family, runniag business

4 In searching for an explanation for the imbalanéesex ratio among the Chinese immi-
grants of the pre-exclusion period, George AnthBeffer tries to dismantle a pervasive ar-
gument that such imbalance is caused by the jamily structure in China and the sojourner
mentality. Peffer points out that there were lggalctices that directly prohibited the immi-
gration of Chinese women in the hope that it woeladl to the natural death of the Chinese
American community. The Page Law enacted in 18@b pihohibited immigration of Chinese
women “for lewd and immoral purposes” was Peffenain evidence of this genocidal prac-
tice. Sedf They Don't Bring Their Women Here

® Amy Ling's Between Worldsof course, hopes to demystify this sense of iy de-
voting at least two thirds of her book to Englishitings by Eurasian and émigré women. Her
archaeological effort, however, was sadly oversheadbby an initial lack of academic recog-
nition. Ling was denied tenure by the English Dépant of Rutgers University because the
authors she has rediscovered were deemed “thiedl campared to the canonical ones. See
her introduction torellow Lights(1999). Of course, it should be also added thattrabthe
émigré women writers in the study are of the peiyéd class.
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alone—such a combination was sure to fail! (244)

But she did not fail: “After three months, she veliving the first postwar
automobile in Chinatown” (245). In spite of the tfélsat Wong'’s entrepre-
neurial project found its reward in material suscege cannot help but sense
a strong streak of commercialism in the way in Wwhahe willingly puts
herself on display to invite the gaze of both Ctoman and the Western
(white) communitie$. As a Chinese American exemplar of Protestant salue
Wong's success story is an extreme demonstratidtheofAmerican national
myths of exceptionalism and the work ethic. In asge her capitalist ex-
perimentation with Orientalist exotica and Christigestimonial brings us
straight back to the time of Afong Moy. Althoughill offer a more sympa-
thetic reading ofifth Chinese Daughtein the next chapter, at present suf-
fice it to say that in Wong’'s autobiography the ii&sie American female
body is the site of spectacular difference and ieizetd scopophilia very
similar to what it was like at the beginning of @&se American history.

This legacy of (self-)exoticizing transformed thdise American
woman into a decontextualized object of desire difidrence, which makes
my effort to provide historical and literary contexXor Chinese American
women’s fiction even more significant. In my figblished academic piece
on Chinese American women, entitled “Narrative dfance: Historical Re-
presentation irBone” | was trying to configure an all-inclusive natixee
pattern to accommodate the variety of Chinese Asaarivomen’s writing.
However, publications of creative works in thisldiestarting in the late
1990s, have made clear that Chinese American waremriting in an in-
creasingly diversified fashion. There is no “cehtidsat can hold all these
multifarious texts. Catherine Liu'®riental Girls Desire Romancél997)
and Mei Ng'sEating Chinese Food Nakgd998), for example, explicitly
explore sexualities and different social experienftem various class back-
grounds in connection with appraisals of the Anmrienetropolitan land-
scape that are playful and painful by turns. Patrichao’sMonkey King
(1997) touches upon the taboo subjects of incedtchild molestation to
such an extent that the writing of the novel itéglén act of transgression. It
also stands as a direct challenge to the stanéardinrm of the Chinese
American family narrative. While Lisa See’s fictelrendeavors consistently
attempt to (re)imagine lives of Chinese women &rbe& centuries, her
“Red Princess mysteries’—consisting Bliower Net(1997), The Interior
(1999), anddragon Boneg2003) and featuring a Chinese woman detective

® David Palumbo-Liu also comments on this sceneisfendered, racialized body at work
occupies this liminal space, between communiti@sisiicting and enacting the eclipse of the
Chinese and the invention of Chinese America, anduse of this transactional function it
draws the gaze of both worlds” (144).
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solving murder cases in the post-Maoist China—f#iicanitly demarcate a
breakthrough for Chinese American women'’s writingerms of her choice
of the thriller genre. IMhe Love Wif§¢2004) Gish Jen touches upon the im-
portant theme of transnational and transracial solopvhile exploring the
issues of familial relationship, ethnic identityydaracial prejudice. Mixing
postmodern renditions of Chinese fables and fdegtand the growing-up
stories of a pair of Chinese American twin sistbtarilyn Chin’sRevenge of
the Mooncake Vixe(2009) exercises a fusionist aesthetic that ik botne-
dic and fantastic and charts another route for €@nAmerican women’s
fiction. While the story of immigration is a commdémeme in Asian Ameri-
can writing, Jean Kwok’s debut nov@irl in Translation (2010) presents a
unique and insightful portrayal of the sweatshofNeaw York’s Chinatown
and the problem of cultural translation.

Faced with these transformations and transmutatibrisnd myself
readingBonetoday with a renewed focus and am engrossed irsghgal
configuration within the novel. This attention teetspatial motif was also
prompted by an encounter on foot with San Fran&sCainatown. When |
walked Grand Avenue in search of a Chinese Amerfgatorical museum,
Fae Myenne Ng's passages about the tourist visio@hinatown inBone
inevitably came to my mind. It was when | failedfiod the museum that
was supposed to be located in the Financial Digtnat | came to a new un-
derstanding of the sense of urgency in Ng's nd@kInese American history
is literally disappearing in front of the challengé global commercial-
ism—even the museum that supposedly houses legaCig® past is un-
known to people in the area. Important aspectsdbastitute the ethnic mi-
nority’s affect-identity are disappearing in a fastce. Without our atten-
tiveness to these “disappearing acts,” we can leagytrack of the evolution
of Chinese America.

Writing/Reading Chinese American Women

The main objective of this project, as statedpiexplore the stratification of
different diasporic subjectivities through closadmg of fictional works by
writers of different social and class backgroundsaell as of diverse lin-
guistic backgrounds. In addition to this introdaatithe book includes seven
chapters devoted to readings of individual or geoop Chinese American
women writers. In Chapter One | explore the traditof Chinatown litera-
ture by writers of the American-born generatiomufsing on reading the
representation of space and memory in Fae Myenrie &iglaimed first
novel Bone.Like Fifth Chinese DaughterBonealso provides an insider’s
view of San Francisco Chinatown; unlike the inwitatto gaze offered by
her predecessors, however, Ng counteracts suclmggdmi painstakingly
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mapping out the physical and psychological landssab her birthplace.

Chapter Two delves into Amy Tan’s deployment of whaall the
“narrative of transnational haunting” ithe Hundred Secret Senq4d995),
The Bonesetter's Daughté2001), andsaving Fish from Drownin@005) to
discuss her technologies of representing ChinaGimdese American eth-
nicity. In all of her novels to date, Tan tendsctmcentrate on the conflicts
and final reconciliations between mothers and dearghand repeatedly in-
vokes Chinese history and landscape to contextakz portrayal of Chi-
nese American experiences. China, in these teximeisented as a phantom
space haunted by family secrets and a ghostly pdsth serves to set off
the protagonists’ American present. Tan’s novelisteation, in a sense, car-
ries on the tradition of ghost-writing starting fmoKingston'sThe Woman
Warrior, a memoir of a childhood among “ghosts” of allarsl

In Chapter Three | argue that Mona in the Promised LanfL996)
Gish Jen is consciously reinventing a comic tradifior Chinese American
women’s writing through which she may at once agdedge the impor-
tance of matrilineage and introduce a politics elationality that goes be-
yond racial confines. With an inclusion of a motbaughter plot in the
novel, Jen dutifully constructs a vertical/genenadl relationship, which is
one of the typical themes of Chinese American wdsnamiting. Yet Jen
also creates horizontal communities for her pratégidviona to go beyond
racial, class, and gender boundaries. Neverthetesslissolution of the uto-
pian hybrid community, Camp Gugelstein, questidresgossibility of racial
solidarity. Moreover, through the multiple “switdieof identity of her cha-
racters, Jen undermines the essentialist fixturaaél authenticity.

Chapter Four discusses English writings by Chirfeserican biracial
women writers and investigates this tradition ofdeslands writing in the
context of racial hybridity. Arguing that these e®s$ from the interstices en-
able transfiguration of racial and cultural langszs | explore three genera-
tions of biracial women’s works—including those BEgith Eaton, Han
Suyin, and Diana Chang—with special emphasis oreligivconfigurations
of family narratives in Amiee Liu'd~ace (1994) and Sigrid Nunez'&\
Feather on the Breath of Gqd995).

Chapter Five provides a reading of Shirley Geok-Lim’'s Joss and
Gold (2001) as an example of narrating national hisbarsed on female bo-
dily experiences. From the perspectives of the ldpwmeent of notions of
diasporic womanhood, my reading argues that thelnoeeds to be inter-
preted in terms of the double national and tramgnat frameworks. Also
central to the novelistic discourse is the problégeriasue of interracial rela-
tionships both at the political level and at theeleof somatic encounters. |
argue that inJoss and Gold.im discreetly and unsentimentally uncovers a
violent episode of national history and its aftettmia relation to its female
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characters and offers us an exemplary feminist téxharrating history
through personal lived experience. It also offessan example of Chinese
American women’s writing coming out of the histali@and cultural contexts
of Southeast Asia.

In Chapter Six, Nieh Hualing'$lulberry and Peach(1976) is read
within the context of Chinese/Taiwanese oversdasature, with particular
attention to Nieh'’s spatial imagination of her pigainists’ transnational mi-
grations. Thanks to a well-received English traimtethat appeared in 1981
and the enthusiastic introduction of Chinese Anaericcritics such as
Sau-ling Cynthia WongMulberry and Peachhas managed to straddle the
different, yet closely connected fields of Chinesel Chinese American lit-
erary studies and becomes the quintessential xpkbreng the diasporic ex-
perience of Chinese American women. Despite thé taat its Chinese
original was written in the 1970s, | includéulberry and Peaclin the pre-
sent study because of its pivotal significancehim development of Chinese
American diasporic literary expressions. Moreowerits juxtapositions of
three geographical locations—China, Taiwan, and Wnhéed States—and
variegated genres, the novel becomes a textual g&aoh cultural mixture
that characterizes David Leiwei Li's phase of hegévssia.

| further suggest a remapping of Chinese Ameridanature in Chap-
ter Seven to incorporate texts written in Chindse pay particular attention
to the immigrant condition. An immigrant writer frothe People’s Republic
of China, Yan Geling, becomes my exemplary figuré¢his effort of redefi-
nition. Her first novel about Chinese immigrant wemFu Sang(1996),
travels back in time to rediscover the buried lieé<hinese prostitutes in
San Francisco Chinatown from the 1860s throughlL8%9s. While inviul-
berry and PeachNieh writes about her own experiences as a diaspor
woman of multiple migrations—from the Chinese maivd to Taiwan and
then to the United States—and situates the coriginuof female subjectiv-
ity within specific frameworks of historical temgdity and geographical
location, inRen Huan(1998), Yan carefully delineates the transnatiquaed-
sage of her first-person narrator whose Chineserisar identity is always
embedded within and (over)determined by her merabGhina.

Unlike Afong Moy, the Chinese American women wistén this study
have learned to break through the patriarchal aaelrinjunction of silence,
to invent new strategies to counter the persis@mentalist gaze, and to
claim recognition for their literary and politicagency. In short, they have
found ways to hold their footing in the “narrow aslippery” ground be-
tween “the twin chasms of navel-gazing and navasieg” and overcome
the difficulties for minority women writers in carhporary capitalist culture
that Trinh T. Minh-ha has identified in the epignaf28). Writing “on a col-
ored sky,” they are the inventors and preserveligsenary traditions. As such,
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this project can never claim a definite completidimere will always be
some important texts that have not been read ameéed to be re-read, as
important ideas continue to develop. My only coatioh in that respect is
that this book is only a beginning. My commitmeat@hinese American
women’s writing will always keep me searching femnfrontiers.



Chapter 1
Representing Chinatown:
Space and Memory in Fae Myenne Ng'’Bone

Language shows clearly that memory is not an instnt for ex-
ploring the past but its theater. It is the medufrpast experience, as the
ground is the medium in which dead cities lie irddr He who seeks to
approach his own buried past must conduct himaedfd man digging.
This confers the tone and bearing of genuine resoamces. He must not
be afraid to return again and again to the samémab scatter it as one
scatters earth, to turn it over as one turns oeir Bor the matter itself
is only a deposit, a stratum, which yields onlythe most meticulous
examination what constitutes the real treasuredriddithin the earth:
the images, severed from all earlier associatitime, stand—Ilike pre-
cious fragments or torsos in a collector’s galleig-the prosaic rooms
of our later understanding.

—Walter Benjamin
“A Berlin Chronicle”

Our interest inieux de mémoiravhere memory crystallizes and
secrets itself has occurred at a particular hissbnrmoment, a turning
point where consciousness of a break with the igdsbund up with the
sense that memory has been torn—but torn in sweaiyaas to pose the
problem of embodiment of memory in certain sitesergha sense of
historical continuity persists. There dieux de mémoiresites of mem-
ory, because there are no longatieux de mémoirereal environments
of memory.

—Pierre Nora
“Between Memory and History:es Lieux de Mémoite

The plot of Fae Myenne Ng's first noBbnepivots around a violent death
in a San Francisco Chinatown family. The suicidelh& second daughter
Ona Leong becomes the narrative drive behind hfstsier Leila Fu's

first-person inspection of their family history. &tscope of the narrative,
however, goes beyond the confines of family trawnd becomes a story
about a unique urban space, San Francisco Chinatmehabout Chinese
American memory. Written by a second-generationn€$g American

woman writer born and raised in ChinatoBoneis a daughter’s homage to
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her parents’ generatidnand follows in the train of a long tradition of iCh
nese American writings about Chinatown, such ag Bxtbw Wong'sifth
Chinese Daughtef1945), Lin Yutang'sChinatown Family(1948), C. Y.
Lee’s Flower Drum Song(1957), Maxine Hong Kingston'§ripmaster
Monkey(1990), and Frank ChinBonald Duk(1991). Yet Ng neither abides
by the dominant ideology of assimilation nor adoatself-Orientalizing
gesture in her depiction of Chinese immigrantshefpiost-Exclusion era and
their descendanfsRather, she strives to strike a balance betwesthetics
and politics by presenting Chinatown as a “livéidu de mémoireor site of
memory; lived, in the full sense of Walter Benjaiwiftived Berlin.” Besides
distinct class stratification, Ng's “lived Chinataivis as much a racialized
space as a gendered one. As Liam Kennedy pointsmawch modern and
postmodern urban aesthetics and theorizing stoaatisfy “a common de-
sire for urban legibility” (1). It is also my gotd make the spatialization of
Fae Myenne Ng's Chinatown—and with it a part of i&sie American his-
tory—legible.

My analysis of the spatialization of memory Boneis divided into
three parts. In the first part, after a brief desian of the tradition of China-
town literature and the politics of representat@nailed therein, | explore
the idea of “lived Chinatown” and tH&nerie in Bone based upon Benja-
min’s recherchéof Berlin. The next two sections focus on expliogtthe
racialized and gendered spatial representatioBsie

Lived Chinatown

One of the central concerns Boneis the representation of San Francisco
Chinatown as a space that is intimately connectitd the memory of its
residents. This concern places the novel well witthie tradition of what
Mao-chu Lin terms “Chinatown American Literature I'want to explore the

1 While describing her novel to her parents who camead English, Ng clearly identifies her
intention of writing the novel as an homage to théntell them that the book celebrates the
hard work and living that they endured in ordemgiee future generations a better life. It's
always very important to them to know that we apjate their labor.” This is quoted from
Louis B. Jones'?New York Timeseview of Bone in which he records part of his telephone
interview with Ng.

2 |n 1882 the U.S. government imposed an Exclusiaw kgainst the entrance of “idiots,”
“lunatics” and “Chinese laborers.” The law was nepealed until 1943 and only after 1965
when the immigration law changed to select syst&hihg nation withess a dramatic increase
in Chinese American population. See Bill Ong Hinggortant study about the influence of
US immigration legislative practices on Asian Arngaris, Making and Remaking Asian
America through Immigration Policy, 1850-1990

3 Lin’s 1987 dissertation, one of the pioneer stsdié representations of Chinatown in the
post-World War Il Chinese American literature, degdthis body of literature into groups that
include romanticized, stereotypical autobiographiesalistic fiction, historical literature,
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ways in which writers of the American-born genematattempt to represent
the landscape and mindscape of San Francisco Ghindtom an “insider’s
view.” A search through the primary and secondary mageegarding this
body of literature reveals that at least three ri®dé representing China-
town emerge before the writing Bbne Orientalizing, denigrating, and cel-
ebratory to the extent of mythologizing.

Jade Snow Wong'kifth Chinese Daughterone of the earliest efforts
by American-born writers to represent Chinatowrs bfien been criticized
for its self-Orientalizing stance. In her discussiof Maxine Hong King-
ston’sThe Woman WarrigrSau-ling Cynthia Wong summarizes a common
complaint against this type of Chinese Americambiaigraphical literature:
“Removed from Chinese culture in China by their estors’ emigration,
American-born autobiographers may still capital@e white curiosity by
conducting the literary equivalent of a guided @hinvn tour: by providing
explanations on the manners and mores of the Ghifsggerican community
from the vantage point of a ‘native’™ (“Autobiogray as Guided Chinatown
Tour?” 262)2 In Jade Snow Wong's case, then, the questionprgsenta-
tion is not only ideological but also generic. Ajoraargument againgtifth
Chinese Daughteis that an autobiography of this sort is constiduby very
little autd'selfin it except an imposed group identity. The suscasry of
the third-person autobiographer Hifth Chinese Daughtebespeaks not a
personal success, but rather the myth of Asian fAoaes as “the model mi-
nority,” a myth predicated on the ideology of Asiamerican upward mobil-
ity “which serves both as a model for other minesitto follow in the proc-
ess toward Americanization and as a secondary mmgdgystem for whites”
(Palumbo-Liu 1575. The rhetorical stance of the author who declirees t
giv7e herself a first-person voice ironically conis this lack of individual-
ity.

Here | would like to digress to consider this intpat political issue of
representation and to communicate a personal dimvicdBoth critics and
writers of Asian American literature grapple withegtions of cultural rep-
resentation, albeit from different positions. Ongm ask, in a simplistic
fashion, is, or should there be, a “correct” wayrgbresenting Chinatown

writings of “Chinatown Cowboys,” and the woman warridentity as represented in Maxine
Hong Kingston'’s works.

4 The trajectory of my research is different from 8cott Wong's investigation of how
non-resident observers construct conflicting imagfe@Shinatown.

® Wong'’s position in the paper, however, is to ddf&ingston’s revisionist writing strategy.

6 | am quoting from David Pulumbo-Liu’s comment dre tAsian/American introjection of
the Cold War era in Lin Yutang@hinatown Family

" “The gaze of cultural voyeurs” looking for exotipectacle, Sau-ling Wong points out, “ef-
fectively ‘disappears’ the people: every Chinesdténsight is reduced to a specimen of
Otherness devoid of individuality and interioritfyEthnic Subject” 253).
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that takes into consideration issues of authewtigitcountability, agency,
and so on? Such a question has plagued Asian Aanesttidies from the
beginning, initiating countless “pen wars,” as dag- Wong calls them
(*Autobiography as Guided Chinatown Tour?” 248)vida eiwei Li rightly
observes that Asian American writers face “a coowlifor double allegiance
and double agency,Iriagining the Nationl77) and that the relationship
between Asian American authors and their audieiscésne of compulsory
representation, a vicarious performance withoutseati (181)° While
there is understandably no easy way out of this aslan involuntary repre-
sentative for the writer, | believe as critics weuald try to seek a balance
between aesthetics and politics without overlookimg changing variables
of history. This eclectic position, | would arguslows us to take a more
nuanced approach to Asian American texts, and savé®m the pitfalls of
harsh condemnation or undifferentiated celebration.

Reading Jade Snow Wong from this perspective, wentake two ob-
servations. First, despite the tendency of seleé@alization,Fifth Chinese
Daughterwas produced at the point when Sino-American @tatips had
reached a new height because of the political raéaof the two nations
during the Second World War, and mainstream Amargiziety discovered
a new interest in Chinatowns and their Chinese Agaarresidents. Hence,
the popularity ofFifth Chinese Daughtein the 1950s and 1960s had as
much to do with the demand of a white readership @sd with the need of a
Chinese American author to express herself. Seconthe pre-dawn of
1960s second-wave feminism, Jade Snow Wong's Helfieg portrayal of
her selfhood paradoxically appears to be a waylaifning female inde-
pendence. Kingston has thus credited this worknagiring to Chinese
American women. At issue here is the persistent gdanainstream society
that continues to haunt the imagination of Chingserica. The critical is-
sue in terms of politics of representation, thées In how Chinese Ameri-
cans write their subjectivity into being under sacjaze.

8 In Imagining the NationLi dedicates a chapter to the discussion of tielpmatic agency
of ethnic writers and the challenge of represenatiney are facing. Li starts his investigation
of representation by drawing on the insight of Hafenichel Pitkin'sThe Concept of Repre-
sentationto explore the concepts of formal, symbolic andcdiptive representation and the
question of agency. According to Pitkin, there tave formal arrangements of representation:
“authorization” and “accountability” (175). What mplicates the formalistic views, as Li
contends, originates in the problem of “symbolipresentation” since “the Asian American
writer is in general authorized by a constituenttyeo than his or her own ethnic group but
will ultimately be considered a part of it” (177he insistence on mimetic resemblance and
reflection in descriptive representation also selyelimits the agency of the Asian American
writer.

° | agree with David Pulumbo-Liu that we need tolgre the ideological complexities be-
hind what he calls a “model minority discourse.”ltfnbo-Liu defines model minority dis-
course as “an ideological construct coexistentwitit the texts themselves, but rather desig-
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While Wong paradoxically attempts to insert hefrsmd within cul-
tural voyeurism, other Chinese American writersthgir hands at rehabili-
tating the space of Chinatown. Yet as long as erstili under the influence
of the white gaze, the task of constructing a ocewumision is never easy. As
Sau-ling Wong convincingly argues, “rehabilitativepresentation,” or the
representation of Chinatown in a non-stereotypia}, is always “in danger
of reproducing the contours of the ‘ethnic expaté&ras it has been pre-
scribed” should Chinese American writers contirmednter around cultural
conflict in their Chinatown tales (“Ethnic Subjec®57). The early Frank
Chin, for example, with all his militant and Asi&merican nationalist sen-
timent, sees nothing but absences and ruins ina@wm. In his short stories
and plays of the 1970s, as Mao-chu Lin notes, @gnses his creative en-
ergy on writing about “the ills in Chinatown” retinly from the white su-
premacist ideology which inevitably erases Chingserican language and
culture Erank Chin Writes Backd3-44)™*

Along with the passing away of the oldtimers, og tmmigrant gen-
eration, inDonald DukFrank Chin rehabilitates the degenerated Chinatown
into a land of regenerative vitality. Chin framdsstnovel within the fif-
teen-day count-down toward the Chinese New Yead, interweaves the
history of Chinese railroad workers and the legeoid$he Water Margin
into the life of contemporary Chinatown through aires. The reader wit-
nesses the ethnic transformation of the title attaraa twelve-year old boy
named Donald Duk from a Chinese American Fred Astin the Chinese
American Black Tornado Lee Kuey. Most importantyg, David Leiwei Li
notes, inDonald DukChin changes “the fictional typography of Chinatdw
by crediting it asthe site of pedagogical authoritynfagining the Nation
127). By transforming the image of Chinatown frdmattof disease into one
of vitality, Chin liberates this primary space ofiifiese American commu-
nity from white captivity and endows it with fulubonomy. As Li aptly ob-
serves, “The anger at the tourist’s colonizationCbiinatown’s existential
space, so characteristic of his earlier works, gway to a narrative format
of ‘heritage festival’” (132).

At the same time, this celebration of ethnic prideough mytholo-
gizing is double-edged, as Chin packages the thratha as a success story,

nating a model of apprehending, decoding, recodamgl, producing Asian American narra-
tives” (396). In model minority discourse, “we firille instantiation of a collective psychic
identification that constructs a very specific ogpicof the negotiations between social trauma
and private health, assigning the ways that mipetbjects are to ‘mature’ through achieving
a specifically prescribed understanding of theacplin the national community” (398).

10 sau-ling Wong analyzes a story from Chifise Chinaman Pacific & Frisco R. RA
Chinese Lady Dies,” in which Chinatown appears tgbpulated with dying elderly immi-
grants and have “no room left to develop a viatién€se American selfhood” (“Ethnic Sub-
ject” 256).
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just like Fifth Chinese DaughteiThis choice of narrative form is particularly
ironic considering Chin is one of the most vocitias of Jade Snow Wong.
Furthermore, Donald's gradual initiation into ChseeAmerican ethnicity
takes the form of 8ildungsromanthe genrgar excellencef western indi-
vidualism and enlightenment ideology. It seems thednk Chin cannot
himself evade the danger of rehabilitative represgem for all his change of
heart toward Chinatown.

In the context of this history of San Franciscor@own literature, Ng
faces the challenge of how to represent anothendgShki daughter’s story
without falling into the pitfalls of self-Orientalation, denigration, or mysti-
fication. At one level Ng strives to present thdesit and biggest Chinatown
in North America as a representative site of Clenemerican ethnicity; at
another, she is preoccupied with the persistenstoureof stereotypes, about
how mainstream society perpetuates an Orientakgtirvof Chinatown and
how to construct a revisionist spatial configuratio

Sau-ling Wong astutely observes that Ng providesiable mode of
rehabilitative representation” of Chinatown in keiting (“Ethnic Subject”
261)™ Without Orientalizing, denigrating, or mythologigi Chinatown, Ng
enacts irBonethe representation of a “lived Chinatown,” analag¢o Wal-
ter Benjamin’s “lived Berlin” in his “A Berlin Chnaoicle.” This piece of
autobiographical writing is seldom cited among tiamon of Benjamin’s
work, as critics often base their interpretationtioé relationships between
Benjamin and cities from his writings on Baudelarel Paris. Nonetheless,
“A Berlin Chronicle,” inspired by Marcel Proust,fefs a theory of memory
that is intricately connected with urban sp&c&enjamin’s Berlin is in fact
born at the specific intersection of spatiality aedhporality. As Graeme
Gilloch aptly puts it in his study on Benjamin afigé metropolis, “The city
[Berlin] is not simply a space remembered by Bemjart is, rather, the in-
tricate interweaving of the memory of a partic#te and the site of that
memory which occupies Benjamin. Remembrance andopwis become
porous; they interpenetrate” (66). We find a simitzaterialist approach to
space and memory Bone despite the fact that the latter is neither aiotob
graphical in terms of genre, nor chronologicaleémts of narrative temporal
scheme. Reading “A Berlin Chronicle” wiBone | believe, affords us im-
portant insights into mapping the relationship le®wspace and memory.

1 Wong points out that for Ng Chinese American lii fiot an archetypal battleground but
an ever-shifting working alliance of many forcewich cultural imperatives from the land
of origin and from dominant American society ardyomvo; the others include survival in-
stincts, assessments of available resources, thdil/personality, family history, attachments
and aversions to others not based on ethnicity,nahdeast the human capacity to grow and
change” (261).

12 Benjamin’s Berlin writings include “A Berlin Chronil and “A Berlin Childhood Around
1900.” Here | focus on the former piece.
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Benjamin, in fact, also disclaims his remembrantdhe past as a
writing of autobiography in the traditional sensg Kalking of a space, of
moments and discontinuities”’Réflections 28). Benjamin’s “A Berlin
Chronicle” is in fact a materialist representatadrthe city through recollec-
tion. Three of the images he deploys to illustitate work of memory that
are closely connected with spatial imagination dtaat: “the fan of mem-
ory,” the digging archeologist, and a diagram &1 The first two images
emphasize the significance of excavating detaile d@iagram of life pre-
sents an embodiment of memory that metamorphodines “a series of
family trees” to a “labyrinth” with endless “prima&ntrances” (31). Benja-
min is first inspired by the Proustian exercisese&rching for the minutest
particles of consciousness: “He who has once bdguapen the fan of
memory never comes to the end of its segmentsnageé satisfies him, for
he has seen that it can be unfolded, and onlgifoitls does the truth reside;
that image, that taste, that touch for whose sékinia has been unfurled
and dissected; and now remembrance advances fraih tnsmallest de-
tails, from the smallest to the infinitesimal, wehthat which it encounters in
these microcosms grows ever mightier” (6). Nexteheomes the persistent
archeologist who keeps on digging further and furtmto these micro-
cosms™* The diagram of life that illuminates all his irpersonal relation-
ships comes to Benjamin in a moment of epiphanypohtantly, what first
seems perfectly clear and discernable finally tumis a labyrinth with mul-
tiple entrances. What is particularly fascinatisgthat the diagram is lost,
which seems to suggest that the satisfaction ofiggia holistic overview of
one’s past is forever deferred. One can only retortme unfolding and dig-
ging of details to ferret out a preliminary pictuwfethe past in a textual space.
Gilloch succinctly comments on the labyrinth matif Benjamin’s Berlin
writings, “the labyrinth of the modern city and thad the work of memory
are inscribed in the formal properties of the teékimmselves. He presents a
labyrinth (the city) within a labyrinth (memory) thin yet another labyrinth
(the text). To remember the city and to write akigubne must lose oneself
in mazes that correspond to the very structurbehtetropolis itself” (68).

Just as Benjamin remembers Berlin, the city of fbisnative years,
through disjunctive and minute details of lived esence, Ng's novel pro-
vides a panorama of San Francisco Chinatown inmb&t personal way. In
Bonewe find the same Proustian insistence on senszigyjlsl that will usher

13 Gilloch has a somewhat similar observation thahi Berlin writings “Benjamin appears
to offer three interconnected models of the reftetiop between memory and cityscape: city
and memory as labyrinth, shock and thémoire involontaireand the urban archaeologist”
(67).

14 peter Demetz in his editorial introductionReflectiongpoints out that this digging image
implies an allusion to Schliemann and his discowryroy (xvii).
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in involuntary memory, “the small sounds” in Chioah (115) and “the old

alley sounds” around Mah'’s apartment on SalmonyAllE9), for instance,

and the same desire to dig into the hidden layketiseopast as the narrativi-
zation takes on a retrospective trajectorig’s “fan of memory” is a city

map: the novel is filled with so many street naitted it appears as if Ng is
writing different biographies for her characterslimking them to particular

places in Chinatown and its vicinity. The streets further composed of
countless shops—butchers and bakers and unseetsBogsa—upon which

the livelihood of the community depends. With tidalding of these details,
we become more and more intimate with Chinatowra éised place with

inside stories.

Significantly, the representation of a Chinatowmgama inBoneis
filtered through the perspective of a female narrdh the very beginning of
the novel Ng deliberately sends Leila on a walkuatbChinatown to cap-
ture street scenes of this urban space. Her “l@bthatown” is therefore
constructed as the mental mapping daeusewho is at once a member of
the crowd, and yet psychologically separated froenfgeople she is observ-
ing. Benjamin’s “lived Berlin” presents the samediof combination of
spatial imagination with temporality. Along witheldigging archeologist,
the Benjamin in the act of recollecting appears Blaneur strolling down
a memory lane that is by no means straightforwfilidd with detours and
shady corners which intercept and ambush, and soe®even lead to la-
byrinths. However, in her protagonist of this urtsary, Ng in fact intro-
duces a figure of mobility different from Benjansnpractice offlanerie
Surrounded by the crowds of Chinatown, Leila appeast so much a
flaneusein the tradition of Benjamin’s Baudelaire, who fhdanded elbow
room and was unwilling to forgo the life of a gemian of leisure” (Benja-
min, llluminations 172), because her working-class family backgroseid
her apart from the typical bourgedi&neur.

Yet Boneis truly an urban novel refracted through the camssness of
a protagonist who is always on the move. Besidkimdavarious hurried
walking trips around Chinatown, Leila often viewsetlandscape from the
vantage of a moving car. The narrative obsessiadn @ifferent motor vehi-
cles—Trans Am, BMW, Jaguar—not only correspondtdita’s boyfriend,
and later her husband, Mason’s trade as a car miechmt also highlights
an important aspect of urban mobility. The detaiflsous lines and street
names on different routes reflect the protagonatd the author’s desire to
give spatial order to the city and reconstruct arb@&mory through spatial

15 According to Ng, this retrospective narrative fonas a specific origin in ethnic memory:
the oldtimers’ longing to go “back” to their homiesChina and the typical racist slurs flung at
Chinese Americans telling them to go “back” to Ch{8&an,Ming ke yu zai xiarjInscrip-
tions and Representatign205).
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imagination. Through this deployment of the fenw@dasciousness exploring
the cityscape, Ng also records the potential dafgeaflaneusewho needs
to brave the assault of the male gaze, even tlenfialt danger of sexual ha-
rassment. Leila is reluctant to go to Portsmoutha®e} for instance, because
she is often the only girl there and she wishegvimd the “pathetic” scene
of lonely old men trying to pick her up; she alsesents being appraised by
their casual but sexualized stares. The “minatayggdgraphy” in this case,
instead of being the ghetto of crime lords, is dltba gendered threat lurk-
ing in a masculine territory against a sinfifmeuse'®

On a metaphorical level, another minatory poteritietheflaneurand
flaneuselies in the possibility of encountering the undgdde past in their
psychological geographies. Gilloch identifies thtgkosts” that haunt Ben-
jamin’s Berlin: his close friend Fritz Heinle, wltommitted suicide with his
fiancée in 1914 to protest against the First Wavtat; the disillusioned and
exiled adult Benjamin, who constantly thinks abiaking his own life; “and
the looming spectre of National Socialism and itsralant atrocities” (57). |
will add the lost diagram to the list as anotheurtisng reminder of irrecov-
erable lossesBone also centers on death and an “inconsolable” Ibas t
nevertheless will bring us “astonishing insight8&hjamin,Reflections31).
In Bonethe first-person narrator Leila acts like a didedcdetective trying
to identify the causes of a traumatic loss: Onaiside. Is Ona a Juliet-like
victim of family feuds and forbidden love? Is shs,a middle child, tired of
being stuck in the middle of everything? Or was Heath, as the police
would like to believe, a drug-induced accident®ia process of Leila’s soul
searching, the novel gradually transforms from mati@e ofwhyinto a nar-
rative ofwhat—from a search for the reasons for the death ajumg Chi-
nese American woman to an interrogation of Chireserican identity, es-
pecially that of the first and second generatiémshis respect, the narrative
strategy ofBonecomes close to Wayne Wang’'s seminal Chinese Americ
film Chan Is Missing(1982), which shifts from a “whodunit” to a
“whoisit.”*” As in Wang’s film, the final answer is forever sie. Both
Wang and Ng offer their work as mimetic witnessgd qmesent the audi-

18 Chris Jenks describes London’s East End with thecemt of “minatorial geography”
(158-59). Earlier in his discussion on the histofyheflaneur, with examples from late Vic-
torian literature Jenks claims the invisibility thie flAneuseand her tales since as a masculine
province the modern city does not provide womehance to look but to be looked at (150).
However, in postmodern geographies, | would argeeeencounter more and mdiéneuses
with their own stories to tell.

17 The story ofChan Is Missingis about two Chinese American taxi drivers whorciea
through Chinatown for their missing business partgan Hung. Norman K. Denzin rightly
observes about the film that “[o]n the surfaces fisi a ‘Whodunit,” but more deeply, it is a
‘Whoisit.” Its topic is epistemological. ‘How do wieow the self and its meanings’ and are
these meanings ever certain?” (75). Ng's epistegicdd question is even more race- and
gender-specific than that in Wang’s film.
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ence/reader with various facets of Chinese Ameriiéanvhich in turn open
multifarious entrances into San Francisco Chinatolre responsibility of
putting together a comprehensive and comprehensible that can illumi-
nate the nature of this labyrinth of urban spatenately falls on the audi-
ence/reader.

Unlike the deliberately (black) comic tone@tan Is Missinghowever,
an oppressive sense of haunting coBomie “Ona still shaded everything
we did” (19), Leila confesses. “Everything went kbdao Ona. And beyond
Ona there was the bad luck that Leon kept talkingud’ (50). Ona, who
jumps off the thirteenth floor of Nam Ping Yuantjdays before the Chinese
New Year, robs her family of any chancepafig/peace. The dead Ona has a
“seething presence” that transforms Leila’s visioto something “charged
with the occluded and forgotten pa&t.Just like Kingston’s nameless aunt
who plunges into the drinking well with her newlgrh baby, Ona’s haunt-
ing presence demands recognition and paper offefintp a sense, Leila’s
narrative becomes itself a paper offering by thagtiter of a paper son.
Leila’s first-person narrative in the novel is tbfere rendered as an ex-
tended act of mourning which establishes a conmetietween the dead and
the living, the immigrant generation and their Aioan-born children.

What this haunting experience eventually bringssua kind of “pro-
fane illumination,” an important aspect of Benjaimimaterialist hermeneu-
tics. Avery F. Gordon contends that the socioldgimagination of haunting
brings us “profane illumination” that allows us teee “the flashing
half-signals ordinarily overlooked until one dayewhthey become animated
by theimmense forces of atmosphere concealed in'tl{2@# original em-
phasis). Ona’s death brings the characters andcereah uncanny “shock
experience” that preludes a renewed vision of higfolt also provides a
second look at daily life with a defamiliarized i@is. The revolutionary po-
tential that Benjamin sees in the surrealist’s fane illumination” Reflec-

18 | am quoting from Gordon's summary remark about hoisa Valenzuela, Toni Morrison,
and Sabina Spielrein possess the visionary powet ‘@annot only regard the seemingly not
there, but can also see that the not there is thisgepresence” (195). Juliana Chang has a
similar interpretation of Ona’s presence in theealoin her “symptomatic and palimpsestic
reading of domesticity irBone observing how the intergenerational transmissiéren-
crypted secrets structures family formation” (118hang regards Ona as “the Goddess of
Counting” who is performing an “epistemological gtl “As an agent of demetamorphoriza-
tion (literal counting, literal breaking, literakdth) Ona exposes the discounted, broken-down,
socially dead subjects of Chinatown as the remdinationally encrypted secret of racialized
labor exploitation” (128).

19 Donald C. Goellnicht observes that Kingston's repreation of suicide has become a
trope that has been adapted and revised by mamyvaiters such as Ng and SKY Lee (“Of
Bones and Suicide” 301).

20 Benjamin reads the shocks of modern life as thenrsaiirce of Baudelaire’s poetry. See
“On Some Motifs in Baudelaire” illuminations especially 163.
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tions 181), | argue, in turn provides a kind of courntegmory built upon

what Michel de Certeau terms the practice of evanlide and inspired by
“the local, the immediate, the personal” as in @ijan to the grand narra-
tive of official history’* “The trope of spectrality,” as Daniel Martin paint
out, “frequently manifests itself in literary respes to ‘official’ narratives
of national histories” (90). Combining the extreynshocking experience of
violent death with commonplace and mundane defdds materialist writ-

ing of Chinatown illuminates the psychic space @inatown and what it
means to be Chinese American.

In fact, Ng's narrative counter-memory of a livedigatown follows a
double line of emplotment. On the one hand, sh&g@a Chinatown as an
ethnic space within which she chronicles the liteiss of the oldtimers—as
represented in Leila’s survey of the spatial canfigions of Chinatown and
the stories of Leon—to make up for the missing jrarpfficial American
history, an enterprise similar to Kingston’s projét China Men On the
other hand, not unlike Kingston's agendaTine Woman WarrigrNg ex-
plores Chinatown as a gendered space, in whiclerdift generations of
Chinese American women struggle to survive in aedmachelor society. In
the following two sections | examine the patermqece and women’s spatial
mobility in Bone While | draw an arbitrary gender line, becausén€ée
American men and women do entertain different ap&drmations, | posit
that their lives and memories are intricately catee as they interact in the
novel’s textual space.

Re-Membering the Paternal Space

It is important to note that iBone Fae Myenne Ng insists on the positive
power of memory, no matter how traumatic or hauntinis. “Remembering
the past gives power to the present,” as Ng elggants it Bone 88-89).
The past in the novel, however, is always oversivadoby a sense of loss,
as exemplified by Ona’s untimely death and the weat Grandpa Leong’s

2l Here | have George Lipsitz's definition of courteemory in mind. Adding on to the
Foucauldian concept of counter-memory with a stoespersonal specificity, Lipsitz contends,
“[c]lounter-memory is a way of remembering and fatigg that starts with the local, the im-
mediate, the personal. Unlike historical narratitrest begin with the totality of human exis-
tence and then locate specific actions and eveittsnvthat totality, counter-memory starts
with the particular and the specific and then hiitsltward toward a total story. Coun-
ter-memory looks to the past for the hidden stoeresluded from dominant narratives. But
unlike myths that seek to detach events and acfimms the fabric of any larger history,
counter-memory forces revision of existing histeiixy supplying new perspectives about the
past. Counter-memory embodies aspects of myth gmectsof history, but it retains an en-
during suspicion of both categories. Counter-menfoguses on localized experiences of
oppression, using them to reframe and refocus damhinarratives purporting to represent
universal experiences” (213).
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bones are lost within the common family grave a#sif Chinatown. The
episode of Leon and Leila’s search for Grandpa b&omissing bones high-
lights the fact that traces of the first-generatiomigrants are rapidly dis-
appearing. This loss has its historical origin iscdminatory laws and a so-
journer mentality that prevented many oldtimersrfreecuring permanent
burial spots for themselves, and often resultettanes being removed to
common graves after temporary grave site leases tegeminated. As such,
this displacement even after death powerfully sylimbe the disembodiment
of first-generation Chinese Americans, especidtiygseé who helped build
America, in the national discourse. One of Ng'smany objectives in writ-

ing Boneis therefore to re-member Chinatown into a livedce that houses
the spirits of the forefathers, to preserve thisige memory.

As Pierre Nora points oulieux de mémoirsurface when memory is
threatened by possible erastfrérurthermore, sites of memory appear “by
virtue of the deritualization of our world” (Nora&2)l Rituals constitute an
important aspect in the novel. For example, the mahe Benevolent Asso-
ciation advises Leila to pay her respects to thraroon grave because only
“the right gesture” will help her find the lost gidfather (78). As the Amer-
ican-born generation, Ng and her protagonist neexldate new rituals since
the old ones no longer work well in the “New Wotlth contrast to the ex-
ultant festivity inDonald Duks communal rituals, rituals iBonetend to be
personal and of a hybrid and ambivalent naturenftbe sewing women’s
rituals to comfort Leila’s grieving mother, to Lésipersonal rituals to ap-
pease both the living and the dead. Significahtgn stands out as the in-
ventor of new rituals, the inventor who also fadsfinish almost all of his
projects. He offers a sack of Golden Coins orarayas a pack of Lucky
Strikes to the common grave of the Leong family amakes an altar for
Ona’s ashes in Mah'’s apartment. These rituals erfermed in two different
chapters, but they share the same significanceta®ficonstructingieux de
meémoire Further, the spatial arrangements of the ritol@arly juxtapose the
sadness of loss with the happiness of luck andiriet"Side by side, the
sad with the happy” (102)—just as Leon planned.

On a symbolic level, Ng performs a narrative ritiah textual site of
memory. Writing the stories of the Chinatown oldti® allows her to con-
struct a memorial, an act that intends “to turndte of reading into memo-
rial space” (James Young 7).Similarly, this practice of re-membering

22 The full quote goes, “[he moment Béux de mémoir@ccurs at the same time that an
immense and intimate fund of memory disappearsji\dng only as a reconstituted object

beneath the gaze of critical history” (11-12).

2 James E. Young in his monograph on the culturanings of Holocaust memorials points
out, “the first ‘memorials’ to the Holocaust pericdme not in stone, glass, or steel—but in
narrative. The Yizkor Bikher—memorial books—remendaeboth the lives and destruction

of European Jewish communities according to thetransient of Jewish memorial media:
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through writing is in keeping with the Chinese ttiathal belief in the mo-
numental value of literature. Ng's “memorial” wrifj, however, aims not to
reify the past but empower the present and, perhape importantly, the
future. By putting the loss of Grandpa Leong’s lsomto narrative form, Ng
manifests a desire to counteract the trauma offilesing grave syndrome”
(Young 7). If the oldtimers do not even have thmnes to show for their
lives on the Gold Mountain, the “words on papemrttbonstituteBonewill
ritualistically serve as their symbolic burial mark and the novel’s textual
space will act as the site of their memory. “Merasrdo add up,” Leila as-
serts, “Our memories can’'t bring Grandpa Leong ol ®ack, but they
count to keep them from becoming strangers” (89)'s Nntention of con-
structing narrative memorial appears not only comahubut also personal
since she dedicates the novel to Ah Sam, her graadfather who came to
the United Sates at the end of the gold rush (SHlarg ke yu zai xiai206).
This “siting” of Chinese American memory is of cialdmportance to
the production of ethnic counter-memory throughtigpamagination in the
novel. Memory in Ng's lived Chinatown is connecteith specific material
sites. Lisa Lowe offers a convincing reading of tfope of space in the nov-
el, and as she contends, “[h]istoryBoneis the history of place, an archae-
ology of the richly sedimented, dialectical spataidan Chinatown com-
munity” (120). Chinatown, more specifically, is aU€auldian heterotopia
that “marks the disunity and discontinuity of thecialized urban space
within the national space. It is a space not spdieor in the language of
the nation” (122). However, Chinatown does exispad of the American
national language, but almost always in a negatiag. In other words, the
socio-linguistic connotation of the term “Chinatdws based on a negative
logic and alludes to somewhere or something thabisative (exotic)not
comprehensible (inscrutable), amot the same as mainstream society (unas-
similated)>* | would further argue that as a socially and aally inscribed
space, Chinatown is heterotopic in that it mirribrs legendary Gold Moun-
tain that has lured so many Chinese immigrantsdatker the black waters
of the Pacific. These pioneers risked their livaasaf mythical city, ultimately
finding little gold but plenty of broken dreamskkithe house of the ghost
mate in Kingston'sChina Men the Gold Mountain is a false utopian space
that interpellates Chinese immigrants to forfe#ittpast and submit them-
selves to American capitalist ideology. These inmamgs pass through a

words on paper. For a murdered people without grawé@hout even corpses to inter, these
memorial books often came to serve as symbolic sbomes” (7).

24 In his sociological study of New York’s Chinatowdan Lin has a similar observation: “In
the semiotic realm...Chinatown as a negative symh@esentation signifies and legiti-
mizes broader interpenetrating social projectsaef &nd order, modernization, and cultural
assimilation. In this discourse, Chinatown and CéénAmericans appear timeless, insular,
and resistant to change” (x).
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painful “mirror stage” only to find themselves exded from membership
within the mainstream symbolic order.

The most direct allusion to the reflective natufesjpatial representa-
tions in the novel is perhaps the old-man hot&l,San Fran. At one level the
name of the hotel is an ironic comment on the adipitmetropolis that has
absorbed the labor of the immigrants but given tligha or no recognition
in return; the house is created as a memorial isf dbsence of acknowl-
edgement. As a residential space for the oldtintgss practice of naming
also bespeaks their determination to stake thaimcbnDai Fu (the Big
City): if they cannot have the Gold Mountain/Sararkisco, at least they
have the San Fran inside Chinatown. Moreover, treBan becomes a site
of origin when Leila describes it as “our familgilest place, our beginning
place, our new China” (4). Ng manifests her intemtio pay homage to this
place for the oldtimers by opening the novel witkild's survey of the inte-
rior space of the San Fran. It takes the ingerafithe immigrant generation
to name their house after the city; it takes thecelinment of the Ameri-
can-born generation to recognize the elders’ doutions to the creation of a
new ethnic group, the Chinese Americans.

At a symbolic level, the San Fran, as the “oldéstey’ and “beginning
place” of Chinese Americas San Francisco, where the first Chinese immi-
grants came to America and left their bones befiifdevertheless, Ng is
not blinded to the sad connotations of the San.F&amuch as the San Fran
is the home place, it is also a place of loss. briaf but highly charged
scene at the beginning of the novel, the San FFamhown to be the place
where a lost old man who has no memory of his otftgne strays. Leon
lives there whenever he is estranged from Mah,thed young Ona has to
go to bring her father home when he finds out atddalh’s affair with her
boss Tommy Hom. A “steady rhythm of loss,” as Lisave points out, cha-
racterizes the lives of the Leongs (123). Thisthyof loss in fact prevails
in the lives of all the Chinatown oldtimers, epiiaed by the hotel. It is also
one of the reasons why Ng composes the novel ifitbeplace: “I wit-
nessed how hard they worked, how alone they wetlgeagnd of their lives
without the comfort of family. | thought someoneoshl tell their story”
(Jones 7).

While the oldtimers attempt to incorporate the eifighin Chinatown,
Chinatown itself is constantly under the surveitiarof the outside world.
Apart from the persistent official intrusion of tlegtly government and the
police force, the voyeuristic gaze of the tourtsts long penetrated China-

% There are, of course, other faces of San FrancRob Wilson, for instance, calls it a
“spectral city” with “the ‘spectral’ forces...backdim the past and out from the future” to
inspire creative energies “that bespeak the morgmeimunitas of San Francisco as Pacific
Rim nexus and site of global/local beatitudes” (593)
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town’s external layout. A classic “ethnoscap&sChinatown cannot escape
from the influx of tourists and new immigrants. Tistn in Chinatown be-
comes such a fixture that the inhabitants have Idt no reaction to it, ex-
cept in commercial terms. Ng comments on this isserty of both the
gazer and the gazed. In a scene right after shdasmed of Ona’s death,
Leila looks at Chinatown from the perspective tbarist:

From the low seats of the Camaro, | looked ouhatstreets and
saw the spidery writing on the store signs, thesskrd-up street lamps
with their pagoda tops, the oddly matched coloed: with green, green
with aqua blue, yellow with pink.

Looking out, | thought, So this is what Chinatowaoks like from
inside those dark Greyhound buses; this slow vibese strange color
combinations, these narrow streets, this is whatigts come to see. |
felt a small lightening up inside, because | knew,matter what people
saw, no matter how close they looked, our insideyss something en-
tirely different. (145)

In this frequently quoted scene, Ng carefully drawime between the tourist
and the insider by placing her narrator at a psipeiical borderland. A sense
of “spatial duality"—inside/outside—is invoked taléh a racial perspective
to Leila’s psychic perception of ChinatownLeila, in an oddly mental es-
trangement from the everyday space around her btamgby the shocking
news, is at a point of suturing two distinct conssnesses and at once in
two subject positions, which allows her to identifith the tourist gaze and
immediately displace it with an insider’s view. $hielay of different psy-
chological states provides a twist of the Duboisidmuble consciousness.”
In a tragic sense it takes a horrendous shock asdbna’s death to shake
Leila out of her complacency and become truly caitof the tourism around
her.

A deeper sense of irony at the expense of the gapiarists comes
from the fact that many of the “ethnic” architeetutrappings, the strange-
ness that tourists come to appraise, are in fgoidts of Orientalist imagi-

28 Arjun Appadurai argues that there are five dimensiof global cultural flows which move

in non-isomorphic paths: ethnoscapes, technoscéipascescapes, mediascapes, and ideo-
scapes. Ethnoscapes are flows created by touinstsigrants, migrant workers and so on.
Ng’s Chinatown is clearly an ethnoscape in this sens

27 Liam Kennedy points out the intricate relationgwsen urban space and subjectivity:
“Categories of spatial duality—of inside and outsideself and other—are commonly used
in representation to portray the city as a psydmace, resonant with drives and impulses
which trigger memory, stimulate desire, or caus®.fén this psychic environment race is
often figured as uncanny, an eruptive force indpmbolic order of the city; the subject of
acts or repression, displacement and dislocatib@). (
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nation of an American-born Chinese businessmarvdmitd architects after
the 1906 earthquake destroyed the old Chinatowncél¢he reconstructed
Chinatown feeds tourists with the “theatrical chésoie” and “the stage-set
China that does not exist” for which they have ¢lad a great distané®.
One way to look at this constructed Orientalizati®m@s a conscious act of
masking As Sau-ling Wong argues, some Chinatown inhatstdare ac-
tively engaged in ‘fooling the Demon’ by “fabriéag Orientalia, in an op-
eration comparable to African American shuckingigng” (“Ethnic Sub-
ject” 253). At another level, the “new” Chinatows ¢onstructed as a com-
modified spectacle to satisfy the consumer/tosriscopophilic pleasures
upon which lies the residents’ liveliho6d.Jenks indicates that there is a
resistance to interpretation in the spectacles“t reactionary force in that it
resists interpretation. It is a prior appropriatifrthe visual into the form of
the acceptably viewable, and this ‘acceptabiligfits the going order. The
spectacle indicates rules of what to see and haeeat, it is the ‘seen-ness’,
the (re)presentational aspect of phenomena thgpraraoted, not the poli-
tics or aesthetics of their ‘see-worthy’ (155). Bgnding Leila on a journey
of simultaneous introspection and inspection aroGhé¢hatown, Ng coun-
teracts the reactionary force of the spectacleithatunarmed people of their
power of interpretation and to interrogate thissexalized “see-ness.”

Ng's “counter-hegemonic espionage” (Jenks 156hésdfore achieved
from an insider’s perspective. Being a second geiwmer Chinese American
who grew up in Chinatown, Leila knows by heart matyries beyond the
sightseeing scope of the tourists. As a commumilgtions specialist at her
school, the home visits she pays allows her tolahout the lives of recent
immigrants who, like their predecessors of pastuwr@s, struggle to survive
in the urban landscape. Nevertheless, her insa@stare by no means pos-
itive white-wash: drift-abouts, spitters, sitteemyd flea men populate her
Chinatown landscape. What Ng unveils in her nogeh iplace beyond the
ethnocentric scope of the tourists and urban plansbe presents the inside

2 Elaine Joe gives a brief history of the recongtomcof San Francisco Chinatown after the
earthquake: “The city father had no intention déwing Chinatown to be rebuilt in its own
neighborhood, on valuable land next to the Findnbiatrict. While they were deciding
where to relocate the Chinese, a wealthy businessimared Look Tin Eli developed a plan
to rebuild Chinatown to its original location. Hétained a loan from Hong Kong and de-
signed the new Chinatown to be more emphaticalljex@al’ to draw tourists. The old Italian
buildings were replaced by Edwardian architecturdeallished with theatrical chinoiserie.
Chinatown, like phoenix, rose from the ashes withew facade, dreamed up by an Ameri-
can-born Chinese man, built by white architectskilog like a stage-set China that does not
exist.”

2 sau-ling Wong points out that under genocidal ignanit policies Chinese Americans “are
placed in the situation of permanent guests whot maish their keep by adding the spice of
variety to American life—by selectively maintainiragpects of traditional Chinese culture
and language fascinating to whites” (“AutobiograpisyGuided Chinatown Tour?” 265).
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story of this Chinatown that is not a replica o tlold China” but a hybrid
construct that blends imagined representation€birfeseness” and the real
lives of its inhabitants.

A major aspect of Ng's project BBone thereforepbliges her to restore
a Chinese American “geography” of a Chinatown creevdut by the tourist
imagination and economic discourse, a geograplaid’s sense “as a so-
cially constructed and maintained sense of placdsjext to manipulation
and invention (“Invention, Memory, and Place” 18CGhinatown can easily
be vacated of historical and personal memoriessis abandoned to the im-
aginary geography of the dominant society. The nogef Ng's project lies
in the fact that Chinatown, overshadowed by then3aaerica Pyramid, is
an ethnoscape under siege by the global businessofl the Financial Dis-
trict, the high-class commercial glamour of the &nBSquare shopping dis-
trict, and the yuppyish aura of North Beach. Ttastipular location contrib-
utes to the ambiguous status of Chinatown toddyastbecome porous, even
though the glass ceilings of race and class stifiain intact, and it is always
in danger of diminishing as the city governmentkéor ways to appropri-
ate its valuable urban spateNg needs to invent a counter-memory for
Chinatown to make it a place of memory insteadust p forgettable urban
enclave surrounded by the mainstream economic pogfenetropolitan San
Francisco™ As Stuart Hall observes, in the world of the glgbest-modern,
the “subject of the local, of the margin, can ottyne into representation by,
as it were, recovering their own hidden histori¢éThe Local and the
Global” 34-35).

Other than the street scenes and architecturalifagthnicized spaces
emerge in some very unlikely places. In one sceeitalis looking for
Leon’s immigration document, as she needs hisialfflairth date to apply
for social security. Exasperated by Leon’s multiplehdays and different
aliases, Leila resorts to searching through Lesunigcase. The findings in
Leon’s suitcase bring back a buried past:

%0 The city fathers’ intention of relocating Chinatowifter the earthquake is but an early
example of the danger. In his discussion of théiap@-imaginations iflBone Frederick Luis
Aldama consults urban sociologist Richard Edward éx#i’s finding about the more than
triple increase of San Francisco’s supply of dowmigpace from 1965 to 1985, during which
time the city’s progrowth coalition displaced theop under the euphuism of “slum clearance”
and “blight removal” (89). As Aldama observes, N@hinatown is “dotted with and criss-
crossed by an infrastructure of the mainstream” @mstantly faced with “impingement and
restraint from an outside socio-spatial force, Whilireatens to imprison her ‘third-world,’
service-proletariat character’s lives” (88-89).

31 My conception oplaceas a special space of memory is close to KennetBface, under-
stood as a space of provisional self-definitioncommunal definition, remains powerfully
affective in urban culture. Places are charged witiotional and mythical meanings; the lo-
calised stories, images and memories associatédpléte provide meaningful cultural and
historical bearings for urban individuals and comitias” (Kennedy 7).
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| lifted the suitcase up on the kitchen table apdn®d it. The past
came up: a moldy, water-damaged paper smell aratcGhment texture.
The letters were stacked by year and rubberbandeddecades. | only
had to open the first few to know the story: “Werddant You.”

Arejection from the army: unfit.

A job rejection: unskilled.

An apartment: unavailable.

....Leon had made up stories for us; so that we clauigh, so that
we could understand the rejections....

Now, seeing the written reasons in a formal letter,stories came
back, without the humor, without hope. On paperrLe@s not the hero.
(57-58)

Here the suitcase that has been with Leon evee $iisctranspacific voyage,
a legacy of his Chinese past, becomes a spacémt @nemory. Just like
Chinatown is an accumulation of collective memary gdenerations of Chi-
nese Americans, Leon’s papers constitute “a matarthive” of his life and
“the residue, the trace of the ‘conversion’ of Gse into ‘Americans”
(Lowe 125). This suitcase of material archives rateorecords the conver-
sion and the impossible completion of such a caiwar It contains traces
of the difficult task of passing over socially dedally imposed barriers that
separate Chinese from Americans.

It is also the place in which Leila “bumps intoememory” that be-
longs to Leor’? Like Ona’s untimely death, this rememory haunts téx-
tual space of the novel, one that has become patan, although he has
been attempting to transform the various rejectiates jokes with plausible
explanations. But the discriminating messages jgictien, along with the
moldy smell and physical presence of the lettensiain a haunting presence
in Leon’s American life and in Chinese Americaniabenemory. Papers
have special meaning for Leon, a paper son whoagggd his birth identity
for fake American citizenship. “In this country, paper is more precious
than blood,” Leon asserts (9). Within the conteixChinese American his-
tory, papers that easily overwrite biological bltoes cannot change racial

%2 n her reading of Toni MorrisonBeloved Gordon explicates Sethe’s spatial description of
rememory: “The picture of the plagds its very sociality, all the doings, happeningsd an
knowing that make the social world alive in anduar@ us as we make it ours.idtstill out
there because social relations as such are not outhdéoowning....The possibility of a col-
lectively animated worldly memory is articulatedrdnén that extraordinary moment in which
you—who never was ther that real place—cabump into a rememory that belongs to
somebody el$€166 original emphasis).

33 Goellnicht regards Leon’s trading identity as appr son” a form of symbolic suicide (“Of
Bones and Suicide” 304). Ng's second ndStder Toward Roci008) deals especially with
the dire consequences of the paper son system.
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ideology. In contrast to the engine room insiddiag and the basement of his
laundry as spaces of work in which he can showrlaistery over machinery,
the suitcase, like the San Fran and Portsmouthr8gisaa place of defeat
for Leon. He is like the ragpicker for Leild&neuse and Good Will is his
happy hunting ground of parts for recycling. Inuarsentimental but highly
suggestive way, Ng shows how the act of revampifigrdnt used materials
is Leon’s only means of self-assertion. Hauntedhbifelong accumulation
of rejection and defeat, however, he is incapabfaishing his projects and
falls into the habit of “leaving the easiest palitlast and then walking
away” (54). Paradoxically, through his failure Lelmeacomes a figure of his-
toriography; the debris of his life re-sources tiemory of the next genera-
tion.

It takes the daughter-narrator to recognize thisatise of defeat and
to transform it into a story to pass on. Leila'areh through Leon’s suitcase
locates Chinese American memory in the novel, ngakim basis of inquir-
ing into the past and a source of inventing tharkitAs Leila states, “Fam-
ily exists only because somebody has a story, awaving the story con-
nects us to a history” (36). While | agree with Rhteiwei Li that Ng
seems ambivalent toward historyBone this ambivalence does not prevent
the author and the narrator from digging deeperda@per into the past. In-
stead, they bravely face up to this encounter Wiglory. Thus, toward the
end of the suitcase episode, Leila’s impatience @irdust transform into
acceptance and a eulogy for her step-father: “lveas right to save things.
For a paper son, paper is blood.... I'm the stepdeugtf a paper son and
I've inherited this whole suitcase of lies. All @fis mine. All | have are
those memories, and | want to remember them all).(Blence Leila’s ar-
cheological effort does not only bring back memasyhomage to the first
generation but also constructs effective countemorg as a resource for
later generations.

Changing the Face of Chinatown

As mentioned, Ng writes of a post-Exclusion eran@town, a place where
immigrant women and American-born generations gafiglchanged the
face of the old bachelor society. While investiggtChinatown as a paternal
space, therefore, at the same time Ng also caygiulivides a complemen-
tary version of women'’s spatial configurations loé tGold Mountain, which
mostly involve gender and generational differeringsrms of mobility.

The immigrant mother’s narrative is thoroughly peated with a sense
of entrapment ilBone Mah’s move from the Chinese village to Hong Kong
and then to Chinatown is induced by Leila’s fatWghen she is abandoned,
she is literally trapped inside Chinatown with Bewing machine and later
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the baby shop. Mah'’s second marriage to Leon, aetvent green card mar-
riage, fares no better since, as a sailor, Leavisys shipping out. lroni-
cally, she chose to marry Leon because she belieigefifequent long voy-
ages would protect her from too much emotional cament. Still, she

feels oppressed and lonely, as evinced by the scewhich she flies into

Tommy Hom’s arms while preparing for Grandpa Leerfgheral. Her affair

with Tommy is the only time in her life that sheeke an exit out of the rou-
tine ordered by Leon’s comings and goings. But #t® fails, and eventu-
ally becomes her lifelong albatross; when Ona diésh believes it is be-
cause of her deviation from duty as a faithful wife

Spatial imaginations iBoneare noticeably gendered. Leon points out
the different spaces he and Mah occupy in Ameri¥au don’'t know.
You're inside Chinatown; it's safe. You don't kno@utside, it's different”
(181). Mah’s ignorance of the dangerous “outsidetldsand her cloistered
safety are emphasized by the repetition of “You'tdknow.” Yet Leon’s
statement based on an ideology of separate gepteres is deconstructed
by the very fact that Chinatown women are also phthe work force, whe-
rever they are situated. Moreover, these womenier&mployment” erodes
the imagined boundary between private and publiegs, as the home be-
comes another site of labBrNg presents a woman’s version of the Gold
Mountain story when she describes Mah’s hardshipehty-five years in
the land of gold and good fortune, and then shemed to tell her story: the
years spent in sweatshops, the prince of the Gaddnthin turned into a
toad, and three daughters” (24). The ironic listt tincludes three daughters
as part of Mah's failure presents a comment onittoadl Chinese sexual
ideology. Failing to present her Hong Kong relaiwveith a male heir is as
much a personal defeat as being abandoned byrbehfisband. Neverthe-
less, the three daughters are useful workers atsthveps, the family grocery
and laundry. Ng also carefully illustrates thasinot safe for women inside
this ethnic enclave. There are temptations wheafeadnsisting of nothing
but physical toils becomes unbearable; one eitherst gossipmonger or
starts an affair.

Most poignant of all, Ng reveals that “inside”—tplace of supposedly
cloistered safety—is in fact a site of global eaoim exploitation. In this
version of Chinatown we see garment sweatshops avitkexclusively fe-
male workforce, at times including their childreaithough the owners are

34 Lowe contrasts Mah’s “overemployment” with Leomf#ficulty in maintaining a steady
job. She further argues that “the family relatiamdoneallegorizes the conditions of immi-
grant life within the contradictions of the liberstion-state as capitalism extends globally:
the immigrant’s lack of the civil rights promiseal ¢itizens of the nation permits the ‘private’
space of the immigrant home to become a workplaaeprioritizes the relations of produc-
tion over Chinese family relations” (169).
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almost always mefr. In Bonethe time of the sewing ladies is punctuated by
outfits of different patterns, culottes or linerifish each pattern provides an
index to a different fashion in vogue in the ougsigiorld. Thus, inside Chi-
natown the sewing ladies work to provide the worakthe mainstream so-
ciety with their fashion statements. Yet Ng alwayaintains a sense of am-
bivalence in the portrayal of the sweatshops ards#wing women. In fact,
at one time we are encouraged to see the sweatftompsa working-class
perspective rather than that of the oppressecasia Leila’'s description of
Tommy'’s sweatshop:

Walking into the factory felt like walking into theable-car barn.
Every machine was running at high speed: the Ssngeomed, the but-
ton machines clicked. The shop vibrated like a dmgine. Everything
blended: oil and metal and the eye-stinging hedhefpresses. The la-
dies pushed their endurance, long hours and thegefonights, as they
strained to slip one more seam under the stampmndla. (176-77)

The way Ng compares the sweatshop to the cablearar undermines the
invisible line that divides the women from the “side” world. Just like the
cable cars that have been the mainstay of thesditghsportation, the sewing
ladies’ machines contribute to economic well-beingth inside and outside
their households. Without diminishing the matefhiardships endured by
these women, such as the incidents in which a brek&ing needle almost
blinds Mah and another punches through Leila’s dingNg nonetheless
praises their contributions. She further providesé sewing ladies a certain
space for taking control of their work. When anyepattern is in season that
makes sewing “easier than eating rice,” they wottkeehours. But when a
difficult pattern is at hand and it is like “sewihgo dresses for the price of
one,” they listen to opera singing, take long teeaks and crack melon
seeds (177). In another scene, Mah'’s only meaegmessing her anger and
frustration with married life is to run the Singeithout any fabric (70). By
making this deliberately non-productive use of thachine, she protests
against the heavy toll of her life inside Chinatoamd seeks some relief
from her sense of inner emptiness.

Significantly, these sewing women also perform adbocrossing act
by imitating the outside fashion that they helgteate. Mah, adept at copy-

35 Lowe points out that this description of the feenalork force in the novel is a testimony
of “the changes in Chinatown immigrant communityndgr, and work, as sweatshops first
made use of Chinese male labor during the garmedastry’s growth from the 1920s through
the 1940s and then turned increasingly to femadberlafter the 1946 modification of the
Magnuson Act permitted Chinese wives and childreertter as non-quota immigrants and
the Immigration Act of 1965 abolished Asian natiomiégin quotas” (169).
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ing from the current patterns, sews outfits forskrand her daughters. This
act of mimicry invites several levels of interptéaia. At one level, Mah'’s
act of imitation indicates a colonized state of taéty as she desires to
share the wardrobes of women from mainstream godiéese fashionable
outfits signify the extent of their assimilatiorntonmainstream values, much
like the way they “feast” upon the sit-cdnhove Lucyto show their accep-
tance of the dominant public culture and their et learn from it. At an-
other level, it allows her to practice a technolafyself-construction. Fash-
ion, as Jennifer Craik argues against a commormfbédi not merely a kind
of masquerading. “Codes of dress are technicalcdswvhich articulate the
relationship between a particular body and itsdiveilieu, the space occu-
pied by bodies and constituted by bodily actioms.other words, clothes
construct a persondlabitus” Craik contends (4¥° Living in confinement,
these sewing women unsettle the invisible forckdl fibat separates China-
town from the outside world for themselves and rtldgughters through
dressmaking, the very thing for which they are eitptl. Women'’s clothing
creates a woman’s space and in this case a fastadement becomes an
identity statement. Mah’s home-sewing further réveadaughter’s homage
to the maternal ingenuity that transforms cheapidaioom discount stores
into fashionable outfits and somehow implodes thesamer culture. The
fact that Mah pencils her patterns on “pig-pinkdnar paper” (137) further
manifests a kind of recycling economy out of neitgsmsuch like the epi-
sode in which Mah stays in the kitchen and suckshenpigeons’ bones,
leaving the best parts for the daughters’ “nutigidreat” (30}

“Nina, Ona, and |, we're the lucky generation. Maid Leon forced
themselves to live through the humiliation in thmuntry so that we could
have it better,” Leila points out (35-36). Leildaage of “the lucky genera-
tion” is thoroughly examined in the novel. Besidesording the hardships

% Craik further explains, “the habitus occupies by tody imposes expectations, conven-
tions and skills as being essential for operatinggecific technically organized environments.
Thus bodies are ‘made up’ in both senses of the-teronstructed through the acquisition of
body techniques, and known through the ways in lwihey are made presentable in habi-
tuses or living environments. Techniques of fasimgrthe body are a visible and primary
denotative form o&cculturation that is to say, we use the way we wear our badigsesent
ourselves to our social environment, mapping outamges of conduct through our fashion
behaviour. Our habitus of clothing creates a ‘fashich positively constructs an identity
rather than disguising a ‘natural’ body or ‘redéntity” (4-5).

%7 sau-ling Wong structures her study of the literamgtifs in Asian American literature
around the modes of Necessity and Extravagancesedefrom passages in Kingstorifhe
Woman Warrior She defines the two terms as such: “The teMesessityand Extravagance
signify two contrasting modes of existence and afi@n, one contained, survival-driven and
conservation-minded, the other attracted to fregedexuess, emotional expressiveness, and
autotelism” Reading Asian American Literatut). Wong points out that the motheBone

is “a determined practitioner of thrift and an eattuninviting food” (25).
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of the immigrant mothers, Ng also traces the epistegical and ontological

struggles of the second generations as they explomwv sense of mobility
that was denied their mothers. The three sistersdaployed to represent
different modes of reaction to these strugglesrieaning®®

Nina, the youngest, chooses to literally fly awfinst as a flight atten-
dant, then as a tour guide to China, where shedrad her Chinese ancestry,
something about which she could not care less. Mew&g makes it clear
that this moving away is hard on Nina and her ah@ictually results from
the memory of hardship. She instinctively rejectfld’s choice of a China-
town restaurant for their reunion in New York besmsghe wants to avoid the
feeling of “eat guilt”: “I always feel like | shodlrush through a rice plate
and then rush home to sew culottes or assemble padis or something”
(26). A home in Chinatown implies the collapsehd private sphere and the
work place, and it also means one literally leadtsad to mouth existence.
However, the sisters fare little better in the hatrestaurant of their choice
because they are still “eating guilt” as the meewof their parents’ lifelong
toils accentuate the whole meal. Interestingly,d$irspace is closely con-
nected with the culinary discourse in her chapterthe novel*® Eat-
ing-places become Nina's involuntaligux de mémoirewhere the past is
sutured with the present. It suggests that Ninaflyaaway, but she can nev-
er be completely deracinated.

As the middle daughter, Ona is trapped: “Ona wasntiddle girl and
she felt stuck in the middle of all the trouble3@). Her faithful observance
of ancestral rituals reveals the part of her tharadition-bound. Her jump
from the housing project can be even seen as adigrdxperiment with
flight. Ona, however, cannot be airborne like NiH&r space is perhaps the
girl's bathroom where Leila finds her crying, “heocks around her ankles,
her dress a mess” (136). This violent image appesesléja vuof the sadis-
tic bathroom scene dfhe Woman Warriom which a silent girl is tortured
by Maxine the narrator. Ona could be that silemt gicapable of talking
about the violence she has encountered. The rdas@na’s hurt is never
explained but the image is vivid enough. At thateiLeila gives her no
sympathy but blames her for ruining the dress Mah has stayed up all
night making, with perhaps a hidden motif of siglijgalousy. Later Leila

% In her analysis of “A Red Sweater,” an early vansif the second chapter &one
Sau-ling Wong contends that the three sisters &sgnt three possible responses to the de-
mands of Necessity: immobility, fall, and flightRéading Asian American Literatufes7).

My reading of Leila is slightly different from Woisgidea of her as an immobile character.

%9 Food is an important metaphor in the novel. Nidsler observes that a way of “polari-
zations” runs through the culinary discourseBione “Food is historiography in Ng's food
rituals that enable the living to ‘swallow’ pastatles and deprivations. Food becomes an are-
na for the American-born generation’s dilemma o¥fih@ to choose between hunger and a
Chinatown history or abundance and a mainstrearhesataten capitalistic ethos” (486).
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also hides in the same bathroom when she learr@nafs death and is
shocked into recognizing the hurt that Ona musehexperienced. This is
one of the uncanny moments in the novel when tlostgbf the past comes
home and demands recognition. Even at the narrkgied Ona is treated in
a much less substantially than the other chargdterspresence almost al-
ways evoked through memory. Yet death gives Onaigmesence. As Leila
confesses, Ona makes death real to people arour(d18. Ona, locked in
with her unspeakable hurt, is the ultimately “misene whose ghostly
(dis)appearance creates the necessary shock enqeetigat brings profane
illumination. As the original peacemaker who trtesabridge the estrange-
ment of Mah and Leon, Ona haunts her family anchthesl and leaves them
noon [ J/peace®®

With Leila, our first-persorilaneuse spatial configurations and mobil-
ity are complicated and contingent upon familidatienships. The novel
begins on the note of a “failed family” (3). Ourdanrstanding of Chinatown
is refracted through Leila’s inspection of familr@lationships, particularly
the disintegration of her nuclear family in the g@ss of their “conversion”
into Americanness. Ng portrays this disintegrattmmough spatial dispersal,
including placing Leila’s biological father in Auatia, frequent shipping
outs and disappearances of Leon, Ona’s death, enasMnove to New York.
Mabh is the only constant in Leila’s life. And yeewan clearly sense Leila’s
feeling of deprivation as the original mother-dategtsymbiosis is replaced
by a new familial construct; the mother is missedweell. Leila, as the
daughter of a previous marriage, experiences gesghngck in terms of pa-
trilineage and, for all her closeness to Leonisags haunted by the lack of
the biological father whom she has never seen. dthliguity of familial re-
lationship has a telling influence on Leila andotighout the novel we see
her oscillating between Mah’s Chinatown apartmerd Mason’s place at
the Latino Mission, undecided about where her hamén fact, it takes the
whole length of the novel for Leila to finally takeave of #2-4-6 UPDAIRE,
Salmon Alley, only to be brought back again by GragatH!

Because of their different conceptions of home, gisters also have
different geographies. While visiting Nina in Newrk, in one of the two
chapters in which Leila moves beyond the ambiarfc€lonatown, Leila

40 % is a Chinese ideogram for peace. Goellnicht arguss@na’s broken body represents “a
failure to be incorporated into the national bodf Bones and Suicide” 317). This failure
is in fact common among minority experiences. lra@me reader is reminded of Toni Morri-
son’s Beloved, who haunts 124 Bluestone, Cincinnati, Becola Breedlove ifihe Bluest
Eye whose lingering presence around the garbage dusguidts the landscape of Lorain,
Ohio.

41 As the narrative is in a cyclic form, the endisgaictually set at some time before Ona’s
suicide. Leila moves back to Salmon Alley after ®meath and for quite some time she is
again trapped between Chinatown and the Mission.
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marks the difference between them, “I thought abmut different worlds
now: Nina had a whole map of China in her headgd @hinatown, the Mis-
sion, the Tenderloin” (28). The “original” expansitold country” versus the
American “imitation” and its working-class neighbood in a crammed ur-
ban space—one senses the entrapment and envysirdhspacific com-
parison. It seems that, for all her mobility, Lelamains paradoxically
trapped. As Louis B. Jones’s book review points, &l makes Leila’s
“moving across town to a new neighborhood...as hardrassing the Pa-
cific Ocean.”

Ng nevertheless offers Leila another prospect bey@mnatown when
Leila and Mason drive to his cousin Dale’s in Redad/&ity. This excursion
is presented as a typographical crossing of clem#iér from the work-
ing-class Chinatown and the Mission to one of ttagssional cities of the
Bay Area. The trajectory of moving from the centi to the suburbs cor-
responds to the “symbolic movement” of white etbBniwhich is “part of a
progressive narrative of American identity formatigkennedy 54). Within
Chinese American context, this demarcates a momemtich Leila and the
reader come face to face with an embodiment ofrtiwelel minority” myth.
Dale’s professional and material success, as a at@mpxpert with a subur-
ban house—complete with a pool and “lollipop-cotbriawn furniture”
(44)—exemplifies this myth of assimilation and elascension. This is the
success that matches the great expectations ofd.&od Mountain dream.
Leon’s constant talk of opening his own businese-gitocery and the laun-
dry, for example—and his junkyard inventions be&paeat only the occupa-
tional discrimination he has suffered but, more ongntly, a desire for so-
cial mobility that will enable his family to movedm the working class,
“whose life was work and death the dream” (1813 fwopertied class.

Leon fails miserably; yet Ng shows that Dale alaga great deal for
his success. Imbibed with mainstream monetary galDale offers to pay
Mason for the mechanic job on his BMW, failing todgrstand that Mason
is fixing the car as “a family favor” (44). Leilaitnesses Mason’s disgust
and Dale’s bewilderment for this lack of “home ealien” (45). Here home
is not connected with an essentialist identity, $ighifies a space that goes
beyond domestic confines and into a cultural newalr kinship. Having
been educated outside Chinatown in all-white schddy implies, Dale is
lost to this ethics of “home.” Dale’s alienatiomrfn “home” indirectly criti-
cizes the model minority myth which is “founded ngbe supposed persis-
tence and rearticulation araditional Confucian values’ in Asian Americans,
whose success lies in their ability to adapt AsidAmerica as well as to
transform America through the application of a ‘G@mman’ ethos” (Palum-
bo-Liu 21). Dale’s success only highlights his aiste from this ethos. This
experience of spatial relocation reinforces Lei®chment to her “home”
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with all its memory of loss and struggle with pdyei~or all her external
mobility, Leila wants to and will hold onto her henin the heart because
“The heart never travelg193).

At the end oBone we see that Leila too learns to perform a synsboli
ritual. During Leon’s welcome home dinner Leila amgl family sit under
Genthe’s old Chinatown photos and order “enougld fimoinvite the spirits
of the oldtimers to join us” (191). This spiritt@mmunion is an appropriate
trope for the writing of the novel, which servesaasymbolic ritual of “wor-
ship” for the Chinese pioneers in America. Whil®asing the title, Ng ad-
mits she actually played on transnational homops@nece “bone” sounds
like “good” in her dialect and she would like toagine the oldtimers nod-
ding their approval of her work (Shawjng ke yu zai xiar207). Moreover,
by writing in a language “foreign” to her immigrafurefathers, as Ng ex-
plains, she has symbolically created a home footter generations in this
language Ming ke yu zai xiar207-08). This linguistiat-homenesd submit,
iIs of even greater significance for the AmericanAbdescendents whose
native languages English. Fae Myenne Ng's representation of Chwatm
Bone then, is indeed a “good enough” textliab de mémoirehat brings
together generational memories of San Franciscond@hivn—the place
where Chinese America began—into a real and livadep



Chapter 2
Ghostly China:
Narrative of Transnational Haunting
in Amy Tan’s The Hundred Secret Senses
The Bonesetter’s Daughter
and Saving Fish from Drowning

If haunting describes how that which appears tadtethere is of-
ten a seething presence, acting on and often nmedelith taken-for
granted realities, the ghost is just the sign,her émpirical evidence if
you like, that tells you a haunting is taken plaliee ghost is not simply
a dead or missing person, but a social figure, iamdstigating it can
lead to that dense site where history and subjgctimake social life.
The ghost or the apparition is one form by whicimsthing lost, or
barely visible, or seemingly not there to our suggaly well-trained
eyes, makes itself known or apparent to us, irows way, of course.
The way of the ghost is haunting, and haunting Vvery particular way
of knowing what has happened or is happening. Begted draws us
affectively, sometimes against our will and alwaybit magically, into
the structure of feeling we come to experience,asotold knowledge,
but as a transformative recognition.

—Avery F. Gordon
Ghostly Matters

Upon the publication of her first novelhe Joy Luck Clul§1989), Chinese
American author Amy Tan became an instant stahénpublishing world.
Her second novelThe Kitchen God’s Wif¢l991), was also a triumph, as
were her successive books. Tan’s skillful rendgiof mother-daughter rela-
tionships have moved many readers around the whttdeover,The Joy
Luck Club—which came more than a dozen years after MaxinegHGng-
ston’'s The Woman Warrie~helped create a “renaissance” of Chinese
American writing. Despite that Tan refuses to Heelad a mother-daughter
expert, bothThe Joy Luck Cluland The Kitchen God’s Wifeenter on the
love and antagonism between Chinese immigrant meted their Ameri-
can daughters. IiThe Hundred Secret Sensd@e Bonesetter's Daughter
and Saving Fish from DrowningTan continues to concentrate on the con-
flicts and final reconciliation between mothers atalighters, and she re-
peatedly invokes Chinese history and landscapeoitdegtualize her por-
trayal of Chinese American experiences. | argué @fana, in these texts,
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becomes a phantom space haunted by family seandtglzostly past and
serves to set off the protagonists’ American presenis chapter will delve

into Tan’s deployment of what | call “narrative tobAnsnational haunting” in

the three novels in order to discuss her technetogi representing China
and Chinese American ethnicity.

Technologies of Representing Ethnicity

Readers familiar with Amy Tan’s novels know of ttezurrent themes that
run though her writing, such as mother-daughtaati@iships, the urgency
of recuperating maternal memory and carrying onritmtage, and the
daughters’ struggles with ethnic and professiodahiities. InThe Hundred
Secret Sense¥he Bonesetter’s Daughteand Saving Fish from Drowning
furthermore, Tan adds the plot of ghosts, ghostivg; and ghost narration
onto these familiar themes of searching for orignd selfhood. Present in
canonical texts such as KingstoitBe Woman Warrioand Toni Morrison’s
Beloved ghosts are familiar to readers of American ethitécatures. And
Tan excels in recycling the subject matfEne Bonesetter's Daughtefor
example, is a quasi-Gothic narrative in which airdefor at-homeness is
embedded in grotesque stories of death and rev&igest-writing has dou-
ble meanings for the daughter protagonist Ruth Y&ng the one hand, it
refers to her profession as an unrecognized ghivstvaf self-help manuals;
on the other, Ruth had been forced in her youth time role of spiritual me-
dium to fake communication through sand-writing hwher dead grand-
mother on behalf of her mother LuLing. In both sagghost-writing is mo-
bilized as a trope for (trans)cultural negotiationsth Ruth serving as a
translator. As well, ghost-writing in the novelars ethnic marker and, along
with the reference to the bones of Peking Man, dim#s an anthropological
interest in China and Chinese history. This intehes long been a standard
feature in Tan’s writings so that no critical reaglof her works can avoid an
interrogation of her technologies of representitimieity.

Tan’s usual practice of representing and negogatiith Chinese Amer-
ican ethnicity is to work it through familial term$an consistently writes
about the emotional entanglements between Chinesgriéan mothers and
daughters in all of her five published novels. Rarimore, perhaps because
of her own experience of a trip to China, Tan ofises China as a place to
settle unresolved personal crises originating | thited States. Despite
Tan's claim to be “a specifist as a writer” instedda generalist” (Gray 48),
her renditions of Chinese American kinship and spatial and historical
configurations of China have often been faultednasithentic and stereo-
typical reproductions of the “Orient” for the beitaff mainstream readers.
Asian American critic Sheng-mei Ma, for instanagugs that Tan promotes
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“an ‘alternative’ Orientalism, a New Age ethnicityongrelized with primi-
tivism, that appeals to Westerners’ long-held Qehst views of Asians and
Asia under the guise of an embracing of ethnic{fitie Deathly Embrace
xxii). Ma’s comment encapsulates the criticism againsisTagavy reliance
on Chinese elements in her writing. And yet acacasatof ethnic “fakeness”
against authors like Tan can hardly be productsementioned in the pre-
vious chapter, oftentimes ethnic writers are forg&#d the position as an
involuntary representative. As critics we shouldlime that any attempt to
fix a set of standards for value judgment is neithebable nor feasible
while faced with the uncertainty and constructivenef ethnicity. Rather we
should try to tease out the literary and psychalmighuances in each text
and carefully examine the material conditions ef ptoduction. With this
position in mind, | find Sau-ling Wong’'s “Sugars$¢rhood’: Situating the
Amy Tan Phenomenon,” Rey Chow's “Women in the Helwe: Ethnicity,
Fantasy, and the Filmhe Joy Luck Club and Te-hsing Shan’s “Imaginary
Homeland: The Image of China in Chinese Americdarhture” most useful
when it comes to critical scrutiny of Tan’s techusg of representation.

In an elaborated discussion of what she terms Atmy Tan phenome-
non” (“Sugar Sisterhood” 174), referring to thesgover appeal and block-
buster success of Tan’s fiction, Sau-ling Wong yzed how the complex
interplay of self-Orientalizing and counter-Oridigiapossibilities in Tan’s
The Joy Luck ClubndThe Kitchen God's Wifenables the author to acquire
a large readership that straddles both the madeetrand academia. Wong's
first and foremost concern lies in how Tan’s cudtuimistranslation” pro-
vides misinformation and palatable Orientalism tmldte-class American
readers of the 1980s (181). She further identifiesporal distancing” and
“authenticity marking” as Tan's favorite devices ioonstructing a
“quasi-ethnographic Orientalist discourse on Cland the Chinese” (184).
The misuse of the term “sugar sister” for “cousin”The Joy Luck Club
stands as one prominent example of such construestgdformation. Still,
towards the end of her essay Wong makes room foptssible “subver-
sions of naive voyeurism” in Tan’s novels that “tleader attuned to ques-
tions of cultural production” would detect (191).

While Rey Chow’s reading focuses on the film adaptaof The Joy
Luck Cluh it exemplifies a nuanced exploration of the textbgies of rep-
resentation of multicultural ethnicity. Chow firguestions the “repressive
hypothesis” with regard to the discourse of etliymiand identifies an inher-
ent Foucauldian Panopticonism embedded in the iqnesf authenticity
(“Women in the Holocene” 103).Under the “panopticist multiculturalist

1 Chow writes: “The discursive ferment and mechani#ms surround ‘ethnicity’ in our time
share many similar features with the ‘repressivpoliyesis’ that Foucault attributes to the
discourse of sexuality. Chief of all is the belief‘€thnicity’ as a kind of repressed truth that
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gaze” the confessional and autobiographical naestproduced by ethnic
writers in turn become “thBational Geographic®f the soul—the observa-
tion platforms and laboratories in which the ‘pesee others—the ‘in-
mates’'—can be displayed in their ‘non-conformingddabnormal’ behavior,
in their strangely coded practices and rituals'3(Dd). Yet while she is keen
to the power relationship within such Orientaligual practices, Chow also
advocates a supplementary reading in which shepasesThe Joy Luck
Club with Jurassic Parkto analyze how melodrama “offers a privileged
view of the basically mechanic or technologizedirabf...sentimental emo-
tions” (107). As suchThe Joy Luck Cluls “a legend of fantasy” that dra-
matizes the metaphoricity, textuality, and sewgalif Chinese American
“history” and is always “recuperated into a Westeotion of otherness”
(111). The mothers ithe Joy Luck Clubin particular, are primarily melo-
dramatic “metaphors and stereotypes” (1@8.Chow insightfully notes,
“[blehind each mother is thus always another motkiathers are, in other
words, not a replacement of ‘fathers’ but theipthsement; not simply an-
other self-sufficient ‘origin’ but always alreadynaark-on-the-other, a signi-
fier for another signifier, a metaphor. Most of, &hothers’ are legends: as
much as being popular ‘stories,’ they offer, inntselves, ways of reading”
(207).

Wong and Chow hold different positions towards Band the filmic
adaptation of her novel. Nevertheless both of themwvide exemplary
non-judgmental inquiries into the politics of repeatation and the issue of
authenticity. The former is critical of the selfi@mtalizing gestures in Tan
but is also alert to the opposite impulse of cou@teentalist subversion in
Tan and their relationships to cultural productithe latter unravels the un-
derpinnings of emancipatory assumptions and thetoastion of melodra-
matic fantasy in ethnic textuality and visualityhéir works remind us that
there are alternatives to the binary paradigm efréal versus the fake when
we consider the representation of ethnicity.

It is fair to say that Amy Tan constantly searcfarsvays to negotiate
between the two worlds that are culturally difféarbat integral parts of her
lived experience as a Chinese American writer. SiaghShan takes on this
transnational and transcultural aspect of Asian rigaa texts and argues for
the existence of a “doubly imagined homelanillifg ke yu zai xiaffIn-
scriptions and Representatignk82) in his reading of Asian American im-
aginations of China. He observes that the Asian igae texts he has ex-

awaits liberation. In order to facilitate this lilagion, it is not enough that we identify the
hidden motifs and inscriptions of ethnicity in allltural representations; it is believed that we
also need to engage in processes of confessiagralpioy, autobiography, storytelling, and so
forth, that actively resuscitate, retrieve, andeezd that ‘ethnic’ part of us which has not been
allowed to come to light” (“Women in the HolocenkJ1).
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amined appear to have “performative effects” (li@Zhat they offer textual
counter-memory to make up for the absences inffiwab American history
(209). This argument affirms the collective funatiof Asian American lit-
erature. What is most inspiring is his notion dfdaubly imagined home-
land.” If, as Salmon Rushdie has stated, an immigwaiter “is obliged to
deal inbroken mirrors, some of whose fragments have bgefrievably
lost” (11), the homeland the second generationcloastructed out of these
fragmentary images and then represented througméigiation of English is
inevitably a “doubly,” even “multiply” imagined ondan’s representation of
China draws from such a mediated transculturalteantsnational imagina-
tion. In Tan’s writing, China, as a (maternal) hdanel, is always one of the
main narrative axes and a result of multiple negioins. And the sense of
narrative haunting also derives from this practi€dransnational imagina-
tion.

Although she employs different narrative models atdtegies, Tan
always resorts to the basic plot of negotiatinggreational and transcultural
differences. Up to her latest nov8aving Fish from DrowningAmy Tan’s
biggest burden—and asset—is her mother and heremst@hinese home-
land. No matter how the daughter characters trgsast, the way to spiritual
and physical healings lies on the other side ofRheific. Nevertheless, the
dual locations of identification always prove to fp@blematic for both the
author and her characters. Perhaps because oftaniagraphical instinct,
Tan is at her strongest when she deals with thgldats’ uneasy relations
with their everyday lives which, according to Worage always presented
“with descriptions of high material specificity dnformation density”
(“Sugar Sisterhood” 186). The antiphonal excharlgetsveen mothers and
daughters inThe Joy Luck Clulin which the daughters’ stories are cradled
and framed by the two segments of maternal voicesraly emotionally
evocative, for instance. Tan’s texts become mosstpnable when she in-
serts details about China and Chinese history whalve as “markers of
authenticity” that will create “an ‘Oriental efféttaccording to Wong
(187)—and domesticate them for the purpose of exmgoChinese Ameri-
can familial relationships. “Sugar sisterhood” ireaexample; the failed pun
on “Changmian” inThe Hundred Secret Sensesnothef.

2 The Chinese protagonist Kwan Li he Hundred Secret Senseglains the name of her
village Changmian in her broken English as followdghangmean ‘sing,mian mean ‘silk,’
something soft but go on forever like thread. Softg, never ending. But some people pro-
nounce ‘Changmian’ other way, rising tone changdatting, like this: Chang This way
changmean ‘long,’mian mean ‘sleep.’ Long sleep” (275). When it comes$aturic, however,

in Chinese “mian” actually means cotton, not silkhékeas Tan intends to play on the village
name to display knowledge of China and to use & amarker of authenticity, she only shows
her poor understanding of Mandarin. It also denmatess her mistaken trust in her Pin-
yin-English dictionary since Tan admits that shiiedeon the Pinyin-English dictionary for
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With all the suspicions against Tan’s self-Orieimtafy gestures, | still
would like to look at Tan’s positive contributiots the tradition of Asian
American literature and argue that her most sigaift contribution lies in
her hybrid use of ghosts and the transnationapdras narrative to create a
narrative of transnational haunting. While stillitng in the realistic mode,
Tan chooses to branch into the fantastic. Her heeraf haunting differs
from Kingston’s in that whereas Kingston's ghostsieks as the Mexican
ghost, the garbage ghost—are deployed at the nwiaplevel, Tan's are
real and “alive,” such as the Yin people (ghostepwoexist with the living
in The Hundred Secret Sensés this highly personal “hauntology,” Tan’s
ghosts are so closely linked with China that thety lbe regarded as products
of her obsession with the maternal memory—sincen&lis inevitably in-
tertwined with matrilineage in her texts.

Hauntology is a critical term Derrida used in higlgsis of Karl Marx
and the spectrality of exchange-value in capitalidtures. What | would
like to draw from Derrida’s hautology is the inher@nachronism embedded
in the tern™ The personalized “hauntology” in Tan’s works allseolves an
anachronism in that the American present is alvedyesady linked with the
Chinese past. Overshadowed by the maternal willcmdciousness, Tan's
Asian American daughters need to resolve all thieatige conflicts in China,
a geographical space of the past that haunts Ame@rican present. Hence
they need to physically or metaphorically “retuta”China and this “journey
back” becomes a problematic search for “rootsis Iproblematic because
Tan’s mothers are usually either dead or in dawféosing their memory,
which is another form of death. Embedded in Tan'getistic discourse is a
conflicting desire of matricide and obsession wite maternal body. In her
novels, the (Chinese) mothers are figures of aitthtmat the (American)
daughters have to contend with. While they neegktwcise an overwhelm-
ing “anxiety of influence,” in Harold Bloom’s ternthe daughters are also
fearful of facing the vacuum created by the abseridheir mothers. This
conflicting desire becomes the narrative driveam's novels and pushes the
plots onward; it is also the base of her represientaf China.

the puns on Changmian in the essay “The Ghost ofrivggination” The Opposite of Fate
261). Sheng-mei Ma observes that “[i]t may not dinfe Tan’s inadequate understanding of
the Chinese language that results in this error.iJdikely to be romanticizing the Orient in
the stock images of silk, jade, porcelain, andosthf..” (The Deathly Embrac&23).

® Derrida describes hauntology as a kind of scracibéenporalities: “Repetitiomnd first
time: this is perhaps the question of the evemfuestion of the ghostVhatis a ghost? What
is theeffectivityor thepresenceof a specter, that is, of what seems to remaimeftective,
virtual, insubstantial as a simulacrum? Is thiere between the thing itself and its simula-
crum, an opposition that holds up? Repetitiowl first time, but also repetitioand last time,
since the singularity of anfjrst time makes of it also $ast time Each time it is the event
itself, a first time is a last time. Altogether ethStaging for the end of history. Let us cadl it
hauntology (10).
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In her overrepresentation and constant allusiorthgéamaternal China
and Chinese history, Amy Tan of course can be a&cto$ participating in
the creation of an American version of “spectrofmsedf multiculturalism,”
as proposed by Daniel Martin (91)However, what is important to me in
terms of Tan’s hauntology is the way in which tlaihting presence of Chi-
na in her texts creates an uncanny sense and “weijibaffect. The daugh-
ters are drawn into a particular “structure of ifegl about China, as Avery F.
Gordon observes in the epigraph. In order to fe¢lhome,” furthermore,
they need to practice a “politics of accounting”e-“tnake contact with
haunting, to engage the shadows and what is lithege” and “develop a
sense of historical accounting” (Gordon 18). Thiacpice of “historical ac-
counting” draws Amy Tan’s daughter protagonists olutheir complacent
American reality to face up to the maternal histibygt constitutes an impor-
tant and integral part of the historiography of ridsie America.

Reading Narrative of Transnational Haunting

Despite the fact that Tan’s novels are always heliby the maternal pres-
ence and absence, not uitile Hundred Secret Sensesre ghosts officially
deployed. Whereas in her previous texts these ‘&3@rsuperstitions” ap-
peared to be objects of suspicion and embarrassioenthe American
daughters, in The Hundred Secret Senss® boldly juxtaposes the World
of Yin with the present-day San Francisco. Why ariredoes Amy Tan want
to play with ghosts, we might ask? As Gordon obsgrv[tjo write ghost
stories implies that ghosts are real, that is {0 et they produce material
effects. To impute a kind of objectivity to ghostgplies that, from certain
standpoints, the dialectics of visibility and irnbitity involve a constant
negotiation between what can be seen and whattheishadows” (17). Our
senses become enlarged and sharpened becauss ofribtant negotiation

4 In his analysis of SKY Lee’s Chinese Canadian ndishppearing Moon Café1990),
Martin coins the terna la Derrida to describe the phenomenon that permdhte@€anadian
literary marketplace in the last few decades oftthentieth century and to criticize the con-
troversial policy of multiculturalism in Canada. ‘gpectropoetics of multiculturalism,” ac-
cording to Martin, “infuses ethnic experiencesniitées, and histories with an exchange, and
within a system of exchanges. Multiculturalism betges ethnic diversity through a capitalist
agenda that transforms ‘ethnicity’ into a marketabbmmodity, and one that, in the process
of being exchanged, validates an ideologically tmiesed image of Canada’s supposed heri-
tage of tolerance. Yet ethnic identity, becauseoines into being through exchange, cannot
exist as anything other than spectral” (91).

® For example, for one of the daughter protagonlgig-mei (June) the Chinese mothers’
mah-jongg playing Joy Luck Club seems to be “a sliain@hinese custom, like the secret
gathering of the Ku Klux Klan or the tom-tom danoég'V Indians preparing for wars” (16).
This association of the mother’s invention withisagractices and stereotyping indicates
June’s misunderstanding and mistrust of her Chiheséage.
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and enable us to go beyond the limits of the vésdohd the invisible—the
precise definition of the “secret senses” in thgahoThe protagonist’'s Chi-
nese sister, Kwan, describes secret senses in thess with her broken
English: “Secret sense not really secret. We jatsecret because everyone
has, only forgotten. Same kind of sense like aat, felephant trunk, dog
nose, cat whisker, whale ear, bat wing, clam skelke tongue, little hair on
flower” (102)—which Olivia translates into “instibt And in the novel
Kwan is the one character who has not forgottert‘éexret senses” or “in-
stinct.” Her “mission” requires her to guide Olivia face the tragedy of her
previous life in China and to reconcile what hasrbéeft unresolved. This
gesture of looking backward, of remembering, angaging in a mythical
trip of return, is the base of the transnationatateve. Ghosts in this novel,
therefore, not only serve as reminders of one'stapl power but also push
the narrative forwarfl.

In fact, the novel opens with the connection betwddvan and
ghosts—*My sister Kwan believes that she has yesgyTan’s biracial pro-
tagonist Olivia states. “She sees those who haa@ aind now dwell in the
World of Yin, ghosts who leave the mists just teitvher kitchen on Balboa
Street in San Francisco” (3). In this opening peaply we encounter Tan'’s
customary hybrid of Chinese and American landscapbs presence of
America, down to the detail of the street namguxsaposed with the more
generic Chinese underworld. The contrast betweencdmmon American
cityscape and the ghostly World of Yin creates fé&ce of defamiliarization.
After the defamiliarized opening, besides insertmgeries of encounters
with the ghosts, Tan focuses on the conflicts @mal feconciliation between
Olivia and Kwan as she delves into Chinese histgpgcifically the nine-
teenth-century Taiping Rebellion, to contextualiw portrayal of Chinese
American experiences. In terms of the geographyiviaig people, Tan’s
story counterpoints contemporary San Francisco \waitkillage in rural
southeastern China and juxtaposes the war-torGoonmunist-ruled, Chi-
nese village with the postmodern metropolis of Beancisco. Furthermore,
in an attempt at new emplotment, Tan creates anridarebiracial protago-
nist, Olivia, and gives her a Chinese half sigtavan, to embody Chinese
culture and values. At thirty-six Olivia and hetrasged husband, Simon,
are accompanied by Kwan on a trip to China. Thistwe is intended to
save their marriage but, serendipitously, it setiasiness from another life.
Here Tan gestures toward “Chinese superstitionsthbgrporating the con-
cept of reincarnation. However, the seemingly impible plot of ghosts and
reincarnation has been thoroughly naturalize@hia Hundred Secret Senses

® Ken-fang Lee readshe Hundred Secret Sengasm the immigrant perspective and argues
that the haunting past and the ghosts in Kwan'satige “symbolize cultural memory that a
migrant cannot forget or eradicate” (117).
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For all her supernatural power to connect withthrepeople, Kwan is
not unlike the Chinese mothers in Tan’s previoussteKwan, who conven-
iently takes over the maternal role because ofi@éivrresponsible Cauca-
sian mother, comes from a younger generation oh&d@ women than the
Joy Luck mothers and Winnie Louie, the motheTe Kitchen God's Wife
yet she appears little different from the older vemrnKwan is in fact Oli-
via’s surrogate mother. Thus Tan’s treatment of Kwaéso repeats the em-
phasis on the blood tie between mothers and datggimtdner previous texts.
Olivia, in her first-person narrative voice, talkisout how her half-sister ig-
nores their obvious cultural and physical diffeen@nd clings to their
sameness based on Chinese ancestry: “As she seesré connected by a
cosmic Chinese umbilical cord that’s given us thee inborn traits, per-
sonal motives, fate, and luck” (21). This referetewea metaphoric “umbili-
cal cord” echoes the famous statement by one ofidlgel uck aunties that
“Your mother is in your bones!” (31). Hence descsnalways the deciding
factor and the force that ties the two superpowersss the Pacific together;
in a sense biological determinism overrides anibtes individual dissent.

And this “Chinese umbilical cord” has called Oliwback to China. In-
terestingly, Tan packages this trip to China witimenercialism and profes-
sional specificity. In an attempt to save theitifigi marriage, Olivia and
Simon have “conjured up a proposal...to write andtpii@ph a story on
village cuisine in China” (130) and then gainedafinial support by a poten-
tial publisher. On the one hand, Olivia’s profeasas a commercial photog-
rapher neatly falls into what Rey Chow calls thdational Geographit
mode, in which “the First world” can leisurely asse“the Third world”
through the mediation of the camera lens. Thisgatoalso comes close to
what Frank Chin has termed as “food pornographyAsian American lit-
erature’ On the other hand, we may well read this triputifonecessary for
the novel's structure, as one of Tan’s gesturem&tOrientalization, through
which she metafictionally and more or less selfsmously reflects upon her
own writing practice. Both Olivia’s article on Cleise village cooking and
Tan’s novels about the mothers’ past in China miglisonably be consid-
ered tourist voyeurism in which “the Third World' consumed visually and
thematically. The environmental disaster at the @rnithe novel after the ar-
cheological wonder near the village has been de@al/bears witness to the

” This tendency of resorting to biological deterrsiniin Tan's texts has its autobiographical

origin. It is now a commonly known story that in8/ when Tan and her husband accompa-
nied her mother Daisy on a visit to China, she erepeed a magical moment of “homecom-

ing” and she emerged from the trip better equipheth before to cope with her double heri-

tage and hybrid identity.

8 “Food pornography” refers to the selling of exagitinic foodstuffs and eating customs to

please the imagination and palates of the mainst@estomers. See Sau-ling Wong'’s discus-
sion of this theme in hdReading Asian American Literatu(g3-55).
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catastrophic results of this kind of consumptivarigm.

Whether Tan is self-conscious about the commezeidliconsumption
of China in her own writing or not, it is clear thhe isolated mountain vil-
lage Changmian represents China. For all its isslatChangmian, which
miraculously “has avoided the detritus of modermard (204), has been
“invaded” at least twice by foreign forces: thesfitime by American mis-
sionaries and foreign armed forces in the ninekeeantury and the second
time by the American couple Olivia and Simon, wimintentionally stumble
upon the archeological discovery and bring glolidrdion as well as eco-
logical disaster to the village.

Interestingly, Tan introduces Changmian througpexsic visual code.
We first “see” this village through Olivia’s camer@wfinder. Olivia states:

As | look through the viewfinder, | feel as thouglk’ve stumbled on a
fabled misty land, half memory, half illusion. Ane in Chinese Nirvana?
Changmian looks like the carefully cropped photmsnfl in travel bro-
chures advertising “a charmed world of distant pasiere visitors can
step back in time.Tt conveys all the sentimental quaintness thatistair
crave but never actually see. There must be sontgetirong. | keep
warning myself. Around the corner we’ll stumble aeality: the
fast-food market, the tire junkyard, the sign iradicg this village is re-
ally a Chinese fantasyland for tourists. Buy yadukdts here! See the
China of your dreams! Unspoiled by progress, miretthe past! (205)

Hence Olivia’s first impression of Changmian is meuerized by visuality
and disbelief. The juxtaposition of clichéd toutatguage with the fantastic
aura of the village further satirizes the hackneiyeggination of the interna-
tional tourist. Olivia is singularly uneasy whercda with the “genuine arti-
cle” and insists on creating an imagined and hidaestindustrial junkyard,
which exposes the paradigmatic limitation of thestMWorld tourist. As
mentioned, she is behind the “discovery” of Charagimand it is quite likely
that her projection about the village—as junkyardd aamusement
park—will become “reality.” An implied comment ohé invasion of the
neocolonial, modernizing power of the United Stat@® a preindustrial
space is suggested here. The reference to misNamdna also cleverly
links Changmian with the misty World of Yin and is&gs the narrative logic
of haunting, demanding “a willing suspension ofodigef” in order to enter
the fantastic and “carefully cropped” world of Clgamian.

In an extended narrative relay, Kwan'’s first-persanrative of the ni-
neteenth-century China during the Taping Rebelsomterwoven with Oli-
via’s narration of the novelistic present in Saarf@isco. Tan’s choice of this
specific time in Chinese history is a refreshinghtaway from the back-
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ground of the Sino-Japanese War in her previous,teven though some
historical and ethnic details may need correctiororder to link these two
widely separated temporalities, however, Tan handbilize ghosts and the
belief in reincarnation as the external framewdfkr Sheng-mei Ma this
transnational linkage reveals Tan’'s appropriatibriNew Age chic” (The
Deathly Embracell7). Yet ghostly haunting in the narrative impotty
evokes and recalls Olivia’s repressed memory ofCld@nese ancestry and
forces her to face the reality of her Chinese hgét At the end of the novel
Kwan disappears mysteriously when she tries touse&mon; nine months
later Olivia gives birth to Samantha and both motired daughter take up
Kwan’s family name, L. This ending again simultaneously displays a ma-
tricidal desire and a wish to carry on the mateiéihline. Olivia’s choice of
family name clearly shows that she chooses to ainnith the sister she
had rejected since they first met. Olivia finallates her belief about inter-
generational linkage through the shared family ndihat's a family name

if not a claim to being connected in the futurestmeone from the past?”
(357). This belated acknowledgement of Kwan and iKsvdamily name
swings this narrative about interactions betweenliving and the ghosts
back into Tan’s familiar orbit of Chinese matrilage and creates a fantastic
and uncanny trinity of ghost/China/mother.

This “unholy trinity” resurfaces iThe Bonesetter’s Daughteset once
again during the Second World War. Inspired by amitten about the post-
mortem maternal body and memofie Bonesetter's Daughtes predicated
with a gothic domesticity, in which mothers and glaters are locked in a
contest of mutual hurting and can only be saved lrifual of seeking the
voice and lost name of the maternal grandmother'sTalusion to Peking
Man again domesticates the archaeological and gpulogical project into
a family affair™® Most important are the ways in which Tan interwesathis
piece of Chinese history into her fictitious famdtory. For one thing, the
novel seems to imply that Peking Man is the bialabancestor of the Bo-
nesetter’s clan. And the search for the bones kingeMan leads to the first
break between LuLing and her nanny Precious Augitiee the latter refuses

® Getting the right family name is important in thevel. Olivia has been trying to find a
proper name after her divorce with Simon. In fagen before her marriage she was troubled
by the issue of family names since her mother bathrried many times. As Olivia confesses,
“As | think more about my name, | realize I've nev®d any sort of identity that suited me,
not since | was five at least, when my mother cledngur last name to Laguni” (156).
Adopting her stepfather’s last name turns out tatéronic twist when Olivia’s mother finds
that Laguni is not actually a proper surname butn&@e-up name nuns gave to orphans. La-
guni—like ‘lagoon,’ isolated from the rest of themd” (157). Kwan'’s revelation that Yee is
not their father’s real family name but a borroveetk also shocks Olivia. Hence one of Oli-
via's “missions” is to find a true name, and byemgion a proper identity, for herself.

10 Tan also makes LuLing's first husband a sciewifsthe archaeological team.
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to disclose the whereabouts of the secret familye ¢éa which the bones of
Peking Man are allegedly buried. Precious Auntibowurns out to be

LuLing’s biological mother, worries about a famdyrse if the bones cannot
be properly restored to the cave. The scientiffd@ation thus is connected
with the indigenous belief system. This hybrid aygwh once again utilizes
the narrative of haunting.

Furthermore, ghost-writing, also connected wittk flo¢lief, effectively
brings out the theme of transcultural negotiationsThe Bonesetter’s
Daughter Instead of being a superstitious practice, gho#ing
self-reflexively thematizes the difficulties of espver communication$he
Bonesetter’s Daughteis by far the darkest of Tan’s works—possibly be-
cause it was thoroughly rewritten after the dedthey mother Daisy Tan,
who had been a constant source and inspiratiohnefiodaughter’s novels and
who suffered from Alzheimer’s like LuLing in the va. In the curiously
fatherless textual space, the act of ghost-writings links three generations
of women together; for the guilt-ridden LuLing esjadly, this ritual of
reaching toward the other world is an importantcpes of exorcism. At the
end of the novel, the granddaughter Ruth starisrii® her own book with
the spiritual inspiration of the grandmother. Asnisha Willard observes in
her review of the novel, “the dead returns, ndbear ancestral curses but to
act as the writer’s muse.” Ghost-writing, in thistance, is a potent meta-
phor for both the act of cultural negotiation arghslation as well as a me-
tafictional reflection on the act of writing itselhterestingly, this invocation
of ghosts and cultural translation, two major thenme Kingston's The
Woman Warrioy again pays homage to a mother figure. Thusha Bone-
setter's Daughtekvhat starts out as a child’s game of alternatieeliom of
communication turns out to be the major avenuerftargenerational, and
by extension, cultural negotiations. Through theicke of ghost-writing Tan
highlights the fact that any act of writing anddigay is subject to interpreta-
tion and therefore uncertain reception. In thisseemhost-writing can also
be a metaphor for the creative effort of an ethwiiter whose practice of
representing ethnicity is always subject to intgation and reinterpretation
but who should always be encouraged to find hissler voice.

Ghost-writing becomes ghost narration in Tan'®datnovelSaving
Fish from Drowningsince the whole novel is narrated by the ghodBibf
Chen. Bibi died a violent and mysterious death teetbe novel opens, leav-
ing behind a well-planned and paid-for art expeditio China and Myanmar.
Bibi's spirit travels along with her friends to Asand witnesses how they
desecrate the local temple in Lijiang, leave Climaisgrace and are kid-
napped by the Karen tribe in Myanmar, the tribadge who have suffered
genocide under the military government and mistake of the American
tourists as the reincarnation of their savior “doeinger White Brother.”
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Combining the gothic tradition, journalist writingolitical satire, and
travel literature, the novel is a hybrid in therfoof black humor. It may be
read as Tan’s attempt at transforming her own mgitfter Daisy’s death.
Having lost her mother and muse, Tan takes heactens and readers on a
wild ride to the mother’s homeland and beyond amdyfs into the new ter-
ritory of global journalism and politics. The spidgf the mother, however,
still lingers to haunt the novel, “embodied” in thaice of Bibi the ghost.

To make this thoroughly implausible plotline beléle, Tan plays on
the gothic tradition by inserting “a note to thader,” in which she describes
how she chanced upon and was inspired to writenbreel by a manuscript
of automatic writing recorded by a medium, suppbsddttated by the de-
ceased San Francisco socialite Bibi Chen. Theioreat a “ghostly” narra-
tive frame for her novel aims to give the storydipdity, as does the news-
paper clipping attached after the note, reporthng mysterious disappear-
ance of eleven American tourists. Together, thestipdrame and the news
clip create verisimilitude for this ghost story. time manner of Samuel Col-
eridge, Tan appeals to her readers to properlyopartheir duty as fiction
readers: “Whether one believes in communicatiorh vfite dead or not,
readers are willing to suspend disbelief when ing®érin fiction. We want
to believe that the world we have entered throdgh fortals of another’s
imagination indeed exists, that the narrator ib@s been among us” (xiv).
This statement, which also comes from the gothitventions, becomes a
self-deconstructive gesture which underlines owpmion about the plot’s
credibility. Hence Tan’s attempt to “authenticate& ghost story by mobi-
lizing the gothic tradition and contemporary jodisra paradoxically serves
to highlight the fact that the so-called “realiig’only fabricated simulacrum.
These “pretexts” to the novel proper thus remindhaisto indulge in credu-
lous reading and to strengthen the sense of blaotohwhich runs through
the novel.

In fact, black humor is always a latent featurdam’'s writing. InSav-
ing Fish from DrowningTan magnifies it and brings it into the surface to
create what she herself calls “a comic novel” imeat. Nevertheless, moth-
ers and China are still prominent in the narratiee ghost narrator, Bibi,
who was born in Shanghai and immigrated with henilfato San Francisco
at the time of the 1949 Communist takeover, seagasodal point to connect
and to embody the two features. Bibi is obvioubly missing mother in the
story, who looks after her tourist “children” evafter her death. She is also
the abandoned daughter who has been seriously dteneth by her own
mother’s absence. Bibi's mother had died of diabeight after Bibi was
born and the child was raised by her father’s fivge Sweet Ma, who tor-
mented Bibi with abusive language against her nioémel by teasing her
with the only heirloom left by the mother—"a haimpivith a hundred tiny
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leaves carved out of bright imperial-greed jade8)(Z his piece of jewelry
was the gift from Bibi’'s father to celebrate thethiof the daughter and the
origin of Bibi's nameBifang “precious jade...glorious spring” (25).

The traumatic memory of the lost mother is an ingrarhidden text in
the novel and later becomes the key to the mysieBibi's own death. Al-
though Bibi appears to be an omniscient narratadh@novel, she cannot
recall the cause of her own death. The mysteryissolved until the very
end and the mother’s hairpin turns out to be thedeuweapon. Bibi stole
the hairpin from Sweet Ma but in turn it was stobgnan unfaithful servant.
Bibi’'s Chinese cousin finally located the objectiasent it to Bibi. This ma-
ternal heirloom, however, became a lethal weapaauxe Bibi fell from a
stool and the jade piece cut into her neck. Bigistesque death can hardly
be credulous and yet it is believable in the cantéxnaternal discourse. She
is literarily killed by maternal memory and love.

When she finally receives the long-lost jewel, fingt thing she notices
is that it is a haircomb instead of a hairpin (as bad remembered), which
provides a subtle comment on the illusive naturemamory. Then Tan
spends the last page of the novel describing Bibi #e haircomb—"the
two things remaining that had belonged to” the deather:

I rubbed my mother’s haircomb against my cheekpedsed it near my
heart. | rocked it as one might a baby. For thetiimse | felt the empti-
ness of her loss replaced with the fullness oflbee. | was about to
burst with joy. And then my knees grew weak. Theybbled and grew
rubbery. | felt a softening wave and | tried to Ipitsaway. But then | re-
alized what it was, my holding back my feelingd seouldn’t fall. Why
should | not feel it? Why have | denied myself beauty of love? And
so | did not stop myself. | let joy and love andrew wash over me.
And with the haircomb close to my heart, | plumndetdf the stool.
(472)

The description of the way in which Bibi “motherie haircomb discloses
the depth of her sense of loss. Having never expeeid a mother’s love or
caress, Bibi transfers her daughterly emotion ¢timtoobject representing the
mother’s body and transforms it into a maternal i@@d. Through this prac-
tice of transference and transformation, Bibi remes with the irrecover-
able loss so that she can finally overcome it. Tiiadernal heirloom from

China is thus a loaded symbol of Chinese heritagethe Chinese American
daughter needs to contend with. The haircomb resnBilli of how she has
been holding back her feelings throughout her adoll, condemning her to
a loveless life. Finally this epiphany of love kilher but also paradoxically
liberates her. And the destructive yet necessasiral®r the mother is Tan’s
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ultimate commentary on maternal love, which is hdhéach and every one
of her narratives of transnational haunting.

Amy Tan’s consistent deployment of the narrativfetransnational
haunting signifies an obsession with the death aygnce of the maternal
figure, virtually a trademark of her novels. In fiedowing chapter we shall
see a different approach to the Chinese Americahenalaughter plot. After
her mother’s death, Amy Tan makes a conscious pttémnmove from her
recurrent narrative frame. Thus we see howaving Fish from Drowning
Tan tries to go beyond the Chinese landscape, eolintiaginary maternal
homeland, to incorporate other parts of Asia arated political issues. It
remains to be seen whether she can succeed itnaa®dformation as a writer.
Clearly, though, her affective representation ofirieng and transnational
cultural negotiation contributes to the traditidnGhinese American matri-
lineal discourse, bringing about “a transformatigeognition” of ghosts and
other things beyond the real.






Chapter 3
Representing the New Hybrid Generation:
Reinventing the Mother-Daughter Plot and
Constructing Narratives of Relationality in
Mona in the Promised Land

Chinese Americans, when you try to understand whiags in
you are Chinese, how do you separate what is @edolichildhood, to
poverty, insanities, one family, your mother whorkeal your growing
with stories, from what is Chinese? What is Chinteadition and what
is the movies?

—NMaxine Hong Kingston
The Woman Warrior

Helen goes on with a delicate bang on her cup. “do& daughter.
Daughter Do you remember what is a daughter?”

“I remember.”

“Who are you?”

“I am your daughter.”

It's like being in church, right down to the momeaf si-
lence—which Mona takes to be a chance for Heleturio misty-eyed
again, that Mona might feel what a Disappointmdret is. Helen swish-
es around some tea in her mouth, a good sign. Mwies gorilla face,
and out of habit, her mother almost makes a fack.tBut in the midst
of furrowing her brow, she suddenly starts talking.

“We agree, except what kind of daughter lies torhether?”

“No kind.”

“I have no daughter.”

—Gish Jen
Mona in the Promised Land

In 2009, when Elaine Showalter nominated eight figyres among out-
standing contemporary American women novelistsh@esn was the only
Asian American—indeed, the only ethnic woman—onltgr* In the same
year, Jen became a member of the American Académtoand Sciences.

1 The eight women authors were Joyce Carol Oateg, Sariley, Annie Proulx, Marilynne
Robinson, Anne Tyler, Jayne Anne Phillips, Bobbie Afason, and Gish Jen. Toni Morrison
is not on the list because, according to Showadtes,is “so well known she does not need to
be included.” See Showalter’s article “The Femalenfier” in The Guardian
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A decade ago, John Updike chose to include JenighiBates” inThe Best
American Short Stories of the Centérish Jen is undoubtedly one of the
most talented and distinguished writers on theeaopbrary American liter-
ary scene, and one of the reasons that Jen igbly megarded is her inven-
tiveness. She continually experiments with unusual even “dangerous”
subjects. As she declares in an interview, “asigeiwou have to get up the
nerve to write about the things that are danger¢®atz 140¥. Sex, racism,
power, and the “switch” of ethnic identity are sonfehe “bad” topics that
may easily put her in a “minefield” (Satz 140). Jerlso significant in the
development of contemporary Asian American writiogcause she con-
stantly pushes boundaries in terms of subject mattde drawing inspira-
tion from existing themes and traditions. In Jdins novel, Typical Ameri-
can (1991), she writes about the immigrant generatibrihe 1950s and
maps out the issues of assimilation and the foomatif ethnic identity
through the perspective of the patriarch of theifignRalph Chang. As a
sequel toTypical American Mona in the Promised Lantbcuses on the
growth and development of the second generatidgheo€hang family in the
1960s and 1970s, especially of the second daulytdea, while mobilizing
the mother-daughter plot to create an intergermratiemphasis. Moreover,
one of the central plotlines touches upon a talbpitregarding racial and
ethnic affiliation; the impish protagonist Mona, evigrows up in a Jewish
suburb of New York, decides to “switch” and becadesvish. Thematically,
both novels attempt to claim America for Chinesenigrants and their de-
scendants while remembering the illusionary moémretiChina. InThe Love
Wife Jen makes an ambitious move to explore the tlefrd@sporic affilia-
tions by incorporating a survivor of the Chinesdt@al Revolution into a
Chinese American family of mixed marriage with aapAsian childref.
Jen’s constant engagement with new and challengipgs and themes
makes her one of the innovators of the Chinese fAmerwomen’s literary
tradition. It is small wonder that Showalter hasdited her as the represen-
tative of the “new hybrid generation” of ethnic Ariean women writers of

2 “Bjrthmates” is one of the eight short stories ected in Jen'sVho Is Irish?(1999).

3 In the interview, Jen responds to Martha Satzisstian regarding her preference for being
“wicked” (139) by observing that being wicked “meawriting about the things we’re not
supposed to write about” (140).

4 Jeffrey Partridge notes that there has been ateldimtween “claiming America” and
“claiming diaspora” in Asian American scholarshipce the late twentieth century. Claiming
America presents an ethnic nationalist positionichvlattempts to establish the Asian Ameri-
can presence in the national imagination of thetddnStates. “For Asian American critics
such as Lisa Lowe and Shirley Geok-lin Lim,” Palge observes, “diaspora’ rather than
‘claiming America’ more accurately represents tieendgraphic exigencies of Asian Ameri-
cans in the new millennium” (101). Apparently, enbvels are transitioning from “claiming
America” in the Chang family saga to “claiming diesg@’ in Love Wife if we follow Par-
tridge’s observation.
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the 19908.

This chapter places Gish Jen within the contexhefChinese Ameri-
can women’s literary tradition and examines the svisywhich Jen experi-
ments with “dangerous” topics, such as ethnic swi¢ and playfully rein-
vents a Chinese American woman'’s traditioiona in the Promised Land
With the inclusion of a mother-daughter plot in tievel, which is one of the
most important themes in Chinese American womenmisng, Jen dutifully
constructs a vertical/generational relationship getdreshapes it with a dif-
ferent maternal figure and the insertion of thdisgbplot. At the same time,
Jen also creates different horizontal communitesér inquisitive protago-
nist Mona. Camp Gugelstein exemplifies one suchmoonity that aims to
deconstruct various boundaries and respond toathdot a racial coalition
in and after the civil rights movement. The dissiolu of this utopian com-
munity directly questions the possibility of soliita in the face of the chal-
lenges of racial, class, and gender differencegebi@r, through the multi-
ple “switches” of identity of her characters, Jeiseitles an essentialist fixa-
tion on racial authenticity as well as the politiok insiderism. Finally,
through the reconciliation between Mona and hermheroHelen and the birth
of Mona’s Chinese-Jewish American daughter lo,iSensciously creating
a comic tradition for Chinese American women’s ingtthat acknowledges
the importance of matrilineage and a politics détienality which goes be-
yond familial, class, and racial confines.

Reinventing the Chinese American Mother-Daughter Plot

Beginning with the Eaton sisters of the early twatht century, Chinese
American women’s writing has gradually gained dtemnin the American
literary arena. As Shirley Lim notes, “[i]t was grh the 1970s that the no-
tion of a body of Asian American literature as g@aate canon became
common” (“Feminist and Ethnic Literary Theories”37 Furthermore, the
popularity of Asian American women'’s writing sintge 1970s is nothing
short of phenomenal. According to Amy Ling, in terly 1990s, there was
an Asian American literary and artistic “renaissginio which women were
playing a prominent, if not dominant, part (“EmegiCanons” 191). As
mentioned in the Introduction, Chinese American worauthors, with their
culturally and historically specific insights inggender, race, and class issues,
are inventing various literary traditions of theiwn, which is a feat in itself,
considering the many difficulties these women aeedl with. “When Chi-
nese American writings emerged in the late 196@kstlha early 1970s,” Da-

® This quote comes from the Kindle version of Shoera latest monograph on American
literary history,A Jury of Her Peers: American Women Writers fromeé\Bradstreet to Annie
Proulx (2009).
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vid Liwei Li notes, Chinese American writers suéidr‘the dual burden of at
once subverting an American Orientalist discouraseld on their cultural
oppression and reconstructing a Chinese Amerieatition that would mark
their cultural liberation” (“The Production of Clise American Tradition”
323). Additonally, Chinese American women authad to contend with the
extra burden of the formidable patriarchal ideolagytheir ethnic commu-
nity.® Moreover, Chinese American women writers are atsder different
influences in their variegated racial lineages,ggaphical origins and lin-
guistic usage$.Amy Ling identifies three prominent thematic categs in
Chinese American women’s writing before Kingstoaisival: “delight in
storytelling often mingled with nostalgia, protesjainst racial and sexual
injustice, and experiment in language or structuf€hinese American
Women Writers” 221). In fact, these thematic cat@ggocontinue to shape
writing by Chinese American women today.

In addition to the three categories above, the eradughter plot is
one of the most important themes in Chinese Amerizamen’s writing.
The mother-daughter plot or “the constructionsemhininity in discourses of
motherhood and daughterhood” (8), as Marianne Hidgfines it, structures
much women’s writing. Indeed, matrilineage is ipdissable for the devel-
opment of women’s writing. Thus, Virginia Woolf hitly underlines the im-
portance of maternal figures in a literary traditiof women inA Room of
One’s Own “For we think back through our mothers if we aremen” (76).
In the context of Chinese American women’s writidaxine Hong King-
ston’s critically acclaimedrhe Woman Warriomade popular the moth-
er-daughter plot, or what Sau-ling Cynthia WondgscaChinese American
matrilineal discourse,” by presenting the ambivakeabout her hyphenated
identity from a daughter’s perspectf/&’lhe mother and her stories contrib-
ute to both the growth and confusion of the daughéerator, as evinced in
the anguished questioning in the first epigrapthisf chapter. The obsessive
engagements with the maternal presence/absenceninTan’s novels, as
discussed in Chapter Two, won Tan popularity withimatream readers as
well and furthered the development of a maternatition in Chinese

® For instance, Lim points out that Asian Americerhture “has been an active site of mas-
culine views and feminist resistance” and the Aglanerican women'’s texts studied in her
essay “are symptomatic of the struggle to refigheesubject between the often oppositional
demands of ethnic and gender identity” (“Feminied &thnic Literary Theories” 572).

" For Amy Ling, Chinese American women authors shdmitlde at least three groups: im-
migrants, American-born Chinese, Eurasians and Asm@ns (“Chinese American Women
Writers” 220).

8 Wong also points out that Chinese American magdi discourse was not an invention of
Kingston's. Su-ling Wong and Earl Cressy’'s 1952 alodirative autobiographijpaughter of
Confucius is one of the pre-1965 texts that write about fmale-centered household
(“Sugar Sisterhood” 177).
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American women'’s fiction.

The significance of the mother-daughter plot in ridlsie American
women’s writing also has a historically and sogialbecific context. One of
the major achievements of second-wave Americanrismi involved es-
pousing the importance of matrilineage to the extlat it is almost re-
garded as a prerequisite for women’s consciousrasisg. Hence, scripting
the mother-daughter plot became significant in woseriting. Discussing
the phenomenal popularity of Amy Tan, Sau-ling Waigserves that the
favored status of the Chinese American matrilitesdourse results from “a
convergence of ethnic group-specific literary ttiadi and ideological needs
by the white-dominated readership—including fentimeadership—for the
Other’s presence as both mirror and differentia(tugar Sisterhood” 177).
To a certain extent, therefore, Chinese Americam&mwriters have built a
literary tradition and gained their footing in tliterary market and academia
through the constant deployment of the mother-deaughiot. A risk in this
type of success is that the (white/mainstream)eeean easily overlook and
even erase Chinese American cultural and histospakificities as they
consume this apparently formulaic text. Thus, ohé¢he major challenges
for the Chinese American woman author who wantsrdeamp the
mother-daughter plot involves devising a way to idvehe trap of
self-Orientalization and ethnographic self-Otheritlgwriting Mona in the
Promised Land Gish Jen has taken up the gauntlet and succdadid:
task.

Both Typical Americanand Mona in the Promised Landenter upon
the intersection of diasporic experiences and etidentity formation. As
the novels tell the two parts of the Chang faméga they explore the issue
of ethnic identity from different gender perspeesiv Ralph Yifeng Chang,
whose transnational journey opens the narrativenafigration in Typical
American reflects on the immigrant’s struggle with theiaotof becoming
American. He occupies the main speaking positiothénovel. The female
characters, particularly Ralph’s wife Helen anddier Teresa, have to de-
liberately erase their individuality and selfho@mdnhaintain the self-respect
of the man in the family, who has a tendency toamietrically or literally
sleep through difficultie$.Jen purposely highlights the fact that the Chang
women have to sacrifice themselves both physicaily psychologically to
keep Ralph on his feet, a strategy that allowsttn@emcover the gender im-
balance and androcentric ideology in the patridrtdmaily. In Mona in the
Promised LandJen chooses Mona to be the center of narratimscious-
ness, allowing the daughter to replace the fathedeed, Ralph is

° For instance, Ralph goes into symbolic or real inagon when he realizes that he can
never return to China after the Communist takeowben he fails to get tenured at the uni-
versity, or when his fried chicken enterprise folds
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“re-placed” in the second novel in multiple ways: o longer dominates the
narrative or his family. In her adaptation of thether-daughter plot, Jen
also demonstrates how the mother, Helen, has beeriéanized. This sub-
verts the clichéd binary opposition and culturahftiots between the immi-

grant mother and the American-born daughter. lorrefilating the mother
figure, Jen also deconstructs the essentialist tequanf the immigrant

mother with China and thereby forecloses any pdigilof the daughter

serving “as a convenient, unobtrusive stand-intfer mainstream reading
public.”™ Moreover, Jen inserts a sibling subplot into thethrar-daughter

narrative. The Harvard-educated Callie is compjetéfferent in tempera-

ment and character from her sister Mona and hafulihgotential to become

an example of the Asian model minority with her lvgague background
and a promising medical career. Instead, Jen alloale to embrace her
“Chinese roots” and become a Sinophile.

The textual representation of the mother-dauglaiationship inMona
in the Promised Landas exemplified in the dialogue of the epigragh, i
fraught with tension. Helen has just found out that favorite daughter
Mona has secretly converted to Judaism and is r@omdre or less Catholic
Chinese Jew” (44). The questions and answers betiteken and Mona are
formulated in a catechist fashion, through which thaternal authority and
the familial hierarchy are confirmed. However, Igliberately eases the
tense, church-like aura by switching to a totalffedent register in Mona’s
reading of the mother-daughter exchange. Mona dsgeelen’s attempt to
reinforce the sanctity and permanence of kinshigpiraply a part of a famil-
iar script; the daughter is so emboldened by har semiotic reading that
she tries to predict and even manipulate the misthesiction. The routine of
making face demonstrates the intimacy between ththen and the teenage
daughter. The first sign of the rupture of the elt®nd takes place when
Helen substitutes the usual response in body layggta Mona’'s “gorilla
face” with disciplinary talk about the sin of lyimtaughters (45). Then Mona
“drops a bomb” by announcing that, perhaps, stieds Chinese” (46), sig-
nifying Helen'’s failure to reproduce a dutiful dduter in Mona. From this
point, the mother-daughter relationship spirals whard, and the breach is
not healed until Mona’s wedding at the end of tbeeah. Clearly, inMona in
the Promised Landlen is responding to the tradition of the motrearghter
plot but with a distinctly comic twist.

Although Helen instantly resorts to Chinese farhiidnics to discipline
Mona, she is by no means the traditional motharwleawould find in most
of Amy Tan’s novels, who can be easily identifieiltwa China of the past.
Helen’s character itMona in the Promised Lants significantly different

10 This is adopted from Sau-ling Wong’s commentTdre Joy Luck Clutand The Kitchen
God’s Wife(“Sugar Sisterhood” 197).



Representing the New Hybrid Generation 75

from the delicate and subservient Hailan, or Sege Bbf Typical American
whose “life ambition was to stay home forever” lrefghe left China (62).
Her transformation actually begins Tgpical Americanin which Helen has
a brief affair with the seductive entrepreneur @moRing. She is neverthe-
less immediately punished by Ralph’s disciplinaandh, that pushes her out
of the second-floor bedroom window. Mona, Helen is no longer a victim
of family violence and a practitioner of self-effaent. In fact, she initiates
the entire practice of switching by changing plasés Ralph in the family
in Jen’s second novel. Jen depicts Helen’s amhical@bout her “switched”
position:

For Helen was so mad when she realized Ralph ctulake care of
her—wasn't that what a husband was for?—that shlewteat amounted
to a personality transformation. She’'d gotten usetthe idea of helping,
of working hard, even of going out of the housevtwk. But she’d nev-
er adjusted to the idea of becoming a main pilfathe family, standing
there all by herself like the kind of ruin peoplent’to Greece to see. In
a way, she was proud of what she'd learned to do.il8another way
this so wasn’t what she’d counted on, growing ugimna.... (46)

The dry humor in Helen’s imaginative yet far-fetdralusion to the Greek
ruins signifies a connection with ancient tradiabsm and her mixed
self-perception. With her Chinese background, Hekenks of herself as a
kind of spectacle due to her empowered statusdrfamilial hierarchy, and
yet, she is also proud of what she has achievedudtfrom time to time
the American Helen misses the way in which the E€$énHailan sailed
through her pampered life in the past, she is nagy bnaintaining a bour-
geois lifestyle and accumulating capital as a ‘tgpiAmerican,” in other
words, assimilating into mainstream American sgciinlike most of the
mothers in the Chinese American matrilineal disseuthe mother of the
“Chemg-kees” takes the lead in switching and chamglentificatory affilia-

tion.

Jen also undermines the fixation on an unchangimgy essentialist
“Chineseness” at the linguistic level by highligigithe different Chinese
dialects spoken in Chinese America, which is mdskekfferent from the
undifferentiated deployment of Mandarin Chineséhadingua francaof the
Chinese American community in novels such as Amy'slaFor instance,
Callie makes a belated discovery that “Englishtisné only language the
parents speak with an accent” when she tries hervdid Chinese” on

1 Ralph invents the new family name “Chang-kees” byimg his surname with the Yankees
in Typical American(127) to show how the Changs have integrated m#antainstream. This
new surname, of course, also signifies the hytaithn of their identity.



7€ Representing the New Hybrid Generation

Ralph and Helen (128). As a child of the civil tiglera, Callie is keen on
affirming her own ethnicity and regards learningridarin as a way to “be
in touch with her ancestry” (129), only to discovlkeat Harvard Chinese or
Peking Chinese is different from the Shanghai diaspoken by her parents
when she returns to the Chang household at Sdaf3ailie’s linguistic dis-
covery is but one example of how, through satirieahor, Jen illustrates her
understanding of and sensitivity to the culturadl éinguistic differences of
China as an “imaginary homeland.”

Callie’s enthusiasm for recovering her Chineses@so serves as a
contrast to Mona’s decision to convert to Judaismtead of praising the
Chinese-identified Callie as the ideal/good daughten questions her es-
sentialist conception of ethnic identity. As R. Rakrishnan aptly points out,
“the rhetoric of authenticity tends to degenerat® iessentialism” (229).
Under the sway of the civil rights movement, Caldiarns to practicti qi,
has shee-vehthe Shanghai dialect word for congee) for brestkfand is
becoming more Chinese than her parents, who “noefepmaisin bran”
(168). Later, she wears padded jackets and clathsshnd calls herself by
her Chinese name, Kailan, to signal her embracheofAsian American
identity. In fact, she is “so Chinese that Ralphl atelen think there is
something wrong with her” (301). Callie’s nativjatactice of Asian Ameri-
can cultural nationalism is obviously beyond thegimation of the parents
who appear to assimilate themselves into a maarstréfestylet> While
Jeffrey Partridge is correct in pointing out tha&cbming ultra-Chinese is
Callie’s way of “becoming American” (181), Jen’'srppayal of Callie’s
“Chinese turn,” or nativist position, is saturatgith a satirical overtone. In
fact, Callie, who “used to be sick of being Chifeddb7), is initiated into
her Chinese ethnic identity at Harvard by her AdrnicAmerican roommate
Naomi, who speaks better Mandarin than Callie dadlough not without
sympathy and humor, Jen satirizes any illusiontbhie essentialism and
authenticity through Callie. In a way, the nativizallie serves as a foil to
Mona, who has made a different choice in termdluiie affiliation.

Here, | must pause to briefly review the criticateption of the Chi-
nese American mother-daughter plot. Wendy Ho'$Her Mother’s House:
The Politics of Asian American Mother-Daughter Wigt(1999) argues for
the significance of the mother-daughter narratiyellawing examples from
the works of Maxine Hong Kingston, Amy Tan and Mdgenne Ng. Ho

12 1 am borrowing the term “nativist” from Lisa Loveeargument inmmigrant Acts Lowe
explains the trope of opposing nativism or cultunationalism and assimilation in Asian
American discourse as “cultural nationalism’s affation of the separate purity of its culture
opposes assimilation of the standards of dominacies/” (75). She then uses Louis Chu’s
Eat a Bowl Teaas a textual example of the allegorization ofabeflict between nativism and
assimilation (77).
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contends that their stories offer “opportunitiesattalyze the ways Chinese
American mothers and daughters construct and racehsheir understand-
ings of the conflicted self in relation to multigd@meplaces and borderlands.
These experiences of women may suggest differettpatential opposi-
tional practices and standpoints to those congdueiithin the hegemonic
social, cultural, historical, and political undemstlings of the U.S. na-
tion-state” (35-36). In Ho's feminist reading, tldinese American matri-
lineal narrative becomes a highly politicized $de critics and readers alike
to explore the construction of female selfhood diffkrent positionalities.
Conversely, there are critical voices opposing sucklebratory rhetoric and
criticizing the familial model of generational ctiofs as eithepasséor es-
sentialist:®

Lisa Lowe articulates some of the crucial pointstluf generational
theme. Lowe points out that many Asian Americanal®ehoose to utilize
“a family narrative” to represent “the questiontioé loss or transmission of
the ‘original’ culture” (62). Using Louis Chu, Kistpn and Amy Tan as
examples, Lowe forcefully criticizes what she relgaas “homogenizing
Asian Americans as exclusively hierarchal and gatraral”:

| argue that interpreting Asian American culturelagively in terms of
the master narratives of generational conflict &hal relation essen-
tializes Asian American culture, obscuring the joaltarities and in-
commensurabilities of class, gender, and nationeérsities among
Asians. The reduction of the cultural politics atialized ethnic groups,
like Asian Americans, to first-generation/secona@mation struggles
displaces social differences into a privatized feinbpposition. Such
reductions contribute to the aestheticizing comrication of Asian

Americancultural differences, while denying the immigrant historads
material exclusion and differentiation.... (63)

Using a short story by Diana Chang as an exampmle/eLthen goes on to
suggest that it is important to contextualize tleetigal relationship of the
generational model with the horizontal relationskimong communities
(63-64).

While Lowe has rightly identified the excess ofnfly narrative in
Asian American literary production, | would alskdito argue that we must
take individual practices into consideration. Kitgges Tripmaster Monkey
for instancejncludes many different racial and social commuesitio define
the existence of Wittman Ah Sing. In Fae Myennes\gpne the family

13 Caroline Chung Simpson, for instance, somewhat cmetelingly remarks in her review
of Ho's monograph that “the current of Asian Amariditerary studies now rushes away from
the focus on generational struggle that was ofterGibraltar of past studies” (191).
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narrative of the Leongs is metonymic for the higtof San Francisco’s Chi-
natown. Ng's second novefteer Toward Rogkeven puts the scenario of
falsified family lineage on center stage and exgdathe disruption and dis-
tortion of kinship and love relationships resultingm the paper son system,
while commenting on the nation-state’s disciplinangchanisms against
Chinese immigrants. Both authors deploy the gels@ttheme to uncover
larger and layered historical contexts of ChinesgeAca. To a large extent,
the generational theme predominates in ethnialijerepresentations due to
the history of immigration, but it does not neceibgdead to essentialist
practices. In fact, the entire issue depends omulieor’s aesthetic execution,
or what Sau-ling Wong terms “modality of presemati (“Sugar Sister-
hood” 195)™*

In the case ofMona in the Promised Landgpresentations of the
Americanized mother and the nativist sister sigaifitly complicate the tra-
ditional Chinese American mother-daughter plothéitigh the mother and
her daughters all start with the same class baadkglcathey eventually have
different ideas about what and where “the promised” is, and what ex-
actly it consists of. The assimilationist mothehonhas conformed to the
bourgeois ideology of mainstream American sociaty,longer represents
Chinese authority. In contrast to the mother’s idef&ir homogenization, the
two daughters veer towards heterogeneity and miferesht choices about
their identities: Callie opts for the nativist mbdé Asian American nation-
alism; and Mona decides to become a Chinese-JéAwsdrican, as embod-
ied by her adoption of the surname “Changowitz” ierself and her new
family (303)* The insertion of a subplot about sibling differesalso adds
a horizontal dimension to the master narrativehef inter-generation plot.
With a revised version of the maternal figure andltiple possibilities in
terms of ethnic and identificatory affiliations,etmovel moves beyond the
confines of traditional matrilineal discourse. Imiamtly, in her attempt to
innovate the mother-daughter plot, Jen neverthetesstains the conven-
tional emplotment of the femakRildungsromanby paralleling Mona'sBil-
dungwith her gradual alienation from the mother, thownding with their
final reconciliation. Instead of being cliché, | wd argue that this deploy-
ment of the usual plotline creates a sense ofl#yaisi a novel of constant
“switches” and transformations. It also suggestersse of respectfulness for
the maternal figure that is culturally specificti® Asian American women’s
tradition. To a certain extent, the desired “pradidand” to which Mona

1 Wong contrasts what Elliott Butler-Evans idensfias a self-deconstructive “interrogative
modality” in The Woman Warriowith the epistemologically unproblematized “deatare
modality” in The Joy Luck Clulf195).

15 Andy Kaplan of the Jewish temple gives the teeridgea the nickname Changowitz to
tease her.
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eventually returns is the family fold. By carefuliyeserving “a continuity
with the past” while engaging in innovating the @8e American matrilin-
eal discourse, Jen is indeed engaged in the “iforemtf tradition,” as de-
fined by Eric Hobsbawf?.

Constructing Horizontal Communitiesin the Promised Land

In a senseMona in the Promised Langeems to respond directly to Lisa
Lowe’s argument about the importance of creatifg@azontal community.
In addition to the sibling subplot, Mona has nunossrborizontal communi-
ties to interact with as she experiments with rplétipossibilities of ethnic
identity: her Japanese boyfriend Sherman Matsumuto, wants her to be-
come Japanese; theénage a troi®f Mona, her best friend Barbara Gugel-
stein, and her Jewish boyfriend Seth Mandel; theptEssers” in the resort
on Rhode Island; and Camp Gugelstein at Barbamisét’ Camp Gugel-
stein, composed of peoples of different racials€land gender backgrounds,
stands out among these variegated groups in thel @avthe most radical
and idealist horizontal community. In fact, wite inembers of many colors,
Camp Gugelstein presents a utopian version oflrexd&gration and cultural
hybridity, a miniature Rainbow Coalition no I€8s.

Jen makes it clear that instead of deliberateljdimg an interracial
community, the coming together of Camp Gugelstsiadcidental, a result
of spontaneity and intuitiveness. Alfred, the AfmcAmerican second cook
of the Changs’ pancake house, gets kicked out bywhie and Barbara
makes him a guest in the Gugelstein residence Wwheparents are on vaca-
tion. After a period of hide-and-seek, Mona, Baaband Seth are shocked to
discover that Alfred is truly making himself at herby having parties with
his friends and sleeping with Barbara’s cousingEVihe three young people
decide to join in the revelry and enjoy their summwecation in this group of
many colors. In addition to “yellow” (Asian), blaend white, there are even
different shades of blackness. For instance, Ray¢h is “papaya-colored,”

® Hobsbawn defines “invented traditions” as suctnvénted tradition’ is taken to mean a
set of practices, normally governed by overtlyamitty accepted rules and of a ritual or sym-
bolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain valaad norms of behavior by repetition,
which automatically implies continuity with the pagl).

 The “Expressers,” who fight against “the oppressoinclude Mona, Callie, Naomi, and
the half-Jewish Eloise Ingle (184).

8 |n his 1984 Democratic National Convention addrfesshe presidential campaign, Rev.
Jesse Jackson advocated the formation of a RainbalitiGo to unite peoples of all colors
and classes. He later established the National Bair@oalition. The reference to the Rain-
bow Coalition here is to mainly illustrate the radigbridity of the camp instead of Jackson’s
political ideology. For details of the speech, sd#tp://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/
jessejackson1984dnc.htm >.
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and Luther the Race Man is “creamed-colored” (198)e multicultural

group activities—including “Soul Train and the fyn&hicken” (199), play-
ing mah-jongg, checkers, chess, billiards, PinggRanany outdoor activi-
ties, discussion sessions about racial politics] &ven a little yoga”

(200)—make Camp Gugelstein almost like an idealroame of the hippie
subculture. As one of the African American memb@mfessor Estimator,
points out, the “redemptive love” advocated by Martin Luther King, Jr. is
“alive here, at Camp Gugelstein...elsewhere it ishenwane” (201).

In its most idealistic form, the camp is a potdnEaucauldian het-
erotopia, a space of alterity “that call[s] intoegtion the hierarchical or-
ganization of all other social space” (Lowe 1¥2)With its members from
different class and racial backgrounds—college-bloloigh school students,
a pancake cook, Vietnam veterans, a constructiakexoa law student, and
a professional protester against racial discrinmmat-the camp exhibits a
composition of high heterogeneity. At the same tithés hybrid composi-
tion is also a reminder of the layered historyh# formation of nation in the
United States. The members of the camp are destsndéa slaves, who
were forcefully transplanted to boost the economittee New World,” Ho-
locaust survivors who fled the Old World to keep tamily line alive, and
Asian immigrants who fled civil wars and sought thetalizing American
Dream. The existence of Camp Gugelstein directbllehges the practices
of racial and class segregations of the white nia@am culture; it is an ex-
act embodiment of the integrationist vision of tieil rights movement.
Thus, the central spatial imagination of Camp Gstgéh, as dreamt by Seth,
is “a house with no walls between the rooms” (208).

However, such a house is a mere vision of Sethés #fie disintegra-
tion of the camp. Just when Mona is having fun seghrds the camp mem-
bers, especially the African Americans, as “the inmagresting people [she]
has ever known” (203), Barbara’s suspicion that ohthe black members
has walked out with a Gugelstein silver flask tutims camp upside down.
Seth is “devastated” when the camp falls apart withiual accusations of
racism (207). He has invested so much of his yoltbfthusiasm in this
idealist community that he even buys a dashikigdtis camp shirt” (200).
When his dream turns out to be a nightmare, likeyramerican dreams,
Seth has to face his own naivety and bitterly cesd#s, “They considered me
a racist bastard, and | considered them my frie(@i37).

To a certain extent, Camp Gugelstein exemplifieBa&htinian per-
formance of the carnivalesque, which has a potgntigsruptive power to
undermine the domination of mainstream discoursesJtext, however,
shows that extremes meet. “Camp Gugelstein” istéim¢h chapter of the

19 Here, Lowe is using the Foucauldian term to expéicthe spatial alterity of Chinatown in
Bone
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novel and the end of Part Il. The next chapter,e Hall Begins” tropes on
the double meaning of fall and delineates how Mehatk goes downhill
when the summer pleasures end. The flask incidlastrates that the prom-
ised land of racial harmony has very little defeagainst materialism and
mutual distrust.

In fact, the case of the missing flask is only tipeof the iceberg. If we
review the Camp Gugelstein episode carefully, we easily detect signs of
racism and classism between the lines all alongoda, for example, takes
up Alfred as a “cause.” The fact that the kitch&affof the pancake house
“calls her Miss B—not for Miss Barbara, but for giBlanco” (132) high-
lights the conspicuousness of Barbara’s whitenessng the colored work-
ers around her. Early in the novel, the unspeaklaibtery of American slav-
ery is invoked when Barbara claims that in the bes# of the Gugelstein
house “is a real-life entrance for the UndergroRadlroad” (60). We may
even read the progress that Alfred makes in thelnas an allegory of the
African American’s pursuit for civil rights: whilae starts out with limited
freedom as a subaltern hiding in the basementeofahgelstein house, Al-
fred gradually gains his mobility and finally dendsnequality. Based on
Mona'’s slip of tongue, he even takes the Chang®tot for racial discrimi-
nation. Jen, however, does not intend to demonfzeak Americans as in-
truders of white privileges. She balances the dalion of racial interaction
by showing how Seth constantly wants to be in chakgter, Luther criti-
cizes Seth’s political liberalism and calls him @gpical paternalistic mo-
therfucker who cannot stand blacks talking for teelves, much less acting
in their own self-defense” (202).

The gender dynamics in the camp demands an aleegaeading as
well. Men tend to dominate the discussion sessiwhgreas women mostly
stay in the background or are constructed as abgfatlesire. The relation-
ship between Evie and Alfred exemplifies a clichiddel of interaction
between white women and black men, a legacy froentitne of slavery.
This model assumes that black men take the “coimggieof white women
as a way to reclaim the masculinity that was detfiedh in the institution of
slavery. Conversely, white women are tempted byntlyth of black hyper-
sexuality. Instead of racial and gender stereotypnowever, what Jen tries
to examine through the Camp Gugelstein episodeeisiangerous imbalance
in terms of race, class, and gender in the UnitateS. The ideal of democ-
ratic equality proclaimed in the Declaration of épeéndence is constantly
challenged by historical occurrences, such asnhbttution of slavery, the
civil rights movement, and the feminist movemenhu3, the failure of
Camp Gugelstein becomes a national allegory ofpttential failure and
disintegration of the nation-state, should it ihgia treating these internal
challenges with disregard. Moreover, the Gugelstesidency is in fact a
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rental house. Once Barbara’s father gets laid th#, Gugelsteins lose the
house as well. The dislocation of the Gugelstemshis case exposes the
ruthless capitalist competitions that underwrite thmerican social and

economic structure. More importantly, it also conmisates a serious politi-

cal message: the Gugelsteins can move back todtiefrouse, but where is

the “house” for the American people if the natidats falls apart?

With the final disintegration of Camp GugelsteienXalls into ques-
tion practices of political utopianisms that fail take historicity and differ-
ence into account. Revisiting the spatial imageadfouse without walls,
Mona’s statement rings true here: “If people livachouses with no walls
between the rooms, there would have to be a lotiles. | don’t think you
would like it. You can't have no walls and also &aweryone in touch with
their feelings. People would have to have manridrsy would have to have
a public face and a private face” (208). The irgkdparriers remain even
when the external walls are taken down. One may éa&e to resort to a
kind of self-division to protect their precious yacy. Furthermore, one of
the internal barriers in Camp Gugelstein is thé laicmutual trust resulting
from a racialized historical legacy. For all of teats of charity, Barbara is
always suspicious of Alfred and his friends. Thagimg flask only serves to
confirm her nagging and race-fueled suspicion. Stireedow of racial tension
would divide the “house,” even if it were physigalithout walls.

This distrust also originates in the deliberateorgmce of differences,
regardless of whether these differences are baseace, class, or gender. At
its best, Camp Gugelstein appears to be a fanfacalwral hybridization.
As Robert Young observes, hybridity increasinglgresents “the interroga-
tive languages of minority cultures” (24). Importignthe operation of hy-
bridity “makes difference into sameness, and sasweimto difference, but in
a way that makes the same no longer the samejfteeedce no longer sim-
ply different” (26)*° The operation of Camp Gugelstein, with its emphasi
on multicultural integration or, returning to thpasial imagination again,
building a house without walls, is considerably Wwea the analysis of dif-
ference. Lisa Lowe’s critique of American multiautlism is almost like a
direct comment on the camp:

Multiculturalism levels the important differencesida contradictions
within and among racial and ethnic minority growgaording to the
discourse of pluralism, which asserts that Americalture is a democ-
ratic terrain to which every variety of constitugrtas equal access and

20 Young observes that there is a “double logic” ied in the practice of hybridity, consist-
ing of “a binate operation, in which each impulsegualified against the other, forcing mo-
mentary forms of dislocation and displacement tdmplex economies of agonistic reticula-
tion” (26-27).
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in which all are represented while simultaneousishing the existence
of exclusions by recuperating dissent, conflict] atherness through the
promise of inclusion. (86)

Without honestly confronting and then changing thegterial reality of ra-
cialized practices and exclusionary ideology in tlagion-state, any type of
multiculturalist rhetoric or experiment, such asmpaGugelstein, is only
“playing house,” a game that has little or no podik substantiality and sus-
tainability?*

In contrast to the failed experiment of racial usiveness and integra-
tion of Camp Gugelstein, the real success in theelnis Jen’s experiment
with inventing ethnicity by allowing her charactdrs play with multiple
“switches.® At one time or another nearly every characterhia hovel
changes or switches. For instance, while the Afridemerican Naomi
chooses to become Chinese, Mona can be Jewishi Rabiwitz presents
Mona with puzzling advice:The more Jewish you become, the more Chi-
nese you'll b (190 original emphasis). The rabbi’'s advice irades the
fluid nature of ethnic identity and the possibiliy an interethnic coalition
based on true understanding and actual practice.sknse, the entire novel
experiments with and tests the validity of thistgem.

In her New York Time$ook review ofMona in the Promised Land
Jacqueline Carey comments that in this novel, ‘lettynis bent” within the
“explosion of transformations” (16). Ethnicity, ¥&erner Sollors explains in
his introduction torhe Invention of Ethnicityimplies “belonging and being
perceived by others as belonging to an ethnic grdxip). While ethnic
groups are typically “imagined as if they were makureal, eternal, stable,
and static units” (xiii-xiv), Sollors suggests thag should think of ethnicity
as an invention. Indeed, Sollors reminds us thatfibrmulas of ‘originality’
and ‘authenticity’ in ethnic discourse” belong @ Palpable legacy of Euro-
pean romanticism” (xiv). Once we have demystifiee@ tolonial fixation
upon originality and authenticity and see through ¢onstructive nature of

2L Jeffrey F. L. Partridge reads the failure of Camm@stein as an illustration of “the pre-
cariousness of panethnic efforts and the tenafitgast attitudes” (186). However, Partridge
notes the positive side of the camp in terms diucal hybridity: “Camp Gugelstein’s paneth-
nic interaction and its resultant cultural hybwdieflect a significant new emphasis in Chi-
nese American literature. The cultural hybriditypgerts the literary Chinatown by displacing
notions of ethnic essence and cultural stasis” 87 For Partridge, the linkages that bind
the divergent cultural groups of Camp Gugelsteiretiogr exemplify what Vijay Prashad calls
polyculturalism. “As with hybridity theory,” Partige contends, “polyculturalism questions
our culture’s insistent belief in primordial, statand pure cultures, but it furthermore seeks to
actively engage oppressed peoples and white ‘altiesctively forging antiracist communi-
ties” (189).

22 Amy Ling calls this kind of boundary-crossing agteral cross-dressing. See her essay
“Cultural Cross-Dressing iMona in the Promised Larid
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ethnic identity, it becomes possible to “bend” éthip or make switches. R.
Radhakrishnan has usefully outlined three phasesuwétive of ethnicity in

the United States: in the first and assimilativageh “the immigrants sup-
press ethnicity in the name of pragmatism and dppam”; in the second,
a “Du Boisian-period that refuses to subsume paliticivil, and moral rev-

olutions under mere strategies of economic bettetfhethnic minorities

“reassert ethnicity in all its autonomy”; and therd phase “seeks the hy-
phenated integration of ethnic identity with na#bfidentity under condi-

tions that do not privilege the ‘national’ at thgense of the ‘ethnic™ (221).
| would argue that the bending of ethnicity canrbgarded as the fourth
phase of the U.S. narrative of ethnicity.

Mona superlatively embodies the practice of etlfswitches” in the
novel. Jen admits in an interview that “...Mona ie ferson | would have
liked to have been....But Mona’s together in a wagt thwas not.” (Matsu-
kawa 117). Thus, Mona is a wishful version of th¢har herself. However,
while Jen has carefully delineated Mona’s changes teansformations as
important parts of heBildung she also treats Mona with satirical humor.
When Mona begins contemplating the possibility e€dming Jewish, she
bases her argument on a naive belief in the Amerii@edom of choice:
“American means being whatever you want, and | bapgd to pick being
Jewish” (49¥% At one time, she even wants to give up being Jetxause
the conversion process appears to take too longreTis also an insistence
on difference of race and religion in her choiceewlishe argues with Helen
that she can turn Jewish because it is a religigrcédnnot become black be-
cause it is about race. Jen shows that Mona'’s aaseof the possibility of
turning black culturally because she knows somes Kichll each other
brother, and eat soul food instead of subs, and the@ hair in the baddest
Afros they can manage” (49). Apparently, at thismpdMona’s insistence on
becoming Jewish has more to do with the superfidedire to assimilate
with her Jewish peers in school, much like whiteitis fetishization of
black culture in the 1960s. Her thoughts on chapgive family name to
Changowitz in the Epilogue, however, demonstraaé tie adult Mona has a
better understanding of what switching identityllsesignifies.

In addition to Mona, Sherman Matsumoto, the vigitstudent from
Japan, is another character who undergoes mangfdramations, shedding
light on the practice of inventing ethnicity in thevel. At first, Mona takes
Sherman to be Chinese. In return, Sherman putsdiée that Mona can
“switch” into her mind by asking the then thirtegear-old Mona to go to

2 Amy Ling points out that Article | of the Amendmtsrto American Constitution “guaran-
tees five freedoms to all U.S. citizens: freedonredigion, speech, the press, peaceable as-
sembly, and the right to petition” and Jen “addsixéh to this list: freedom of cultural choice”
(“Cultural Cross-Dressing” 227).
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Japan and e Japanese(19). The presumed exchangeability of Chinese
and Japanese identities is based upon the commian features of the two
races, an assumption that ignores the history tEgamism between them.
Jen quickly unsettles this presumption by showirgleH's hysteria about
having a flesh-and-blood Japanese in her house grainted Japanese flag
on her ice box. For Helen, it is impossible to &irthe trauma and atrocity
of the Sino-Japanese War even thée' U.S. of A’ such as the Nanking
Massacre, which Mona mistakenly pronounces as “Maplassacre” (15).
This incident clearly indicates the different pgriens of racial identity and
history between the two generations. Sherman’sesdthat Mona should
turn Japanese for him also reveals a mindset ofpetal possessiveness, in
which a wife is regarded as subordinate to her dmgbHelen and Sherman,
the two people from Asia, stand as reminders ofcthraplicating factors of
historical and cultural experiences in identityniation.

Interestingly, in later phone conversations withidpSherman speaks
a totally different language and charms Mona wiik bomprehensive
knowledge of world geography and an assumed myplaifita global trekker.
Mona finally discovers that the seductive Shermarihe phone is actually
performed by two Jewish American boys in her neighbod, Andy Kaplan
and Setlf* Sherman, in this case, is just the voice of a Rimieve char-
acter, and the entire scam is made possible by madectronic technology.
Here Jen actually circles back to the beginninghefnovel and comments
further on Sherman’s mistaken racial identity doehis Asiatic features.
Devoid of the visual factor, anyone can imagine padorm the character of
a fictionalized Japanese. By presenting the melfassibilities and transra-
cial performance of the character Sherman, Jerigigh the imaginary and
performative nature of ethnic identity. At the satimae, by writing about
Helen’s war memory and Sherman’s patriarchal timgkiden also acknowl-
edges the important and deciding factors of idatifon, such as historical
experience and cultural upbringing. “Ultimately,5 &usan Friedman ob-
serves about the practice of cultural hybriditytia novel, “Jen’s multidirec-
tional irony affirms the historical production obth roots and routes, both
the persistence of traditional group identitieselobim a belief in difference
and the inevitability of change and cultural blemgli(Mappings176).

Mona in the Promised Lanid not the first work of Chinese American
fiction that contemplates the possibility of fluidentity. Maxine Hong
Kingston’s Tripmaster Monkeyfor instance, uses the magic power of the
monkey king, who is capable of performing sevemtg-transformations, as
a metaphor for ethnic fluidity. We can read Jersal as a continuation of

24 There are other cases in the novel in which peagdeme different identities during phone
conversations. For instance, Mona pretends to bieQ@ahen she runs away from home and
gets a call from Helen in Callie’s dormitory.
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Kingston’s work in thaMona in the Promised Lanchrries on the tradition
of transforming ethnic identity, albeit with a difent mythological base,
class ideology, and ethnic background. Bdotipmaster Monkeyand Mona
in the Promised Landre set in the 1960s and 1970s, with both protaggon
Wittman Ah Sing and Mona, trying to create theimogthnic identity. In fact,
we can argue thatlona in the Promised Landdopts the narrative of fluid
identity from Tripmaster Monkeyand reframes it within th&ildung of a
teenage girl in an immigrant family. Importantlgnlutilizes the transforma-
tive power of the monkey trickster from the margioschallenge the status
quo and expand/challenge the existing boundati¢towever, inMona in
the Promised Landhe mythological base has shifted to the Judemstdn
tradition and alludes to the search for the Prodhisend in the Old Testa-
ment. Within the American context, the search fdarad of hope and free-
dom in the “New World” is also an important foungimyth of the United
States® Moreover, Jen’s novel is set in the Jewish neighbod of Scar-
shill. The Changs move to this New York suburbitsrgood public school
system. To the WASP real estate agent, Scarshitleieely a Jewish ghetto
that is “Moneyed! Many delis!” (3). To the Changss a significant step in
their upward mobility: “For they are the New Jewagier all, a model minor-
ity and Great American Success. They know theyrgelia the promised
land” (3). By moving the Changs out of Chinatowrd asalling them the
“New Jews,” Jen’s novel not only reflects the lifds of a different group of
Chinese immigrants in the United States than tlds® populate Kingston’s
texts, but it also explores the myth of the modeiarity and life in the sub-
urban “promised land” for Chinese Americans.

Jen also uses Mona’'s exploration of fluid identitycriticize the de-
mand of ethnic authenticity by mainstream societgt aasy compliance of
the minority group. “In the diasporan context i tnited States,” R. Rad-
hakrishnan notes, “ethnicity is often forced toetadn the discourse of au-

% |n her study of tricksters in ethnic American fiiteires, Jean Rosier Smith points out that
in almost all cultures, tricksters “are both folerbes and wanderers on the edge of commu-
nity, at once marginal and central to the culticksters challenge the status quo and dis-
rupt perceived boundaries. Whether foolishly, aardty, or bravely, tricksters face the mon-
strous, transforming the chaotic to create newagand new cultures” (2).

% The theme of “promised land” functions at varidexgls in the novel. The secular version
of pursuing a promised land becomes an importamtceoof hope for the different immigrant
groups who come to the United States to search feew life. Conversely, this search for an
earthly paradise can be full of conflicts and caditctions for women and minority groups.
For example, Mary Antin’s autobiographijhe Promised Lang@1911), reveals the difficult
position of Jewish American women. To a certaireeitJen’s novel rewrites Antin’s classical
text by presenting Mona’s desire to turn Jewishrddweer, the reference to the Underground
Railroad in the novel alludes to the fact that thelnwas a promised land of freedom for the
enslaved African Americans during slavery.
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thenticity just to protect and maintain its spand history” (228}’ Nothing
is spared in Jen’s satirical portrayals. For instanvhen Mona first transfers
to her new school, she constantly flaunts her liemrited Shanghainese vo-
cabulary, such asByeh fa-fooh (stop acting crazy) andShee-veh, Ji-nu
[soy sauce] (5) to show off her “authentic Chineseness.” ladgthis act of
self-authentication works: “Her friends’ motherwite her to taste-test their
Chinese cooking,” which Mona diplomatically pronces “[v]ery authen-
tic” (6). Jen then reveals that the Chang girlsateially more interested in
turkey pot pie than their mother’s Chinese cook{6y Mona also talks
about how “somewhere in China somebody eats oeate or once ate liv-
ing monkey brains” (8). The linguistic and culinadgtails that Mona has
mobilized to build up her “value” as an authentitiri@se are what Sau-ling
Wong terms “markers of authenticity” (“Sugar SiétéB7). Nevertheless,
the satirical way in which Jen displays these markieconstructs the Ori-
entalizing fantasy and imagination; both mainstreard ethnic subjects are
satirized and questioned in the novel.

The novel also illustrates another danger of ipratipon the discourse
of authenticity: mainstream society can actuallguase the position of an
expert and insider of a particular Third World avét and then turn around to
question the authenticity of the ethnic minorityaeTIngles, whom Mona
dines with on Rhode Island, exemplify the tendettcyappropriation. Mrs.
Ingle ignores the fact that Mona is as much a Nerké&f as she is and in-
quires about Mona’s country of origin. She alsoesds her expertise on
Chinese art:

They also discuss Chinese art, about which Monavknoothing and
Mrs. Ingle everything, as the latter inadvertemgmonstrates by mak-
ing Mona do the talking. Communism is Mr. Ingle®ste. He discusses
the Korean War with Mona, assuming she knows whaarallel is. He
discusses Hong Kong, and Formosa, which Mona at legaws is now
called Taiwan.

“When did that happen?” Mr. Ingle wants to kno%82)

These are instances of internal colonization inctvhinembers of main-
stream society forcefully essentialize, otherizd awoticize the ethnic mi-
nority while displaying their own insider knowledgéthe Third-World cul-
ture. By demonstrating Mr. Ingle’s outdated knovwgedf Taiwan and his

27 Radhakrishnan goes on to question the couplinghofigty and authenticity: “It becomes
difficult to determine if the drive toward authegity comes from within the group as a spon-
taneous self-affirming act, or if authenticity isthing but a paranoid reaction to the ‘natural-
ness’ of dominant groups....ls authenticity a homebwid for ourselves or a ghetto we in-
habit to satisfy the dominant world?” (228-29).
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suspicion of the accuracy of Mona’s informationn datirizes such appro-
priative insiderism. Moreover, she also undermihes‘purity” of the WASP
family line by exposing the fact that Eloise Indgehalf-Jewish and subtly
alludes to the possibility of racial passing asgaty of American racism.

The ethnic bending in the novel proves to be tteatgst challenge to
the discourse of authenticity. Callie confesseMtma that “she didn’t un-
derstand what it meant to be Chinese until she Ma@mi” (168). Naomi
also enlightens Mona about her own racial identitytona has never
thought of herself as colored before, though shenkierself not to be white.
Yellow, says Naomi nowYou are yellow. A yellow person, a yellow 'girl
(170). Later, Mona discovers that even Naomi’'s €& cooking is more
“authentic” than Helen’s. In the summer resort do&e Island, for instance,
Naomi teaches Mona how to cook “an authentic teakseh duck that in-
volves burning tea leaves in a wok and smokingdihek in it for sixteen
hours” (186). In return, Mona “shares Helen’s mesent favorite duck dish
recipe—namely, Peking duck. Westchester style.Winale secret is soaking
the duck overnight in Pepsi-Cola” (186). The exdwof recipes here at
once undermines the idea of “authentic” cuisine sigdals the practice of
hybridization at work in the novel. Thus, an Afmc&merican can teach
Chinese Americans how to be Chinese and cook Ghifuesl. In contrast,
the novel shows that the hybrid way in which Heateskes her Peking duck
is inventive and delicious as well. Naomi also adsi Callie that she can
forget about her parents and choose her own amsgdt®9). Mona’s deci-
sion to turn Jewish and change her name into Cheitlg@choes Ralph’s
creation of Chang-kees ifypical American Whereas the invention of
Chang-kees is an attempt at assimilation, Changaosiginals the choice of
alliance with another minority group. Together, 6fpkees and Changowitz
represent the different ways that two generatidnthe Chang family at-
tempt to create their individual version of ethidentity; the variations here
mark the different visions and interpretationshe American promised land.
Moreover, by writing about the birth of the birdcia, Jen highlights the
importance of the new bloodline for a new Americal &xtends the fixed
racial boundar{?

Radhakrishnan rightly points out that to avoid ¢éssentialist tendency
in talking about authenticity, it is better to tste the problem of authentic-
ity alongside the phenomenon of relationality amel politics of representa-

28 Jen’s use of a biracial character to end the nisveb some extent, autobiographical be-
cause she herself is married to a Jewish Amerindrhas two children. Yet, it is more mean-
ingful to read this as Jen’s way of mapping a névodline for Asian Americans because of
increasing numbers of interracial marriages thie fglace within the demographic. Vincent J.
Cheng even goes so far as to argue that “both fumadty (ideologically, politically, figura-
tively) and to a large degree also literally, ‘AsiAmerican’ can and should be considered a
‘mixed-race’ identity designation” (148).
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tion” (229). Here | would like to borrow Susan Stad Friedman’s theory
of relational narrative to discuss the concepttbhie identity in Jen’s novel.
Friedman argues that we must supplement binaryatiaes of race with
what she calls “relational narrative” to fully “dape the liminality of con-
tradictory subjects positions or the fluid, nomadind migratory subjectiv-
ities of...the ‘new geography of identity” (“Beyond/hite and Other” 7).
She identifies four predominant cultural narratiad®ut race and ethnicity
since the 1960s: the first three scripts, “naregtiof denial, accusation, and
confession,” operated with the logic of white/oth@nary; and the fourth,
“the narrative of relational positionality,” begém emerge in the 1980s and
gained visibility in the 1990s. Friedman contenflst tit is the fourth script
that can elevate the feminist discourse above ity opposition between
blacks and whites. Scripts of relational positiitgdiregard identity as situ-
ationally constructed and defined and at the coasls of different systems
of alterity and stratification” and therefore caglfh“construct a multiplicity
of fluid identities and acting situationally” (17his type of relational narra-
tive is significant for American national and ethdiscourses in that it looks
beyond the racial struggles between blacks andew/laibhd expands the scope
of racial politics in the United States. As GaryOkihiro eloquently suggests,
Asian and other minorities in the United States ordy challenge the basic
tenet of American democracy but help “to redefihe meaning of the
American identity, to expand it beyond the narra®a of only white and
black, and to move it beyond the confines of theefican state and the pre-
scribed behaviors of loyalty and patriotism” (155).

Friedman also points out that relational narrativas formulate “what
R. Radhakrishnan calls a new kind of ‘coalitionificd’ based upon ‘rela-
tionality as a field-in-process™ (“Beyond White dui®ther” 40). This kind of
coalition politics is different for the utopian ialhce of Camp Gugelstein in
that it goes “beyond absolute categories of pumima and oppres-
sor/oppressed to work instead with the locatioslhofting positions of pri-
vilege and exclusion in global perspective” (40&spite the civil rights rhe-
toric of love and integration, Camp Gugelsteinl $tllows the logic of a
rescue narrative based on fixed categories, in lwlkle privileged high
school students play the saviors of the disadvawotafrican Americans.
The disintegration of the camp proves that thatdbestruction of Camp
Gugelstein never went beyond a fixation on “absokategories,” and the
novel in fact advocates a complex way of lookingaatial politics. While
Asian Americans such as the Changs suffer fromthjigRalph reproduces
this kind of racial ideology in his distrust of ethraces. The novel also de-
monstrates the differences between categories déndss. The real estate
agent’s snobbish allusion to Scarshill as a Jegfsito is one example; the
fact that Barbara's father becomes scapegoatedyetsdiaid off when his
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company made a bad investment illustrates anotkemple. In the final

analysis, what Jen promoteshtona in the Promised Land the construc-

tion of a kind of relationality that goes beyondhdnly oppositions and the
analysis of the distributions of power within onégsnily, society and na-
tion-state due to the intricate interrelationsaufe, class, and gender.

Reaching Out and Holding On

While advocating the relational model to analyzserand ethnicity, Jen also
introduced a comic vision for Chinese American woisavriting, which has
a significant influence on later works, such asiiarChin’s Revenge of the
Mooncake Vixef® In her interview with Yuko Matsukawa, Jen admiiatt
the tone of her novel is sometimes comic wagic-comi¢ (119)3° Most
importantly, as she confesses in her conversatitm Rachel Lee, Jen uses
humor to “organize anger” and transcend rage dostiecan tell “a coherent
story” (225). Hence, Jen’s comedic writing is definby the way in which
she creatively and artistically confronts racisnthwanger. We also find a
spiritual level to her comic writing: there is alygaa glimpse of hope for her
characters, even in their darkest moments. Haaityreaind the idealism of
the promised land may clash, but it is always gsg0 find an earthly Eden
as long as one can reach beyond the existing sociaidary. One such in-
stance is Mona’'s encounter with a homeless ladyeat York's Grand Cen-
tral. Mona runs away from home after Helen slaps fhe telling Alfred
about her parents’ racist attitude, which gets tsalsd for racial discrimina-
tion. Jen talks about how Mona would usually halelbst and small in the
church-like train station, but that day, she hagdenic vision:

But today, before she sees herself in perspective,feels, quite
unexpectedly, as though she stands in the Garddfdef. Just for a
moment. The wind of apprehension, as always, Wiiwb But between
gusts, she feels it—not even that she is standingut as though she is
herself the Garden of Eden. A place that will remaiplace of sun even
after the poor forked whatever have been banisBhd.feels as though
she stands at the pointy start of time. Behind herhistory. Before
her—everything. How arrogands if you have no mother! As if you

29 |n the documentarilaxine Hong Kingston: Talking Stqrikingston also talks about how
her writing displays “a quirky sense of humor.” Chifiantastic story inRevenge of the
Mooncake Vixertakes the use of wacky humor to another levelCfoinese American wom-
en’s fiction.

30 Jen talks about the mixed nature of such tone: havie always considered this complexity
of tone one of my strengths. | think it has to dthvhe fact that | come from a culture where
things can have opposite attributes at the same tike in food, sweet and sour. The world is
at once yin and yang.” (Matsukawa 119).
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come out of thin air'She can hear Helen’s voice. Still Mona feels
it—something opening within herself, big as thertrstation, streaming
with sappy light. And feeling this, she is almostt surprised to find
next to her—she is sitting, it seems, on a benclady (255)

Mona is like an Eve in exile but full of hope fdret future. After the initial

moment of distrust, she even feels a connectioh tié homeless woman
who lays one foot in Mona’s lap in her sleep. Shent“reaches for the
lady’s other foot” so that the sleeping woman widit fall from the bench.

The episode ends as Mona closes her eyes and sclesphands on the
lady’s slim ankles, and holds on” (256). Then Mdsta down her guard and
falls asleep as well. Here Jen suggests that neguchit of set categories and
holding on to the affective bonding of trust antintacy are indeed the right
gestures in this earthly paradise. The maternafimption and harsh com-
ment in Mona’s vision indicates that her promisald is in fact postlapsar-
lan. For all its imperfections, however, the empdtletween this run-away
Chinese American girl and the homeless white wotremscends racial and
class boundaries and promises redemption. Cledely's comic vision is

built upon this precious moment of human relatiitpand connectedness.

I would argue that this type of comic vision of gathy and relatedness
is Gish Jen’s greatest contribution to Chinese Agaerwriting. Jen’s artistic
talent is demonstrated in the way in which shelfaky adapts traditional
themes, such as the mother-daughter plot, to exjresdividual vision and
perspective on the issues of race, class, gentetanicity. The wedding in
the Epilogue specifically demonstrates her reineenbf the generational
theme by focusing on the interrelations of Helemnisl, and lo. Jen subtly
shifts the mother-daughter tie to a kind of marttehd in describing the
three generations of women in the family. Monargng hard when Helen
shows up for her belated wedding with Seth: “Fa tilay she’s crying,
anyone would think that Helen is the person Moteksng in sickness or in
health...until death do us partshe thinks, and rushes forward, just as lo
falls down” and instead of crying, lo stands up dlikk a fine witnhess,
claps” (304). Here the toddler granddaughter vilyugzcts as the witness for
the bonding between the grandmother and the moiimers, the promised
land that Mona searches for and Jen offers in éivelns a maternal space of
multiethnic identifications and multiracial compsns, where mother-
daughter symbiosis is possible despite all of theflicts and interruptions.
By writing about the dynamics of mother-daughtéulisg, and interracial
interactions, Gish Jen combines the emblematic ¢hefrintergenerational
conflicts and class differences with a revisedorisof ethnic bending and
horizontal coalition to create a special kind ofnbo vision and, in so doing,
reinvents a new tradition for Chinese American woihvriting.






Chapter 4
The Spacesin between:
Chinese American Biracial Women and
Writings from the Borderlands

[S]exual interest, which is still one of the mosterful motives in hu-
man contact, operates independently and often emutd the interests
represented by the organization of society. Rorndatie, which is pro-
verbially interested in the exotic and the unfaanjlinot infrequently
crosses racial barriers, and is never completdhbited by class and
caste taboos.

—Robert E. Park

Race and Culture

The sex at the origins of miscegenation led tostaualization of racial
taboos against mixture—an obsession with sex andem@s bodies as
the site of potential racial transgressions—whigpl&ns how race, na-
tion, sex, and sexuality are so intertwined in espntations of
mixed-race subjects.
—Suzanne Bost
Mulattas and Mestizas

That focal point or fulcrum, that juncture where tinestiza stands, is
where phenomena tend to collide. It is where thesidity of uniting
all that is separate occurs. This assembly is net where severed or
separated pieces merely come together. Nor idédlance of opposing
powers. In attempting to work out a synthesis,sbié has added a third
element which is greater than the sum of its sev@aats. That third
element is a new consciousness—a mestiza conseissisrand though
it is a source of intense pain, its energy comemfcontinual creative
motion that keeps breaking down the unitary aspéaach new para-
digm.
—Gloria Anzaladua
Borderlands/La Frontera

“I give my right hand to the Occidentals and my tefthe Orientals, hoping
that between them they will not utterly destroy ih&ignificant ‘connecting
link.” And that’'s all.” Thus Edith Eaton (Sui SinaP ends her autobio-
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graphical essay “Leaves from the Mental Portfolican Eurasian” (230).
Generally credited as the first North American womaiter of Chinese an-
cestry, Edith Eaton also was outspoken about tbdigaiments suffered by
Eurasians. Instead of passing herself as whitev@m dapanese (like her sis-
ter did), Eaton chose to speak on behalf of hehers people, the deni-
grated Chinese, and adopted a Chinese pen hatith alternating by-lines
between her English and Chinese names, Edith Eato8in Far—the “con-
necting link” between two races—becomes a tropecfmasian identity and
a pioneer in Chinese American literature: she enasothe borderlands, the
spaces in between, the interstices that engendwidhigentities’ Such a
hybrid identity, however, is fraught with ontologicand epistemological
anxiety, as exemplified in the painful query of afehe Chinese American
biracial children she met in “Leaves"—“Why did pagad mama born us?”
(223). It takes great courage for biracial womde IEaton to speak about
their lives on the border. This chapter is deditate explore the body of
work by biracial women writers of Chinese ancesind analyze textual
representations of these survivors on the bordaslarith special emphasis
on Amiee Liu'sFace and Sigrid Nunez'# Feather on the Breath of God.

Voices from the Inter stices

What concerns the first generation of biracial womeost is their Eurasian
identity. As a special racial category we first chée look into the definition

of the term “Eurasian.” Citing V. R. Gaikwad, Shkiyl Geok-lin Lim con-

cisely historicizes the term:

The coining of the term “Eurasian” is usually abed to the Marquis of
Hastings in the seventeenth century, referrinchodhildren of British
men and Indian women at the moment of British cialation of the
subcontinent. The notion and fear of miscegenaf@dmixing “blood”
and of consequent generational degeneracy thraugtracial marriages)
did not appear to have been motivating forces dutire period of the
first contact. (“Introduction” xi)

1 In this chapter I use the version of “Leaves fritva Mental Portfolio of an Eurasian” (1909)
collected inMrs. Spring Fragrance and Other Writings, edited by Amy Ling and Annette
White-Parks.

2 Edith Eaton’s younger sister Winnifred launchesuacessful writing career under a Japa-
nese-like pseudonym and ethnicity, Onoto Watanea. Any Ling’s chapter “Pioneers and
Paradigms: The Eaton Sisters”Batween Worlds. The Eurasian girl who has tried to pass as
Mexican or Spanish in “Leaves,” as Annette WhitekBauggests, is very likely to be Edith
Eaton’s other sister, May (156).

3 White-Parks has a similarly observation, “The téimasian itself suggests a stance on the
border where both races meet” (155).
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While in the late seventeenth century British tradend soldiers were en-
couraged to sire “mixed-blood” children to facitdathe penetration of the
East Indian Company into India, by the late eightieecentury the term
“Eurasian” carried such negative connotations tAaglo-Indian” was used
instead by the offspring of the interracial mareggiim, “Introduction” xi).
The engendering of a Eurasian was, therefore, tedalyi entangled with co-
lonial expansion and capitalist exploitation. Orstigmatized, it takes her
great effort to embattle the shadow of miscegenatind the suspicion of
impurity.

Most significantly, this unwelcome colonial “legdcyas constructed
out of specific temporal and spatial conjuncturgsigately connected with
colonial history and geopolitical locations. Theaneonfigurations of this
ethnic category always embody the materiality ebinial economy. What
is negative about interracial breeding always spelit an imbalance of
power between racésAs seen from the evolution of the term, the emer-
gence of Eurasians results from a “nativist” sggtef the European imperi-
alists. Robert J. C. Young further points out tihet breeding of mixed-race
Eurasians is “a proposal for a more efficient fafrcolonialism” since this
racial admixture is supposed to help the contiouadf the European species
and “enlighten” the Asians (143). In fact, the diafl of the European colo-
nists to acclimate themselves in the tropical ase&h as India and the Car-
ibbean had been one of the rationales behind therant for racial mixture
(142-43). In terms of racial politics, the Eurasiaare also supposed to be
“insiders” to both races, and can thereby be insémtal in colonial expan-
sion. The irony is that they are in fact “outsidesboth since both groups,
intent on racial purity, reject them. Hence we hthwe literary trope of the
“tragic Eurasian,” as presented in Edith Eaton'gimg.

In the American context, racial mixture also restilfrom colonial ex-
pansion. Starting in the colonial period, the emteubetween the white co-
lonist and Native American tribal peoples createel thalf-blood,” or the
half-Indian and half-white, who became an importuitural symbol in ni-
neteenth-century imagination because of the westepansion. William J.
Scheick’s study of nineteenth-century Americanrditg representations of
the half-blood clearly shows that the contemporatitude toward the
mixed-blood Indian reflected a national ambivaletoward the western
frontier. “Three discernible facts clearly emerg&¢heick infers, “that in
general the half-blood found lasting comfort inther racial group, that his
social commitments remained nebulous, and thatenstehdably, he tended
toward his own kin and toward self-advantage” @@sides this tivilight

4 Robert Young states that the question of hybritiig first been broached when different
varieties of human beings, like animals, had bdassed according to the hierarchical scale
of the Great Chain of Being (6).



96 The Spaces in between

race” (Scheick 17), other Americans of hybrid raak® suffered from un-
just laws and public distrust. At some point, tbgitimacy of the offspring
of certain interracial marriages was not even lggakcognized. In 1880, for
example, the state of California denied the legalit Chinese-white mar-
riages. Such anti-miscegenation statues were roaréel unconstitutional
until 1948 and the complete removal of all suchustsiin the United States
did not happen until 1967 (Chan 59-61). These migcegenation laws
mark non-Caucasian immigrants, such as Asian Amesicas both socially
and physically aliens. As Susan Koshy aptly pytsinimigration and mis-
cegenation laws converged in a ‘biopolitics of gupulation’ by providing
critical regulatory mechanisms to the U.S. statéiszipline the individual
and aggregate social body of Asian Americans” P2oples of mixed races,
as historian Paul R. Spickard observes in his m@upbgon the subject, have
been constantly discriminated against despite thending myth of the
melting pot and the fact that America is in onesgefounded “upon a vision
of intermarriage” fixed Blood 4). As Teresa Kay Williams, among many
Asian American theorists of racial hybridity, obses, “races have been so-
cially constructed in such a way that they haveaieed separate, monora-
cially-boundaried, exclusive, and unequal” (83).

Women, in particular, suffer most in cases of dagixture since their
bodies are regarded as “the site of potential ra@asgressions,” as Suz-
anne Bost observes in the epigraph (9). Such haality makes biracial
women who speak out most courageous and theorthiedoorder spaces
from which they survive and speak of great imparéarSpeaking from her
lived experience, Chicana writer Gloria Anzalad@satibes the life in the
borderlands as that of an “alien”. “Petrified, stan’t respond, her face
caught betweelps intersticios, the spaces between the different worlds she
inhabits” (20). From fos intersticios, the interstices that she writes about,
she calls for “a newmestiza consciousness’—*“a consciousness of the Bor-
derlands”™—to cope with hybrid identity (77). Anzdlea further employs
cultural and gender specificities to define thiestiza consciousness: “In a
constant state of mental nepantilism, an Aztec woedning torn between
ways,la mestiza is a product of the transfer of the cultural apitiwal val-
ues one group to another” (78). Swamped by collidinltural codes, “[t]he

® Huping Ling summarizes several theories of in@aiamarriage, such as Milton Gordon’s
assimilation theory, regarding “interracial mareaas a sign of the growing acceptance of a
minority group by the major group”; and the theofyhypergamy, assuming that both part-
ners in an interracial marriage are mutually beéedfi‘as minority male of higher socioeco-
nomic status but lower racial status might upgraideracial position by marrying a female
with the opposite characteristics” (173). Ling ledfréiolds that love and romance should be
the deciding factors in this kind of relationshify4). However, as Robert E. Park reminds us
in the epigraph, interracial romantic love is ofenesult of the pursuit for the exotic and the
unfamiliar.
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new mestiza copes by developing a tolerance for contradictiantlerance
for ambiguity” (79). Finally, Anzaladua presentwision of fluidity and “a
new mythos” based on her own mixed-race backgrotiffte work of mes-
tiza consciousness is to break down the subject-odjesity that keeps her
a prisoner and to show in the flesh and throughrttages in her how duality
is transcended” (80).

Taking Borderlands as an example of intercultural hybridity, Susan
Stanford Friedman observes that, “Anzaladlda’s pdntthat everyday
life—in all its physical, linguistic, psychologicaland spiritual dimen-
sions—insists upon the realities of hybridity, astia condition that is both
forced upon her as a mark of her oppression andas@b by her as a site of
possible freedom” Mlappings 100)° Friedman stresses the possibility of
turning hybrid conditions into freeing spaces that neither utopic nor
dystopic but locationdl. This freeing act requires linguistic and artistic
pression. These voices from the interstices arenitapt not just because
“the personal is the political” but also becauseythnable transfiguration of
racial and cultural landscap&sThese voices can recall the past, refigure the
present, and reimagine the future. From this petse | turn to reading
three generations of biracial women’s works.

As the pioneer of Eurasian/Chinese American litesgt Edith Eaton
wrote at a time when a “Chinaman” was regardedna®é repulsive than a
nigger” (224)? Her genealogy and writing reflect the historicatiayeopo-
litical contexts of nineteenth-century China-West@unters. Her parents
met and got married in Shanghai, the center ofnateonal trading and the
meeting point of various colonial interests, in #&0s when competitions
for financial gains and territorial control amorgtinvading foreign powers
and the Chinese anti-imperialist resistance werstrimiense. Her father,
Edward Eaton, was a British silk merchant whoseg agpearance in China
signified the success of the “open door” policyceoéd by the colonizers’
militarism. China had been forced into a globalreray in which at best
she played the role of a silent partner and at taadra provider of raw mate-
rial. Educated in England to be a missionary, GraAcelrefusis Eaton,

® In view of the impasse of “difference-talk” andytridity-talk” in feminism, Friedman
advocates “a migratory feminism in the borderlami® that doesn’t obliterate difference, but
moves through and beyond it to the spaces of eepand the processes of syncretism and
intercultural hybridity” Mappings 102).

" These three terms come from Friedman’s analysiefpower relations involved in the
politics of hybridity. The oppression model assurtieg agency is always with the dominant
power; the transgression model believes in the @gehthe hybridic dissident; the locational
model stresses multidirectional power flows thadvalnegotiation §lappings 89-91).

8 “Multiracial Asian Americans,” as Maria P. Root ¢ends, “challenge current definitions
and assumptions about culture and ethnicity irtiozlao race” (30).

® This quote is from the famous dinner table sceom f‘Leaves” in which the narrator re-
nounces the safety of her ability to pass and speplas one of the denigrated Chinese.
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Edith's Chinese mother, represents another kindcalonial invasion'
Edith Eaton mentioned in a newspaper article tieatnhother “was training
for a missionary® As White-Parks notes, “[tlhe mission school’s fiio
was primarily assimilative—to convert Chinese pajiohs to the Christian
religion, to teach Chinese the English languageauttdire, and to use Chi-
nese, once converted, to carry the gospel to tver people in China’s inte-
rior” (10-11). Before she married Edward, Grace weast likely intended to
be trained to become one of the insiders whoseianisgas to help convert
their “heathen” compatriots. Although her positibas never been com-
pletely the colonized, Grace’s race makes her agerivith Edward Eaton a
disruption of the colonial/racial hierarchy and @eoation. Their offspring
embody this transgression and hence suffer for it.

As can be seen from her writing, Edith Eaton gyestiffers from the
colonial “legacy” in her developmental years. IritBd early childhood, the
Eatons emigrated from England to Canada. This ¢manental immigra-
tion resulted in a steady downward spiral of thmilgs financial situation.
As a child, the silence between Edith Eaton andoheents on the subject of
her racial identity perhaps traumatizes her mdse. f@calls this painful past
in “Leaves”: “I do not confide in my father and rhet. They would not un-
derstand. How could they? He is English, she i;n&@. | am different to
both of them—a stranger, tho their own child” (22Zhis sense of es-
trangement intensified as she matured. Driven byepy poor health and
literary ambition, Eaton became a witness to dé#ferhistorical incidents as
she travelled. Her experiences in England, Candalaaica and the United
States were nevertheless fraught with a senseieariagiion from both the
Chinese and Caucasian communities. From “Leavesiitreess how she is
constantly faced with racial prejudices and viokrend mortified at being
regarded as an Oriental curio or sexual objfedfet she remained loyal to
her identification as a Chinese. According to \dithis, “In a racially ordered,
racially invested society, the social phenomenompassing has often been
one of the few strategies available to, and utilibg, multiracial individuals
to escape detrimental impact of race” (61). EdiéioB’s refusal to pass thus
signals a courageous challenge to such a reifindegualization of race.

Eaton’'sBildung as a Eurasian was not easy; yet she devoted rall he
creative energy into making herself a “connectimg’l between races. As

10" According to Annette White-Parks, Grace “is rederfamiliarly as Lotus Blossom” (10).
Amy Ling points out that Grace was abducted fronrmboat around three; later she was
adopted by an English missionary couple and goEmglish education. Grace married Ed-
ward when she was sixteeBe{ween \orlds 26).

1 This is quoted in White-Parks’s biography of Ediiton (10). Eaton wrote a piece entitled
“Sui Sin Far, the Half Chinese Writer, Tells of Heaireer” forBoston Globe on 5 May, 1912.

12 One of the reasons why Eaton finds herself higtelyualized is because popular culture
stereotypes Eurasians “as sexual enthusiastsgiaka®d points out (“What | Must Be?” 47).
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Nicole Tonkovich argues, “...Sui Sin Far’s individyabrtraits constitute a
photomontage of a new transnational face” and fiert@emonstrates “that
endurance, character, and courage should takedemoe over ideological
notions of eugenics, properly gendered behaviat,ranial/national entitle-
ment in determining citizenship in a transnatioregdublic of letters” (253).
Through her courage and her articulation of theakian experience, Edith
Eaton is clearly an early practitioner of “locabfieminism.™

Several novels of 1950s depicting Eurasians in &lgresent other
historical and geopolitical configurations. Rey @hobserves that although
throughout the nineteenth century China was invaaled was forced to
grant many concessions to colonial forces, “[ufalikdia or countries in
Africa and America, most parts of China were, i ttourse of European
imperialism, never territorially under the sovergigof any foreign power”
(Writing Diaspora 8). In the middle of the twentieth century, howewhina
was on a collision course with drastic politicabldadeological changes. By
the 1940s, most of China was occupied by Japameselers. At the same
time, a civil war between the ruling Kuomintange(tRationalist Party) and
the Communist Party was tearing China apart. ThmeSke who had out-
lived the Japanese invasion were faced with the rdamist takeover and
more wars. The writings by biracial women at thisgture mostly trope on
the theme of identity politics vis-a-vis love ané@mand provide different
perspectives to this hybrid identity than that dftk Eaton’s generation.

Set in 1949 and 1950, when communist revolutiosaviere taking
over China and the Korean war was on the outbitbaldirst-person narrator
Suyin in Han Suyin's autobiographical nov&l Many-Splendored Thing
(1952) rejects the category of “White Chinese” hiseashe desires “to be all
Chinese, not a counterfeit semi-European” (8%ler struggle with her ra-
cial identity plays out in the colonial territory blong Kong, described by

13 |n Mappings, Friedman calls for a “locational feminism” thatavels globally in its think-
ing, avoiding the imposition of one set of cultucainditions on another, assuming the pro-
duction of local agencies and conceptualizatiord egmaining attentive to the way these
differences are continually in the process of modifon through interactions within a global
system of diverse, multidirectional exchanges” (7).

14 WhetherA Many-Splendored Thing forms part of the canon of Chinese American literat
per se is open to debate since the author appears moaccasmopolitan European writer.
However, as Elaine Kim points out, the text entargd the arena of American cultural im-
agination through its film adaptation. The Oscamving Love Is a Many Splendored Thing,
starring William Holden and Jennifer Jones, wasagéd in 1955. The male protagonist in
this popular Hollywood version is cast as an Arrariaather than British, as in the book. The
novel actually continues Han'’s first autobiographinovel Destination Chungking (1942),
where she writes about her marriage with a Kuomimptafficer during the years of the Sec-
ond World War. She also has an autobiography sétiésur volumes—Fhe Crippled Tree
(1965), A Mortal Flower (1966), Birdless Summer (1968), andMy House Has Two Doors
(1980). For discussion dbestination Chungking and The Crippled Tree, see Amy Ling'’s
Between Worlds, especially 65-69 and 112-15.
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the narrator as a “Shanghailand” (42) where peepjey their life without a
thought of tomorrow. Underneath the appearanceradtdflexibility, Hong
Kong also rigidly resists transgressing racial gaties according to Suyin:
“The melting pot of the Orient, they called Hongri¢o Indeed no. The place
where everyone met and many stayed apart, divigduedges of prejudice
and hearsay. However much one shook the mixtusgatified into immis-
cible layers again” (65).

To avoid deracination, Suyin struggles to resist ridicial mixture that
she embodies and instead envisions an unambigwmiel @ffiliation for
herself and her daughter. With a medical degrem ftondon University,
Suyin, the daughter of a Chinese father and a Belgiother, clings to tradi-
tional Chinese ideology and nationalist sentimenthfer identity. Playing a
submissive mistress to her British lover, she rtbedess rejects his proposal
on the grounds that marrying a biracial woman wiih his journalist career.
Suyin also wants to serve China regardless of thiégal situation, a posi-
tion consistent with her attachment to her Chiness!® But when she
bitterly describes her double heritage as “schirepl” (80), this desire to
cling to one’s roots also seems like a defense am@sm. Through the
first-person narrative we see the self-contradictiothe character of Suyin.
On the one hand, she is a self-sufficient singldherowho supports her
daughter with her medical practice, has a loved, eroves between Hong
Kong and China with great mobility. On the othendhaSuyin’s internalized
acceptance of Confucian doctrines reveals hertimadily bound mindset.
Moreover, the foreword to the novel by Malcolm Maciald, the then Brit-
ish Commissioner-General in South-East Asia, inciviie elides any honest
reflections on colonialism by praising the “bergfiof ““Western Imperial-
ism™ and nominally admits that one of its “evil mgequences” was “the
creation of a superiority complex amongst the veéhitexd an inferiority
complex amongst the colored peoples” (viii), sertesaccentuate the
self-Orientalist tone of the text. Han Suyin’s wisiin A Many-Splendored
Thing, though considerably dated in terms of racial sexlal politics as we
read it today, allows us to see one biracial womairuggle with her hybrid
identity in a specific juncture of time and place.

Set against the backdrop of the last few monththefSino-Japanese
War, Diana Chang'srontiers of Love (1956) analyzes the existential condi-
tions of Eurasians in Japanese-occupied ShanglainAhistorical context

5 Han Suyin shows a strong sense of her rootedneShina. In contrast to her more Euro-
peanized sister who is eager to immigrate to Amaeruyin asserts her tie to China as she
exclaims, “I belonged. My roots were here. If | shgersonal salvation, freedom of the indi-
vidual spirit away from here, fleeing to a safentier world, | would slowly wither and die,
for | was rooted. No matter how far away | strayediould come back. | would always be
coming back. | could not help itA(Many-Splendored Thing 109).
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and geopolitical location set off the physical asychic drama of the pro-
tagonists. The very titldsrontiers of Love, suggests psychological urgency
in terms of spatial imagination intersecting witls@ecific temporality. The
imminent defeat of the Japanese invaders and #igeafi the Communist
Party appear to promise a brand-new future forndalen China, a promise
that was nevertheless repeatedly broken duringéxé half of the century.
With the French Concession, the International &eitht and its Chinese
areas, the city of Shanghai was divided into séweternal colonies, making
it an ideal locale to foreground the fragmented taléy of the biracial cha-
racters. The Japanese occupation also served &yswade the shattering of
territorial integrity in Shanghai and, for that teat China, which made a
clear Chinese identity problematic. The particalass structure of Shanghai
also influences the biracial characters’ identtfmas. “Identity, for Chang,
who is decidedly American in her thinking,” Amy Igrcontends, “is a pure-
ly individual choice, and for the Amerasian the ickois broader than for
most” (Between Worlds 115). Also, we must remember the class-bound na-
ture of this freedom of choice, as the biracialrahters inFrontiers of Love
are financially and socially privileged. The Freri¢bncession in which the
protagonists live, for instance, is “inhabited nhpdly Chinese—Chinese
who were either wealthy, Westernized or prayed @héstian God” Fron-
tiers of Love 21). With its complex racial mixture and classtriisition,
Shanghai, as Shirley Geok-lin Lim rightly commetiliseralizes the identity
‘Eurasian’ (“Introduction” viii).

Diana Chang deploys three such privileged “Whiten€se” characters
to represent the choices of identification ava#atdl Eurasians in the war-
time Shanghali® On one extreme, the young and light-hearted Mianink
bert overtly identifies with her Australian fath&nd is repulsed by the very
term Eurasian. She must, however, countenance ihecidlity when her
Swiss lover abandons her because of her race. gldmen injured into
nonexistence” (238), Mimi “would seek promiscuity @ mortification” and
becomes “a willing victim” of sexual exploitatior232). On the other ex-
treme, the radical and discontented Feng Huanglasite Han Suyin, in-
vests in a single vision of Chinese identity. Wrdteempting to escape neu-
rotic pressure from his British mother and comeagtips with his own un-
certainty, Feng attaches his hope to the promise méw China, embraces
communism and becomes an accomplice to the mufdemn onocent Chi-
nese youth. Ironically, to justify his Chinesenbegakes cover from a Eura-

8 |n an interview Chang also comments on the trigagimplotment in her novel: “I started
the novel as a linear sort of thing—the identitglgem of a young woman who happened to
be Eurasian rather than, say, an American from VWWygnHowever, | didn't want it to be the
story of a single Eurasian woman. So | exploredBheasian problem in and through three
main characters in order to get a variety of Earagilentities and responses” (Hamalian 32).
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sian stereotype: “As a Eurasian, he could passghiag, including a play-
boy. Eurasians and playboys in Shanghai were stespéo be everything,
and because of that they were suspected of notHiegvas needed, and he
felt secure in that” (32). To validate his playbagt and spy for his revolu-
tionary work, Feng betrays the love and trust eftiiracial Sylvia Chen. As
an alto ego to the author and the main focus efribivel, Sylvia also tries to
balance the heritage inherited from her Chinedeefaand American mother.
In contrast to her “sister” Mimi, afflicted by sethposed invisibility and a
self-destructive impulse after her disappointmemtidve, Sylvia seeks
knowledge in order to “understand life and identiself” (239). At the be-
ginning of the novel we see how she squirms inCGtenese dress. Knowing
that “foreign clothes didn't suit her entirely estti’ Sylvia decides to design
her own modified Chinese dress after the war (&js Bartorial metaphor
prefigures Sylvia’s choice of identification. Itfigreseeable that Sylvia, like
Edith Eaton/Sui Sin Far before her, will serve las tontact zone where
transcultural interaction may exist.

Reconfiguring Chinese American Family Narratives

The first two generations of biracial women showt@ng attachment to
their Chinese identity although their position &ver secure in the Chinese
community. The period of the 1960s, according tol Bpickard, marked the
watershed when attitudes towards mixed-race Asiarricans went through
positive yet still limited changes: “Substantialnmhers of Asian Americans
began to marry non-Asians in the 1960s. By the 49t@& numbers of Chi-
nese and Japanese who married outside their raspgobups and then had
children were so large that Asian American commesitvere forced to be-
gin to come to terms and accept the existence xddarpeople” (“What Must

| Be?” 49). Before the 1960s, biracial Asian Amaris were often rejected
by both the dominant (white) and the minority greughe civil rights
movement in the 1960s certainly influenced thesnghs. And yet nothing
dramatic happened overnight and the increase amratial marriage led to
an even wider spectrum of racial mixture than lefoiThus the
third-generation of Chinese American biracial wometiters are in a more
privileged yet more complicated position than arytheir predecessors.
Moreover, these women writing in the 1990s andrafte mostly daughters
of Suyin and Sylvia’s generation, who grew up ie #950s and 1960s. They
have to face, in their individual processes of igriormation, sedimented
layers of Chinese history combined with their mixade origins and Chi-
nese American ethnicity. Many of them seek answeetkeir hybrid identity
through family history. Hence we have works sucliiga See’s nonfiction
On Gold Mountain (1995), where she traces the life stories of fgpemera-
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tions of her Chinese American family, beginning twiher Chinese
great-grandfather and Caucasian great-grandmother.

Family history in the Asian American context is iamportant theme
that has nevertheless become problematic in drifisaourse. As discussed
in Chapter Three, Lisa Lowe argues against homageniAsian Americans
through family narratives. Lowe stresses that “Asfeamerican identity” is
not a given but always engages in a process thetswaut as much “hori-
zontally’ among communities as it is transmittedrtically’ in unchanging
forms from one generation to the next” (64). Low&ggestion for expand-
ing the Asian American family narrative is certgindalid and insightful.
Nevertheless, in her very call for hybridity shepears to overlook the issue
of biracialty. Most of the textual examples to whicowe alludes—Eat a
Bowl of Tea andA Great Wall—are without mix-race complications. Diana
Chang’s short story “The Oriental Contingent” whicbwe cites as a case
against a fixed racial definition is the only wdol a biracial author dis-
cussed in her critical review. But we find no altusto racial hybridity here
either. While interrogating how generational naved might essentialize
Asian American identity, we should also searchrfmre Asian American
differences and look into different familial constts that could well recon-
figure Asian American family narratives. Two fiatial narratives published
in the 1990s by biracial writers, Amiee LiuBace and Sigrid Nunez'&A
Feather on the Breath of God, offer interesting variations on this theme.

Family history figures prominently in the two noselhe protagonists
of both novels are daughters of biracial father$ @aucasian mothers. Al-
though both parents are instrumental in the protts Bildung, | find the
unfolding of the paternal plot in both texts mosttment to our discussion
since it is their biracial fathers whose silences the most poignant and
confusing:’ Besides, the father-daughter relationship in Geénamerican
literature has been so overwhelmingly subsumedhbytrope of the moth-
er-daughter plot that the former demands more igeeand critical explora-
tions™® Writing out of their border location, furthermotagth Liu and Nu-
nez choose to delineate the process of articuldtiobiracial women in the
form of Kunstlerroman, a genre that records how an artist claims herevoi
Maibelle Chung inFace is a photographer struggling with her artist caree
and nightmares; the first-person narratoAiReather on the Breath of God

17 petra Fachinger, on the other hand, focuses omtther-daughter plot iA Feather on
the Breath of God and discusses the German mother’s conflict withAmerican daughter.
Fachinger argues that the childhood of the narféasvershadowed by her mother’s experi-
ence of World War Il, homesickness, feelings oftunal superiority and of having married
beneath herself, and (sub)conscious anti-Semitighracism” (262).

18 Kingston'sChina Men is an early example of Chinese American father-teargrelation-
ship. The trauma of incest in Patricia Chadinkey King, on the other hand, touches upon a
taboo subject in terms of Chinese American fatheigtiter plot.
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is the autobiographical persona for the author whasithful dream of be-

coming a ballerina is replaced by that of a writdy. reading concentrates
mostly on the ways in which the daughters’ struggléth paternal silences
provide insights of biracial family narratives, atién to a lesser extent on
their efforts of gaining personal voices.

Whereas in “Leaves” the daughter Edith Eaton camoohtmunicate
her sense of racial anxiety with her parents, ltid Alunez write about the
daughters’ frustration with their fathers’ silencés Face, Maibelle Chung
charges against her father’s reticence—"Why doot wver tell us about
China?” (78)—much like the daughter's painful queny Maxine Hong
Kingston’'s China Men. What Maibelle has discovered through her probing
into the father’s past in China is nothing but qbity of racial and familial
relationships because of his mixed-race backgrotihd. daughter first dis-
covers how the father has been slurred by his Emgliassmate Halliday as
“a Chink bastard” (89) and his Caucasian motheelkb a “White Witch”
(88) and “a Chinaman’s whore” (267). What painsfaéner most is the loss
of his “real name” as he recalls the moment whenvas brutally attacked
by his racist schoolmates, “[a]ll | could think albavas my name. Joseph is
not my name. It's Chou. Joe is the anglicized wersMy mother enrolled
me at school as Joseph. | couldn’t even correcliddg| insist that he call
me by my real hame, because Mama had made thasgibyed (90). For all
his financial and class privileges he could nopdtonself from being mis-
named. Unlike Sylvia, Feng or even Mimi, the otheacial inhabitants in
Shanghai, Joe does not have the luxury to chogsevn identification. The
mother’s insistence on a western lifestyle—she evmtered underwear
from Sears, Roebuck—deprives Joe of any chancettingouch with the
other part of his double heritage. Without his gtopame he finds himself
powerless in front of Halliday, the school bullydathe symbol of white co-
lonizers in the text. He is destined to be misnafedhe rest of his life: as
Joe Chung the prominehife photojournalist or Joe Chung the small-time
inventor of gadgets.

Face highlights the recurrence of paternal silencehénChung family.
Joe also suffered his father’s silences. The questf why Joe gave up his
career as a photographer lies at the center ohtlvel, and obsesses his
daughter. The only clue that Maibelle has is héndes cryptic remark:
“Photographs are like mirrors. They can always laaipulated and distorted,
no two people use them the same way. In the emight as well have been
pulling the trigger” (135). Not until the end ofetmovel does he reveal an-
other part of his unsightly past. Joe went badRdiping (Beijing) in 1948 to
search for his lost father when his photographi®father leading the stu-
dent protesters against Kuomintang in front of @se of Heavenly Peace
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(Tiananmen) were used to hunt down and murderdgiass'® This allusion
to Chinese history is what Homi Bhabha calls anhamely moment” in
which the past collides into the present to claigtognition®® The
state-instigated mass murder of the dissidentedrtéxt was repeated in re-
ality four decades later by the Chinese governraéahother party who had
promised otherwise. According to Rey Chow, the &@nen massacre of
1989 brought modern Chinese history to a “staridstitatastrophe”\(tit-
ing Diaspora 74)%* This uncanny repetition of national tragedy isiast-
ingly played out against the domestic drama of@heing family. And the
trauma resides permanently in the biracial characte

In a vicarious way, the misused photographs fatditloe’s revenge
against his father’s abandonment. Never certaintahis own identity, Joe’s
quest for his father leads to his discovery offtitber’s betrayal and the fact
that the interracial romance of his parents isallyta twisted power contest
between races. As Joe states after he finds out &ifather’s other family,
“[h]e had proved he could tame the White Witch. Nbes could keep his
conquest and take a real Chinese wife” (305). Juesn@s memory of Peip-
ing—another Chinese metropolis—is again of exclusime’s oedipal trag-
edy combined with the national one become his dwam®, sabotaging his
belief in art and drying up his creativity. And Hesmily suffers along with
him. Joe’s wife Diana schemes to bring back thistart Joe; his two elder
children, Anna and Henry, have themselves stedjiiaibelle struggles to
keep a grip on her art and overcome her rape trauma

While the father is bowed down by memories of esidn in the two
Chinese cities, the daughter is haunted by hermigimtmares from the Chi-
natown of the metropolitan New York. Born in Chimanh, Maibelle is non-
etheless an outsider because of her mixed origin.shows that Chinese
xenophobia makes the Chinatown residents partigutarspicious and un-
accommodating to multiracial people. Maibelle’shredded presence stands
out “like a vivid flaw in a bolt of jet-black silk(1), highlighting her status
as a racialized other. As a child Maibelle use@ngy “the Yellow Butter-
flies” and their Asian features. “Yellow Butterfiie are of course racially

9 This episode originates in Amiee Liu’s reactionctmtemporary Chinese history and her
own family history. In her e-mail message to Amazreaders, Liu claims what motivated her
to write Face was her “very visceral reaction to the Tien An M&ananmen] massacre” and
the knowledge that her grandfather “was one ofiteepro-democratic activists in China.”

20 See the section “Unhomely Lives: The LiteratureRetognition” (9-18) in the introduc-
tion to Bhabha'd.ocation of Culture.

2L Chow gauges the impact of this catastrophe on @hihéstory: “If Chinese history in the
past century and a half has been a series of iatasss, the events of June 4, 1989, marked
their summation in the form of a mindlessly intdized violence directed against civilians by
a government which barely forty years ago had stoochope and emancipation from the
corruption of the Chinese traditiorf\fiting Diaspora 74).



10¢€ The Spaces in between

and ideologically charged markers related to vari@vels of Orientalist
imagination, such terms like “the Yellow Peril” aibdame Butterfly im-
mediately come to mind. Yet to Maibelle, these vgoirdply belonging and
inclusion. In contrast, the San Francisco Chinatawirae Myenne Ng's
Bone seems to be such an intimate lived space despig lat once homey
and claustrophobi@.

Moreover, Maibelle’s Chinatown, like Joe’s Shanghiail Peiping, is a
site of imminent violence. Many scenes of violenoestly involving inter-
racial conflicts, take place there. The most vibleiall is the one in which
fourteenth-year-old Maibelle was raped by a Chiwatyouth gang. This
repressed memory leads to her nightmares. Hertavitbrget enters in con-
flict with her need to remember. Without liftingethveil of repression,
Maibelle’s identity is forever a “maybe,” as sugges by her nickname
Maibee. But first she has to learn how to deal vagh own shame. While
contemplating the different ways her parents treamories of shame, the
protagonist comes to an epiphany of her biraciahtifly that combines the
Western, the Chinese “and something else entitdllyird possibility” (342).
Originated from the spaces in between races artdres| this third possibil-
ity gestures toward AnzaladUaiestiza consciousness and allows Maibelle
to heal racially and mentally.

In the end photography helps her overcome violesrhories and cures
her of the nightmares. For Marbelle, photographyoisonly a family legacy
but also a way of articulation. Interestingly, Lallows her protagonist to
explore different aspects of photography: as comiakeproducts; as aes-
thetic self-expression; and as social art. At thgifining of the novel Mai-
belle takes over the apartment of a deceased fgrhalegrapher and, along
with the space, she inherits her predecessor’s sjofioting photos for
mail-order catalogs. Maibelle’s engagement with ww@rcial photography
thus becomes not only a self-imposed apprenticdshipalso an ironic in-
tensification of her mother’s profession as a verafeart at a chic gallery.
Photography was always Maibelle’s avenue for seblaration, a way to
find her own “face,” so to speak. Her senior progsa photography student
is entitled Oriental 1,” “a wall-sized mosaic of one hundred forty-fouwps
arate photographs of disconnected body parts” hthself-portrait as the
centerpiece (179). The racially and psychologicalharged title and the
composition of fragmented female body parts embddy distorted
self-image rooted in racial and sexual traumas. firfa stage of Maibelle’s
apprenticeship that promises to take her out dakdimbo starts when she
begins to photograph people in Chinatown. Thisalisacording of China-

22 Besides racial factors, another reason for theesehsarrative alienation iRace is per-
haps the author’s different background. Liu adnmitier e-mail that she grew up in the sub-
urb instead of Chinatown.
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town stories helps her to re-root with a place thas never really hers. Art,
for Maibelle, thus becomes a social and ethicadaasibility. As she reflects,
“Yet it was my father who, by giving me his camarad urging me to use it,
had set me up for the moment and the sense ofnisifldy that swept over
me now” (151). The daughter takes up where thesfd#ft off, becoming an
artist in her own right and compensating for heéhdas “failed memories.”
Importantly, at the very end, Maibelle comes acradsiracial girl, as she
shoots pictures of the place where she was rapkd. pfesence of the
blue-eyed child—the daughter of a Viethamese madineran American fa-
ther—in the traumatic site signifies yet anotheeiracial encounter, another
colonial history, and another biracial story totbkel and thus leaves the nar-
rative open-ended.

Sigrid Nunez'sA Feather on the Breath of God is also open-ended.
What leaves the novelistic discourse seeminglynistiied is the daughter’s
endless sorrow about not knowing her father, wiisles this powerful nar-
rative of growing up in a mixed-race family duritfie 1950s and 1960s a
sense of immanent haunting. In this autobiograpmoael, Nunez’s por-
trayal of the father also tropes on his sileficélunez devotes the first part
of the text to the father who is virtually unknowmthe daughter. In contrast
to the voluble German mother, who picks up Englight after her immi-
gration to the United States, the father has oinijtéd English in spite of
the fact that he came to America in his early tedwmbarded by the
daughter’s questions about Chinese exotic custemgxample, the father
can only refrain in pidgin, “Chinese just like ebody [sic] else” (6), which
ironically confirms the daughter’s feeling that tsenot like “everybody”
else.

The text, filled with the daughter’s sense of caidn and loss about
the silent father, is framed by two scenes speati§icabout him. It opens
with the family’s chance encounter with the fateeChinatown friends. For
the first time, the narrator hears her father speggin Chinese, confirming
the Chinese identity she had doubted. At the enth@fovel the narrator
again recalls a childhood outing to her Chinesealrhate’s home. The fa-
ther who has never played with his own biracialgtaers spends the whole
time playing with two Chinese children. “A revetati and a shock,” the
narrator describes her feeling about the scenat lthef glimpses of a happy,
active father” (180). Josephine Lee suggests tneget two images of the
father “signal the possibility of another side adrHather that the narrator
can only glimpse momentarily” (111). In contrasthis customary lack of

23 Rocio Davis reada Feather on the Breath of God as a short-story cycle. Davis argues that
such a hybrid genre becomes a vehicle for Nunertioulate the trauma of ethnic isolation
and family division. See h@ranscultural Reinventions: Asian American and Asian Canadian
Short-Sory Cycles.
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linguistic fluency and emotional expression, ththéa who can talk and play
is beyond the daughter’s comprehension. This sehdeprivation prompts
the narrator’s enigmatic remark: “Some things ituldobe death to forgive”
(180). What she cannot forgive is perhaps thatr&ver has the chance to
know the real father and that she has been denigdlance because she is
not Chinese enough.

During his life of circulatory migration, the fathalso loses his Chi-
nese family name. The silent father is a produatabdnial history and neo-
colonial racism. Born in Panama and raised in Shaingntil the age of ten,
his name at his entrance into the United StatesGiasles Cipriano Chang.
Later he called himself by his Spanish first na®@arlos. When he became
an American citizen by serving in the army, he geap his Chinese last
name and used his mother’s Spanish one. The napatales: “Why a man
who thought of himself as Chinese, who had alwayedlamong Chinese,
who spoke little Spanish, and who had barely knbvgmmother would have
made such a decision in the middle of his lifens of many mysteries sur-
rounding my father” (8). Her mother’s justificatitimat a Spanish name was
meant to make him fare better in America and thealfaanecdote about the
mishandling by the citizenship official cannot tgalatisfy the daughter. She
is forever left with a sense of loss and always desa in what way her life
might have been different “had he kept the hamen@hé0). This sense of
deprivation comes from the fact that she has besed her Chinese heri-
tage even before her birth. With a Nordic first magiven by her mother and
a Spanish last name, the narrator's name, althoeghr mentioned in the
text, signifies her alienation from an importanttpaf her identity. In fact,
she has very little chance to cultivatenestiza consciousness as a biracial
woman. Her only access to the Chinese and herrfathiy proxies: through
Orientalist stereotypes—“Chinese inscrutability, iriése sufferance, Chi-
nese reserve” (16)—and Orientalist literature ali¢hina written by Cauca-
sian authors such as Pearl Buck. The way thatatieifs chapter ends with
a collage of recollections again indicates the He&ers lasting sense of
confusion and inadequacy to speak about him.

The daughter also attempts to break through thkefat silence
through another proxy, Vadim, a Russian immigrahoalso marries out of
his race and has a daughter. The entire part fbtlmeonovel, “Immigrant
Love,” examines the narrator’s unexplainable irdéitn and her affair with
this violent but vocal “cabbie.” Some of her frisnthink of it as a class
“backsliding”—"You can take the girl out of the fects, but...” (179). The
ellipsis suggests an un/easy slippage from the-bdanded status of the mid-
dle class back to the underclass of the housinggm Yet class is not really
the issue here. What fascinates the narrator alamiin is that they share a
familial background of interracial marriages andmigrant parents. The
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narrator confesses: “No. | am not in love with YadHe holds some key, it
is true. But it is not the key to my heart. He lofbme answers for me—I
can say this even without being able to say whatthestions are” (166-67).
The unstated questions are in fact about immigaat multiracial condi-
tions; in an indirect way Vadim’s family seem toldhgome answers for the
narrator about her own family.

The narrator’s psychological projection is evingethe ways in which
she chooses to end the part with the story of dtbef playing with Chinese
children and implicitly pairs Vadim with her fathand Vadim’'s daughter
with herself. As the narrator and Vadim meet inramigrant language class,
English brings them together: “His accent, his lrolspeech, his slow ac-
quiring of English—all this has certainly been immt to me. It was lan-
guage that brought us together, first of all, anbais always moved me to
hear him speak” (164). The sense of satisfactiomsdmeyond a teacher’s
concern with her pupil. It appears that the narratgoys a chance to teach
English, a language that is forever foreign to faher, to an immigrant
willing to learn and to assimilate. Vadim’s willingss to speak somewhat
compensates for the father’s silence. Her sensxafision from the Amer-
ican national discourse because of her racial &®$ dackground is tempo-
rarily expelled when Vadim calls the narrator hsnerica” (147). What
also fascinates the narrator is Vadim’s teenagghtteu Svetlana as she often
tries to imagine how the latter survives family lelace and poverty with a
desire to study her way out. It becomes clear wian the narrator fanta-
sizes about Svetlana’s family life, she is in fapeaking out of her own
memory: “But sometimes she feels that she is orilyrdy the curses and the
screams deeper and deeper into her skull. Deepwtitieecho for the rest of
her life. | could tell her” (168). Here the snickay comment that “[y]Jou can
take the girl out of the projects, but...” has anateadder connotatidf.

To narratively recover the lost name, the daugétditles the chapter
on her father “Chang.” With the title in print, timarrator claims the name
for her father and thereby reconnects herself éoother part of her biracial
identity. But she is also keenly aware that hetimgican hardly compensate
for the lack of intergenerational communicationu$tshe once voiced her
frustration about writing: “Hard for me to accepetfact that he did not read
books. Say | grew up to be a writer. He would reatdr what | wrote” (18).
What the narrator desires is to have the fathepmacate to her writing.
However, the father is not a reader and cannobrespo her in any literary
way. With the father’s sudden collapse and deatireover, any kind of re-
sponse becomes impossible. Nevertheless, writimg stél be an act of

24 |t is interesting to observe that there is a simdomment on the Chinese American pro-
tagonist in Wayne WangBim Sum: “You can take a girl out of Chinatown, but you taake
Chinatown out of her.” In each statement identitgpatially defined and determined.
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healing for the narrator’s experience of being tfshed” (180). The way the

text ends in her failed experience with psychotbeitaints at the therapeutic
aspect of her act of writing. Thus she locates ratiieves the lost father in
her creative work. By incorporating fragments af thther’s life in her psy-

chosexual and artistic development, the daughtmatoa has at least par-
tially succeeded in bridging the past with the présand her Chinese heri-
tage with her American one.

The biracial women writers examined in this chaptéte in the sha-
dow of a post/colonial condition. Out of their berddentity, nonetheless,
they create a third possibility for their lives atiir art. Again Edith Ea-
ton/Sui Sin Far provides the inspiration. She sffarvision of racial con-
nectedness in “Leaves”: “Only when the whole wdrddomes as one family
will human beings be able to see clearly and hésindtly. | believe that
some day a great part of the world will be Eurasiastheer myself with the
thought that | am but a pioneer. A pioneer shodlatify in suffering”
(223-24). With today’s transnational globalizati&@aton’s one-family vision
seems prophetic instead of utopicThe tradition of biracial women’s writ-
ing that she has pioneered has accomplished muck than her modest
claim—“planting a few Eurasian thoughts in Westeliterature”
(288Y°—and significantly changes the literary and farhilendscapes of
Chinese America.

% Of course we must also be on watch for any possiatial backlash because the promi-
nence of interracial mixture. Suzanne Bost, foranse, points out that the high profile of
mixed-race identities in popular culture is deptbyas a sign of millennial shifts in American
identity” (4). Yet she promptly alerts us to thetgmial racist reactions that may arise from
this media attention since “it is important to keeapmind America’s long history of repre-
senting racial mixture and to be on guard agaiegtegationist reactions like those that cul-
minated in anti-miscegenation laws and Jim Crow” (4)

%8 This quote is from the same articleBoston Globe by Eaton, “Sui Sin Far, the Half Chi-
nese Writer, Tells of Her Career,” which came oghtibefore the publication of her collec-
tion of Chinese American storiddys. Spring Fragrance (1912).



Chapter 5
National History and Transnational Narration:
Feminist Body Politics in Shirley Geok-Lin Lim’s
Joss and Gold

Will you sell me, also, down the river
of nationalism, my sometimes brother,
who know your accent, can speak your poetry?
Your family and mine, croaking, drank from the sand!.
Now you are grown rich....
Shall I sink silently to the stream’s muddy bottom
while gold flecks rise to your hands like scum?
But you need me, my brother. How else
to find the thorn of martyrdom,
rose of the east, your history’s self?
—Shirley Geok-lin Lim
“Song of an Old Malayan” iMonsoon History

Claiming English as my own was my first step outtaf iron cage and
into a voice, and who is to say it is not my owndaage and not my
voice?
—Shirley Geok-lin Lim
Writing S.E./Asia in English

On the 1% of May, 1969, less than thirteen years after tifieial Merdeka
(independence) of the Federation of Malaysia, wibtace riots took place in
the nation’s capital, Kuala Lumpur. Political raBiafter the federal elections
of May 10, 1969, in which the Alliance governmerasamdeprived of the
two-thirds majority it needed, eventually led te tfour days of riots. De-
spite the fact that even today people are stilatiag about the “real cause”
of these riots, they are generally regarded aseatht of the long history of
Sino-Malay friction. The more immediate backgrouridhe riots involved a
series of educational, language and economic psliof the Malaysian gov-
ernment which sought to redistribute wealth amdwgethnic communities.
When these policies misfired, they led to “Malaysiasentment against the
government for having created a system where theeSé prospered while
they continued to cope with severe poverty” andéase of discontent in the
Chinese community that special privileges were atgmbto the Malays and
that their interests were not served” (Tay 291k May 13 incident has been
regarded as a watershed event in postcolonial Mdi@ayhistory. Asian
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American scholar and writer Shirley Geok-lin Limnements on the terrible
consequences of the riots in her meméimnong The White Moon Faces
(1996): “In the process of formation of a Malaysilite, the May 13 riots
provided the bloody revolution that changed Malaysom the ideal of a
multicultural egalitarian future—an ideal alreadhysted by hostilities over
power-sharing—to the Malay-dominant race-prefesnpiractice in place
today” (136). Apparently the racial riots consti{ud traumatic memory to
which Lim has to return in her writings in orderrezonfigure her Malaysian
identity.

The challenge for Shirley Lim, as for many othesative artists who
engage traumatic experiences, is how to put thgseriences into narrative
form without an overabundance of aestheticizatiosemsationalization. In
addition to her direct address of the race riots their consequences in her
memoir, Lim provides in her poem “Song of an Oldidjan” a poetic ren-
dition on the pain of unjust division. The lamefttee narrator in the poem,
which seemingly describes the rupture of an oleiniship because of class
and money, takes on another level of meaning wheasps such as “the
river/of nationalism” and “history’s self” are cadered (30). With a native
Malayan as her persona and from the perspectivehaiese Malaysians,
Lim comments on the great divide within the Malaysieated by the Malay
nationalist ideology. An implicit irony within thedines suggests that a sus-
tained argument against the Chinese Malaysian cartynfocuses on the
Chinese economic dominance over the Malays. Irdbebut novelloss and
Gold (2001), Lim again turns to the May 13 riots, endigad it in a story of
transnational encounters and female bodily expeegnWithout sentimental
lamentation, inJoss and Gold.im uncovers a violent episode of national
history and its aftermath in relation to its femalearacters, offering us an
exemplary feminist narrative of history based orspeal lived experience.

Joss and Golds theBildungsromarof Li An, who at the beginning of
the novel is a senior at the University of Malaya areams about going to
study in the United States. Instead of going abwadi fulfilling her Ameri-
can dream, she marries the rich and gentle YehyHerd becomes a lecturer
of English literature at the university. The riafsMay 13, 1969 completely
change her life. She has a one-night affair witlestér, an American who
works for the Peace Corps, and gives birth to aglaiean Yeh Suyin after
Chester returns to the States. Book Il describessteéh's unfulfilled life in
New York. At 35, Chester is an anthropologist whedie, Meryl, a career
woman on the rise, talks him into having a vasegtdmBook 1ll Chester
travels to Singapore where the divorced Li An igkimy and bringing up
Suyin with the help of her mother-in-law, GrandnehYand her friend Ellen.
Henry shows up as a father figure when Suyin inbethe estate after
Grandma Yeh'’s death. Previously fatherless, Sugw has to choose be-
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tween her two fathers.

Although a summary can hardly do justice to théaméss and com-
plexity of the novel, it reveals the novel's amhits take on the issues of
ancestral heritage, national/racial identities &mtories, imperialism and
postcoloniality, as well as white and Third-Workhfinisms. This postcolo-
nial rendition of the Orientalist stereotype alsarfprms a kind of “body
politics” that enables women to represent diffeqgogitions in the Chinese
diaspora in Southeast Asia. The tripartite fornthaf narrative that spreads
out in temporal and spatial terms—from Kuala Lumpurl968 to 1969,
New York in 1980, to Singapore in 1981—can alsoré®d as the meta-
phorical birth and growth of a new diasporic womawmdh engendered at the
moment of a national trauma and embodied by thaciailk Suyin, the off-
spring of an interracial liaison. Lim thus preseatsouting of Malaysian
history through the interracial and transnatiorairative. This chapter pro-
vides a reading ofoss and Golés an example of narrating national history
based on female bodily experiences. By tracinglthelopment of this form
of diasporic womanhood, this reading will embodg ttouble national and
transnational frameworks. In the first part, Limigting is placed within the
historical and social framework of (post)coloniaklslysia in order to ad-
dress the intersecting issues of language, natidridentity. The second part
is a close reading of the novel which posits ttatggonist Li An as the key
to unraveling the entanglement of Chinese Malay&lantification vis-a-vis
the national discourse in the novel. Also centoathte novelistic discourse
are the problematics of interracial relationshigence, | propose a reading
of the formation of diasporic womanhood within ih&erracial discourse in
the novel with specific focus on the biracial ctuaea Suyin

The Southeast Asian Context

As a former colonial subject writing and teachinghe colonizer’s language,
Shirley Geok-lin Lim’'s works shed light on postcoial and diasporic con-
ditions. Her memoirAmong the White Moon Facgaublished both in New
York and Singapore, and winner of an American Béulard, is the poetic
Bildung of a colonial child, an artist and an academic Wwhs struggled with
abandonment, injustice, and issues connected tmbgx Questions of lan-
guage, race, and gender especially stand outsmtbimoir and in her other
writings. In her memoir, she refutes V. S. Naipauwéading of postcolonial

1 Lim voices her hope that instead of being reaciraexpatriate, her works will be read
within “both Malaysian/national and U.S./transnatibframes, the Third-World intersecting
with a late-capitalist First-World, frame” (“Firstorld ‘Expats’ and Expatriate Writing in a
Third-World Frame”18). My strategy of readidgss and Goldn this essay attends to the
double frameworks suggested by Lim.
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people as those who “mimic” the colonizer’s cultarel declares her inde-
pendence from traditional cultural and gender pmsit Thus she talks about
appropriating British colonial culture “to escapéatt other famil-
ial/gender/native culture that violently hammerag only one shape for
self” and actively seeks the state of cultural faption to break out of the
pomegranate shell of being Chinese and girl” (6Educated in the British
educational system, Lim claims English as her mutibiegue and yet at the
same time is conscious of the danger of being dsggsed of this very lan-
guage. As a Chinese Malaysian author, moreover,d&eovers that her
writing in English is marginal to the nationalistlimral agenda which privi-
leges writings in indigenous Malay. Like other Mamn writers in English,
she is therefore “doubly dispossessédi both her creative and critical
writings she reveals what is at stake for a tratsmal woman. For many
readers, Lim is unique because she has formulatdtihational attachments
in her migratory trajectory while identifying strgly with the Asian dias-
poric subject who travels because of historicaltiogencies and different
configurations of power.

Moreover, as a Chinese Malaysian now residing enUnited States,
Lim exemplifies the model of multiple migrationsnemon in this age of
transnationalism, and which places her squarelyeinown words, in the
“tradition of writing by transnationals of multipldiasporas” (“Immigration
and Diaspora” 289). “Such works,” as Lim observesicritical essay that
explores the different discourses of immigrant diasporic literature, “con-
struct a confrontational relation between place igeatity and compose a
tradition of ‘global literature’ complexly differgiated from the tradition of
nationally bounded and divided identities that basventionally organized
our understanding of ‘world literature™ (“Immigiian and Diaspora” 299).
Clearly, Lim’'s own writing contributes to this ti&ddn of global literature.
Hence we understand her unease at the label “édeatvriter” and why she
feels it necessary to distinguish First-World exip#t writing from the
Third-World model. For Lim, the difference liestimat, on the one hand, in
First-World expatriate writing “home is not onlywalys possible but has
never been abandoned, merely put on temporary htld"Third-World ex-
patriate imagination, on the other hand, “is webbgdinterstices falling

2 Pomegranates symbolize traditional Chinese valnd<amilial system. The crimson color
of the juice of the fruit represents “the origiralor of Chinese prosperity and health.” To
Lim, her “Chinese life in Malaysia up to 1969 wasnegranate, thickly seededArfiong the
White Moon Face84).

3 Lim points out that it is “symptomatic of an emiegroup of Malaysian writers who, in
the process of nationalism, find themselves dodigpossessed. For, initially dispossessed by
their use of English, after the introduction of BsdagMalay) as the national language, now
find themselves dispossessed a second time in atrgoin which both their native and
adopted cultures have only a minority status” (“6%dho Fail” 49).
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between citizen and alien, exile and immigranydhar and refugee, national
and cosmopolitan. Not either/or or both/and butgi@nt, contingent, iden-
tity-in-process, under the gun of obliterating digt a marginal subject that
is centrally narcissistic, and potentially polifiea its unsettling of the regu-
lations of state-craft identity” (“First-World ‘Exgts’ and Expatriate Writing”
3). While Lim’s writing, inspired by the Third-Watlexpatriate imagination,
certainly represents her individual negotiationhwier diasporic experience,
her works, as part of the tradition of SoutheasaAsvriting in English that
grows out of colonial and postcolonial conditioage also historically and
geopolitically specific. To better situai®ss and Goldin which Malaysian
post-independent history looms prominently, an antof these specificities
is needed to fully address issues of identity, leagg, and gender. These is-
sues, essential to Lim’s writings, have become lerohtic due to Malaysia’s
colonial history and postcolonial nationalism.

The history of the Chinese settling in Malaysiagjas far back as the
thirteenth century (Comber 1); the first Chines#étlesment in Peninsular
Malaya took place in the fifteenth century, durihg time of the Malacca
Sultanate (Yen 2). Before the twentieth century nh&ve Malays did not
feel seriously threatened by the commercial pragpand dominance of the
Chinese since the majority of the Chinese did nténd to settle perma-
nently in Malaya. When an increasing number of llbmain Chinese began
to demand citizenship rights and political invohery and when the 1931
Census showed that for the first time the Malaysewmitnumbered by the
non-Malays, serious Sino-Malay conflicts of intérag&re looming on the
horizon (Comber 4-6). As Tan Chee-Beng points uthe process of na-
tion-building in Malaysia, each ethnic group tertdshave a heightened
sense of its own ethnic identity (“National-Buildiii55) since politically
“the communally oriented political processes oftpndependence Malaysia
have increased rather than decreased the ethnsctioosness of all ethnic
groups” (159). In another study of Southeast Asthimese identities in the
global context, Tan observes that even today ttsitipo of the Chinese in
the region is still precarious due to China’s gmgvprosperity. Since 1990
the rapid economic growth of China has propagatéé ‘China theory,”
which has now extended into a “Chinese threat thedvhen ethnic Chi-
nese communities invest in the Chinese market; toginection with China
is formulated as a new form of “red terror” or “ig&l peril”; thus “Chinese
in Southeast Asia endured the suspicion and distation propagated by
narrow communal nationalism and the fifth columedty during the Cold
War period of 1948 to 1989. The China and Chinbseat theories amount
to a revised fifth column view applied to ethnicise worldwide” (“Chi-
nese in Southeast Asia” 210-11). Apparently eti@hmese communities in
the Southeast Asian region are always under saspragarding their na-
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tional loyalty, exacting from them a heavy tollah aspects of their lives.

In addition to the question of national loyaltyete is also the sustained
problem of linguistic affiliation, which is of spt importance for creative
writers in the region. The choice of an officiah¢page in a multiracial and
multiethnic society is never easy. Under a natishalandate in postcolonial
Malaysia, indigenous Malay is the official languaged the government
persistently promotes this language policy withkatlds of propaganda ma-
terials. In 1967, for instance, the Malaysian gowagnt passed the National
Language Act, and the former Prime Minister AbdahRian advocated the
use of Malay as the national language under tlgaslBahasa Jiwa Bang-
sa(Language is the Soul of the Nation),” appealirgally to the nationalist
sentiment of the Malay community (Comber 62). e Chinese commu-
nity, however, the fundamentalist definition of Mgsian identity is unjustly
based on a policy of enforcing homogenous languadjgjon, and ethnicity:
“To be Malay, therefore, is to speak Malay andracpice Islam....Malaysia
demands standards of assimilation which, in effadt, debar the mass of
the Chinese from Malay identity and from the rigatsl privileges that go
with it” (Pan 254). This practice of linguistic,liggous and ethnic monolo-
gism becomes de facto“form of internal colonialism,” as Eddie Tay argue
(294). The Chinese Malaysian community is thus daséh a postcolonial
dilemma, virtually obliged to decide upon theirioagl identity. Moreover,
choices of identification become yoked to choicelénguistic expressions.

Writers who choose to write in the colonial langeiad English find it
even more difficult to resolve the tension betwdam nationalist mandate
and artistic choice. UnddBahasa Jiwa Bangsawriting in the colonizer’s
language becomes almost an act of treason. Limirgtilyc points out the
postcolonial legacy that stands in the way of tbeetbpment of literature in
English for the former British colonies and its g@mxical standings in the
postcolonial context:

Literature in English rose from the historical ation of English
as the language of colonial administration anadistemporary position
as the language of government, inter-ethnic equalit communication,
international trade and social prestige. Natioftgrdtures in English,
therefore, occupy paradoxical positions in thearal culture: they are
suspects as carriers of colonial attitudes andradugts of a negative
imperialist domination. They are attacked as posinggressive obstacle
to the advancement of indigenous culture and sentisn At the same
time, also, they are perceived (sometimes by thmesabservers) as
evidence of the nation’s international standing padticipation in the
broader world community and as manifesting a swfoesnoderniza-
tion process.Nationalism and Literaturd?2)
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With all the complex emotions involved in the creatof literature of Eng-
lish, however, Lim still chooses English as her imedof artistic expression
because she regards it as her “first step outeoirtin cage and into a voice,”
as stated in the epigraph. And yet this choicehzadly be an easy way out;
moreover, as mentioned earlier, it can lead to myimalized state of “double
dispossession” typical of the postcolonial condition an essay entitled
“Dispossession, Possession and Domesticationyatigehistorian Koh Tai
Ann explores the relationship of English writersGifinese descent in the
Southeast Asian region with the language they ngerims of possession,
dispossession, and domestication. Her analysiadnidentifies a pattern for
many postcolonial nations in terms of linguistialdierary developments.
In their struggle to take possession of the cokrszlanguage, postcolonial
writers have to either domesticate or creolize lHmguage. Anglophone
writers therefore experience a sense of linguidiipossession or double
dispossessioh.

Ironically, the emergence of literature in Englishthe Straits Settle-
ments and peninsular Malaya, which came into bemy after the Second
World War, was in fact inspired by a utopian vistbat literature written in
English could transcend ethnic and linguistic leg;i and hold the diversi-
fied nation together. As Koh puts it,

The emergence of a literature in English in Malaya Singapore thus
coincided with the realization among intellectuatd the Eng-
lish-educated class that in a multiracial sociékyt must cease to per-
ceive or merely articulate themselves as ethnittiesnt As the commu-
nity which comprised the majority ethnic group iim@pore and a large
minority in Malaya/Malaysia, the Chinese of moreert immigrant
origin must regard themselves as no longer sojosrmme huagiao
[overseas Chinese] while the strait-born Chinesesehinterests coin-
cided with those of their British rulers should lemger define them-
selves in terms of their colonial identity as thH@ueen’s Chinese.’
(“Dispossession, Possession and Domestication” 154)

While this view of English as a bridge language agthe different racial
groups in the former British colonies echoes asstamund colonial ideology,
it also highlights the wish among the younger gatiens of Chinese Ma-
laysians for a way out of the linguistic impasseither huagiao nor the

4 According to Koh Tai Ann, the main reasons for kfwek of literature in English in this re-
gion are “an absence of the historical conditiomdctv generated the nationalistic impulses
that eventually motivated the creation of the #itare in English in Malaysia and the Chinese
community’s lack of a sense of a common or shadedtity” (“Literature in English by Chi-
nese in Malaya/Malaysia and Singapore” 124).
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“Queen’s Chinese,” postcolonial Chinese Malaysiaitens are expected to
use English as an alternative medium to createneigentity for themselves
and their communities.

In important ways, Shirley Lim exemplifies thos&izse Malaysian
writers who have to reconstruct a new manner ofigavith these identity
and linguistic issues, though her case is furtibengicated by personal his-
tory and migratory trajectory. As she explains @ memoir about her status
as a Chinese Malaysian, Lim is already of mixeceatrg since her father is
the son of asinkeh “recently-arrived China-born Chinese immigranasid
her mother is from thperanakan local-born Chines&.Through the title of
the Singapore editiorAmong the White Moonfaces: Memoirs of a Nyonya
Feminist Lim specifically highlights her identity as a Ny, a local-born
Malaysian Chinese woman. Interestingly, the titiéhe American edition by
the Feminist Press iBmong the White Moon Faces: An Asian American
Memoir of HomelandsThis difference of course responds to the mangeti
concerns of the publishetsYet it also reflects her different locational iden
tities—she is a Nyonya, “a Malayan-native Chineseman” just like her
mother (12); a feminist who breaks away from tiadiin Malaysia; and an
Asian American who is negotiating with her many leteinds in the United
States. The identity of “Shirley Geok-lin Lim” chges as she writes about
herself in different geographical locations, anelsthchanges best exemplify
her fluid and creolized diasporic identity .

When she chooses her literary identity, for instaiém is heavily in-
fluenced by her colonial education. She once ifledtiherself as “the
Wordsworthian-influenced reader on the equatoiia’l who discovered
“the mysterious value of the subjective self” (“Thispossessing Eye” 132).
This British influence also marks her choice ofjeuativity and individuality
against the demand of creating nationalist litemtés Koh Tai Ann ob-
serves from a rather idealistic perspective, bexdirm is “committed to be
an individual” instead of nourishing any nationaésterprise, she can “take
on and slough off identities at willperanakan Chinese, Malaysian, woman,
Asian American, or to be all of these at once” arrdss many cultural and

® Koh points out the differences within the Chinesenmunity in the region: “By the late
nineteen century, the Chinese as an ethnic grould d@uroughly divided into the more re-
cently-arrived China-born Chinese immigrantsimkeh(meaning ‘new guests’ in tHeujian
dialect spoken by the majority of Chinese who entegtahere) and thgeranakanor
Strait-born Baba Chinese” (“Literature in English®linese in Malays/Malaysia and Singa-
pore” 124).

® While a book includes the word “feminist” in iisle may sell better in the Euro-American
book market, the use of “Nyonya” can certainly teea more intimate local connection for
readers of Southeast Asia. As Tamara S. Wagnetspoirt, during the last decade or so there
is “an increasing investment in Peranakan cultath in Singapore and, more slowly, at the
international market-place” and there is “much mosgstent fascination with Nyonyas (Per-
anakan women) rather than with Babas (Peranakan’ {#)))
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national boundaries and join in the stream of madonal writing in English
rather than belong to a national canon of writingkiell in Malaysia any-
way, is the literature in Malay” (“Literature in Blish by Chinese in Ma-
laya/Malaysia and Singapore” 153).

Nevertheless, the negative side of this fluid idgns Lim’'s sense of
non-belonging. As Lim confesses, “[b]Jecause my famias Straits Settle-
ments Nyonya/Baba, | was considered Chinese by gpoups; but because
| could not read Mandarin and spoke very little Kkiek, | was called a Ma-
lay ghostby some Chinese” (“The Dispossessing Eye” 131 harsis added).
This sense of a “ghostly” existence derives from lbeing constantly ex-
cluded from various communities because of her singeethnicity and
languag€. And yet it marks the vantage point from which Lémeates vol-
umes of poetry and academic essays. It is neveghdéh her first novel that
she embodies and thereby confronts the ghostsr qfatse.

Embodying National History

Shirley Lim’'s sense of a ghostly existence is djeambodied in her pro-
tagonist Li An, a complicated character whose iifieation has strong over-
tones of historicity and gender politics.Jass and Golda gendered politics
of representation is clearly evidenced in the dfé patterns of identifica-
tion for men and women. In addition to being a st@se of Chinese Malay-
sian womanhood, these engendered representatembedome indirect and
yet important interventions into Malaysian natiohagtory within a transna-
tional framework. And Lim appears to provide a siolu to interracial con-
flicts and confrontations through the creation loé ttharacter of Li An's
Amerasian daughter. Together, the representatibngomen inJoss and
Gold offer a feminist vision of Southeast Asian histtingat is rooted in fe-
male bodily experiences. What follows is a readihghe embodied narra-
tion of history and the practice of feminist bodbyfifics in the novel.

In Joss and Goldnen and women employ different patterns of identi-
fication: whereas the male characters in the nopdlold relatively fixed
nationalist or racial identities, the women, whe aften faced with either a
lack or a surplus of paternal presence, appearetduid and migratory.
These distinct patterns in a way coincide with 8tiall's two different
views of cultural identity in his seminal “Culturéentity and Cinematic
Representation.” Hall posits that two axes or vexgimultaneously frame
Caribbean identities—"the vector of similarity acohtinuity, and the vector

" Eddie Tay identifies the triple exclusion suffetsdLim as stemming “from the nation-state
origin because of her Chinese ancestry and her etodiasing English for creative practice,
and from British and American academies that tradéily confer second-class status on
non-British or American writers” as well as “fromtgarchal oppression” (303).
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of difference and rupture” (72). These two framimgtors correspond to the
two positions of defining cultural identity respieety. As Hall contends, the
first position is about a stable and unitary sifsuch a position “our cul-
tural identities reflect the common historical exprces and shared cultural
codes which provide us, as ‘one people,” with gabhchanging and con-
tinuous frames of reference and meaning, beneatBhtiiting divisions and
vicissitudes of our actual history” (69). In thecsad position, however,
cultural identity is constantly being challenged Higtorical interventions
and contingencies, and “is a matter of ‘becomirsginell as of ‘being™; in
this position “identities are the names we givehe different ways we are
positioned by, and position ourselves within, tlaerative of the past” (70).
And Hall reminds us that the second position allewsto understand “the
truly traumatic character of ‘the colonial expedeti (70). If we adapt
Hall's two vectors/axes of identity formation teetheading ofloss and Gold
the men in the novel seem to be aligned with “teeter of similarity and
continuity” whereas the women represent “the veofadifference and rup-
ture.” In other words, as the men are more or bessded by the discourse
of descent, some of the women'’s narratives carwafiomre room for the
discourse of conseftThis pattern is by no means conventional in teofns
the norm of Chinese patriarchy. However, Lim drgwscisely upon this
unconventionality to explore the Chinese diaspodadition in Southeast
Asia. While the men are not stock characters, the@n clearly are the cen-
ter of refraction and reflection. And the markshastory are written on the
bodies of the women.

In Joss and Gold.im creates an unconventional female protagohist t
allows her to engage gender as well as racial $s<Di the one hand, Li An
can be read as the novel’s representation of ChiMelaysians caught in
the historical juncture of post-colonialism andioatbuilding. On the other
hand, she is unconventional because of her orplanss Fatherless at an
early age and symbolically motherless when her erattmarries and builds
another family, Li An stands outside of the traatitll Chinese patriarchal
structure and, therefore, has more freedom to ehbes identity than her
peers. Her love for English literature further ralgethe fact that she is a
product of a colonial education and an advocaiadividuality. And yet for
all her love of independence she chooses to maeyvery conventional
Henry, whose father is a formidable Chinese patniafo with her choice of
marriage partner Li An virtually writes herself ana conventional familial
plot. Then she breaks away from tradition againhbying an affair with
Chester. But in fact she is more attracted to edster represents, which is
her aborted American Dream. The significance ofctigracter Li An clearly

8 This is an allusion to Werner Sollors’s theorydescent and consentBeyond Ethnicity
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lies in the fact that she is situated at the ceoit¢he race narrative, on both
national and transnational levels.

Seen in the light of race narrative, the first khotCrossing,” is about
the interactions of different races and the clinstould be the 1969 race
riots when indigenous Malays vented their angematjghe Chinese Malay-
sian victory in the national elections. In the rloken carefully builds up
this climatic moment with the introduction of Li Andiary entries and suc-
cessfully weaves the personal in with the politiddle eight entries become
a countdown toward the eventful night of the ridtewever, the climax ap-
pears paradoxically anti-climatic in that the riate not directly represented.
As witnesses of history in the making, Li An andeSter watch the city on
fire from a remote distance and in complete silefidee narrative almost
discretely follows a rule of classical tragedy thiatlence is revealed indi-
rectly. The body of Henry's father, for instance niot released to the family
“for fear of further public disorder” (100). Onlyetonymic signs for the act
of violence are presented—broken porcelain, toecgs of fabric, the jade-
ite goddess Kuan Yin used as a club on Mr. Yeh,adsoriented Mrs. Yeh,
who hides inside a cupboard as they beat her hddbaseath. Li An’s per-
ception is the only direct lead for the readerdoess the traumatic incident.
For her, however, the significance of the nightttad riots lies in the con-
summation of her relationship with Chester. In thiasy, the consequences of
a historical event are presented through a wontzoddly experience. Inter-
racial conflicts generate an interracial liaisord anchild of mixed race is
conceived: the irony here is too obvious to be eds©f course, the May
13th incident is more than a device to facilitdte consummation; it is also
a real historical event that bespeaks a raciaétdtrat still haunts the nation.
Nevertheless the way in which Lim chooses to reprethis historical inci-
dent through a woman'’s corporeal experience foregis the ways female
bodies are inevitably racialized and underscoresrtiportance of interracial
discourse in the text.

For Li An, it is also a moment of disillusionmetike most of the
Chinese Malaysians, she has been optimistic aheututure of a multieth-
nic society and thought of Malaysia ragak, “if mixed right, it will be deli-
cious” (44). Thisrojak, adish of “hot salad with mango and bean curd and
peanuts” (45), serves as an ethnic marker in tvelrend is comparable to
other culinary metaphors, such as a tossed safta@ihfierican multicultural-
ism, or a callaloo for Caribbean identity. But tleeipe obviously is not ex-
actly right for the national appetite and it is ament of disillusionment for
many Chinese Malaysians. This marks a point of etarn in Malaysian
history. And the first part ends on this note ajken dreams.

The setting of the second book, “Circling,” movesni Southeast Asia
to the American east coast more than a decade fstdirst, this take on
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middle-class white American life seems somewhatajyplace in a story
about Southeast Asian women. For Lim, however, iegshitheorization of
the relation of language to gender must alwaysrparate the categories of
race, nation, and class to account for “postcolpmidlic, and Third World
women of color and their specific positiondMiting S.E./Asiab0). Like
many Third World feminists, Lim remains critical tfie “colorless” An-
glo-American feminism and insists that “[tlhe r@at between Asian wom-
an and Anglo-American feminist theory must be ammily interrogative
and provisional as long as it remains a relatiommalanced power, with
Anglo-Americans formulating the theory and Asiaosisuming it” {riting
S.E./Asia4l). Similarly, a comparative approach may be ohéhe most
effective ways to show the differences betweentFiand Third-World
women. Thus, the New York story of the second boicially unveils the
concerns of white feminism. Meryl’s insistence ar hghts to her body and
the importance of her career echoes the familiatorit of second-wave
feminism. She is not treated without sympathy bseashe had to face the
traumatic experience of having an abortion on Iven at the beginning of
her relationship with Chester. Yet her perspectaed concerns as a white
feminist appear quite remote from those of Chindsdéaysian women, and
thus reveal the gap between First-World and ThiwHavfeminisms that
belies any illusion of a universal feminist agenda.

“Circling” also functions at the level of emplotniess it provides the
background for Chester’s visit to Singapore in tiet section and for the
witness to the “white panic” of middle-class whieericans in the face of
Third-World migration at the levels of transnatiisxm and postcolonial-
ism? Chester is seen as the selfish person he alwagiatid perhaps with
the shadow of Pinkerton from the PuccinMsadame Butterfly since he
never considered visiting his daughter until afiey vasectomy. His career
as an anthropologist implicity comments on theon@l mentality embed-
ded in (white/First-World) anthropological entega@$ as well. Another
First-World/Third-World contact point in Book Il iPan’s hostility toward
Roy Kumar, a scientist from India. Roy’s presentdhie novel recalls the
growing population of Third-World professionalstime United States after
the Second World War. While the U.S. governmenit@svthe residency of
top-notch scientists, bigots like Dan inevitablglféhreatened by the physi-
cal presence of Others.

® See Henry Giroux's essay “White Panic” in whichdfiserves how white Americans imag-
ine themselves as “the new besieged group...in tleecigolitical correctness.” Giroux is
describing the white bourgeois reaction to thedasing urban crime rate. Within the context
of this chapter it could relate to the ways in whithird-World professionals are treated as
threats and Other in the First-World countries. Sédtp://www.zmag.org/zmag/articles/
mar95giroux.htm>.
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The most significant character ftoss and Golds Li An’s biracial
daughter Yeh Suyin, the embodiment of the FirstiWdhird-World en-
counter. The name of the character can allude gonsll-known Eurasian
writer Han Suyin, who has resided in and writteawttMalaysia as an expa-
triate. As mentioned in the earlier chapter, Hanyii$si novel A
Many-Splendored Thingas been adapted into a Hollywood feature film,
thereby creating a literary heritage for the chimaand the novel. Lim’s
Suyin is, therefore, not a figure without histotiead literary ancestry, and
more importantly, her existence is a materializatid a hybrid body and a
locale upon which the novel’'s central concernsniérracial, postcolonial,
and gender issues converge. Her pre-adolescentibdlg focus of conten-
tion in Book Il “Landing.” The scenario is almosagically comedic: first
she has three mothers but no father; then she siaplaus of fathers as well.
And her rite of passage into puberty is interegyipgesented partially as an
interrogation of patrilineage: she is expectedhoose between Henry, the
Chinese Malaysian who gives her his family namel @hester, her bio-
logical American father. The battle over paterdalrs in this case is mainly
determined by the vicissitudes of patriarchal aadial power structures.
Two men, one Asian and the other American, struggl&ather” the girl
child, and their respective claims of legitimatevfwrship” are articulated
like territorial disputes.

Most importantly, through Suyin, Lim reformulatesd rewrites the
trope of the “tragic Eurasian,” who is always caugatween worlds. In a
school play Suyin is assigned the role of Madamet&VBnake, another
borderline mythical character who is semi-human aedi-reptile. While
Suyin is too young to comprehend the insulting iogilon of the role, Li
An is keenly aware of and greatly pained by theligitpvay in which Suyin
has been marked as an Other. However, Lim refuusagmke Suyin a victim
of miscegenation. Despite the fact that the biftBwyin inJoss and Golds
regarded as scandalous in that she is the physudénce of Li An's ex-
tra-marital affair with a white man, she in fact @dies a new model of
Eurasian/Amerasian. Suyin rejects the predetermicegdgories of racial
identity: “a bui doi, child of dirt” (170), “a colai, a mixed animal” (199), or
“Chap-cheng-chap-cheng-kwei,” mixed-up devil (204).

Examining the Madame Butterfly paradigm of the naalows us to
understand the way Lim revises the Orientalistatawe. In the book’s “Af-
terword,” Leong Liew Geok rightly observes that [Snmovel “provides a
provocative alternative to the Madame Butterfly hiyt267). While Li An
with her strong personality is certainly neitheMadame Butterfly nor a
Miss Saigon, more significant is how the “re-Oriagt of the Butterfly
narrative allows Suyin, the silent child in thegimal drama, to speak, think,
and decide her own future. As Jonathan White pauats in different Ma-
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dame Butterfly narratives there is always “a Westaan who has journeyed
to Asia, where he pursues his vision of the Orlgntmarrying’ a woman
there” (5). What is often ignored in the discussibthese various narratives
is the child born out of the interracial liaisom. Puccini’'s version, for in-
stance, a crucial plot element that leads to Cm-&an’s eventual suicide is
that Lieutenant Pinkerton comes back with his Acseriwife to claim the
biracial child, named Sorroff. Joss and Goldeworks the Butterfly myth
by giving voice to the biracial child and puttingternal discourse into ques-
tion. While Pinkerton irMadame Butterflyis the epitome of unscrupulous
white men indulging in Orientalist exploitations &$ian women, there is no
question of his paternal authority. Paternity iis thovel, on the other hand,
is presented as a myth, a riddle for this postdalairl child to decipher.

About to cross the threshold into womanhood, thevesi-year-old
Suyin is imminently transformable. At the end oé thovel Lim makes it
clear that the new generation of biracial childneust seek their own identi-
ties. When Ellen questions Li An’s decision to brithe two fathers into
Suyin’s life, Li An responds, “It's Suyin who has answer these questions,
and there is no way on earth, godmother,...that youoan stop her from
answering them the way she wants to” (305). Inmesttto the way in which
Lin An used to guard her daughter with strict \agite (represented by
Suyin’s ironed clothes), this endowment of choigmals the beginning of
Suyin’s maturity. To offer Suyin this freedom, with attendant responsibil-
ity, effectively reconfigures the Eurasian plotcgnit is a freedom that is
hardly available to Suyin’s literary predecessasigh as Mimi Lambert in
Diana Chang'§he Frontiers of Love

Embedded in the novel is the narrative of a biasioman, whose
bodily presence belies the miscegenative narratipeesented by the tragic
subplot of the interracial relationship betweerAnis friend Gina and Paroo
in Book I. Gina, descended from a traditional CeaéMalaysian family,
chooses suicide over the option of having a civldding with her Indian
Malaysian boyfriend because she will be disownedhéayfather if she mar-
ries “a keeling-kwei, a Tamil devil” (53). The Malaationalist character in
the novel, Abdullah, states matter-of-factly afBéna’s death: “Very difficult
this interracial affair....Better that like stay wittke. Indian and Chinese
cannot mix, too many differences—food, custom, leage. To be husband

10 Jonathan Wisenthal observes that France, ItalytiaadUnited States are the three nations
mainly responsible for the production of the Butierfarratives. Giaocomo Puccini’'s opera
Madame Butterfly(1904) is based partly on John Luther Long's nlaviladame Butterfly
(1898), and the novel in turn is inspired by Piebmti's semi-autobiographical novel,
Madame Chrysanthem@887). Later Long’s novella is adapted into aypdéthe same title
by David Belasco (1900). In the post-Vietnam eraiBa¥enry Hwang's playM. Butterfly
(1988) and muscials such klss Saigon(1989) are all American varitations of the Butterfl
prototype (3-4).
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and wife must share same religion, same race, sistary. Malay and Chi-
nese also cannot mix, like oil and water” (58). Eketthe taboo against in-
terracial marriages is set up by paternal authorédigures, and upheld by
the daughter in the name of the father. To Li AmaGecomes a victim of
history: “She hadn’t been able to imagine what kirfidife she could have
without being Chinese. History taught no lessormuibhanging one’s race.
It only taught about war and violence between peoeven people of the
same color and blood. Gina hadn’t been clever eménigise above history”
(60). If Gina’s tragedy is a result of rigid rac@tegorization, Suyin’'s narra-
tive existence presents the possibility, indeeditlesitability of hybridiza-
tion in postcolonial Southeast Asian countries.

In an interview with Jennie Wang, Shirley Lim pisiout that from the
very start her writing is about “insertion"—"“thesiartion of my own space,
my own country, and my own reality” (154). Her vi@m identity is that it
“is always in evolution, in conflict, in crisis” @nthrough her writing she can
deal with her multiple identities, both “the histally situated” Malaysian
identity and the identity of the American “promiskhd” (156). And the
tentative title ofloss and Goldvas “The Farther Country: Circling, Crossing,
Landing” (160)** The published title obviously changes the perspect
from a distanced one to that of one engaging idittcmal ancestor worship
since both joss and gold are essential to the igrghceremony. Joss sticks,
or incense sticks, are lighted during the ceremiongrder to get in touch
with ancestral spirits; and piles of gold money tiold foil paper shaped
into gold nuggets or the stack of paper squares it and pieces of gold
foil attached, are regularly burned as offeringshi® ancestors so that they
will be sufficiently funded in the underworld. Thisference to the actual
practice of ancestor worship makes the changetlef dn interesting case
since, in one of her early critical essays on Msiky and Singaporean lit-
eratures in English, Lim specifically identifiesetlise of ancestral religions
as evidence “of the existence of substantial mipatltures outside the na-
tionalistic one, cultures which although non-dontivea are validated by
their historical position in the region and by thmiajority status elsewhere”
(“Gods Who Fail” 50). The titldoss and Goldy no means suggests a re-
turn to the essentialist concept of a Chinese Madayidentity which, as the
novel has shown in the case of Gina’s tragedy,glrino future for their
children. Nevertheless, it makes a statement abeubecessary recognition
of the existence of Chinese ethnicity as a pratgsinst the monocultural

1 The subtitle is later turned into the titles of three books in the novel; they are “tropes of
motion, of moving and [of] flying” (Wang 161) thaginforce the heightened sense of mobil-
ity and fluidity in terms of identity formation.
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and monolingual policy of the Malaysian governménalso marks the di-
asporic writer repositioning or reinserting hersaifd her writing into na-
tional and ethnic discourses.

The allusion to ancestral tradition also compésaie argument about
women’s affiliation with the vector of differencench rupture in the novel,
since the only direct textual reference to joss goid is when Ellen and her
mother clean the ancestral grave site at Ching Mimg day for the annual
visit to the ancestral burial ground. A curiouserehce to maternal memory
occurs in this scene: “Ellen worried that one dagtivdr would not be able
to locate the graves. What would she do then? lildavbe like a disaster
movie, except that instead of an approaching metewrall of fire, it would
be the collapse of Mother’s entire world. No moneestors, no spirits, no
family ties. No past, no future” (276). Althoughléfi dismisses her mother
as “an anachronism” and refuses to explain to Sthénmeaning of Ching
Ming, this collapse of the familiar and conventibmaorld still presents a
real terror for Ellen. For a brief moment she seémsecognize the impor-
tant role of maternal memory in mapping and linkthg past, present and
future. This is of particular significance sincdefl truly breaks away from
tradition by staying unmarried and choosing to getan unconventional
household by sharing the responsibility of raisgyin along with Li An.
She also represents a latent lesbian desire thatotde acknowledged
within the textual space. Notably, Ellen’s mothecalls a familiar figure of
the older generation of Chinese women who anchuilitd lineage and sa-
feguard ancestral memory, a figure that is notimi¢zr to Brave Orchid in
The Woman WarriorHer brief presence in the novel further fleshesthe
differences of womanhood in the Chinese diaspodatestifies to the reality
of the women’s multiple roles of maintaining coniiy and effecting
changes in the diasporic condition. Furthermore,doanection to the land
strengthens the sense of earth-bound trajectosuggested in the title of the
last book. With the anchor of ancestral presenderedterritorialized linkage,
the female characters in the novel along with mesbé the Chinese Ma-
laysian community are able to step away from thesti shadow of being
rootless. Through the bodily experiences of thesen@n, Chinese Malay-
sians are finally seen as firmly connected to &émellthat they claim as their
home.

By representing a spectrum of womanhood in then€da diaspora,
Lim deliberately practices a feminist body polititgt yokes the writing of
the female body to national narration within a srational framework. In
her second noveBister Swing2006), Lim allows her female characters to
physically experience transcontinental migratioasMeen Malaysia and the
United States to further explore the issues ofAhmerican Dream and dias-
poric corporeality. In contrast to the rootlesdtoiny through geographical
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and psychological space and the various sexualuetes while searching
for a self identity inSister Swinghowever, it is the subtle incorporation of
Malaysian national history idoss and Goldhat instills a strong sense of
historicity into the narrative, which allows thenfale characters to remain
rooted while exploring different routings of iddimation. As Price and
Shildrick point out, “At any given moment we arevays marked corpo-
really in specific ways, but not as an unchangingimchangeable fixture”
(8). While the male characters can hardly step dway their various patri-
archal and androcentric positions, the many rasdlibodies of Chinese
Malaysian women inJoss and Goldappear like true images of “history’s
self” struggling in “the river/ of nationalism” (B9 and are able to transcend
nationalist ideologies and transform themselvesinres of love, war, and
peace.






Chapter 6
At Home and Elsewhere:
Diasporic Imagination and Transnational
Migration in Nieh Hualing’s Mulberry and Peach

Women are both of and not of the nation. Betweemamand na-
tion is, perhaps, the space or zone where we ceondeuct these mo-
noliths and render them more historically nuanced accountable to
politics.

—Caren Kaplan, et al.
Between Woman and Nation

[W]omen in diaspora remain attached to, and empedvey, a “home”

culture and a tradition—selectively....They connecad adisconnect,

forget and remember, in complex, strategic way® Ihred experiences

of diasporic women thus involve painful difficuliy mediating dis-
crepant worlds.

—James Clifford

Routes

The very essence of repression is defined by Fasual ‘failure of trans-
lation,’ that is, precisely as the barrier whiclpaates us from a foreign
language. If madness and literature are both rolethe very thing that
represses them, by the very thing that censors thdanguage, if they
both—each in its own way—proceed from a ‘failuretrafnslation,’ the
attempt to read them will necessitate a crossinthefborder between
languages....To speak about madness is to speak Himulifference
between languages: to import into one languagestitageness of an-
other; to unsettle the decisions language has filpescto us so that,
somewhere between languages, will emerge the freeédspeak.
—Shoshana Felman
Writing and Madness

In her afterword to the latest Chinese editioéailberry and Peacl{1997),

Nieh Hualing stresses the connection between reatiee power and the
language she is using: “When | moved to lowa fraiwén in 1964, for some
years | could not write a single thing. Becauséhef uncertainty about my
roots, my creative pen had been suspended betwkiEese and English.
During those years, | read; | lived; | experiencedyeditated; | explored.
Finally | discovered only by writing in Chinese albdhe lives and affairs of
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the Chinese could | feel at home and set free. Hmehthere | knew that my
mother tongue is my roots. China is my native. losveny home.* As a di-
asporic woman, Nieh felt perched between languagdsher creativity suf-
fered from this linguistic and psychological unegtty. Yet the suspension of
her national and cultural identification, as thé@d of Between Woman and
Nationpoint out, also suggests a possible freedom isgenational discourse.
In her own words, Nieh Hualing’'s freedom of spesgimbolically and liter-
ally emerged when she began writibgllberry and Peachn the 1970s. In
this instance, the creation bfulberry and Peaclat once salves the pain for
the artist in exile, and frees her to explore défé formations of female
subjectivity as foregrounded in multiple geographlocations and historical
experiences. In the interpenetrating chronotop&sutiberry and PeachNieh
skillfully records the story of a woman survivordaimer psychosomatic reac-
tion to traumas. At the same time, she also fapeuhe challenge of ac-
counting for one of the most predominant experisréehe twentieth century,
that of transnational migration and immigrationpbrtantly, Nieh frames this
story of (im)migrations and exiles with a clinicgse of schizophrenia. Here
schizophrenia is used metaphorically to illusteatestic and nationalis-ease
and, literally, to depict the material sufferingaofemale trauma victim. The
act of writing trauma can be regarded as Nieh'sreffo overcome what
Shosanna Felman terms “failure of translationsgeak or write to a listening
party in order to lift repression and to translat®’s experience, thereby at
least partially overcoming a linguistic barrier.dlso enables the artist to
shuttle back and forth among the different cultiadl social landscapes of
China, Taiwan, and the United States, and finallye to terms with her own
roots and selfhood. It is therefore no exaggeratigay that Nieh Hualing is a
survivor of historical traumas, and thdulberry and Peaclvecomes a liter-
ary testimony that attempts to come to terms witinéin experiences of ex-
tremity. And, although Nieh continues to work lingfically with her deter-
ritorialized mother tongue, like the character Peiacher novel she has also,
and perhaps primarily, reterritorialized herselfttbgsychologically and
symbolically.

In this chapter | engage in a close reading offthenation of transna-
tional female subjectivity in Nieh Hualing™ulberry and Peachl begin by
situating Nieh within the tradition of Chinese oseas literature, and dis-
cussing the politics of home as represented inetkie The second part of my
analysis focuses on Nieh'’s strategy of handlingsphistory, and social re-
ality as microcosms. Specifically, | investigate tlvays in which Nieh de-
ploys liminality to represent the cycle of entrapnand renegotiation with

! This quote is translated fron$4ngging yu Tachoniu fang xiao ji.” (‘Note on the Exile of
Mulberry and Peach Sangqging yu Tachor@j71). All the translations in this chapter are enin
except for the English version bfulberry and Peach
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selfhood as her protagonists travel through diffegeographical locations,
and the construction of Chinese American affiliatio the diaspora as Peach
journeys across the United States.

Politics of Home in the Diaspord

Nieh Hualing was born in China in 1925 and spenfdmnative years amidst
the Sino-Japanese War and the Chinese civil wardagt the Nationalists and
the Communistd She moved with her widowed mother to Taiwan in8,94
and there established her reputation as a skilled story writer. Unlike the
anti-Communist literary propaganda produced by mabker contemporaries,
the stories she wrote primarily sought to portrag existential dilemmas
faced by mainlanders on the island. She later be¢haliterary editor ofhe
Free China Fortnightlya dissident journal—and the most vocal of these—i
its opposition to the Nationalist government in #960s. In 1960, during the
height of the Nationalist “White Terrof,’Lei Zhen, the journal’s general
editor, was arrested for treason. Nieh was alsdidgated. She was put under
surveillance and her house was searched. Thus, INietelf experienced
first-hand the “White Terror.” To get away from fial oppression, Nieh left
Taiwan for the United States in 1964 at the iniotabf the Writer's Work-
shop at the University of lowa. During her tenureoava, she and her husband
Paul Engle founded the International Writing Progrem 1967. Engle and
Nieh were nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize #616r their contributions
to fostering international understanding.

In Mulberry and PeachNieh transforms her own experiences of exile
and oppression into the story of a Chinese womarib&fry, whose schizo-
phrenia is manifested through her Chinese Amerather, the sexually un-
inhibited Peach. Mulberry becomes Peach after éapeng the war with
Japanese imperialists, the Communist takeover, arédémeriod of “White
Terror,” and the hunt for her across the UnitedeStady an agent of the U.S.
Immigration Service. In the novel, the violencewdfat Stuart Hall terms
“cultural diaspora-izatio—"the process of unsettling, recombination, hy-
bridization and ‘cut-and-mix’ of diasporic culturé¢‘'New Ethnicities”
447)—appears in forms of psychosis. Thus we have pvotago-

2 The term “politics of home” is borrowed from Rosegn®larangoly George’She Politics of
Home: Postcolonial Relocations and Twentieth-CenRicyion.

3 Biographical information on Nieh comes from vari@asirces, including the introduction to
Nieh in Nativism Overseas: Contemporary Chinese Women WriRas Hsien-yung's two
pieces “The Wandering Chinese” and “Shi ji de piaabe” (“The Wanderer of the Century”),
as well as Sau-ling Wong’s afterword to the Engéslition ofMulberry and Peach

4 “White Terror,” as opposed to Chinese red Communisfers to the political persecution and
oppression of the Nationalist government in Taitvaat started in the 1950s. See Lin Shu-yan’s
analysis of Taiwan’s White Terror in the 1950s.
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nists—Mulberry and Peach—instead of one. The namdhct, begins with
Peach’s declaration of Mulberry’s demise in heeliview with the immigra-
tion agent—symbolically named by her as “Mr. Darldnd ends with Mul-
berry’s last appearance right before the car aotitiat metaphorically wipes
out her consciousness. So the “death” of Mulbemyich in its most sim-
plistic terms represents the Chinese side of tl¢agonist, is a necessary
precondition for this narrative. Yet the Chineset p@ver completely disap-
pears from the text. The novel proceeds to recoctsidulberry’s life story as
recorded in her three dairies, each introduced rbyngerlude of Peach’s
American adventures. From the diary entries, wenkii@at Peach is always a
part of Mulberry. Lurking behind the mask of thaegar and more traditional
Mulberry, Peach sneaks out from time to time t@emjerself. For instance,
Peach witnesses Mulberry’s first sexual experiewbde stranded in the
middle of the Yangtze River during the Sino-Japan#ar; she is also present
in Taiwan when Mulberry walks out of the attic jrigto seek a life of her own
apart from her husband and daughter. In Part Pduih typological alterna-
tions, the author reveals Mulberry/Peach’s intestialggle to gain control of
personal as well as narrative consciousness andrpaispeech. As Mulberry
is under the double pressure of carrying an illegite child and coping with
the scrutiny of the immigration service, Peach appenore and more fre-
quently, and eventually takes over completely.

Not only are the female protagonists schizophrehie,text itself pre-
sents a kind of doubled formulation in terms of @ and typographical
representations. The novel is a hybrid of the psque, the diary/epistolary,
and the psychological novel. Apart from U. S. rosaps inserted in the text,
for instance, the English version includes illustnas of the Little Dot ad-
ventures. The text itself, like its protagonisssaitext in transformation. We
may say one of Nieh Hualing’s artistic achievemdi&s in her inward in-
spection through the external, picaresque form geatrically involves ex-
tended, outward movement. Thivlberry and Peaclenacts a story of split
personality even at the formal level.

However, this novel is not simply one of the foraialstories of “im-
migrant schizophrenia,” as Sheng-mei Ma calls tleris Immigrant Sub-
jectivities in Asian American and Asian Diaspor#ekatures Rather, Nieh’s
novel ambitiously chronicles Chinese history frdma 1940s to the 1960s and,
later, American history in the 1960s is also int@ven into the narrative
through Mulberry/Peach’s American existence. Whittend serialized in the
early 1970s, more than a decade before the lifilnfaiwanese martial law,
Mulberry and Peachakes stock of three decades of national suffesimg)
represents it in the form of personal trautde in medias resnarrative

® Banned by Taiwan’s Nationalist government in thddte of its serialization and censored by
the Communist regime on the Mainlamdillberry and Peaclthe text in an uncanny way has
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structure allows the protagonists to look both &kl and forward in their
lives. It also allows the author to parallel theamstruction of personal,
traumatic memory with the inscription of (transjoaal historiography.
Mulberry and Peacha textual representation of immigrant experiences

and Nieh’s first major work after her own immigaatito the United States,
has been categorized as an important text of Chinegrseas literature
written in the United StatesA brief survey of the tradition of this subgroup
of writings can therefore better situate our disaus of this intricately em-
plotted novel. Although the production of Chineserseas literature began as
early as the mid-nineteenth century, when the §retps of Chinese immi-
grants arrived in the United States, for Taiwanasé Chinese readers in

experienced a diasporic wandering similar to itstggonists’ journey. Sau-ling Wong briefly
outlines the novel’s circuitous publication histoi@riginally written in Chinese and published
in 1976, in its Chinese version the book is readth bsta political allegory (it was banned by the
Nationalist government) and as part of an exiléroigré tradition; Nieh is seen as a peer of Pai
Hsien-yung (Bai Xianyong) and Yu Lihua, who havetten extensively on the lives of trans-
planted intellectuals in the 1960s and 1970s. Butraerican critical interest grew in feminist
non-Western works and in literatures of displacenaerd border-crossing, the translation of
Mulberry and Peachwhich first appeared in the United States in 1984s reissued as a
paperback in 1988” (“Chinese American Literature*50).

® The above introduction to the novel only partiafpws the complexity of this modernist text.
In fact,Mulberry and Peacthas always been a controversial text that indiffsrent readings.
Areview of the critical reception of the novel Wiklp us understand its adaptability to critical
interpretations. Pai Hsien-yung'’s investigatiortlef theme of exile in the novel is one of its
earliest critical evaluations. Readidulberry and Peachalong with Yu Lihua’sAgain the
Palm Treesanother major piece of Chinese émigré literatBee,places the novel within the
exilic tradition initiated by Ct Yuan'’s “Li Sao” (4" Century B.C.), in which Ghuses literature

to lament his fate as a political exile (“The Waridg Chinese” 212). Pai points out the alle-
gorical aspect of both novels with “the Wanderingrébe” as the central image. According to
Pai, Nieh designs this novel to be “a fable ofttiagic state of modern China, whose political
schizophrenia is analogous to the chaotic worlthefinsane” (210). Leo Ou-fan Lee continues
Pai’s allegorical interpretation and regards theeh@s an example of what he calls “Chinese
cosmopolitanism,” praising it for giving “new meagito being a self-exiled Chinese on the
peripheries” because it deciphers and deconstthetsnaster narrative of modern Chinese
history from her marginal location (“On the Margimg the Chinese Discourse” 230).
Sheng-mei Ma discusses Nieh along with Pai HsiergydBaharati Mukherjee, and Kazuo
Ishiguro and argues that these writers “often opttlie identical formula of schizophrenic
when it comes to the depictions of immigrants” (4@)her afterword to the English edition of
the novel, Sau-ling Wong concentrates on crosssalland feminist aspects of the text. She
specifically alerts the reader to an unusual pcadti which the novel uses female characters to
embody the fate of the Chinese people. Wong fugthérts out that “the interest of the nation
and the interests of women are, more often thapata@dds with each other, and the crises of
nation are typically a contest between patriarctalctures in which women have no say”
(220). David Palumbo-Liu places the text within fhr@blematics of exile: despite that the
diasporic subject still identifies with the homdéft behind, s/he “must give itself up to the
temporal and historical as it is resituated in & seciopolitical sphere” (347).

" The works of overseas Chinese writers are collelgticalled “Chinese student overseas
literature” Liu xue sheng wen x}é¢Chinese overseas elite/intellectual literatuteai wai zhi

shi fen zi wen xyeand “Chinese overseas literaturbfa wai wen xuf (Kao 2).
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general it did not become really popular until th@60s and 1970s.
Well-known authors such as Nieh Hualing, Pai Hsieng, and Yu Lihua,
most of who were born in China and later moveddiw@n, began to write
about their immigration and exile experiences. §haei Ma observes that
“[a]s spokesperson for an entire generation of $e@s Taiwanese Chinese
students, they represent the cold war exodus afigyonen and women from
the third world to the Metropolitan Westhimigrant Subjectivitied7). Their
works are widely read by Taiwanese readers curdasit life on the other
side of the Pacific. From the writers’ own perspaxthowever, this journey
to the west is a form of exile. Pai Hsien-yung, dgample, presents a highly
romanticized version of the émigré writers of hisxayeneration as lonely and
struggling talents trapped by history. While wrgfimbout Taiwan, these
writers turn to “the individual psyche” in order &void the interference of
government censorship (“The Wandering Chinese” 2B@pically, despite
the fact that most of the overseas authors inpdied write about a profound
sense of alienation and rootlessness, it nevedghélecomes a kind of fodder
for the readers’ imagination about America andRinst World.

Hence, Chinese overseas literature in the UnitateStowes its exis-
tence largely to the exilic imagination and a seos@omelessness of the
émigré writers. As Ma aptly observes, the risevafreeas student literature is
“tied to Taiwan and the Pacific Rim’s postcoloniahdition amidst the cold
war era and beyond, as well as, specifically, @ngfes in U.S. immigration
policies in the 1960s and the ensuing U.S. minguigblematics” (mmigrant
Subijectivitie94). “Three kinds of cultural forces...surface anith jo these
texts,” Ma further summarizes, “the Chinese traditithe global postcolonial
movement, and the minority problematics” (110). Heer, understanding
the nuances involved in the creation of Taiwanesmigrant texts does not
prevent Ma from criticizing these texts via Fanemaitings produced by “the
‘national bourgeoisie,” a class deeply embroiledim profiting from West-
ernization and modernization” (131). On the othandy in her preface to a
collected volume of creative and critical worksamd about overseas Chinese
women writers, Hsin-sheng Kao sympathizes withdtvesters while looking
at their difficulties as immigrants. She contenlat tChinese overseas lit-
erature is generally a quest for identity for thmmigrant writers who “have
experienced the dynamic processes of conflict batwassimilation and re-
sistance” (1). Kao delineates the major themedhisf tiype of work with a
strong emphasis on these writers’ continued dfifililawith Chinese sensibil-
ity and reality: “works of the fifties and sixtidgy Chinese overseas writers
stress the themes of rootlessness and the seasdiffadentity, as well as the
concepts of assimilation and rejection, inclusiod axclusion, and internal
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and external exile” (2. Kao’s remarks are clearly an extension of C. T.
Hsia’s famous point about overseas writers’ “obieessvith China.” Chen
Ruoxi, also a well-known overseas writer, idengifthis steady “homeward”
look as a kind of Chinese nativism (£3jfter extended contact with the new
land, however, this nativism begins to evolve ae$ on “a double meaning,
one for the new land and one for the old” (17).sTéouble vision, in turn,
allows immigrant writers to serve an idealistic dtian “as both voices of
public opinion and bridges between the divided caf@g). Also speaking
from his own experience, Leo Ou-fan Lee envisiossolrerseas position as
advantageous, and claims that “only by being at tthe periphery of
China—that is, overseas—can they hope to rise aliplecause a true pe-
ripheral perspective affords them a distance seafiity removed from the
center of the obsession so that they can subjeatlithession itself to artistic
treatment” (“On the Margins232).

What surfaces from the brief overview above isadiea spectrum of
critical stances toward Chinese overseas or immigligerature—from a
critique of the middle-class “comprador intelliggiat to a celebration of the
“peripheral” position of the overseas artist—by @geraics who are them-
selves Taiwanese immigrants. A central issue timag through this critical
heteroglossia is the location of “home.” Ma faltsinese immigrant writers
for the suspicion that they are overly identifiedhwChina. Indeed, this kind
of “Sinocentrism” inevitably “subalternizes” Taiwaand pushes the island
back into a colonial situation while America is gesded between being a
new home and forever a foreign land. The obje@l#n Ruoxi’'s homeward
gaze is also ambivalent since she “returned” tam&hiuring the 1960s and
1970s, despite the fact that she was a native Tisea Nevertheless, her

8 Kao makes this distinction between Chinese Amerimath overseas Chinese writers: “The
difference lies not only in their writing in the Blese language instead of English, but also in
their efforts to remain identified with contempagrand historical Chinese culture. They also
continue to publish in Chinese journals, periodicalsd newspapers in China, Taiwan, and
abroad” (2). In the collection Kao focuses on ffvepresentative” writers: Chen Ruoxi, Yu
Lihua, Nie[Nieh] Hualing, Li Li, and Zhong Xiaoyanfpn another essay Yin Xiao-huang gives
a short summary of the history of Chinese-languigeature in the United States and discusses
the works of Lin Yutang and Lao She. Yin points,dwthat distinguishes Chinese-language
writers is their primarily persistent focus on ingmation. The troubles of displacement and the
mentality of being a marginalized person providenthwith a unique angle to observe the
losses and gains of life in a new country, as aslthe differences and similarities between
Chinese and other minority groups in multiculturatéican society. Their writing reflects the
fact that the experience of Chinese immigrants dogdit the assimilation pattern or theories
based on the experiences of other minority groltpis. such a depiction of many facets of
immigrant life that makes Chinese-language liteeg relevant to Chinese American reality,
yet so different from works written in English” (‘tds of Difference” 178).

Y It is interesting that Chen attaches the labelativism to Chinese overseas literature since
writers of Taiwanese nativist literature have cledrghany of the overseas writers as compra-
dors of western culture. See chapter seven of Maiigrant Subjectivities
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celebration of the bifocal vision, like Lee’s embeaof the margin and Chi-
nese metropolitanism, communicates a sense of céiedion with her own
transnational migration. However, this is a positibat not everyone can
achieve and enjoy.

The problematic location of home lies at the cenfeMulberry and
Peach Mulberry transforms into Peach because she tiaiéchieve the kind
of complacency with her multiple identities, as hea personal and historical
sufferings, as Chen Ruoxi does. This unresolvesidermakedulberry and
Peacha pertinent text for the discussion of criticauies of the Chinese di-
aspora. In her essay on immigration and diaspofaisn American literature,
Shirley Geok-lin Lim expands the Saidian filiatiafifliation model to in-
clude the concepts of exile and diaspSrdnlike immigration, in exile the
physical separation from one’s filiative ties “ifset by continued bonds to
the lost homeland, together with nonintegratiom itite affiliative order in
which the exilic subject is contingently placedInfmigration and Diaspora”
296). Lim further alludes thlulberry and Peaclas an example of this kind of
exilic condition™ | would argue that, in fact, the stories of Mullyeand
Peach represent a whole spectrum of affiliatiortsfdiations of the Chinese
diaspora. The added subtitle in the English trdiosla—Two Women of
China"—is both correct and misleading. The Engésibtitle correctly sug-
gests thaboth Mulberry and Peach already exist in China. It ilmianomer
because Mulberry and Peach are not just Chineseewdonit also Taiwanese,
as well as Chinese Americans.

The Saidian model reveals thatNulberry and Peachhere is a con-
stant oscillation between filiation and affiliatiobut the third part of the
pattern that Said has posited, “a restored autidimthe World, the Text, and
the Critic19), never materializes. In Parts | and Il, wededberry’s attempt
to create affiliative ties when she is denied titi@ bonds. Mulberry runs
away from home because her mother refutes hersrighthe jade griffin, a
family heirloom passed down from her great grardfathat supposedly has
a magical power to protect the male descendertgi®an family. Mulberry

%1n his discussion of the relationships of filiatiand affiliation in modern cultural history,
Said contends that the distance from home makassiible for Eric Auerbach to substitute
filiation with affiliation and creatdimesis(6). He then suggests that when biological fidiati

is either too difficult or too unpleasant, one nlmyk for an alternative in creating social bonds
through nonbiological affiliationThe World, the Text, and the Criti6-24).

1 “when the relationship between affiliative idept{socialized self) and filiative place (ho-
meland) is reified,” Lim argues, “the resulting demsation of signification underlines national
canonical categories and, arguably, also produeesdndition of exile and diaspora” (296).
Lim goes on to observe that diaspora in this teeinbtes a condition of being deprived of the
affiliation of nation, not temporally situated ds way toward another totality, but fragmented,
demonstrating provisionality and exigency as imratzlunmediated presences. The discourse
of diaspora is that of disarticulation of identitym natal and national resources, and includes
the exilic imagination but is not restricted to (tfmmigration and Diaspora” 297).
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rebels against this patrilineal law of inheritargefirst stealing the griffin,
then breaking it in an apparent accident, andlfirgaving half of it to Refuge
Student, with whom she has no blood tie, but witlom she engages in her
first sexual intercourse. The gang of orphan bolys unite and become local
bullies represent this replacement of filiationhnatffiliation. The experience
of being stranded on the boat can also be regasiadeightened case of how
Mulberry institutes new affiliative relations witter fellow passengers; so is
the motivation for Mulberry’s journey to the bestelgPeking. Through her
interview with Mr. Dark, we understand that Mulbegoes up to northern
China after her father has committed suicide bexahs allows her brother,
the only male heir in the family, to run off andndhe Communist party.

Symbolically, Mulberry performs a double act ofrppatle and fratricide,
since her brother later dies in the Communist aanyg she cuts herself off
from her family. Her seemingly irrational move hetnorth is in fact a search
for a new filiative tie through marriage. Ironigglthough her marriage with
Shen Chia-ken creates this new filiation, it alsads to her imprisonment.
The attic in Part lll that houses Mulberry, herlbarsd, and her daughter is an
exaggerated representation of filiative bond/boedaghich again propels
Mulberry to walk out and establish connections vpdople outside her im-
mediate family. A crucial difference between Mullyeand Peach is that the
latter chooses to keep her unborn baby, creatimgwa filial link while
launching affiliative relationships with differegtoups in the United States as
she wanders. In the end, rather than being sevesed both filiative and
affiliative relations, Nieh allows Peach to set®wvn with the possibility of
creating a new home for herself and her Chineserigane baby. In the text,
therefore, we observe the suspension of natioritity, rather than a re-
stored authority, and the emergence of a new peldf home.

The specific form of the novel’s plot, that is, theerweaving of Peach’s
wanderings with flashbacks of Mulberry’s life, endiies the suspension of
national identity of immigrant women. As diaspoviomen, they are the
contact zones of James Clifford’s “traveling cudsl’ in which cultural
identity becomes ambivalent, and the concept ofriibbecomes fluctuating
and unstable. Crucially, the female protagonisthéntext are always en route
to somewhere else, but are nevertheless rooteshteimporary Chinese and
American histories. Hence, Nieh posits a senseoofedness, while sug-
gesting a fluid politics of home. Writing about thietanglement of diasporic
experiences, as Nieh states in the afterword o€ttieese edition, is a way to
secure reterritorialization for the female protagtmand the author, who are
always already deterritorialized.

Equally important is the language through whictls tpoal of reterrito-
rialization is achieved. In David Palumbo-Liu’'s enpretation, diaspora, an
act of border crossing, is at once “an enablingdi¢ and “a pretext for the
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exposition of profound notions of the nationalrade, ethnicity, and history”
(355). Besides the fact of leaving home, he paintghat another constituent
of “diaspora” is the narrativization of this fadtseparation. “It is that narra-
tive form that locates the representation of diespm its particular
chronotope,” as Palumbo-Liu argues, “This spatigral construct ap-
proximates a psychic experience particularly linkednaterial history. It is
only after the diasporic comes into contact with tlaterial history of its new
location that a particular discourse is enabletidbaks to mark a distance, a
relation, both within and outside that constellatid contingency” (355). The
following section offers a discussion of Nieh's ifos of representation in
narrating the transnational migrations of Mulbeangd Peach.

Writing the Liminal and Representing the Transnational

While historical temporality lies at the centerMitilberry and PeachNieh
Hualing employs specific spatial imagery to deseribe different geo-
graphical areas of her protagonists’ exile. On@hénese mainland and the
island of Taiwan, for instance, a common theméésgense of entrapment,
whereas expansion is the motif in America. | waadgue that in the first three
parts Nieh deploys an aesthetics of liminality ésatibe the state of affairs in
China and Taiwan, whereas in the last part, asagealh Peach’s letters to the
immigration agent, she tropes on the motif of mtbiHowever, it would
clearly be erroneous to conclude that Nieh pomis dichotomous reading of
Chinese and American cultures. After all, Mulbegnjoys a mobility beyond
that of traditional Chinese women, although théisttom is mostly the result
of war, and she always manages to get herself reshfisuch as in the
stranded boat on the Yantzee River, the ForbiddgnuBder siege, and the
attic in Taipei. There are also numerous symbolsoofinement in the por-
trayal of the United States, such as Betty’s bas¢med the Ford Building,
described as “a huge glass tank” (187). By usirffigréint motifs to depict
geopolitical locations, Nieh calls attention to flaet that geographical im-
agination is closely intertwined with historicalnsziousness and social real-
ity. In this sense, Nieh seems to be an early pi@wtr of what Edward Soja
terms “the Trialetics of Being,” a combination @patiality” with “Histori-
cality” and “Sociality.*? Nieh’s version of the “Trialetics,” however, is a
distinctively gendered one so that NMulberry and Peaclit results in the
repeated staging of her characters within varioushl spaces—spaces in
which multiple temporalities converge to repredastoricality and sociality
on her own terms.

12 gpatiality, Historicality, and Sociality are “surany terms for the social production of Space,
Time, and Being-in-the-world” (71). For an elabayaton the Trialetics see Sojdfirdspace
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The concept of the liminal is particularly usefuhewn it comes to in-
terpreting the spatial imagination of diasporicgles. InThe Wreath of Wild
Olive: Play, Liminality, and the Study of LiteraguMihai Spariosu carefully
traces the development of the concept of liminahtynthropology and lit-
erary criticism. In anthropology, the liminal isttransitional stage of a rite of
passage in which the normal structural order ofcttramunity is inverted or
dissolved; the initiands thus experience “ambigusnal status as well as a
temporary release from behavioral nhorms and cognitules” (Spariosu
33)!2 In terms of literary liminality, Spariosu seegétary discourse as a
mediating, neutral space where new discursive gashgower are being
ceaselessly (re)created and old ones, constantipetieed” (53). Another
important aspect of the liminal is staging. AnahggMolfgang Iser’s theory
of literary anthropology, Spariosu observes thagisig, “through which the
literary work brackets an extratextual reality,tjg into display, as it were,
and thus allowing the audience to distance itselihnfand conceive possible
alternatives to it” (51), is an important featufditerary play. In fact, political
readings of Nieh’s novel often ignore the theatraspect of the work.

In each of the four parts of the novel, Nieh insedrious fragments of
theatrical performances, such as the performantél@iver Drum Song” by
Refuge Student on the stranded boat, the singinGhiiese opera in the
no-man’s land as Mulberry escapes from the besidtgdng, the circus
performance in Taiwan, and again the recital oh€bse opera by Mulberry’s
lover Chiang I-po. Through this emphasis on theality, Nieh metafiction-
ally highlights textual performativity in her owrmovel. Although she aims to
represent historical consciousness, Nieh wantefandliarize her own tex-
tual representation in a high modernist fashiod,the deployment of liminal
spaces facilitates this strategy of defamiliarizati Although for Spariosu
liminality is a general condition of literary diaowe, it is of particular sig-
nificance for diasporic peoples whose filiative afiiliative ties are both in a
state of flux.

The idea of liminality is important for a readinfjMulberry and Peach
since the novel was written in an exilic and, theme, liminal context. If we
go back to Victor Turner’s classic definition oktliminal, the state of limi-
nality marks a transition that always already sstge possible onward
movement. While | do not believe that Nieh is sujgg a developmental
plot for the novel, | would argue that she usesdiecept of the liminal to
highlight specific historical and geopolitical monte that correspond to her

13 Anthropologist Victor Tuner borrows the term liralrfrom Arnold van GennepRites de
passag€1908). Arite of passage includes three staggmaration, transition and incorporation.
During the phase of the transition, “margin,” anfén,” the initiand will go through “an am-
bivalent social phase or limbo” and then “expereéeacblurring of all social distinctions or a
‘leveling’ process” (Spariosu 33).
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protagonists’ psychosomatic conditions. To embdwirtin-betweeness, in
other words, Nieh repeatedly places her protagonistliminal spaces to
uncover sociohistorical traces behind their subjeanation. If we take the
liminal spaces as sites of contestation betweeiomaind woman, writing
liminality in the novel is in fact a gendered aiie of the concept of nation
itself. David Palumbo-Liu describes the strikingaiges of interior spaces in
the text as “ahistorical” and this particular temglity becomes invalidated
when state power interven¥diVhile | agree with Palumbo-Liu’s reading of
the tension between individual spaces and statepiowthe diaspora, | argue
that the concept of space and temporality in theehts always dynamic.
These interior spaces, as imagined by Nieh, cathbeacterized as liminal.
The spaces of liminality in the text not only setv@lemarcate the suspension
between filiation and affiliation resulting fromdlthanging stages in the lives
of Mulberry and Peach, they are also spatial remtasions of Chinese,
Taiwanese, and American sociohistorical realitye Tiansient nature of the
liminal spaces in the text effectively reflects tttearacters’ exilic condition.
Through the textual deployment of these liminalcgsa therefore, Nieh si-
tuates her female protagonists historically andadlgc and reveals her in-
sights regarding the construction of diasporic scifjity as an effect of in-
terpenetrating historical and social discoursesnddeNieh enacts a post-
modernist agenda that includes unsettling the graale model narrative of
political history with her modernist discourse.

The stranded boat in Part | is a liminal space logide history and
beyond social regulations. Trapped in a water lithe passengers gain a
provisional retreat from the reality of war. Yeetleonstant penetration of
social reality, such as the invasion of the Japabembers and the passing by
and sinking of other boats, reflects the chaotiside world and reminds the
reader of the tentative nature of this “retreahtdugh divination, passengers
on the boat engage in spiritual communion withdmisal figures—Tang poet
Tu Fu and Han political strategist Chu-ko Liang—wdre closely related to
the area in which they are trapped. This spiric@@hmunion creates a sense
of historical continuity despite the fact that thessages are not really pro-
phetic. The allusion to the Three Kingdoms (A.D0-280) through the figure
of Chu-ko Liang further highlights the internal dion of China during the
Sino-Japanese War. The old man on the boat stdeday China is also a
country of three kingdoms; The National governmentChungking, the
Communist government in Yenan, and the Japanesamoent in Nanking”

4 The full quotation from Palumbo-Liu reads: “Thef@gonists endeavor to create particular
places from which history is bracketed out, aneéa temporality takes over.... It is no coin-
cidence that this ahistorical space is imaginahlg when the state is relegated to the exterior.
When that space is violated, time resumes; thigpoeality is particularly identifiable as one
dictated by the state” (347)
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(39). Thus his exclamation—“We're stranded in thidsthof history” (40)—is
extremely revealing in regard to the text’s higtariconsciousness. As a mock
utopia, moreover, the boat temporarily allows peapgldifferent classes and
genders to suspend their moral discipline and,thegeto engage in a carni-
valesque moment of abandonment. Thus, it is n@risimg that Mulberry is
an “initiand” undergoing a heterosexual rite ofgzge on board. While a boat
is the “heterotopigar excellencefor Foucault because of its physical mo-
bility and the rich imagination it offers (27), Mis text shows that even a boat
aground can metaphorically move people around stohi and outside of
social constraints.

While the narrative in Part Il mainly focuses oe ttescription of the
Forbidden City, with its architectural and histatispecificities, and on the
city’s warring state, the temple of the no-manisdan which Mulberry, her
husband, and ten other refugees stay overnightgithieir escape to the south
is another important example of a liminal spaces Tmple is portrayed as a
political vacuum between the two military powerdiué Nationalists and the
Communists, a symbolic space where literary imagnaand play are pos-
sible. Somehow, the increasing tension of the Glaingvil war as experi-
enced by Mulberry in Peking suddenly becomes sufgebrin the ruin of the
temple of the Ts’ai Village, as if gaining a temagr reprieve from the threat
of the civil war, a carnivalesque spirit prevailsce more and the group en-
tertain themselves with Chinese operas and ghosestin a festive mood.
Although a moment ago these people were fearfuhiar lives, in the temple
where “[o]nly the Laughing Buddha is intact, laugipi’ they deliberately set
out to forget about the war. As one character éxaa‘[i]n all of China this is
the only place where there’s no fighting. Look, bew beautiful the moon is,
feel how soft the spring breeze is. The trees erhth outside the temple are
sprouting green leaves” (107). Through the opdra,history of the Three
Kingdoms is evoked agaiii. New history is also made possible; instead of
using their family names, these people begin tgy plagame of assuming
different family names, as one character startgémee by saying, “I'll stay in
this dilapidated temple and become the ancestiat&f generations. I'll take
the first name in the Book of the Hundred Name$€7¢08). This practice of
name changing indicates the fluidity of identitytire exilic state. There is
even an on-the-spot wedding to reinforce this ddsgngendering of new
family (national) history. Overall, good will ana:@ce prevail in this space:
people voluntarily provide the luxury of privacyrfihe consummation of the
newly-weds, and Chia-kang momentarily forgets tisession and jealousy
of Mulberry’s sexual escapade before their marridy@berry describes this

5 One of the refuges is singing a passage fBeat the Drum and Condemn Ts’ao Ts'an
episode fromThe Romance of the Three Kingdoimsvhich a patriot condemns the Prime
Minister Ts'ao’s attempt to usurp the Han empire.
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only example of physical harmony in her marriagehia-kang leads me to a
small shed where hay is stored. For the first tietells me that | have a
beautiful body” (109).

The attic in Part Ill is presented as a liminalcgas well. In her diary
entries from 1957 to 1959, Mulberry records fanifg in an attic after
Chia-kang is wanted for a crime of embezzlementikdrthe Dostoevsky
type of underground stories, Nieh moves her charadto the attic, a potent
symbol of the human mind and a fitting place fdeinal turmoil. The attic,
stuffed with surrealist newspaper clippings of éstic stories and all kinds of
political propaganda, is emblematic of the islarge®graphical, historical,
and political situatiod® Here Nieh uses an enclosure to represent the psy-
chological isolation and fearfulness of peoplengin the period of “White
Terror.” A place for self-imprisonment, it is istéa, and yet at the same time,
information from the outside world continues todfilin. The inhabitants even
have a vantage point from which to observe sodlatyugh peeping, eaves-
dropping, and reading newspapers. Nevertheless,flthw of information
only serves to underscore the fact that lack of ilitpbs the inhabitant’s
greatest punishment; while they can see and lisid¢ime outside world, they
cannot cross the invisible line that marks thenitiality.

As Sau-ling Wong observes, Shen Chia-kang's embamait is a ref-
erence to the Nationalist government’'s wealth axtrthrough corruption,
which greatly impoverishes the people of China {&afvord” 219). Typically,
women and children suffer the most for crimes cott@di by men. Thus,
Mulberry and her daughter Sang-wa are locked inattie to symbolically
atone for “the sin of the father.” Significantlyai®y-wa imaginatively creates
a mythical identity for herself as a way to explaimay her grotesque pre-
dicament. As in the water boat episode, Sang-wawidgs—Adventures of
Little Dot (127-28f—become a kind of transhistorical hybridizationttha
combines the current temporality of her confinedtexice with the mythical
time of the coming into being of the first silkworifhat Sang-wa draws on
the margins of used newspapers underlines womengheral position. The
allusion to the silkworm is of course connectethim legend of the origin of
Chinese civilization® The dominant mode of violence in this story of

18 paj reads the dusty and mice-invested attic wiho&en clock as symbolic of the island of
Taiwan “with its claustrophobia and temporal digition” (“The Wandering Chinese” 211).
The repeated reference to the broken clock alltal#®e stalled time in the attic. However, we
can still see the sign of the biological time a& geam. For instance, Mulberry’s daughter
Sang-wa can no longer stand up in the attic afésfirgy in the attic for two years.

" There is no illustration in the Chinese editiorblished byChina Times This omission, |
think, is a great loss for Chinese readers.

8 Sau-ling Wong explains the Chinese connotatichénwvord “mulberry” in these terms: “The
mulberry feeds the silkworm that produces silk, &rainvention of silkworm cultivation by
the mythical Leizu, the wife of Huangdi, is consiel the beginning of Chinese civilization.
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metamorphosis—the murder and flaying of the hogsthb father—offers a
historical lesson on the inevitable coupling ofatien and brutality, and a
personal note from the author regarding the extreazard faced by women
in search of freedom and subjectivity. For Littletl3ang-wa, emancipation
from (paternal) authority may happen only when ttraypsform themselves
into something else. Importantly, Sang-wa ultimaidlaws the attention of
the police to the attic, leading to her father'seat and, after his be-
trayal/revenge, she becomes a lost daughter, asrdgrated in Part IV. Since
Sang-wa is the only other character besides Muylbend Peach who can
voice her inner thoughts through writing, her “gisaarance” becomes a
rather curious lacuna in the text, further highigh the breaking of filiative
ties for the exiled Mulberry.

An easily neglected detail in Nieh's descriptiontloé attic provides a
distinctive reference to Taiwan'’s colonial hist@myd, again, metaphorically
reconnects disrupted temporalities in this spacknohality. Mulberry de-
scribes the claustrophobic environment of the aiticuch: “The attic is the
size of fourtatamimats. The ceiling slants low over our heads. Wit stand
up upright; we have to crawl on all fours on taeami mats. Eight-year-old
Sang-wa can stand up. But she doesn’'t want to.v&hes to imitate the
grown-ups crawling on the floor” (118Jatami a Japanese word for straw
mattress, alludes to the sedimentary layers of daBiwcolonial past which are
sources of constant political and ethnic conflimtsthe island to this ddy.
Upon moving to the island, inevitably Mulberry bewes implicated in Tai-
wan’s colonial history and must face up to the clexiges in herself.

Thus the mulberry is a sacred tree in China” (“Afterd” 212).

19 Ma’s outline of Taiwanese history is worthy of dgiug at length here to better illustrate the
sedimentation of colonial history of the island:h€l aborigines in Taiwan are of Malay-
sian-Polynesian, hence non-Chinese, origin, shaiiriggical and cultural characteristics with
the original inhabitants of Southeast Asia andRheific Islands region. The earliest reference
to Taiwan in Chinese texts seems to be to the isdrdichou’ in Chen Shou’San-kuo-chi
(Chronicle of the three kingdoms) in the third ceptd.D. Various Chinese dynasties claimed
Taiwan as part of their territory over many cergsriln 1544, the Portuguese reached Taiwan
and named it ‘Formosa.’ The Japanese had trieddakier Taiwan since the sixteenth century.
In 1622, a Dutch fleet landed in the Pescadorks)ds offshore of Taiwan, and two years later,
began constructing the city of Zeelandia in Taimasouthern Taiwan. In 1629, Spanish troops
built the city of Santo Domingo (today’s Hung Mamd hair] City) in Tamsui in northern
Taiwan. Cheng Ch’eng-kung, loyal to the collapsingqiildynasty, occupied Taiwan in the
seventeenth century as his home base to launcimpaign against the Ching dynasty. The
Opium War between the British and the Chinese coraptein 1840, prompting the British to
plan an attack on Taiwan. In 1854, Commodore Matt@albraith Perry of the United Sates,
having opened Japan to foreign trade, sent shipaitwan to investigate its mineral deposits.
The Sino-Japanese War ended in 1895 and the Toé&tyimonoseki ceded Taiwan to Japan.
Taiwan was not returned to China until 1945 atdbse of World War II. The Nationalist party
(Kuomingtang) led by Chiang Kai-shek fled to Taiwarl949, after having been defeated by
the Communists”I(nmigrant Subjectivitie$30-31).
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Locked within this history of exploitation and caoleation, Mulberry
desperately strives to escape from confinementcétonly achieve a sense
of freedom vicariously through imagined fantasie$-wi{ite page after page
of escape stories. Getting away to the mountaieiting away to the coast.
How else could we escape?” (138). Mulberry’s actvafing is no doubt a
metafictional reflection on the creation Miulberry and Peaclas a way to
aestheticize traumatic experiences. Moreover, dseription of the cramped
attic comes right after the metaphor of Taiwanagreen eye floating alone
on the sea” (118). This surrealist image highlights island’s geographical
isolation. There is also a possible pun on the iEhgtye/l, which doubly
emphasizes the sense of secludiorhe eye imagery also alludes to the sense
of surveillance as the attic-dwellers constantl fgeatched by invisible eyes.
In a time when every citizen was constantly ca@ibto watch for signs of
communist espionage, and one could be imprisonddruhe martial law for
supposed communication with Chinese Communistadnute, the eye and
the attic effectively embody the extremity of piaitl oppression on the island.
What Mulberry’s family experienced in this stateliofinality is, therefore,
also part of the collective memory of the Taiwaneseple.

In sum, liminality is the most prominemtodus operanddf the novel's
spatial representations because it correspondetpdychological mappings
of the protagonists and the author. Diasporic ntigmais portrayed as a re-
curring process of moving from one liminal spade another. With each exit,
they acquire the added burden of knowledge abaitt geripheral status as
women and “aliens.” Through this repeated deploytroéapatial suspension,
Nieh accents women’s marginal status in historgesiit is the female body
that emerges from this narrative of space as limifibe highlighting of
women’s liminality not only affords a critique dfé standard (male) version
of national discourse but also escorts women badke center of historical
and geographical discourses.

Significantly, while the text focuses on the limistatus and the gradual
disintegration of a schizophrenic woman, the epitogfMulberry and Peach
tells another myth of metamorphosis. A princess dvawned by the East Sea
and turned into a sparrow. Wanting revenge, thergpatravels daily to a
nearby mountain to carry pebbles, hoping to fillthe@ sea and, according to
the myth, she is still at it to this day. Sau-liwpng identifies a western
equivalent to the Princess Bird in Sisyphus. Shesgm to observe that the
epilogue “suggests the inability of the Chinesepbedo repair past traumas
and fulfill their destiny” (“Afterword” 212). My iterpretation of this alle-
gorical figure is somewhat different. A figure coft a traditional Chinese
parable of perseverance and determination, the@aaBird in the context of

20 Although the text was originally created in Chindsés possible that Nieh had this English
pun in her mind at the time she wrote the epistuseshe was an English teacher in Taiwan.
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Nieh Hualing’s novel symbolizes the deterritorializ diasporic woman
forced out of the familiar realm of life and whamains on the road, trying to
create a new meaning for her changed existence.

Mulberry starts this reinvention of identity witler “performance” as a
servant, Mrs. Chiang, when she walks out of the &itexperience a piece of
“normal” life. Peach further embodies this desiréashion a new meaning in
a different world. Compared to the relatively pasdulberry, Peach boldly
takes the initiative to create her own subjectivlie actually identifies her-
self as a direct descendant oivd, the Chinese goddess of creation at the
beginning of the novel (6). By inserting Peach i@ divine genealogy, Nieh
clearly suggests that her character is a creatoewfidentity. Peach knows
that as a transnational migrant she is a stranperever she goes (6). It is
through this status as an “alien”—someone withont identification
card—that she frees herself from nationalist affiin and recreates new
identities for herself in her picaresque journeyuaid America. Shiao-ling Yu
suggests that Peach’s existence resembles “a kedgiea nightmare in which
her past traumas are juxtaposed to her curremitflig41). Rather, Peach’s
flight across America revises one of the gothicvemtions in which relentless
villains pursue “a damsel in distre€3 Instead of being a helpless victim, the
resourceful Peach leads the chase; she even tlyapiogides her pursuer
with road maps. There is no denying, however, ¢ danger in this pursuit.
Symbolically dressed in oppressive black, the inmatign agent as a repre-
sentative of state power is an uncanny remindehefdisciplinary surveil-
lance during Taiwan’s era of “White Terror.” By esggedly interrogating
Mulberry, the agent also becomes the direct cafisglubberry’'s schizo-
phrenic split into Peach. Moreover, this interragat as Palumbo-Liu per-
ceptively observes, “marks the intervention of stege in the construction of
ethnic identity and attests to its need to recupdfat figurative subject into
its political field” (347).

This state intervention, in turn, allows Nieh'’s fagonist to reinvent her
diasporic identity. Through her exchange with therd, Peach is in a strategic
position to reexamine her Chinese past and reflecAmerican reality. Her
transnational migration to the United States, iluR@o-Liu's termsat once
produces diaspora and ethnicity (346). AlthoughcReasists on killing
Mulberry off, she allows the latter a “ghostly netuto tell her Chinese stories
through the diaries in the first three parts. la theantime, Peach focuses on
observing American society. In Peach, the autheates a Chinese American
character whose existence is strongly influence@togrican history as well
as her Chinese past. The trajectory of Mulberryigration, which finally

21 sau-ling Wong has identified other gothic eleménthe text, such as “decay, confinement
in claustrophobic spaces, ghosts, vampires, womelargered, ancient secrets uncovered”
(“Afterword” 209).
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leads her to the United States, is also histoyicdtermined. As Lisa Lowe
points out, post-1965 Asian immigrants in the Uigtates mostly come
from areas already disrupted by colonialism anccalemial capitalism: “The

material legacy of the repressed history of US mafism in Asia is borne out
in the ‘return’ of Asian immigrants to the imper@nter” (16).

Peach’s adventures on the road evince a closetgfiinthe tradition of
the Beat Generation. At the same time, the groeeggwple she encounters
are a multicultural collection of the wounded—thai$h lumberjack who is
also a Holocaust survivor, and Mr. Smith the honegner and Vietnam
veteran with a hand made of stainless steel, fstante—representing a
spectrum of American people in the 1960s. FurtheemNieh deliberately
highlights the transnational aspect of this Amariedentity in numerous
instances. In Peach’s first letter to Mr. Dark ghiks about the antiwar
movement. Coming from someone whose life has bearridden, this allu-
sion at once gives a historical context to Peaekfgerience, and communi-
cates a universal desire for peace. FurthermoreSMith’'s honeymoon van
is jam-packed with antiques from all over the wovithich reminds the reader
of the transnational extension of American milgari and exploitation.
Peach’s chance encounter with the lumberjack & @éscribed as a meeting
of foreigners. When the lumberjack introduces hifrega Polish Jew, Peach
jokingly identifies herself as “an Asian Jew,” atieireby creates an interra-
cial connection between the two. They are, aftersharing a similar dias-
poric condition. These details serve to underle ritultiethnic composition
and the countless traumatic memories embeddecatindtional discourse of
the United States. If Nieh shows signs of “obsessiith China” in the novel,
as many critics have pointed d@ishe is equally obsessed with the observa-
tion of American reality. This keen observationcohtemporary American
society finally helps to movlulberry and Peaclout of the confines of
Chinese literary tradition, and into a Chinese Ainzer one.

Compared to the narratives of entrapment in th@€da and Taiwanese
episodes, Peach’s American narrative emphasizedityolm Peach’s letter
to the agent, she deliberately praises the friard of people in the West:
“The further west you go, the friendlier the peogkd. In the East, not even
little children will pay attention to you, but ilheé West, even policemen
wave!” (61). The survival story of the Californiadind Donner Party who got
stranded in the Sierra Nevada mountains is repigateld to highlight the
hardship, as well as the determination, of theya&lidst-bound pioneers. This
emphasis on Westward movement certainly echoegh#fteric of American
expansionisni® However, as Sau-ling Wong points out in her disiors of

22 See Pai, Lee, Kao, and Mafamigrant Subjectivitiesor example.
2 |n her first letter, Peach mentions the city ofi®is, whose landmark structure, the Arch, is
a monument celebrating the Westward movement inri&sare history. The iconic significance
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the politics of mobility in Asian American traditio“when an Asian Ameri-
can mobility narrative consciously alludes to Westivmovement as a pos-
sible structuring principle, the effect is typigalironic” (Reading Asian
American Literaturel27). The irony lies in the gap between the presist
golden opportunities and the harsh reality of haiglend discrimination.
Moreover, Peach’s mobility narrative is anything tuestward. If we match
Peach’s instructions to the immigration agent agjainstandard American
roadmap, we discover that she actually moves irceecWhen she claims to
be moving west, she is actually turning east. Rstiaince, in her second letter,
Peach announces that she is heading west on &iee&@ from Wyoming;
presumably, this would take her all the way to Btaeific. In her next letter,
dated twenty days after the previous one, howewefind her living with the
Polish lumberjack in a water tower near Des Moiieshe heartland of the
Midwest.

This contradiction in directions can be taken aefaalue: the inclusion
of the three fragments of American map and theuongbns may simply be
decoys set to mislead the Immigration Service. gpigt of anti-authority is
certainly evident in Peach’s teasing tone to MrkBa'lf you want to chase
me, come on” (11). Peach’s nomadism, on the ond,rexemplifies how an
immigrant woman can subvert the map of the (Am@ji@mpire with her
on-the-road mobility (Liang 87). On the other habedp Ou-fan Lee regards
the map of the American Midwest as a symbol ofrdreapping of China in
the mind of the exiled Chinese intellectual: “ithstory; it is also myth”
(“Zhong huaSangqging yu Taohonde di tu” [Re-mappingMulberry and
Peach) 281). Through this kind of psychological remappiNgeh also con-
ducts a formal experiment that embodies a psycleabdransformation.
Peach’s circular movement in fact corresponds ¢ortrrative form of the
novel: the ending actually leads to the prologuleens we witness the direct
confrontation between the liberated Peach andnin@gration agent.

Besides being a challenge to nationalist authoaityemapping of re-
membered China, and a formal experiment, Nieh'sesgntation of this
disoriented directionality is what makégulberry and Peacha Chinese
American text. Without wanting to ignore ideolodipaoblems involved in
nationalist and immigration issues, | neverthelesgeve thatMulberry and
Peachis a story about how a Chinese diasporic womamstémerican. In-
stead of “Chinese ethnocentrism,” as Ma contetrdsigrant Subjectivities
47), Peach “claims” America through her nomadiaeises. Her insistence in
providing identifiable place names in each of taters reveals a desire to
create a new affiliative location, or home, for leaé her new avatars. Her
parodic imitation of the wording on the plaque ftthe American astronauts

of the Arch is explained by the museum exhibitésibasement area.
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on the moon—‘A WOMAN WHO CAME FROM AN UNKNOWN PLA-
NET / ONCE LIVED IN THE WATER TOWER/ 22 FEBRUARY 1®-21
MARCH 1970/ | CAME IN PEACE FOR ALL MANKIND"—at one sati-
rizes man’s urge to conquer through marking, addsare to inscribe herself
into American landscape. As a travelling “aliengaeh also pointedly pro-
claims her mission of peace.

Significantly, Peach’s plaque is left at the siteanother space of limi-
nality, the water tower where she had led a beigberimental hippie life with
the Polish lumberjack. The ancient wooden toweidusesupply water to
Indian soldiers. When Peach and her companion imvebecomes the link
that conjoins the past memory of the dispossessidtative Americans and
the present condition of transnational displacem& historical monument,
this water tower bears traces of American historigs formative years. In its
present state, the tower once again creates a sémemporal continuum.
Whereas it was once used for military purposesiwleeexiles have tempo-
rarily transformed the monumental structure intot@pian homeplace. Al-
though the tower would be torn down, it has alrehdijlled its symbolic
function by placing the narrative in an ironic mpded communicating the
characters’ pacifist desires. On an allegoricatlgethis is also the story of
giving birth to a new Chinese American, as Peacloances her intention of
finding a place to deliver her baby at the endeflhst letter. Ultimately, the
goal of her trip across America is to locate a hdanahis new baby and to
make herself the inventive Madonna of this new face

Claiming Justice

I would like to end this chapter by turning to adtpersonal narrative.
As a descendant of parents who moved from Main@imda to Taiwan at the
time of the Communist takeover, | grew up with gsrof wars and migra-
tions. | know by heart the story of how my fathecame an only child when
my grandmother lost three other children to epidediseases during the
Sino-Japanese War. At fourteen my mother was seggafeom her father,
who was stranded in China and away from the rebtsofamily. The family
never heard from him after that and my mother didi@arn of his death until
years later, when cross-Strait communications resurBefore my maternal
grandmother passed away, for as long as | can réereshe faithfully cele-
brated my grandfather’s birthday even though, anewe know, he died be-

24 The Madonna implication is hard to miss, consiugthat Mulberry is teaching at the Holy

Conception Highschool. Shiao-ling Yu also identifilee symbolic meaning of the name Peach
in Chinese tradition as personification of life-gigi sexuality (142). However, instead of

representing sexual degeneration and pure sexpetitq like Yu argues about the character
Peach, | believe that Nieh is also stressing Peaeproductive potency.
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fore I was born. No one in the family had the h&atell her that he had died.
While | have no intention of recounting family liges, | nonetheless want to
stress that what happened to my family was tymit#ie time when wars and
natural disasters were rampant in China. Thesestare part of the history of
the Chinese diaspora. Men, of course, have thaiestof woe; women pass
on these stories and more to their daughters. Myiieach’s journey could
have been my mother’s, except that my mother remlain Taiwan. Most
significantly, Nieh frames her story with a trantoaal context of immigrant
experience, another important part of the Chindse&se American diaspora,
and which makes this novel a significant part oin@se American literature.
Hence | strongly believe that it is crucial to ai® immigrant experiences
within the context of diasporas and transnationalis do them justice.

In Mulberry and PeacthNieh successfully captures the turmoil in East
Asia at the second half of the twentieth centung, presents different patterns
of transnational (im)migration. Frederic Jamesardsvy infamous argument
that Third World texts are necessarilyational allegorie (69) has certain
truth-value when it comes to the reading of this. t might also be classified
as Deleuzian “minor literature,” characterized hg deterritorialization of
language, the individual’'s connection to a polititamediacy, and the col-
lective value (17-18). As a minority discourse, tlwvel is “the product of
damage” in which “the sublimation of misery regsit® be understood as
primarily a strategy for survival, for the presdiea in some form or other of
cultural identity,and for political critique” (JanMohamed and Lloyd 7-8)
However, Nieh'’s story, instead of simply represagthistorical and political
allegories, dynamically recreates history throughtial imagination. These
literary interactions become part of Chinese/Chénésnerican women’s
“survival literature,” in which the struggles foursival of diasporic women
are delineated. Speaking as a true survivor, Nighlihlg once praised the
resilience of the Chinese people: “To be Chineghertwentieth century is to
suffer all the wars, revolutions and family tragesjibut the Chinese survived.
Of course there are reasons for that survival] think one of the reasons is
the primitive life force of the Chinesé>Relying on literature to mediate
traumatic experiences and recreate new affiliafibdish’s text, admittedly
class-bound, is materialistically based on the atigg female body. Through
the bodies of these women that simultaneously adrnwéh and distance
themselves from nationalist discourses, we carlliggatly reconstruct a
nuanced history of the Chinese diaspora. Rey Clemarks, “what distin-
guishes modern Chinese writings is an investmestfiéring, an investment
that aims at exposing social injustic&¥frfting Diasporal02). Nieh's work
aims at exposing such injustice, and more.

% This comes from Nieh’s 1981 interview with Petexzireth (12).






Chapter 7
Remapping Chinese American Literature:
The Case of Yan Geling

The past is not waiting for us back there to recoupidentities against.
It is always retold, rediscovered, reinvented.as o be narrativized. We
go to our own pasts through history, through memtmough desire,
not as a literal fact.
—Stuart Hall
“Old and New Identities, Old and New Ethnicities”

Whereas identity politics—with its stress on culunationalism and
American nativity—governed earlier theoretical atwtical formula-
tions, the stress is now on heterogeneity and diasfT he shift has been
from seeking to “claim America” to forging a contiea between Asia
and Asian America; from centering on race and niastuto revolving
around the multiple axes of ethnicity, gender, gland sexuality; from
being concerned primarily with social history arahenunal responsi-
bility to being caught in the quandaries and paks#s of postmodern-
ism and multiculturalism.
—King-Kok Cheung
“Re-Viewing Asian American Literary Studies”

Asian American literary studies in the new milleumi appears fully ener-
gized, as evinced by the accelerating rate of patitin of Asian American
literary texts and scholarly books mentioned in lifteoduction. This “ren-
aissance” in Asian American literary studies sutmgdbat the field has
reached an important maturity. And yet, the fundatalequestion of how to
define Asian American literature remains. Besidesggaphical and racial
factors, a linguistic issue has emerged—an issaieftinther complicates the
problem of remapping Asian American literature. @als have for some
time advocated for a transnational expansion offiglel to include texts
written in languages other than English. The LOWBNLanguages of
What Is Now the United States) project of the Latigiv Institute at Har-
vard University, for instance, argues for a muitiual approach to American
literature. From this perspective, works createdh@ mother tongues of
Asian immigrant authors should also be regardephatsof Asian American
literature® While | support this breaking down of linguistiegemony, at

1 In his paper, “Redefining Chinese American Literatfrom a LOWINUS Perspec-
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the same time | strongly believe we must also reguglevancy in terms of
subject matter. That is, such works should at laddtess social and cultural
experiences of immigration and issues about Amersziety. The Chinese
novels and stories about transnational migration¥dn Geling, who emi-
grated from China to the United States in 1989plex exemplary in this
cas€. | will therefore base my discussion of remappirtgn@se American
literature on Yan's two Chinese-language novelsual@zhinese immigrants
in the United State$;u SangandRen Huan

Yan Geling’s texts about Chinese diasporic expedsrare, by my de-
finition, a part of Chinese American literature. Wiay classify Yan as an
immigrant writer because she has been writing abmimmigrant experi-
ence in the United States ever since she left Claind because she always
refers to herself as a writer of immigrant literatuThe complicated political
and linguistic issues inside the text and behimdvihiting and publishing of
Yan Geling's works make her a crucial figure asattempt to remap Chi-
nese American literature. In fact, after carefudlying over the collective
body of her work, we can detect a pattern in Yamisnigrant writings,
which involves a systematic exploration of Chindgseerican women of
different temporal locations and geopolitical piosis.

Yan Geling’s immigrant writings pose a challengeetgglish linguistic
hegemony in the study of ethnic American literagutdere we come across
the thorny problem of classification, which is @tsrelated to the politics
of inclusion/exclusion of “canon” formation. As $yave need to address at
least the following two questions: Is there an i@#l” language for Asian
American literature? Can someone who writes imguage other than Eng-
lish be regarded as an Asian American writer? Withhindsight of a post-
colonial perspective, we can certainly interrogaee legitimacy of claiming
any official version of history or language. Howewveultilingual or trans-
national approaches are not without their limitasioln his essay on rede-
fining Chinese American literature, Te-hsing Shatlyapointed out the dif-
ficulties involved in the LOWINUS projeét.In “Denationalization Recon-

tive—Two Recent Examples,” Te-hsing Shan discussekefail how the LOWINUS Project
helps open up a new terrain of possibilities forekiran literature. This essay is anthologized
by Werner Sollors itMultilingual America: Transnationalism, Ethnicitgnd the Languages
of American Literature

2 van Geling was born in Shanghai in 1959 and joittezl People’s Liberation Army at
twelve, serving in ballet and folk dance troupebe ®egan her writing career when she
worked as a correspondent for the Sino-Vietnamesée war. After the Tiananmen massa-
cre she went to America to study for a MFA degre€hicago’s Columbia College. She
started published in Taiwan in 1990. Yan has womernous prestigious literary awards in
China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong. Two of her short eriXiao YU and “Celestial Bath,” are
well received internationally and have been adaptedfilms.

3 According to Shan, there are several dilemmasenthjing to put the LOWINUS perspec-
tive into practice: first, English as a common lisdic tool is still needed; second, even under
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sidered,” Sau—ling Wong also voiced her reservatmfiwhat she terms “de-
nationalization” in current Asian American cultugaiticism, which includes
the easing of cultural nationalist concerns, grgwsermeability between the
terms “Asian” and “Asian American,” and a shift finca domestic to a dias-
poric perspective. Nevertheless, both Shan and Vangestly and actively
promote the inclusion of Chinese texts into thédfief Chinese American
literary studies. Personally, | consider the raudton to a diasporic per-
spective a necessary step in the process of bpakimay from Eu-
ro-American cultural hegemony, and remapping Astamerica literature.
Nevertheless, | concur with Wong's insistence tHeaiming Amer-
ica™—"“establishing the Asian American presence e tcontext of the
United States’ national cultural legacy and conterapy cultural produc-
tion"—should be the basis of Asian American cultyralitics (“Denation-
alization Reconsidered” 16). The definition of Asi&merican literature
should not be limited to the amorphous conceptAsfi4nh American sensi-
bility,” as prescribed by thAiiieeeeeleditors, nor any arbitrary determinant
based on geographical location. The deciding fastmuld be whether a
conscious effort is made to claim America for Asiammigrant groupsFu
Sang for instance, with its retrieval of forgotten @hse American history,
its construction of mythical folk memory and itsptice of difficult cultural
translation,is a Chinese American tektAs well, the exploration of trau-
matic experiences resulting from the Cultural Retioh and transnational
migration inRen Huaralso reveals specific concerns for the immigramt-c
dition. Taken together, the different emphaseseftivo novels in fact effec-
tively embody the “shift” in Asian American litesaistudies identified by
King-Kok Cheung.

This chapter will demonstrate how non-English teoda also contrib-
ute significantly to American minority literaturey lveading the representa-
tions of Chinese immigrant women in Yan's two nevebpecifically, | ex-
amine issues of race, gender, and spa¢aiiBangand the double action of
remembering China and constructing Chinese Americamtity in Ren
Huan

the general rubric of Chinese American literatuereétalready exist several sub-groups; third,
those languages included in the LOWINUS project edoomwv are replicating the linguistic
hegemony enjoyed by English since they are relgtisgong and powerful in comparison
with those not included; fourth, there is an immindanger of geographical determinism in
the LOWINUS perspective that needs to be dealt;wittally, one needs to be aware of a
possible trap of Sinocentrism while trying to cattd).S.-centrism or Eurocentrism (“Rede-
fining Chinese American Literature from a LOWINUSr§f®ective”’118-19).

4 An English translation ofu Sangby Cathy Silber, entitle@he Lost Daughter of Happi-
ness was published in 2001. Chinese American actragsfimmaker Joan Chen has been
working closely with Yan on a film adaptation okthovel. The English version & Sang
and its film adaptation certainly further ensure émlargement of its circle of readership.
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Surviving in the Land of the Gold Mountain in Fu Sang

In contrast to Fae Myenne Ng's Chinatown as adfitethnic memory, Yan
Geling surveys the space of San Francisco Chinafowmn an immigrant
perspective. Interestingly, Yan’s Chinatown ficgohave thus far always
addressed the period during which this urban eercleas still in its forma-
tive stage, which gives these works a distinct sefshistorical retrospec-
tion unlike that in writings by other Chinatown ingrant women, such as
Amy Tan’sThe Joy Luck ClulandThe Kitchen God’s Wife¥an’s first novel
about Chinese women in the United Satas,Sang archives the life of a
nineteenth-century Chinatown prostitute through séhdody Yan allego-
rizes the early history of Chinese America. Thasealvery of a buried and
unsightly past of Chinatown history counts as Ydin& contribution to Chi-
nese American literature since none of the fictieexts in English has paid
much attention to this important subject matter.Sangcourageously forays
into forgotten history and expands our understamdih Chinese America.
And the title character Fu Sang, with her persevaraand generosity in the
face of material suffering, is an appropriate, gftolsomewhat mystified,
figure of the Chinese American foremother.

Although neglected by writers, there have been mauose historical
studies on the lives of the Chinese women transgdd the Gold Mountain
to satisfy male sexual desire. Historian BensorgTgketches these women’s
difficult position: “In the minds of Euro-Americaref the Victorian period,
the champions of middle-class respectability, Cégneomen deserved pity
and sympathy but not respect. These ‘public womembmen who were
willing to associate with all men, not just one—opied the lowest rung in
the social hierarchy, both within the Chinese comityuand without” (xvii).
Nevertheless, Tong insists that these “public wdmeho were “pressed
into commercialized sex in this cosmopolitan cifytlee American West”
were not passive victims of their fate “but oneovwplossess[ed] the ‘powers
of the weak™ (xix). Arguing that Tong’s monograimd other research on
Chinatown prostitution in nineteenth-century Amariare insightful but
“narrow-focused,” Huping Ling offers a broader amdre comprehensive
perspective of the Chinese sex industry, positimgsé public women as
“victims of the exploitation of global capitalism(54). It matters little
whether these women were victors or victims; aiédsere is the undeniable
materiality of their sufferings and their struggfes survival in a particular
moment in the history of the United States. Theg&sngs and struggles
demand to be addressed, and Yan Geling could wet ¢taosen a better sub-
ject through which to enter Chinese American Iigteadition.

A close reading reveals Yan's conscious effortdéeatibe the difficult
conditions early Chinese immigrant women suffemdbodied in Fu Sang.
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This character, a slave woman abducted from Chireer teens, falls in love
with a white teenager named Chris. Somewhat methagtiaally, Fu Sang'’s
owner, Da Yiong (the Brave), a chameleon-like Chingickster and gang-
ster, turns out to be her long-lost betrothed. IKinku Sang rejects Chris’s
proposal and marries Da Yiong on the day of hisetien. Da Yiong is ex-
ecuted; Fu Sang survives but disappears.

Besides this intricate “inner story” of a melodrdimdove triangle, the
author further complicates the plot by adding aafietional frame to this
semi-historical novel with autobiographical oveden Yan employs a
first-person narrator, a recent immigrant from @hivho describes herself as
“a fifth generation Chinese American,” to uneamms 160 volumes of his-
torical documents about San Francisco Chinatowd,tarpiece together a
story of the title character. This deliberate atingerting herself into Chi-
nese American genealogy shows the narrator's—ane thu-
thor’s—determination to claim a Chinese Americaeniity and to create a
Chinese American text.

Although the narrator and the protagonist have gy different
lived experiences—Fu Sang is forced into prosttutafter her abduction,
while the narrator is a voluntary immigrant and &dte-class intellec-
tual—the author establishes a connection betweesetliwo women. Au-
thorial intrusions constantly penetrate and interrine third-person “story
proper,” at once reflecting the fragmentary nafréhe narrator’s research
and the physical violation involved in prostitutjcaas well as creating a dia-
logue between the narrator and the female protagofihe narrator often
addresses Fu Sang directly in her self-reflectoraroents, whereas Fu Sang
speaks to the other woman through her photos andilemce. These two
women are also similar in another respect: thep bo¢ involved in interra-
cial relationships. The narrator has a Caucasiabdnd; Fu Sang, a white
lover. The close affinity between the narrator #velprotagonist bridges the
gap of different temporalities—more than 128 yeaarsotal—between the
two women. But what really connects them acrose ftigntheir shared im-
migrant status. This metafictional frame obviouaims to highlight the ma-
jor theme of the novel: immigration. It is the sition that is closest to the
author’s heart, since the uprooting experiencenohigration provides her
with a chance to scrutinize human nature in itstra@geme state—a kind of
“human aquarium,” as Yen has called it in an ine@m(Hsu 41).

Fu Sang is the one chosen for close inspectiohisniéxt. As someone
who has always been gazed at, she is textualljtrembed by a relay of vis-
ual codes. Our first encounter with Fu Sang isalltwuided by the gaze of
the narrator. Through a unique second-person pbiniew, the narrator ap-
pears to address Fu Sang directly while subjedtergo a gaze of appraisal
through detailed external description:
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So this is you.

You are the woman in that scarlet satin jackeingislowly from a
screeching bamboo bed. The elaborate embroiderly woryour jacket
weighs more than ten pounds....

Turn up your chin a bit higher and bring your moakbser to this
dim light. There. That's good. Now | can really s@ar face. That's all
right. Although your face is kind of short and flatwill only be seen as
something truly Oriental. Your every imperfectiomsva special feature
for hunters of exoticism at your time.

Come on. Turn around. Just like what you used taldieg at
every auction block. A beautiful prostitute like wseelf gets to know
your own price through one auction after anothe¢l)>.

Fu Sang's to-be-looked-at-ness has its origin iw tiwe author first comes
across this image of a nineteen-century Chineseam8nMore significantly,
Fu Sang is further dehumanized and commodified thiéhreference to hu-
man auctions. Staging this slave woman as thealasttaracter comes close
to selling her as a piece of Oriental curiosityaet of which the narrator is
clearly aware. The narrator is very conscious efftitt her project of recov-
ering a significant part of Chinese American higtoould very easily objec-
tify and Orientalize her protagonist. She couldlveel accused of providing
a guided tour around the pre-earthquake San Fan€kinatown, a suspi-
cion that constantly haunts the subgenre of Chimatiterature. Thus, with
a self-conscious address to Fu Sang—“You know ltlaah auctioning you
off, too” (3)—the narrator acknowledges her possitillusion with an Ori-
entalist enterprise. Nevertheless, her strategfreafuently quoting official
historical documents that openly exoticize and difje Chinese women
bring us straight to the source of this racist aagitalist gaze, and subtly
reveals the fact that she is actually advancingmtiOrientalist project, a
point on which | will expand later.

Fu Sang is also constantly exposed to the male gjaze, as a prosti-
tute, she procures customers by showing herséieatvindow of her cell or
crib, which again constitutes an important paref immigrant experience.

°All the quotations from Yan’s works in this chaptee my translations and the page refer-
ences are for the original Chinese texts.

® In Yan’s lecture at Williams College, she points that the image of Fu Sang derives from
a photo exhibit in a historical museum inside SaanEisco Chinatown. Interestingly, Yan

describes how she was fascinated by this imageGliiaese prostitute of the 1880s after a
prolonged engagement of gazing: “I watched the @lfat a long time. Suddenly she became
a riddle-like fantasy to me’Pp xi mi ya lo Villa Bohemig 203).

" The practice of “crib prostitution” was a reguteature in the early days of North American
Chinatowns.
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In fact, what brings Chris to her in the first pais his fascination with the
sight of this Asian woman. The narrator describe® IChris used to hide
and peep at Fu Sang: “Fu Sang was not aware tHaadhalready surveyed
every part of her with a small mirror. Ever sinbe early days of his child-
hood, he had learned to use this mirror to cobdldihe spectacles of the big
wide world, making them his instant possession acguisition” (9). The
source of this gaze partially originates in thee@talist mystique generated
from the physical segregation of Chinese prosstut€hris’'s voyeurism is
both hormonally and racially determined. Armed whiik mirror, he repre-
sents those Caucasian boys who go to Chinatowa tfaste of exotic sex, as
such practice is well recorded in historical docoteeHis obsessive watch-
ing reflects his emergent sexual desire and aggeeg®ssessiveness, and
his boyish curiosity mirrors the racial ideologyho$ elders. Here the author
seems to furnish us with an ironic rendition of ¥#Merdsworthian axiom,
“The child is father of the Man.” This child in fabas the full potential of
growing up to be a racist man.

While Fu Sang is subject to various levels of gatles author also
gives her the power to undermine any prescribedhdany. The relationship
between Fu Sang and Chris illustrates this. Yamiphesis on the relation-
ship between Fu Sang and Chris represents theegaatitial encounter be-
tween east and west. Chris’s entrance into Fu Samgrld was intended as a
mere rite of passage for a white teenage boy. hedthat through the pur-
chase of this “alien” body he could gain accesadolthood and participate
in a family tradition, since every man in his faynflas a mistress of a dif-
ferent race. Presumably, this mandatory rite ok@gs would make him a
man, which also implies a psychological separafiom his mother. How-
ever, his sexual desire is deferred by Fu Sangigalsaura of maternal love.
Once he recognizes this special aspect of Fu $&ngan no longer use her
for cheap sexual pleasure. The narrator shows wsanoaged Chris realizes
that he is actually attracted by Fu Sang’s mateappkal:

When Chris was sixty, one day he recalled a monienthe
past—when he was twelve. In a narrow alley in Ctowa, he saw a
Chinese prostitute. Seen from the darkened windbtw,looked as per-
fect as the bust of a goddess. Her red shirt wadose to the darkness
behind her that she would have merged into thakidess had she just
leant back a bit further. She had a pointless sailéher face, but so

8 Benson Tong describes the reaction of mainstreaietyabout Chinese women in China-
town: “The Chinese female subculture as transplatdedmerica puzzled Euro-American
society. Segregation from the male population irbliguplaces like Chinese theaters,
self-confinement within residences, and donningitianal attire comprised aspects of their
daily existence that made them objects of curipsitycule, and derision” (156).
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honest and warm. That was how maternity and putistit existed side
by side in her.

There was no longer any smoke coming out of Chpge, but
his eyes were getting smoky. He looked at this woinahis mind and
understood the reason why he had plunged intoifeewhs none other
than—maternity!

Extreme exotic imagination had lured him to study klosely.
Years later he discovered that it was actuallysaifeation with maternity.
It was an ancient sort of maternity, the speciaftgn early civilization.

His definition of maternity included suffering, fyiveness, and
willingness to self-destruction.

Maternity was the highest form of femininity. Sheeaed up her-
self and allowed you to plunder and invade her. Wag she offered
neither resistance nor preference was the mosefylaepresentation of
wantonness. (104)

Chris’s memory of the maternal Fu Sang is alwayagxically mixed with
reverence and profanity. Although dangerously clms®rientalist stereo-
typing, this view of maternity actually reflectsethuthor’'s own complicated
relationship with the maternal figutelt also demarcates Fu Sang’s trans-
formation into an archetypal figure of maternityatiyoes beyond the arbi-
trary dichotomy of chastity and wantonness, motred whore. In fact, an
incident that illustrates Fu Sang’s maternal vistoecurs when she forgives
Chris for joining a group of white men in gang rapiher during a raid of
Chinatown. The brass button from Chris’s jacket tha Sang hides in her
topknot is the only reminder of that night of vitdbe. Paradoxically, this
item retrieved during the rape became a token wd.lé\ symbol of power
and status beyond the reach of Chinese immigrémesbutton becomes a
navel that connects these two lovers of differanes and classes. For Chris,
Fu Sang is both a mother and a lover. Their quesstuous liaison also re-
flects the taboo against interracial sexuality mekican history.

A further example of Fu Sang’s power to cross e boundaries
occurs during another voyeuristic moment, whenfoligteen-year-old Chris
watches her entertain her tenth customer of thaldaygh her window:

Chris could hardly believe what he had seen. Ham slas the
finest sand on the beach that drifted along with ¢brrents. At certain
moments it was formless and dissolved by the waves...

® In the award acceptance talk of the 1@98na TimeaMillion Dollar Fiction Award for the
writing of Ren Huan Yan Geling admits that in her previous novel Bhe idealized Fu Sang
and other maternal figures because of her ambiveddationship with her own motherWen
xue shi wo de zong jia§'Literature Is My Religion™]).
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You might think the ocean was dominating the saiitti its tur-
bulence. But you would be wrong. The sand was theten. The sand
contained the ocean, no matter how expansive aadrical it was....

Suddenly he felt an overflow of tears. Becausedwdcsee pleas-
ure in her misty eyes, the lewdest kind of pleashia¢ had nothing to do
with anything spiritual.

The pleasure was peaking.

The pleasure was not only for her. It spread tathe through her
trembling body; it spread to Chris when their eyes. (60-61)

The metaphors of ocean and sand embody the shpibwrer relations. Just
like the sand that dominates the mighty ocean, &ug3s not simply the
sexually oppressed. The tide of events turns witlfs&ng’s orgasm. Chris’s
vicarious pleasure through voyeurism is a fasaigathoment of intersub-
jective sharing and bonding. In this eratiénage a troisve see another il-
lustration of Fu Sang’s extreme generosity. By sigaher body and claim-
ing her pleasure, Fu Sang is able to transcendsatpphysical exploitation.

Nevertheless, there is a limit to this experienteharing. Only years
later does Chris finally understand the sourcewSkng’s pleasure:

At that moment she managed to release herself théhhelp of
destruction.

Her torn, tarnished body gained a momentary nirvavieen she
rose from the bed all sweaty, her private partmgilood, and covered
herself with a tattered red silk shirt, she washagmix rising up into
cloud nine.

This was the freest body, because it was not rialethe soul. In
front of this equality between body and soul, tge-bong definitions of
many concepts, such as humiliation and sufferingrewno longer va-
lid.... (105)

Physical destruction paradoxically ushers in remklife force. Like a phoe-
nix, therefore, Fu Sang is capable of rebirth, Hrisl regenerative capacity
allows her to go beyond physical bondage. Altho&ghSang’'s apparent
passivity might seem problematic, the author deditedy elides any over-
simplified feminist interpretation. Instead, shedees on this slave woman’s
power to transform and to transcend. In a somewtletéd way, Fu Sang
embodies the eternal principle of Yin that is cdeadf unsettling the exter-
nal violence of the world of Yang; any preconceiwetception of her thus
becomes meaningless. She accepts all and is affegteone.

Moreover, in her passivity Fu Sang also represamisilosophy of sur-
vival adopted by early Asian immigrants. Throughthg text she is charac-
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terized as a traditional Chinese woman of extreoraptiance and gentle-
ness—as gentle and generous as a cow, as theonawwtgs (11). This gentle
and generous creature adapts easily, illustratisgkind of survival instinct

Sau-ling Wong defines as “Necessity.” When everytimeught that she

would die of tuberculosis, for instance, she ggtgnd eats the rice left by a
dead woman to keep herself alive. Out of survivaleh Necessity, however,
Fu Sang manages to gain something “extravagant”tishaersonal free-

dom and sexual pleasure—out of her suffering amtetmine another set of
binaries.

Fu Sang’s power of transformation is perhaps miestrly represented
by the two illustrations on the book jacket. Thenfrcover portrays the back
of a naked woman stranded on a bare rock, wianapansailing away from
her. This picture visualizes Fu Sang’s sense ok isolation and vulner-
ability after her involuntary voyage across theiffadOn the back, however,
we see a smiling woman dressed in a formal Mandawitfit of the late
nineteenth century. Instead of the bare rock, Wosan is standing on an
open shell, posing as Botticelli’'s Venus. Betweese two cover drawings,
the illustrator has skillfully translated for us athhas happened inside the
text with visual language; we see how Fu Sang tetamorphosized from a
slave woman into a goddess of love.

It is also interesting that the illustrator choosesighlight Fu Sang’s
transformation in terms of space. Throughout th¢ feu Sang is exoticized
not only in visual codes but also in spatial teand her otherness is always
demarcated by spatial and geographic referencesn Ev the Chinese
American community she is an “other” because sheesofrom an inland
province instead of the oceanic Canton, where mib#te early immigrants
originated from. Physically, Fu Sang is lockeddiesChinatown, a miniature
replica of the “mysterious Orient,” the epitomeenil and corruption in the
land of freedom according to white imagination. léen features, includ-
ing her bound feet, personify the “inscrutabilitgf the Orient, at least to
Chris: “Every move of this Oriental woman surpriddach. She was the de-
monic Orient in his mind” (101). During the raicerhviolated body symbol-
izes the devastated Chinatown. As seen from thd aad phoenix meta-
phors, her exploited body transforms into a spaberain she can achieve
inner freedom and rise above the restrictions imgosy any institution.
From her objectified and exploited body, the autltoeates a utopian
“her-land” for Fu Sang. In this textually constredtspace, Fu Sang finally
finds a place where she belongs. No longer istshenslaved waif stranded
in an alien country; she is now the heroine of & @dhinese American myth.
Thus Chris finally recognizes the fact that Fu Shag long risen above the
dialectics of liberation and enslavement: “Whetpeu liberated her or en-
slaved her, her boundless freedom only belongéertanner self’ (144).
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In addition to Fu Sang, the anonymous narrator h#sothe power of
crossing over. In constructing a narrative thatldgees two cultures, the nar-
rator assumes the role of cultural translator. Moty does she literally
translate English documents into Chinese, she waska translator at more
than one metaphorical level. Through her transtatibthe early records of
Chinatown, the narrator also “translates” the psi@tical characteristics of
these Caucasian authors—their xenophobia and ra&alogy, to hame a
few—into plain language. Like many of Yan's chaeast this narrator ar-
ticulates the author’s self-conscious concern ahenimmigrant status, and
her keen awareness of the linguistic and historrobhlance of the two cul-
tures between which she is moving back and forttimidtely, she “trans-
lates” forgotten historical documents into a stabput different generations
of Chinese immigrants. The narrative itself, movinghin different time
frames, also becomes a piece of translated wohinithich multiple layers
of temporalities are interwoven. Through this “Skion” across time, the
narrator constructs mythical “folk memory” for Cege Americans, and un-
covers what official history has discredited. Agasaini Niranjana points
out, “[a]n ethnographer’s translation of a cultoceupies a privileged posi-
tion as ‘scientific text,” and is not only more pesful than folk memory, but
also constructs folk memory” (83). While | do natend to downplay the
problematic power politics involved in ethnograpkidting, | submit that
from the outset the narrator Bti Sangundertakes a project that comes very
close to ethnographic research, although she ig self-conscious of the
danger of Orientalist entrapment all around hee Thrratoralso carefully
constructs her own image as a researcher in codgeate a quasi-scientific
aura for her work. As well, all her sources are dugby her husband with
the help of modern technology, such as computedsn@orofiche machines
(Fu Sang275). The construction of folk memory here is diganeant to
claim America for Chinese immigrants. This act oflafming America,” in
turn, like Peach’s setting up a plaque near themtatver inMulberry and
Peach also stakes a claim féiu Sangas Chinese American literature.

Upon winning theUnited Daily New<Critics’ award in 1996, Yan Ge-
ling wrote about her motivation for writirfgu Sangn a short essayWa jue
li shi de bei feh(“Digging into History’s Sorrow and Anger”). Shaescribes
how her strenuous excavation of documents abolyt €Eainese immigrants
led her to conclude that history is subject toed#ht interpretations. Her
personal interpretation, in turn, develops fromihanigrant position:

| finished those history books in a mood of sorieovd anger. How Chi-
nese people had been maltreated and oppressed steasding and
these historical facts triggered my reflectionvés a reflection upon the
endless conflicts and frictions between east anst aed upon the great
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virtues and flaws of Chinese people. The state @fidp an immi-
grant—the most fragile and sensitive state of idem—forces one to
react to the cruelty of one’s environment in a moghful fashion. It is
fated to be dramatic; it is fated to be tragku Sangv)

In Fu Sang besides the desire to record the drama and tyagfeidnmigra-
tion, Yan also constructs a textual link betweersék and her maltreated
and oppressed forbears/ancestors. As in KingstGhima Manand Ng's
Bone unearthing their overlooked and hidden histobhesomes Yan Ge-
ling’'s way of paying homage to early Chinese imraigs. InFu Sang
therefore, a “ghost” of Chinese American past spaakhe present through
photos and historical documents. The task of threat@ who lives in the
Chinese American present is to piece together thisterical fragments in
order to create a Chinese American future liberdtech institutional and
historical amnesia.

Remembering China and Turning American in Ren Huan

As a companion piece tu San¢s archeological project where Yan reenacts
the life of a first-generation Chinese woman in Aite in Ren Huanshe
takes stock of her formative years in China, thgqioviding a comprehen-
sive perspective on her American present. Ingetyaogerweaving the two
extreme tests of humanity—the Cultural Revolutionl ammigration—in a
single text,Ren Huanis Yan’'s creative experiment that results in achsy
drama of a Chinese woman’s internal developmesthaswveathers personal
and political traumas as well as transnational atign. The original title of
the novel] Want to Be Normalspeaks for an almost quixotic desire of gen-
erations of Chinese who have suffered the traurh&sars, revolutions and
exiles. InRen Huan Yan specifically sets out to write the mentaldvig of a
contemporary diasporic Chinese woman who cravemaldy. At the end of
the novel the narrator is tentatively granted #gsse of normality as she
finally leaves her exploitive American lover anc theadening struggle for
power. This hopeful ending may have been vicanmiss fulfillment for the
diasporic author. By making her the same age as#wple’s Republic of
China, the narrator's personal story is inevitabhtangled with national
history and the history of the Chinese diaspord, lzacomes a kind of “na-
tional allegory.®® However, Yan never deviates from a personal petisge
Like Fu Sangand Nieh'sMulberry and PeachYan'’s text is materialistically
based on the migrating female body, while relyimglicerary expression to
mediate traumatic experiences. Furthermore, inrtbigel about trauma and

10 This idea of national allegory came up in my peadénterview with Yan.
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narration, Yan interweaves memories of China witimigrant experiences,
creating a kind of textual bilingualism with monajual Chinese to high-
light the immigrant’s condition of linguistic detéorialization. This fusion
of multiple layers of lived and linguistic expergas, to me, exemplifies
what a Chinese American text could and should b#hisage of transna-
tional (im)migration.

In her analysis of “Threshold: A Dance Theater efriRmbering and
Forgetting,™ Vera Schwarcz points out the necessary geograpmichlin-
guistic distance for artists to remember home: Haine, historical memory
is an all-pervading authority. It is synonymoushnite native cultural tradi-
tion. Abroad, memory becomes an opportunity—howedanger rid-
den—for a new kind of self-becoming that benefitsnf forcible distance
from the mother tongue” (65). Historical recollectiis performed through
creative art in a “transitional spacg.’Such a space, as Schwarcz goes on to
explain, is “a unique inner and outer marginaktyrotected time away from
native authorities that is not available to comp#r in the repres-
sion-burdened motherland. In this transitional sp&hinese abroad seek to
create some continuity between past and presetwebe old selves im-
printeij3 by the mother tongue and new ones invemiitd painful free-
dom.”

Ren Huancan be regarded as Yan's attempt to create suebttaat
“transitional space” for the first-person narrat@isimultaneously remember
China and construct her diasporic subjectivity. Afiglom geographical and
linguistic distances, Yan provides a temporal frdorethis act of textual re-
memory. She structures her novel as a series mgunedothat take place
during fourteen sessions of psychotherapy, in whidbrty-six-year-old im-
migrant woman from China speaks to a Caucasiampisr who helps her
look back at her developing years. Embedded indkieis a sense of uncer-
tainty coming from a first-person narrator whodeabglity is always already
undermined by the very act of remembering, sincerhemory has been
transformed by the distance of time, space, andofise second language.
Thus, in a metafictional and metahistorical fashiorRen HuanYan com-
ments on contemporary Chinese history, the immigcandition, academic
power politics, and western psychoanalytic paradigiihus her novel con-
tributes a significantly different perspective ahigtoricity to the existing
literature of Chinese America.

In Ren Huan,Yan Geling portrays a woman who survives exploitati

1t was performed at La MaMa Theater, New Yorkctonmemorate the 1989 Tiananmen
massacre.

12 schwarcz borrows this concept from Leon and RebEcirierg’s analysis of exiles.

13 Here one is keenly reminded of Leo Ou-fan Leelshmation of the peripheral in “On the
Margin of the Chinese Diaspora.”
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relations with paternal figures, which suggestailatle critigue on Chinese
women’s engagement with patriarchy throughout medrhistory. What the

protagonist confesses to her analyst are surviesies, including the ex-

perience of the Cultural Revolution in China anda keguggle within the

power structure in American academia. Her memoryCbina is closely

connected with an obsessive and semi-incestuoasuatfon with her fa-

ther’s best friend, Ho Yi-chi, a Communist officieho has turned the father
into a ghostwriter and a traitor. Later, as shelisaifor her doctoral degree
in the States, she becomes involved in an adukerelationship with an-

other older man, Professor Schultz, who chairgdartment in which she
works as a teaching assistant.

From the beginning, Ho is portrayed as a greatepmobn hero of
Communist China. He became literate at eighteencesated a socialist lit-
erary masterpiece at twenty. Although Ho is awarttedtitle as a revolu-
tionary intellectual, he is also depicted as awHreolitician who knows
how to manipulate people. This characterizatiorlofprovides a sharp con-
trast to the narrator’s father, an impractiitgrati from a bourgeois family
with no political wisdom whatsoever to protect Hirom harm or exploita-
tion. The narrator is well aware of Ho's dominativer her father. And she
reacts to it with both love and hate. The narratobsession with a heroic
figure like Ho, on the one hand, portrays the yarngeneration’s infatua-
tion with the mystified and heroic genesis of tle@ple’s Republic of China.
“Yes, | was in love with the mythical Uncle Ho, dmarrator admits (254).
Yan also assigns this love for Ho to a conquistadonplex. As the narrator
in a self-analytic mode points out, her emotiontdament to Ho manifests
power worship: “Young girls secretly worship anddibate themselves to
their conquers of the enemy tribes. Their infatratoriginates in being
overpowered. The power and control after the cosiqdeepens their obses-
sion. So the deepest obsession actually comesifatrad. Hatred. But [they
are] powerless to say anything” (184). On the otfserd, she wants to rebel
against this kind of conquest. The narrator comfeghat from the age of
eleven she secretly entertained the thought thetehld liberate her father
from mental enslavement should she succeed in segdo—"If Uncle Ho
has sinned against me, my father would be save®P)(Z'hrough the trian-
gulated relationship of Ho, the narrator, and léndr, Yan’s protagonist also
orchestrates a subtle psychological drama of revegginst Ho's, and by
extension the state’s, power and exploitation.

The narrator’s American lover also symbolizes tbe/gr she needs to
account for in order to survive. Again, Ho is thed party in this emotional
triangle as the narrator continues to compare txtg-something Schultz
with the aged Ho, a comparison that highlights thenipulative relation
between the narrator and Schultz. Importantly, gegond triangulation
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suggests that the narrator’s (Chinese) Americantiiyeis always mediated
by her memory of China. This state of mediationyaptresses the entan-
glement involved in the process of turning Ameriéana diasporic Chinese.
As Tu Wei-ming observes, “the ubiquitous presendette Chinese

state...continues to loom large in the psychocultaosistructs of diaspora
Chinese. For many, the state, either Nationalis€E@mmunist, controls the
symbolic resources necessary for their culturattithe’ (18-19).

In terms of remembering China, the Cultural Revolurepresents the
ultimate trauma in the early history of the PeapRepublic. | would argue
that it would be most fruitful to red®en Huarwithin the context of the Cul-
tural Revolution since the text is strongly infoanigy the aftermath of this
particular catastrophe, and therefore must be watin this specific narra-
tive tradition. This digression into the Culturabwlution narrative also
provides an important historical context to the exignces of recent immi-
grants from China and may illuminate a new develpmof Chinese
American reality.

In fact, in one of her earlier short storiegyd bu shi you ling(“l Am
Not a Spirit”)}* Yan already endeavored to work out the relatiqngie-
tween an elder man and a much younger girl whosgienal entanglement
is mediated by the memory of the Cultural Revoluti;h the story, nine-
teen-year-old Sui-zi falls in love with Han, a mligldged artist who was
persecuted during the Cultural Revolution and cetety lost his faith in
humanity. Although his talent is again appreciatewl his works much
sought after in the narrative present, Han caneat o paint human forms
again. Significantly, Yan underscores the fact tBat-zi's desire for Han
originates from the story narrated by her fatharuathow Han was humili-
ated and persecuted during the Cultural Revolutioigui-zi's first love let-
ter to Han, she passionately confesses, “I geedosyou because of your
story of misery; | fall in love with you becauseuy@ast was lack of love,
without love. Please allow me to support your bdlgt is permanently
wounded and to shoulder your unbearable load désnd” (Xiao Yul66).
The sentimental and melodramatic tone of the lettgeals a young girl’s
infatuation with and romanticizing of traumas amndferings. The letter also
serves as a trope of the younger generation’s siosewith the memory of
the Cultural Revolution. As in Yan's other stori@s,Ren Huanthe author
rewrites and further complicates this mediated tugfaon with the added
elements of power struggle and emotional manipmrati

The analysis of the impact of the Cultural Revaintbn the contem-
porary Chinese diaspora can hardly be exhaustedefer Zarrow insight-
fully observes, “the Cultural Revolution, which #leaed the lives of intel-

1 This piece of short story is collectedXiao Yu
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lectuals, students, and others with the ability amehns to express them-
selves, remains a potent signifier of totalitariisaster” (186). Paradoxically,
it also becomes the source of literary creationnfiany contemporary Chi-
nese writers. After the death of Mao Tse-tung i6l9he “literature of the
wounded” or “literature of suffering” and other K of narratives revolving
around the theme of the Cultural Revolution wematzden massPoliti-
cally, the creation of this type of writings servedrealign power structures
and to assign guilt in post-Mao China. Psycholdbicas many critics are
quick to point out, writing about the Cultural Réwion is in fact tanta-
mount to an act of survival. For example, in hi®ktength study of the
Cultural Revolution narrative, Xu Zidong arguestthery few contemporary
Chinese writers can avoid the task of rememberimthraaking sense of the
Cultural Revolution. They need to narrate and eartlee stories of the Cul-
tural Revolution; otherwise “many Chinese writeaad readers) will proba-
bly not be able to ‘survive’ this trauma of cultueaad moral fragmentation
and the loss of any sense of value. It will beidift for them to maintain the
spiritual connection with traditional culture andetMay Fourth spirit”
(11)® Xu contends that “the Cultural Revolution novedsé all but varia-
tions of the same structure, retellings of the sataey,” and narrative types
of the same ‘collective memory™ (36) because “aossly or uncon-
sciously, what a fiction writer needs to do for sreelf and for the reader is
to provide certain ‘form’ or ‘meaning’ to the expices of the Cultural
Revolution” (207).

Another interesting phenomenon in terms of litegargduction is that
Cultural Revolution memoirs and, more recentlytidical works, have ap-
peared in the last four decades on the Englistaliemarket. According to
Zarrow, both the writing and reading of these Estglanguage Cultural
Revolution memoirs are shaped by a Cold War idgolddpese memoirs,
many written by former Red Guards, “are commoditresliating traumatic
experiences into the putatively universal languagdeke social sciences and
psychology. But as representatives of violence paid, the memoirs also
make a compelling moral argument, demanding a respdo political re-
pression and pain and promising to teach us songgtlil67). The few Eng-
lish novels by Chinese American authors which toupbn such traumatic
experiences, such as Wang Pingimerican Visa1994) and Anchee Min’s
Katherine(1995), mostly appear ideologically simplistic whbey write in
a dichotomous fashion about Chinese suffering andrican salvatiof’

15 Al the translations of quotes from Xu’s text here mine. Following Vladimir Propp’s
formalistic approach, Xu analyzes fifty texts oétlultural Revolution and comes up with
twenty-nine “plot functions.”

8 American Visds collection of short stories about a centralrabter Seaweed who moves
from her home to a peasant village and finally tosking, New York. The protagonist in
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Chinese cultural critic Dai Jinhua's analysis o tltonsumption” of
these memories in China further elucidates the ssdge relationship of
Chinese cultural production and the Cultural Retiolu Throughout the
1980s, Dai points out, the Cultural Revolution vesisomnipresent subtext
whose chain of signification rapidly multiplied;ty& soon became a meto-
nymic representation for discursive taboos. Thenting industry that de-
veloped from the experience of trauma actually ldisgd honest political
reflection: “although ‘literature of the woundedas rapidly transformed
from a voice of the other into the cultural maieain, yet its necessary ex-
tension, literature of political reflection, is soaground. For undoubtedly a
reflection on the Cultural Revolution is bound ®cbme a query of history
and a questioning of reality that will lead to aerrogation of institution
and power machine” (41-42).For Dai, the “literature of the wounded” is
just “a rewriting of reality rather than a disclosua new cultural covering
up and a successful ideological practice rathan Hraunprecedented expo-
sure or a ‘national reflection after the catastespkB). The production and
consumption of the Cultural Revolution narrativethsis part of an act of
political masking that actually aims to replaceuatwiolence with a discur-
sive one.

Although the wrenching experiences of the CultlRavolution are
deeply burned into the consciousness of the fiestgn narrator, Yan's
treatment of this collective trauma differs sigeadintly from that of the “lit-
erature of the wounded.” In fact, she denouncesetimopular stories as
works of kitsch and bad taste, revealing how tleeliogical education of the
Communist government has effectively wiped out pogsibility of inde-
pendent thinking. Yan describes her reaction wiencemes across some of
the “true stories” written in English:

The way the authors tell the story is far from lgefrue. Maybe it
is because they are writing in English. They carwmelt control the de-
grees of precision of the language and become dudetdnby the lan-
guage.... Another far more important reason is bexthese authors are
the direct product of an authority of bad taste.il@/lmost of these
works are trying to accuse this authority, the argHail to recognize the

Wang's second novétoreign Devil(1996) follows the same trajectory of migration.chAee
Min’s first book, Red Azaleq1994) is an autobiography with an interestindgil@s subtext.
Kathering her first novel, narrates the relationship betweestudent and her American
teacher, Katherine, and how the latter helps hereleChina. As the title suggests, the novel
has a Eurocentric perspective that condemns Chimage as corruptive and backward. Min’s
book about the Cultural RevolutioBecoming Madame Ma@d 999), is a fictional biography
of Jiang Chin that simplistically attributes the sawf the cultural disaster to Madame Mao’s
frustrated sexual desire.

17 All the quotes from Dai'’s text are my translations
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fact that its only success is to typeset the mihskeweral generations of
[Chinese] people. No matter how real the storywghin this fixed
mentality there can be no trutfedq xi mi ya loul85)

Since Yan herself has written a novel in Englishe Banquet Bug2006),
obviously she does not reject English for literargationper se What she
challenges here are the works of kitsch and bad &sswell as the poverty of
imagination that arise from a culture under todailin rule.

Despite Yan's revulsion against the kitsch exptaita of the Cultural
Revolution, contemporary Chinese history is soalp&nit with this hor-
rendous memory that the specter of the CulturaloRgn inevitably
haunts her texts. Even iu Sanghe narrator cannot help but slip in an allu-
sion to her personal experiences in the CulturaloR¢ion and the Tianan-
men massacre to describe the perverse sexuallmrhiad the racist raid of
Chinatown (208). InrRen Huan references to the Cultural Revolution are
numerous. However, though many of the details efritbvel come from her
lived experiencelRen Huans not and does not intend to be a fictional mem-
oir. Yan’s ingenuity lies in the ways in which stisplaces sensational de-
scription of the totalitarian holocaust with a meral narrative of love and
seduction. By appealing to love, a basic humarcafihe unmasks the dis-
guised distortion of humanity involved in the megnof the Cultural Revo-
lution and, by implication, alludes to the violenoeanother experience of
extremity, immigration. Through a carefully psyobgiked narrative of se-
duction, she further highlights the power struggholved in political sur-
vival. The purpose of such displacement is notttsationalize, but aims to
offer personal insight into the trauma through @selinspection of how hu-
man beings react in extreme situations. The donoateations in the novel,
therefore, are mutually enlightening and indicatees direction of Chinese
American writing.

The distortion of humanity is best represented hey father’s public
humiliation of Ho during the Cultural Revolutionftér years of serving as
Ho's ghostwriter, the father slapped Ho when thetavas undergoing po-
litical criticism. The author attempts to hammentgthe impact of this slap
on the face, which as a symbolic act is fraughhwit the violence and be-
trayals of the Cultural Revolution:

My father’s right hand was on its way back from thep, the tips of his
five fingers were numbed by the after shock. Urdte raised his left
hand towards his cheek, to register the slap. Nhefalooked into Ho's
eyes. They were so traumatic. It was like someohe was hit by a
bullet on the side or the back when he was tryiitty &l his might to

dodge the bullets in front of him. This bullet cafmr@m a gun that was
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too close to him; the one holding the gun was agemwho he thought
was bonded to him in eternal friendship. Ho'’s eyeser left my father.
He wanted both of them to acknowledge this evideMe father sud-
denly understood that he could never take his fiigimtd back from the
slap on Uncle Ho’s face. He could never quiet thierashock upon his
fingers. He could never wash this slap from hisch82)

For all the exploitation he has suffered, the fatiitese the most inappropri-
ate moment to claim justice. Most importantly, awveals how this crazy
mode of collective hatred perverted basic humamitligand turned decent
people into traitors.

The pattern of exploitation and betrayal is repgatethe narrator’s re-
lationship with Schultz, who, armed with his acadtestatus, practically
forces himself on her. In one episode the narmé¢scribes how Schultz de-
liberately prints out a recommendation letter fer and then tears it into
pieces in front of her (26). The cruelty of thidiblerate act that aims to hurt,
and the explicit show of power must be interpretdtiin the context of the
narrator’s “alien” status. The threat of no recomo®ion jeopardizes her
chance of finding a job upon which her legal statnd livelihood depend.
Yet the narrator refuses to become his opponetitisngame, and thus ren-
ders Schultz powerless. Her nonchalance showsstiethas seen through
the mechanism of manipulative power game sincehsisebeen thoroughly
educated by the episode between her father an@®ékpite this rational per-
spective, she somehow projects her obsession éaoltter Ho onto Schultz,
and vicariously consummates the suspended romanteri present rela-
tionship with a much older Caucasian man.

Underneath her cool and rational appearance, ttratoanevertheless
becomes suicidal under the heavy strain of the petvaggles in which she
Is engaged. This gives Yan the chance to creaserative frame of psycho-
therapy for the novel. According to Yan, the wigtiaf Ren Huanoriginated
in her personal experimentation with psychother&uy. three months, she
visited a Caucasian female therapist. Yan recalse was a careful listener
and kept on making notes. Before the next sessienw®uld locate several
questionable points and went over these questiotis me, trying to dis-
cover the abnormal influence during the developnaémhy personality and
the traumas—be them cured or not—of my early [{fed x imi ya lou220).
Yan was singularly fascinated by the therapist'®hook, from which she
believed “a story, a personal story about me nedraty fragmented, some-
times with improper, English” should surfadeo(xi mi ya lou221). Hence
the fiction writer set to work and what came outlodse sessions of Freu-
dian “Talk Out” wasRen Huan a narrative of remembering China and re-
constructing a new identity for a Chinese diaspmacnan.
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In the novel Yan has adapted a classical Freudigohpanalytical pa-
radigm in which the transferential relationshiptwine’s therapist is basi-
cally a linguistic one: to speak to this listenipgrty implies lifting the re-
pression, translating one’s experience, and overgpan linguistic barrier. It
enables the narrator to shuttle back and forth éetwthe past in China and
the present in the United States, and to finallpedo terms with her dias-
poric identity. In a sense, writing performs thismétion of transference and
makes narrativization possible. Speaking from tbeitipn of a therapist
who is also a Holocaust survivor, Dori Laub obsertleat the process of
constructing testimony is really a collaborativerkvbetween the survivor
and the therapist:

The survivor, indeed, is not truly in touch eithgith the core of his
traumatic reality or with the fatedness of its i@&ments, and thereby
remains entrapped in both. To undo this entrapnmeatfate that cannot
be known, cannot be told, but can only be repeatdtierapeutic proc-
ess—a process of constructing a narrative, of ioocting a history
and essentially, ofe-externalizing the eventhas to be set in motion.
This re-externalization of the event can occur taka effect only when
one can articulate andansmitthe story, literally transfer it to another
outside oneself and then take it back again, insid#ing this entails a
reassertion of the hegemony of reality and a rerexrlization of the evil
that affected and contaminated the trauma vict@8.driginal emphasis)

The survivor has to put the horrendous experiente narrative forms to
start the healing process. The fictional testimofiyhe Cultural Revolution
and transnational migration Ren Huaris clearly rooted in the act of narra-
tivization. The novel testifies to a Chinese worsasurvival, as she lives to
remember the traumas of contemporary Chinese hisdod the reader be-
comes the therapist who enables this articulat@hteansmission.

However, Yan also inserts several twists in heratae as critiques of
the Eurocentric paradigm of psychotherapy. Filsg teliability of Yan's
narrator is deliberately put into questioned inttdad. In the novel, we see a
patient well versed in the theories and principbdéspsychoanalysis. Al-
though she seems to cooperate with the theragsts Yiarrator controls her
act of remembering. In the final session the narrabluntarily undergoes
hypnosis in an attempt to uncover any possibledbbibd trauma. In this
hypnotized state she tells a Lolita-type story ofvhHo may have been
tempted by her budding eleven-year-old female kodytouched her during
a train ride. This psychoanalytical breakthroughce the therapist obvi-
ously tries to pin down the source of the narrataméntal “dis-ease” in Ho’s
pedophilic act, becomes highly doubtful since Yamppsely highlights the



Remapping Chinese American Literature 171

fact that it is unclear whether she is telling theh or simply indulging in
her own fantasy. As the narrator forewarns heraist, as well as the reader,
“[m]aybe what you get is not truth, but daydrea57). Hence, by framing
the narrative with psychotherapy, Yan at once atgbpotential transferen-
tial bonding between the analyst and the analysand, deconstructs this
supposed transference with the presence of aniaimieeharrator. Moreover,
in her final phone message to the therapist, tb&agonist identifies the lat-
ter as Dr. Sade. This appellation, loaded withuraltallusions, is another
ironic comment on psychotherapy. Instead of a hgljiand, the therapist is
implicitly compared to the sadist author of sexp@iversions. Thus Yan in-
serts an implied criticism of Freudian preoccupatioth sexology. Through
her narrator’s resistance to formulaic diagnosient Yan subtly comments
on the heavy reliance on psychotherapy in Amerisaniety and more
pointedly questions the appropriateness of impogiagtern psychoanalyti-
cal theories and culture on Chinese people.

Furthermore, inRen HuanYan represents Hall'¥process of cultural
diaspora-izatiofi by creating an illusionary bilingualism. Yan'sxtemost
significantly contributes to Chinese American ke, | believe, through
her creative way of challenging the hegemony ofliEhdpy problematizing
the use of language. Whereas Chinese Americamrjterorks written in
English often represent bilingual experiences witimsliteration of Chinese
dialects, Yan constantly highlights the intrinsiontlicts in the narrator’s
linguistic mode of representation as she triesoimraunicate in a language
that is not her own. Her choppy, fragmented sertestictures mimic the
way in which the narrator carries on an Englishvessation with the thera-
pist. Right from the beginning we hear the firstqms protagonist speak
about her different personalities while using dif& languages:

English makes me rude. The English-speaking merigesne different.

It makes me act uninhibited; the imprecision in expression is my

camouflage. It is a prop, a costume for you to cgairself up so that
your can speak the lines and perform in the mottesatic way. In an-

other language hides my other personality. Just tilese plastic figu-
rines. On this sandbox you can always rebuild aipe wut everything.

Kids can use them to play out all their dreams famfasies. Yes, I've

heard about this kind of therapy. So is Englistmétkes me both correct
and incorrect. So | have nothing to hide. (1)

Here the theatrical allusions underscore the natfiperformance in linguis-
tic practice. Most strikingly, the author ascrilzetherapeutic function to the
use of a language other than one’s mother tonghe.lihguistic limbo la-
mented by many non-native speakers becomes a freedne from which
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one can articulate vital truths. Of course, Yanads so naive as to disregard
the sense of deterritorialization involved in ansiingual situation. The im-
migrant woman living in the bilingual mode also apps schizophrenic in
the passage. Yet Yan is nonetheless ingenioussocesing the form of the
narrative—literally sessions of psychotherapy—wigflections on the na-
ture of bilingual practice and accomplishes thissseof heteroglossia in a
monolingual mode of written Chinese.

Becoming a Cultural Translator

There is never an easy answer to the questiomnglige in terms of
literary categorization. With the acceleration i@rnisnational migration and
the challenge against the spread of global Endfliske can no longer resort
to a simple monolingual approach to define fiekist tare deeply rooted in
diasporic transmutations such as Chinese Ameritematiure. In this case the
process ofdiaspora-izationin fact changes both the fields of Chinese and
Chinese American studies. Yan Geling labels heesadf other Chinese im-
migrant writers as “nomads of Chinese literaturetdwuse in terms of geo-
graphical and psychological positions in socigtgytare at once estranged
from the mainstream of the Chinese mother tonguaepanched on the cul-
tural margin of another country. This double maagjization, according to
Yan, results in a creolization of written ChineB® ki mi ya lou149). How-
ever, | strongly believe that this nomadic conditie perhaps the most stra-
tegic position for a Chinese American “culturalnskator.” Just like Nieh
Hualing “translates” the formation of a Chinese Aiven identity with the
story of Mulberry’'s metamorphosis into Peach, Yaeli® also plays the
role of a cultural translatoby re-presenting different aspects of Chinese
American history and female subjectivity, and negotg between different
experiential fields in her two novels. Her perceptobservations about the
immigrant condition based on her position as aucalttranslator considera-
bly expand the scope of Chinese American literature

My effort to redefine Chinese American literarydis here also gives
me an opportunity to reflect upon my own criticalstion. While working
on these Chinese texts that delineate specific @SkirAmerican lived ex-
periences, |, with my linguistic practice of traatgbn and critical practice of
interpretation, have also become a cultural traoisldhis engagement with
cultural translation is one of the advantages dkageresponsibilities of be-
ing a “bilingual intellectual.” We bilingual intedttuals who work in the field
of minority literary studies, in the final analysishould value our role as
cultural translators, whose task involves more thsmply translating lin-

18 See Rita Raley for a discussion of the ideologissiiés involved in the concept of global
English.
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guistic and cultural codes from one country to hagtbut moving beyond
linguistic barriers to facilitate cultural agen@ag Gayatri C. Spivak has re-
minded us? Only then can we contribute productively to thentawious
remapping of the existing fields of literary stuglie

19 In “The Politics of Translation,” Spivak remonsgs, “[t]he translator has to make herself,
in the case of third world women writing, almosttbe equipped than the translator who is
dealing with the Western European languages, beaafuhe fact that there is so much of the
old colonial attitude, slightly displaced, at wark the translation racket. Poststructuralism
canradicalize the field of preparation so that simiphning up on the language is not enough;
there is also that special relationship to theistpof language as the production of agency
that one must attend to” (189).
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