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Background Information

I have been teaching for 29 years—all of my adult life. It has been along
haul. Still, in many ways, I find myself surprised at the pleasure of it. Ilike
being in that room, dusty with chalk though it may be, working with students,
watching them struggle with new ideas and skills, pushing them along when
they are reluctant, offering guidance when I can. When they seem particularly
reluctant or ill at ease with a new reading or idea or peculiarity of English
grammar, I sometimes offer this: Education is a word with interesting roots. The
prefix E- means out—as in evict, emit, eject. The root DUC- means to lead, asin
aqueduct, conductor, and reduction. Thus, education at its core is a chance to be led
out—to go where you haven’t been before. That is what I propose to do on my
sabbatical: to study, in a rigorous, systematic way, an area that is new to me, an
area that will enrich my life as a reader, thinker, teacher, citizen, and colleague. I

am eager to step out, to immerse myself in new areas of study.

My Project: An Overview

I know nothing about Asian-American literature, aside from having done
informal reading of a couple of works by Amy Tan. Here at Mt. SAC, I teach a
large number of Asian students. I would like to—I should be able to—use and
recommend texts that will speak to their lives, their life experiences, but I cannot.
My project will focus on Asian-American literature, including autobiography,

fiction, poetry, and film. My studies will begin with a look at some of the



traditions within the literature of Asia to provide me with a sense of some of the
patterns and motifs that may influence the writings of some Asian Americans. I
will then proceed with a broad overview of Asian American literature as it is
represented in Charlie Chan is Dead: An Anthology of Contemporary Asian American
Fiction, edited by Jessica Hagedorn. This substantial work, which has been called
the first major anthology of Asian American fiction, will give me an overview of
the themes and authors prominent in this area. I will also read an anthology of
Asian American poetry, such as Breaking Silence: An Anthology of Contemporary
Asian American Poets, edited by Joseph Bruchac. Having accomplished this
overview of short fiction and poetry, I will then turn to the novels and
autobiographies of those writers whose work most interested me from the
anthology. I am interested in examining writing from a number of Asian
American cultures, including works by Filipino, Chinese, Japanese, Korean,
Indian, and Vietnamese writers. The writers I choose will come out of my
preliminary research, but they will include such writers as Carlos Bulosan, David
Wong Louie, Chitra Divakaruni, and Maxine Hong Kingston.

In addition to the work I do with written texts, I will also explore films
that are directed by and/or that deal with the Asian American experience. Jim
Burke, in his remarkable book Illuminating Texts: How to Teach Students to Read
the World, argues that visual literacy will be a vital part of literacy for students
and citizens of the 21* century. I have long used films in my writing and
literature classes, ranging from Stand and Deliver in developmental classes to
Smoke Signals in mythology classes to Fast, Cheap, and Out of Control in critical
thinking classes. I also taught my first Introduction to Cinema class recently.

These experiences have led me to understand the power of film as text for
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students, the rich discussions and papers that can arise from viewing films, and
my own need and desire for a deeper and broader knowledge of film. My
studies in film will include primary sources—the films themselves—as well as
secondary sources about those films. I will begin my film emphasis by examining
the works of Japanese master director Kurosawa and will then examine the

works of Ang Lee, a contemporary Asian-American director.

The Product of the Project

The visible product of my scholarly research will take two forms: notes
and casebooks. The notes will cover my preliminary overview work; these notes
will include pertinent biographical information on authors or directors, brief
summaries of their key works as presented in the anthologies and novels that I
read and the films that I view, and notes about recurring images, themes, and
issues in their work. The casebooks will focus on three authors and three films
that I select to research more intensively. Each casebook will include notes about
the author or director, summaries of the major works studied, lists of recurrent
themes and images, a sampling of critical articles about each author/ director,
and a list of study questions that would be useful for me or other faculty doing a
unit on that author/ director. These products—both the notes and the
casebooks—will be a useful learning tool and resource for my future studies and
teaching.

The final report will compile the notes and case studies for both parts of
the project, with a brief introduction and overview. Because of the wide range of

my studies, notes and casebooks will be compiled as I move through my studies



so that they will be as fresh, accurate, and pertinent as possible. A time line for

my research for both semesters is attached.

Benefits to the College and Students

This project will offer benefits to me, to me department, to the college, and
to my students. To become the student rather than the teacher will renew me,
both for the intellectual stimulation that such studies will offer and for the
reminder of what it feels like to be learning new and challenging material. I will
also bring my knowledge and enthusiasm for these studies into my classes; both
topics are particularly amenable to being integrated into many courses, whether
they are developmental writing classes or literature classes. As for my
department, I will make these materials available to colleagues; I did this with
my last study project, both by offering them to individuals and by putting them
in the English Department’s resource library. They have been used by new
faculty and veteran faculty who were facing unfamiliar class preps or who just
wanted another perspective on materials they had taught many times before.
Were there any interest in either topic, I would be willing to offer Staff
Development classes or workshops if asked. Finally, my students would profit
from having courses that incorporate a richer, more diverse and informed

offering of literature and film.



Date

Aug.-Sept.

Oct.-Nov.

Dec.

Area of Study

Introduction to Asian Literature

Introduction to Asian American Lit

Autobiographies and Non-Fiction

Sample Texts

(List to be expanded based on initial research)

Literatures of Asia, Tony Barnstone, ed.

Charlie Chan is Dead, Jessica Hagedorn, ed.
The Big Aiiieeeee! An Anthology of Chinese-American and

Japanese-American Literature, Jeffrey Chan, ed.

America is in the Heart by C. Bulosan
Farewell to Manzanar by J. Houston

The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down by A. Fadiman



Jan.

Feb.

Poetry

Short Stories

Breaking the Silence, Joseph Bruchach, ed.
The Open Boat: Poems from Asian America,

Garrett Hongo, ed.

Pangs of Love by David Wong Louie

I Tell You Now, Eds. Brian Swann and A. Krupat



March Novels The Mistress of Spices by C. Divakaruni
Monkey Bridge by Lan Cao
No-No Boy by J. Okada
Woman Warrior by Maxine Hong Kingston
Bone by Fae Myenne Ng
The Joy Luck Club by Amy Tan

Native Speaker by Chang-Rae Lee

April-May. Films Films by Kurosawa:
Seven Samurai
Rashoman
Ran
Films by Mira Nair:

Monsoon Wedding



10

Mississippi Masala
Salaam Bombay!
Vanity Fair
Films by Ang Lee
Eat, Drink, Man, Woman
Wedding Banquet
Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon
Sense and Sensibility

The Ice Storm



Statement of Purpose

The aim of my project was two-fold:
1 to extend my awareness of Asian American literature, including non-
fiction, fiction, poetry, and film,
2) to create a resource for faculty (primarily but not exclusively in the
English Department) on Asian-American Literature, which would
provide information about my research, including plot overviews,

commentaries, suggested course levels, and bibliographic information.
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Sabbatical Report

As is true of any exploration, my journey into Asian American Literature
involved a number of turns, reversals, and unexpected paths. In my original sabbatical
proposal, I proposed to “be led out,” to be educated in the world of Asian American
Literature. I look back at that proposal understanding another truism about education: to
be educated is to understand how little that you know. In reading the materials and
viewing the films for this project, I had a door opened for me into a new world. Itis a
vast world, much larger and more complex than I had imagined. My report will provide a
look at some of the turns and paths I took as I began my exploration of the rich and
varied world of Asian American literature.

I opened my project by reading in Literatures of Asia, an anthology edited by
Tony Barnstone of Whittier College. The text is divided into three major sections: India,
Pakistan, and Bangladesh; China; Japan. It soon became clear to me that while these
works were interesting in and of themselves, reading translations of the Upanishads or
translations of poems from the Tang Dynasty would contribute little to my understanding
of Asian American texts. This sense was confirmed as I began reading Aiiieeeee! An
Anthology of Asian-American Writers, the first published collection of works by Asian
Americans. In many ways that seminal text, edited by Frank Chin, Jeffery Paul Chan,
Lawson Fusao Inada, and Shawn Wong, shaped the readings upon which I would
eventually focus my studies and the questions I would ask about them.

Aiiieeee!, published in 1973, raises a number of crucial ideas and questions that
remain central to the study of Asian American literature. In their fierce and sometimes

polemical introduction, the editors make this major assertion: “the existence of Asian-

12



American sensibilities and cultures...might be related to but are distinct from Asia and
white America” (viii). For these writers, a look at the traditions of literature in Asia is
simply beside the point. For them, in a view probably intensified by its time and place—
San Francisco in the late 60s and early 70s— Asian American writers bring to their work
a unique sensibility, a new language, a new perspective that is all their own. Even their
definition of Asian American is complex: they distinguish between Asian-American
writers (and these include those who were born here as well as those who were born in
Asia but who came here so early that they have little memory of life in Asia) and a group
they call Americanized Chinese writers. Among the latter they include Jade Snow Wong,
author of the frequently anthologized Fifth Chinese Daughter, a work they hold in
disdain as one of a number of “manifestoes of Chinese-American identity and
assimilation” (xiv). Aijieeeee! makes clear some of the complexities and conflicts
embedded in identifying Asian American writers and their roles and choices as writers.
As part of their discussion of the roles and concerns of Asian American writing, the
editors also critique the notion of being torn between two cultures, which is so central to
much minority literature, a notion described eloquently by W.E.B. Dubois as “the divided
self.” This they simply dismiss as a “goofy concept of the dual personality,” arguing that
“neither Asian culture nor American culture was equipped to define us except in the most
superficial terms” (viii). The central argument of this text, then, is that Asian American
writers—and by this they mean Chinese-, Japanese-, and Filipino-Americans—write in a
style and language and context that is uniquely their own, a kind of third space, set apart.
Here perhaps was my first “turning” on the sabbatical path. I understood that the

Asian American writers I would be reading would not be harking back to the forms of
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literature of Asia, ancient or contemporary; I also understood that the field was divided,
politicized in ways I had not expected. Yet, even as I appreciated the space that the
editors of Aiieeeee! were trying to carve for themselves, I was uneasy about a couple of
things. First, in an anthology introduced with a section called “Fifty Years of Our Whole
Voice,” that “whole voice” included only three women in an anthology of fourteen
writers. I was troubled, too, by their flippant and derisive dismissal of writers such as
Jade Snow Wong. Her experience was not their experience; her aims were not their aims.
But should not “the whole voice” include other voices, too, even those who seem too
assimilationist or too exotic? Admittedly, this is a thorny question in a context which had
made the diminutive and comical Charlie Chan the sole Asian image widely available to
a culture that was already inclined (no, committed) to xenophobia. Clearly, Chin, Chan,
Inada, and Wong were staking out crucial space and claiming their right to speak and be
heard in a culture that had misheard or ignored them for too long, a point they emphasize
by entitling the anthology section of their text “We Are Not New Here.”

These issues are further complicated in an essay by Elaine Kim, written twenty
years after the publication of Aiieeee!, as a preface to a fiction anthology entitled Charlie
Chan is Dead. First, two decades after the publication of that first Aiiieeeee!, the
definition of Asian American had broadened considerably. According to Kim, the
“massive and highly visible transformations in Asian American communities” included
increases of “500 to 1000% among some Asian and Pacific American populations” (xi).
Thus, Charlie Chan is Dead, coming just twenty years after Aiiieeeee!, includes forty-
eight writers, not just fourteen, and those writers come not only from Chinese-, Japanese,

and Filipino-American backgrounds. This text, edited by Jessica Hagedorn, also includes
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Korean American, Vietnamese American, Hawaiian, Pakistani-American, and writers
from across the Pacific Rim. (Interestingly, Oscar Penaranda had argued in Aiiiceeee!
that “We cannot write any literary background [of Filipino American literature] because
there isn’t any. No history. No published literature. No nothing. Just ‘Flips’ all over the
place” (xlix). Jessica Hagedorn, herself a Filipina, faced no such constraints in putting
her anthology together.) Elaine Kim raises further questions about the world of Asian
American literature as represented by Aiiieeeee! when she writes,

The sacred Asian American texts—such as Carlos Bulosan’s America is in

The Heart, John Okada’s No-No Boy, and Louis Chu’s Eat a Bowl of Tea [all

three of which are included in Aiiieeeee!]—were by “dead yellow men” instead

of “dead white men.” Asian American literary studies usually did not question

the concept of canonization but simply posited an alternative canon. (ix)
Clearly, the passing of two decades shifted notions about who might be included as Asian
American writers. Kim also questions some of the tenets about themes that had been
embraced by earlier writers and scholars (including herself.) She directly questions some
of the views raised in Aiiieeeee!, for instance, the belief in “dividing ‘Asian American’
from ‘Asian’ as sharply as possible, privileging race over gender and class, accepting
compulsory heterosexuality as ‘natural,” and constructing a hierarchy of authenticity to
separate the ‘real’ from the ‘fake’” (ix). The path that this reading led me to, then,
suggested several key points: 1) that I would encounter a broad range of writers, themes,
and texts; 2) that this range would reflect changes over time within the field; and 3) that
the scholarship within the field would be divided and spirited. Kim’s essay also made me

question some of the preconceptions with which I had entered the project. The very
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themes I had expected—“protest and exile...place and displacement...[the search for a]
psychic and physical ‘home’” —would be present, but to look for only those themes, Kim
suggests, would limit my understanding, homogenizing the literature rather than
appreciating it for its diversity and complexity (ix).

A more recent anthology further readied me for diving in to a literature that I
increasingly understood would be diverse and complex. This text was Bold Words: A
Century of Asian American Writing, edited (tellingly, I think) by Rajini Srikanth and
Esther Y. Iwanaga. This text, having been published in 2001, came just eight years after
Charlie Chan is Dead. Srikanth raises an interesting critique of earlier anthologies—
suggesting yet another new path for me—because they “reproduce traditional paradigms
of Asian American literature, a model that privileges writing by East Asian Americans,
that illuminates California-centric experiences, that focuses on the United States as the
primary site of emotional allegiance” (xv). This anthology tries to “re-create the sense of
a vast and incompletely knowable Asian America” (xvi). It also acknowledges a trend
that I had not fully considered —that there are two trajectories in Asian American
literature, one that is centered primarily in the United States and one that includes
“ancestral homelands and diasporic locations outside the United States” (xviii). This
notion became pivotal to me when I began reading novels and memoirs, especially those
of Anchee Min and Lisa See, whose work often is located in ancestral homelands that are
both geographically and chronologically distant. This was a direction I had not originally
expected; I had imagined that Asian American literature would concern itself primarily
with life here in the United States and with the complications that inevitably arise for

immigrants and their children. Bold Words and my subsequent reading of a number of
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novels and memoirs showed me the importance that ancestral homelands would have for
a number of these writers, many of whom would travel to their families’ land of origin
for the first time as adults, something we see indirectly in Lisa See’s works and more
directly in works such as Andrew Pham’s Catfish and Mandala: A Two-Wheeled Voyage
Through the Landscape and Memory of Vietnam.

One more secondary text, reviewed in detail later in this project, was particularly
useful in framing my thinking as I read: Linda Perrin’s Coming to America: Immigrants
Jrom the Far East. While this text’s brief histories of Chinese, Japanese, Filipino, and
Vietnamese immigration were invaluable, I was even more struck by a three-page list at
the very close of the book entitled “A Brief History of U.S. Immigration Laws.” Having
been raised in the South, I knew too well the history of cultural racism upheld by law, but
I had not fully understood the systematic and long-term racist legislation that had been
faced by Asian immigrants, particularly on the West Coast. This list provided a context
for a range of the works I would go on to read and view, ranging from Carlos Bulosan’s
autobiography America is in the Heart to Lisa See’s non-fiction account of her family’s
history in On Gold Mountain to Wayne Wang’s film Eat a Bowl of Tea, based on the
Louis Chu novel. A sample listing of these laws is instructive: The First Chinese
Exclusion Act of 1882; the 1907 Exclusion Act which banned “persons detrimental to
labor conditions in the United States, specifically Japanese and Korean skilled or
unskilled Iaborers” (173); the Act of 1917 which added a literacy test and further
restricted entry of other Asians. Knowing of these laws and attitudes was to be crucial as
I encountered in short stories, novels, and films the effects that the laws had on Asian

immigrant families and communities.
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Having read and studied this range of background and secondary texts, I was
ready to “dive in”—to read short stories, poems, novels and to view films that promised
such variety and challenge. So dive in I did, though I did make another turn from my
original thinking about the texts upon which I would focus. Although India and Pakistan
are part of Asia, I understood that I needed to focus on the East Asian American writers,
as there was so much to be learned in that arena. As I read, I realized too that not all of
the works I read would be useful for the final product of this project. I had envisioned
both enriching my own life as reader, thinker, teacher, and citizen; I also wanted,
however, to create a product that would be useful for me and for other faculty in making
lesson plans, developing curricula, and recommending texts to interested students. Thus I
read some works but chose not to write about them when I understood that I would not
recommend their use in our classes. Some works, particularly in Aiieeeee!, seemed
products of their times, dated by language or theme. Frank Chin’s The Chickencoop
Chinaman, for instance, or Jeffery Paul Chan’s “’Chinese in Haifa” seemed rooted in
their 60s and 70s sensibilities, with their descriptions of an array of 60s figures: one “who
trips to Pittsburgh to conjure with his childhood friend, another “a zombie with taps on
his shoes,” and one who is forever rolling joints from an envelope filed under D for dope
(50). Similarly, some of the works in Charlie Chan is Dead seemed interesting for
reading but not appropriate for teaching; I imagine, for instance, my developmental and
non-native students being particularly lost if they were asked to read Lois-Ann
Yamanaka’s “Empty Heart,” which is written in the pidgin English of fourth-generation

sugar plantation workers in Hawaii.
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The work of the project, then, became to read, re-read, reflect, discarding some
works as interesting but not useful for my purposes and choosing others to write about. I
thought I had a grasp of some of the major writers, but for every work I read, I discovered
five more that I should read. I fell in love with the works of Lisa See, the films of Wayne
Wang, the fiction of Chang-Rae Lee. In exploring film, I soon realized that, just as the
ancient literary texts of Asia had little bearing on my reading of contemporary Asian
American fiction, so too were the films of Kurasawa, no matter how magnificent, of little
relevance to my examination of the works of contemporary Asian American films. There
were other surprises along the way. I was familiar with the films of Ang Lee, for
instance, but my discovery of Wayne Wang’s films led me in new directions. For both
Ang Lee and Wayne Wang, I struggled as I realized that I was most moved by and
interested in their smaller films, the films that focused on Asian American experience.
As both directors moved toward mainstream (non-Asian-focused) Hollywood films such
as Lee’s Sense and Sensibility or Wang’s Maid in Manhattan, of all things, I was less
interested. This returned me to the questions raised in my earliest readings of secondary
sources. By preferring their Asian material, was I validating them only as representatives
of the Other experience? Or was the division simply a matter of what I believe to be the
inevitable shift in quality between smaller independent films and Hollywood
blockbusters? I returned to the question raised by Frank Chin and others at the beginning
of my project: What is Asian American literature? Is it simply a product of someone who
has Asian ancestry? Or is it, as the writers of Aiieeeee! postulated over thirty years ago,
the product more of a sensibility than a birthplace? Must its themes grapple overtly with

being an outsider, an immigrant, torn between two worlds? Perhaps it is enough to say,
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with Elaine Kim, “Charlie Chan is indeed dead, never to be revived,” replaced not by
model minorities but by the closeted Chinese son, the Vietnamese American bicyclist, the
Filipino on “The Price is Right” (xiii). The Asian American experience, while it shares
issues common to immigrants and common in particular to Asians who faced racism
supported by a long history of anti-Asian legislation, is not a single experience. The
Chinese have been in the United States for over one hundred years, while the Vietnamese
have been here for several decades. Filipinos have faced a special kind of debilitation in
being part of America but being apart in the most profound sense. To read Asian
American literature is to have a sense of the James Joyce line: “Here comes everybody.”
Having read nearly one hundred works by and about Asian Americans, I look to my
future reading with joy and anticipation--that I have ahead of me the opportunity to
continue to read and watch and learn a body of literature that is central to any real

understanding of American experience and the American literature that examines that

experience.

Conclusion on Significance of the Project

I wrote my notes both for myself and for fellow faculty members interested in
beginning to study Asian American literature. I divided the notes into several sections:
Non-Fiction, Fiction, Poetry, and Film. Because so many of our students are Asian
American, I believe that we should try to include these voices in the readings for our
classes. I will be offering these notes to fellow faculty members in the English
Department; I will also make copies available to the AmLa and Lern Departments. 1

know that I will be using a number of these readings and films in my own classes.
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On a personal note, I am extraordinarily grateful for this sabbatical year. It gave
me a much-needed chance to rest, restore, and renew; I can return to my life in the
classroom with energy and a new intellectual pursuit that will sustain me in years to
come.

Works Cited List for Report
Barnstone, Tony. Literatures of Asia. New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 2003.
Chin, Frank, et al. Aiiieeeee! An Anthology of Asian-American Writers. Washington

D.C. : Howard University Press, 1974.

Hagedorn, Jessica. Charlie Chan is Dead: An Anthology of Contemporary Asian
American Fiction. New York: Penguin Books, 1993.

Perrin, Linda. Coming to America. New York: Dell Publishing, 1980.

Srikanth, Rajini and Esther Iwanaga. Bold Words: A Century of Asian American

Writing. New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2001.

21



NON-FICTION TEXTS
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America is in the Heart by Carlos Bulosan

Plot Overview

Carlos Bulosan’s autobiography is a major work of Asian American literature, the
first major memoir by a Filipino, a well-known poet who tells the searing story of his life
of poverty in a rural farming community in the Philippines and of his search for stability
and a place in an America that was ultimately just as brutal as the life he left behind. Part
One of the book focuses in twelve chapters on his life as a child in the Philippines as he
watches his father lose his farm, bit by bit, to unfeeling and opportunistic landlords. In
this section, a pattern for his life seems to be set: it is as if he is in a pinball machine,
battered by outside forces and events that seem wholly out of his control. In Part Two, he
tells in vivid detail of his journeys up and down the west coast, moving back and forth
between Seattle and Los Angeles, in search of work, ultimately finding himself in the
precarious position of doing farm labor, which offers no stability or comfort. In Parts
Three and Four, his itinerant life continues, with violence and poverty permeating his life

and the lives of his “Pinoy” brothers and friends. In these chapters, he begins to find his
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voice—reading voraciously during a long convalescence for TB, writing for small
Filipino newspapers, writing and producing pamphlets in support of unions for immigrant
workers, and ultimately writing this straightforward story of relentless loss and
disappointment, though he continues to come back to a sweet sense of hopefulness that is
remarkable in light of the prejudice, poverty, oppression, and bad luck which dogged his
life as he pursued an elusive American dream.
Commentary

This is a daunting, bleak book, but it’s fascinating in its portrayal of an immigrant
group which often lies under the radar in contemporary culture; I had no idea of the
degree of racism that confronted Filipino immigrants in the American West in the 1930s
and 1940s. It’s interesting, too, because of all of its local references: I know many of the
downtown streets where he spent time in Los Angeles, and he mentions many towns and
suburbs that will be familiar to readers from Southern California. This book is not
complex in its structure or prose, but for me, Bulosan’s genuine, earnest voice and his
powerful courage in the face of enormous struggle make it well worth reading.
Appropriate Courses

Excerpts in English 68 or 1A

Bibliographic Information

Bulosan, Carlos. America is in the Heart: A Personal History. Seattle: University
of Washington Press, 1973.

ISBN 0-295-95289-X

Autobiography: 48 chapters, 327 pages



The Woman Warrior by Maxine Hong Kingston

Plot Overview

The winner of the 1976 National Book Critics Circle Award for non-fiction, this
is an imaginative and lyrical memoir, unusual in form and focus. Hong Kingston does
not follow the strict chronology of a conventional autobiography; instead, she offers
snapshots of her life through five sections or vignettes. The first, “No Name Woman,” is
(was?) often anthologized in Freshman Composition Readers; it tells the riveting story of
the public shaming of her aunt, her father’s sister, who, because she had committed
adultery, was attacked by villagers in a village in China and committed suicide; her very
existence is now denied by the family except in whispers of stories such as the one told to
Hong Kingston by her mother. In this vignette, Hong Kingston seems to be restoring her
aunt’s identity as she imagines the aunt’s feelings and motivations in both her infidelity
and her suicide. “White Tigers” begins with a fabulist story of a swordswoman, a slayer

of dragons, a story compared to which, as Hong Kingston humorously points out in the
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second half of the vignette, “My American life has been such a disappointment” (45). In
“Shaman,” we hear of her mother’s schooling and experiences as she learned both
traditional, shamanistic medicine and its Western complements; the section shows us her
practice of both. In “At the Western Palace,” Hong Kingston presents the black comedy
of her mother as a woman who wields not her sword, not her magic, but her words and
her will: she—named for the first time in the memoir as Brave Orchid—brings her sister
Moon Orchid over from China, forces her to travel to L.A. and confront the husband
whom she has not seen for decades, then nurses Moon Orchid as she loses her mind. In
the last section, “A Song for a Barbarian Reed Pipe,” Hong Kingston, in a really
remarkable feat of story telling, tells of her own struggle to find and exert her voice. This
is no story of meek humiliation; we see her take on her mother’s fierceness in the
sequence of events that finally allows her to speak out, speak up, and seek to make her

way in the world of “ghosts.”

Commentary

This is a book that has been on my “to read” shelf for decades. I’m not sure,
really, why I struggled with it for so long. I had always loved the “No Name Woman”
section that I’d read in anthologies. Perhaps it’s the magic realism/fabulist aspect that
had turned me away; Harry Potter notwithstanding, I am not generally drawn to fantasy.
But I am grateful to this project for having spurred me to read the whole text. It really is
remarkable, poetic, and complex. For me, it is most powerful when she is “story-talking”

about the real events in her past, but all of it is imaginatively conceived, and it presents a

powerful picture of the divisions within families, between what is said and what is
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unsaid, what is expected and what is. As a whole, the text might best be suited for a 1B
or literature class, though excerpts could certainly be used in 1A or, if used judiciously
and with supporting materials, in 68.

At the invitation of my friend and colleague Debra Farve, I did get a chance to go
see and hear Maxine Hong Kingston at Claremont. The focus of the talk was not her own
writing but the work she has done with soldiers writing about their experiences in war, a
project she undertook not only for the powerful writing that was possible but also for the
healing that such writing could bring. She has a lovely presence, a poet’s affection for

the world and a humanist’s sympathy for people that made the evening a real pleasure.

Appropriate Courses

1B, Images of Women in Literature

Bibliographic Information
Kingston, Maxine Hong. The Woman Warrior. New York: Vintage Books, 1975
ISBN 0-679-72188-6

Memoir/Autobiography: 209 pages, five sections
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“The Faintest Echo of Our Language” by Chang-Rae Lee

Plot Overview

Korean American Chang Rae-Lee writes movingly here of the death of his
mother. It begins with the line, “My mother died on a bare January morning in our
family room, the room all of us favored” (20); the paragraph continues with a series of
sentences, each of which begins, “She died,” achieving a kind of incantatory effect as he
comes to grips with his loss. The essay is a meditation, a rumination about his mother,
about loss, about language and its power: speaking, not speaking, choosing not to speak,
being unable to do so.
Commentary

This is a lovely piece, complex and elegant, moving back and forth between the
deathbed scene and the memories of his mother and family that are evoked in those final
hours. I can imagine it being used in courses that examine the language issues faced by
immigrants, family dynamics, or perhaps even nursing—an examination of the effect of

cancer on a family and the different ways that people respond to it.
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Appropriate Courses
English 1A, Creative Writing/Memoirs

Bibliographic Information

Lee, Chang-Rae. “The Faintest Echo of Our Language.” .” In Bold Words: A
Century of Asian American Writing. Eds. Rajini Srikanth and Ester Y. Iwanaga.
University Press, USA: Rutgers University, 2001. Pp. 21-28.

ISBN 0-8135-2966-2

Personal essay. 8 pages.
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From Among the White Moon Faces: An Asian-American

Memoir of Homelands by Shirley Geok-Lin Lim

Plot Overview

In this excerpt from her memoir, poet Shirley Geok-Lin Lim contemplates the
effect that motherhood has on her as she struggles with anxiety about having her child
feel at home and welcome in the American landscape in which she was born. This
anxiety, of course, is not just about the child but is also about herself —is she a good
enough mother, will she be a help or a hindrance to her vulnerable but willful child? She
examines in particular her shame at slapping her baby in times of frustration, just as she
had been slapped by her father. In her desperation to ease her child’s path, her own way
is plagued by uncertainty and doubt.
Commentary

This is a thought-provoking piece which on the one hand raises familiar themes

about the feeling of isolation and “otherness” experienced by immigrants. But it raises
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larger questions about parenthood —approaches to parenting, grappling with parental
aspirations, the human tendency to project upon our children our own deepest needs and

insecurities. This would be a useful reading in a class focusing on parents and children.

Appropriate Courses
English 1A, Teacher Prep classes, English 68/1A paired with Child Development
classes
Bibliographic Information
Lim, Shirley Geok-Lin Lim. From Among the White Moon Faces: An Asian-American
Memoir of Homelands. In Bold Words: A Century of Asian-American Writing.
Eds. Rajini Srikanth and Esther Iwanaga. New Jersey: Rutgers University
Press, 2001. Pp. 29-37.
ISBN 0-8315-2966-2

Excerpt from memoir: 9 pages
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Falling Leaves by Adeline Yen Mah

Plot Overview

This memoir is set first in China, where Adeline Yen Mah was born in 1937, a
time of social and political upheaval. It is, as one critic puts it, a kind of Cinderella story,
as Yen Mah, whose mother dies giving birth to her, endures a life of stunning hostility
and emotional abuse from her stepmother, and neglect and complicit abuse from her
father. Although she does get an education and financial support from them, her life is a
long battle to earn the attention and love of her parents, a battle that continues through

her time in medical school and on to her marriage and medical practice in Huntington

Beach, Califorma.
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Commentary

As a Western reader. I struggled with Adeline Yen Mah’s continued desire to win
over her truly awful stepmother and her only slightly less awful father. The book
demonstrates clearly the incredibly strong sense of filial loyalty that is part of traditional
Chinese culture. The book also makes concrete a number of Chinese historical
references, ranging from Chiang Kai-Shek to Mao Zedong to Tiananmen Square. It does
include an interesting array of images of women, including the malicious and evil
stepmother, the long-suffering and noble aunt, and the stubborn young Jane Eyresque
heroine. This is a compelling book. Reading guides are available at

www.randomhouse.com/resources/reg.html, and Yen Mah has her own website at

www.adlineyenmah.com.

Appropriate Courses

English 1A, English 1B, Images of Women in Literature

Bibliographic Information

Yen Mah, Adeline. Falling Leaves: The Memoir of an Unwanted Chinese Daughter.
New York: Broadway Books, 1997.
ISBN 0-7679-0357-9

Autobiography/Memoir: 274 pages, 32 chapters.
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Excerpt from Thousand Pieces of Gold

by Ruthanne Lum McCunn

Plot Overview

In this truly remarkable excerpt from the highly respected biography of
Lalu Nathoy, we read of her arrival to San Francisco in 1872, where she was to
be auctioned off as a slave. She arrives believing, as did so many immigrants of
her time, that she had come to a land of gold and riches that were just waiting to
be plucked from the streets. She is in for a brutal awakening when she instead
faces the terror and humiliation of being put on an auction block—a fate which,
shockingly, is not as bad as that faced by the young girls who traveled with her,
believing that they were coming with marriage contracts in hand, only to discover
that they had been sold into prostitution.
Commentary

I discovered Ruthanne Lum McCunn, a Eurasian who was born in San
Francisco, raised in Hong Kong, and educated in both Chinese and in English,
quite late in my sabbatical project; I look forward to reading her The Moon Pearl,

which was chosen by the American Library Association as “The Best of the
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Best.” Her novel Thousand Pieces of Gold is based on the true story of Lalu
Nathoy, who later became known as Polly Bemis, who was auctioned off and
worked her way to freedom, a remarkable woman well known and respected in
the Pacific Northwest. Ruthanne McCunn has a web site which includes
information on her other books and a fascinating array of pictures of Lalu
Nathoy/Polly Bemis. I plan to use this segment in my English 67 section on early
immigration stories, coupling it with Irving Howe’s piece on Ellis Island and
Gerald Keegan’s diary of coming to Canada on board the ship the Naparima
during the Irish potato famine. (I did read the full novel after my initial work on
this excerpt; it is a very good book that would work well in its entirety in English
67.)
Appropriate Courses
English 67, English 68
Bibliographic Information
McCunn, Ruthanne Lum. Excerpt from Thousand Pieces of Gold. In Charlie
Chan is Dead: An Anthology of Contemporary Asian American Fiction.
Ed. Jessica Hagedorn. New York: Penguin Books, 1993. Pp. 314-321.
McCunn, Ruthanne Lum. Thousand Pieces of Gold. Boston: Beacon Press, 1981.
ISBN 0-14-023111-0 (anthology); 0-932538-08-8 (primary source/novel)

Biography: Excerpt, 8 pages; novel, 308 pages.
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Coming to America: Immigrants from the Far East

by Linda Perrin

Plot Overview

This is an interesting, accessible rendering of the experiences of Asians in
America since the Gold Rush. Included are sections on immigrants from China,
Japan, the Philippines, and Vietnam, with excerpts from letters, interviews,
newspapers, and diaries. There are fourteen pages of pictures, from Filipino
grape