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MEMORY, HERITAGE AND RECONSTRUCTION: ON ETHNIC IDENTITY
OF CHINESE AMERICANS IN MAXINE HONG KINGSTON'S WORKS

Citzzens mhabit the political space of the nation, a space that i, at once,
furidically legislated, territorially situated, and culturally embodied . Although the
law is perhaps the discourse that most kterally governs atizenship, U. S. national
adture-the collectively forged images, lhistories, and narratwes that place,
displace, and replace indiduals in relation to the natimal polity— powerfully
shapes who the atizenry is, where they dwell, what they remember, and what
they forget. ( Lowe, 1996:2)



Chapter 1 An Overview of Chinese American Literature

Il.l General Overview of Chinese Americans in the U. S.

In the history of the United States of America, Chinese Americans
have been subjected to violence, exclusion and discriminatioss over
many years. They were represented in several stereotypes, from
celestials, yellow peril, greedy miners, redundant laborers, to allies as
opposed to the Japanese Americans during World War Two, and
finally, in the modern times as the model minority. Although the word
“model” connotes a positive note which is absent in the previous
damning stereotypes, the word stll expresses an undertone of
unassimilability. The Asiatic “unassimilability” is the stereotyping
process, which is defined by Gotanda as “ Asiatic racialization”—a
process conflating Asian Americans with Asian citizens and perceiving
them as a threat to the American nation (Gotanda, 1999:1 - 2).

On the contrary, the European immigrants can assimilate into
American sodety by “shedding their past, their ethnicity—the
language, customs, dress, and culture of the old country. Physically
indistinguishable from old-stock whites in America, they were able to
blend into the sodety of their adopted country” (Takaki, 1989:12).
However, Chinese Americans are marked as a separate group because
of the differences in their appearances and are reduced to cheap laborers
and subhuman disqualified as American ditizens.

The disfranchisement was the consequence of the prevalent
American legal discourse, which has constructed citizenship around skin
color or even tones of skin color, echoing the constructedness of
dtizenship in the prologue. The Naturalization Law of 1790 had
specified that naturalized citizenship was to be reserved for “whites,”
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MEMORY, HERITAGE AND RECONSTRUCTION: ON ETHNIC IDENTITY
OF CHINESE AMERICANS IN MAXINE HONG KINGSTON’S WORKS

which remained in effect until 1922 (Takaki, 1989:15). Citizenship
had been barred to Chinese mmmigrants until the repeal acts of 1943-
1952 when China became an American ally in WWII. Citizenship is a
status that, in the case of the United States, inherently linked to
masculinity as contended in the writing of Lisa Lowe: “the
‘ masculinity’ of the citizen was first inseparable from his ‘ whiteness, ’
as the state extended citizenship to nonwhite male persons, it formally
designated these subjects as ‘male,’ as well” (Lowe, 1996:11).
Specifically, laws were issued in 1882, 1884, and 1888 that
explicitly expressed anti-immigration policies agamst the Chinese, the
passing of which signaled repeated denial of the masculinity of Chinese
American males. During the booming years of the economy,
thousands of able-bodied and willing Chinese were welcome as cheap
laborers to the United States. Between the 1840s and 1870s, when
large amount of laborers were needed, they joined the labor force in
Hawatian sugar cane plantations and cross-continental railroad building
in mainland United States. However, when mines were exhausted, the
railroad completed, and the laborers abundant in the market, these
Chinese Americans were singled out as undesirable aliens and scapegoat
of social problems.

As a result, the whole series of exclusion laws and miscegenation
laws led to a conspicuous absence of wives and the emergence of the
“bachelor societies” which consisted of single Chinese men in various
Chinatowns all over the American West until the middle of the 20th
century. According to Huntley, the laws also produced “an aging male
Asian population in the Western states, and inspired in China a
thriving black-market industry in fraudulent immigration documents”
(Huntley, 2001:44). Many Chinese entered the United States as
“paper son” or “paper daughter” % Consequent to the legal denial of
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Chapter 1 An Overview of Chinese American Literature

their citizenship and forced bachelorhood, their identity has been
discursively produced in the cultural regime as asexual and servile
workers in laundries and restaurants. The exclusion of Chinese
Americans from ditizenship and the stereotypical construction of the
group were the very process to emasculate them.

1.2 The Emergency and Exuberance of Chinese American
Literature

Comparing with the long immigrant history, the literature of
Chinese Americans has, however, experienced a hard and protracted
birth. Fifth Chinesz Daughter by Jade Snow Wong possibly the first work
widely recognized by writers of Chinese American descent, announced
in 1940s the emergence of a literature of Chinese American making?.
Only after the cvil rights movement, did the era of Chinese American
Literature truly began. Many American writers of Chinese descent
come to the critics’ attention, most notably, Maxine Hong Kingston,
Frank Chin, Amy Tan, Gish Gen and David Hwang etc.

One of the events of significance to Chinese American Literature is
the publication of the first anthology of Asian American literature,
Atiieeeee!  An Anthology of Asian-American Writer, which 1s seen as the
mception of a real Asian American literature. Although the concepts
put forth in the introduction by the editors such as Frank Chin are
controversial, inciting heated debates after its publication, the views
however “represent the first clear articulation of the possibilities of a
Chinese American literary identity” (Wong, 1997:40).

The debates becare even more intense with the publication of T7e
Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood Among Ghasts® , another signaling
event in American literary history. One camp led by Frank Chin,

5



MEMORY, HERITAGE AND RECONSTRUCTION: ON ETHNIC IDENTITY
OF CHINESE AMERICANS IN MAXINE HONG KINGSTON’S WORKS

followed by a few sinologists or scholars whose researches focused on
China and her history, politics and culture, narrowed the scope of
Asian American and Asian American literature, stressing on “cultural
nationalism and American nativity”. The other one, headed by
Maxine Hong Kingston, the author of the aforementioned book,
argued for the opposite course, in defense of legitimacy to appropriate
resources from Chinese culture. The argument has “informed and
shaped the character and direction of Asian American literature—and to
a certain extent, Asian American Studies—since the late 1970s”
(Hundey, 2001:40). The discussion ended with the triumph of the
critics on the side of Kingston. The event was conduded by Mackin in
2005, “[t]he criticsm has been nearly unanimous in its preference for
Kingston and its rejection of Chin, favoring her as an author whose
postmodern style offers a template for ‘ performative’ Chinese
Americaness as a multiply determined identty” (Mackin, 2005:
512).

As the leading figure of Chinese American literature, Kingston’s
works have inspired intense discussion among readers, reviewers, and
academic aitics. In order to understand the impact of Kingston’s
work, we need to have a brief look at her background and major
works.

[ 1.3 Maxine Hong Kingston as the Leading Figure of
Chinese American Literature

Maxine Hong Kingston, the second generation Chinese
American, grew up listening to her mother’s “talk-stories”—legends,
myths, historical accounts, family tales, and telling and retelling of
familial narratives. Her idea of China, the homeland of her parents,
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