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Introduction 1

Introduction

Development of Chinese American Literature

Although Chinese Americans can boast a long and impressive
literary history dating back to the mid-nineteenth century,
Chinese American literature, like other ethnic literatures, has
long been discriminated against by the American literary canon.
Literary works have been defined as great art, as “universal”,
according to the Eurocentric definition of universalism. Only
those,'works that reflect. white male American experience and
conform to the style and subject matter of the white male
American literary tradition are deemed “great” and included in
the American literary canon. As a result, until recently,
anthologies of American literature were confined largely to the
work of white male writers, The literary canon has thus been

used to maintain white cultural hegemony. This situation has
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begun to change, although the change is coming rather slowly.
Early Chinese American writings appeared soon after the
large-scale immigration of the mid-nineteenth century when
numerous Chinese laborers were recruited from villages and
towns in southern China to build railroads and work in mines on
the west coast of the United States. Responding to an unfriendly
environment, early Chinese immigrants managed to express their
protests and complaints in various written forms. A case in point
is “A Letter to San Francisco Board of Education” written by a
Chinese individual in 1885 to protest educational segregation.
But the early Chinese American writers were mostly an elite
group. Lee Yan Phou (1861 — 19387), a student sent to the
United States by the Chinese Educational Mission, attempted to
elucidate misunderstandings about China through his life story,
When I Was a Boy in China €1887). Court official Yung Wing’s
My Life in China and America (1909) and diplomat Wu Ting
Fang’s America Through the Spectacles of an Oriental
Diplomat (1914) also made comment on the social inequalities
existing in American society, including those inflicted on Chinese
immigrants®. However, for the most part, these writers used
charming superficialities of food and dress, or ceremonies and
customs, to appeal to the benign curiosity of Western readers, as
they wrote during a period of severé discrimination. Geénerally
'speaking, these early books disclosed a marked dissociation

between theéir authors and the common people. With few

£ s

@ Information about éarly Chinese American writing is mainly
'obtained from Xiao-huang Yin's Chinese American Literature since the 1850s
published in 2000.
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exceptions, these works ignored the large numbers of laborers
recruited for agricultural and construction work in the United
States. They ignored the everyday life-and-death struggles of
Chinese Americans under American.domination,

Writers who ‘portrayed Chinese immigrants sympathetically
include Edith Eaton, whose pen name was Sui Sin Far.
Considered the first Chinese American writer in English, Edith
enriched Chinese  American  literature  through her
autobiographical account “Leaves from the Mental Portfolio of an
Eurasian” (1909) and her short-story collection Mrs Spring
Fragrance (1912). In these works, Sui Sin Far exposes the
wrongs done to the Chinese in America. Her writings, which
consistently ‘mirrored her developing identification with her
Chinese roots, probe the humanity of working-class women, the
bond of friendship between women against the backdrop of
gender-based exclusion laws and fractured families, and many
other topics. Sui Sin Far’s legacy lies in being “a bridge between
two worlds”. Her works anticipate the post-World War 1I
works of other Chineése American authors such as Louis Chu’s
Eata Bowl of Te;z (1961), Frank Chin’s Chickencoop Chinaman
(1972) and The Year of the Dragon (1974), Laurence Yep’s
Dragonwings (1975), The Serpent’s Children (1984) and
Dragon’s Gate (1993), which expose the false nature of the
canonized picture of Chinese American history and the distorted
images of the Chinese.’ The same means of self-defense and self-
affirmation employed by Edith Eaton can also be‘found in
Virginia Lee’s The House That Tai Ming Built (1963), in
which Virginia Lee insisted on the long anc_i glorious tradition of

Chinese arts and culture to counter prejudice.
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When the Chinese Exclusion. Act® was finally repealed in
1943, the increased number of Chinese emigrating to the United
States included significant numbers of women, and, as a result,

the number of Chinese American women writers increased.

Despite the growing numbers of writers, Chinese Americans’ -

novels continued for a time to cater to the tastes of a
predominantly- white readership, looking with polite disfavor on
Chinese culture and enthusiastically embracing the American
lifestyle. Pardee Lowe’s Father and Glorious Descendant (1942)
and Jade Snow Wong's Fifth Chinese Daughter (1945) are
considered to be among books seeking to satisfy an American
audience’s curiosity about the strangers in their midst. Similar
works include Lin Yutang’s Chinatown Family (1948) and Chin
Yan Lee’s Flower Drum Song (1957).

. During:the Second World War, when China and the United
States were fellow victims of Japan’s aggression, several Chinese
American women wrote novels and personal accounts about the
devastating effects. of the war on China, and the strength and
resilience of the,Chinese people in order to demonstrate to the
United States that China was a worthy ally: Among these

writers were Han Suyin, Mai-mai Sze, Helen Kuo, and the three

daughters of Lin Yutang— Adet, Anor, and Mei-mei. However,

® 1In 1882, the American Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act,
which stopped the entry of all Chinese except five classes of people who were
admitted in small regulated numbers, These five classes termed as “the
exempt classes” were scholars, students, merchants, officials, and tourists,
The Act suspended immigration of Chinese laborers and barred feentry of all
Chinese 1aborers who departed and did not return before the passage of the
Act (Lisa Lowe, 1996, 180).
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their works received little attention from. common readers. The
only work that garnered popularity and wide readership in those
years was Jade Snow Wong’s Fifth Chinese Daughter. Chinese
Americans .did not begin publishing imaginative literature until
the 1950s. Diana Chang’s The Frontiers of Love is one among
such. books that received critical notice in 1956,

Tt was .after the awards garnered by Maxine Hong

Kingston’s The Woman Warrior that much Asian American

writing began to receive critical acclaim, But for this book of 243

pages. published in 1976, the explosion of Chinese American
writing would not have occurred in the 1980s and 1990s. The
Woman Warrior made the first significant impact of Chinese
American literature on the popular American consciousness, and
paved the way for young writers of the next decade to prove

conclusively that the Chinese American voice had a powerful

~ resonance far beyond Chinatown. In the 1980s, Chinese

American writers first earned recognition for the excellence and

importance of their work. In addition to Kingston’s China Men,

‘the year 1980 saw the publication of Island: Poetry and History

of Chinese Immigrants on Angel Island 1910 — 1940 edited by
Him Mark Lai, Genny Lim, and Judy Yung. This book
‘demonstrates that 'the literary impulse among Chinese in America
has a tradition and a history;

Two books by Chinese American women appeared in 1981.
One was Ruthann Lum McCunn’s A Thousand Pieces of Gold, a
fictionalized biography of the eventful life of a Chinese woman in
America. The other was Beétte Bao Lord’s Spring Moon , which
tells about a Chinese woman's eventful life in China. In the same

year, the Obie Award for the Best New Play went to David
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Henry Hwang’s F. O. B. , and his M. Butter fly won the Tony
Award for Best New Dramatic Play on Broadway in 1988. In
1989, Frank Chin’s collection of stories, The Chinaman Paci fic
and Frisco Railroad Co. won the American Book Awards from
the Before Columbus Foundation. To top it all; the appearance
of Amy Tan’s The Joy Luck Club (1989) on national best-seller
lists helped to project Chinese American literature into the
literary mainstream.

The continuous growth of Chinese American literature in
the 1990s can be seen from the success of Amy Tan, Gus Lee,
David Wong Louie, Gish Jen, Fae Myenne Ng and many others.
The year 1991 saw a bumper harvest of Chinese American
literature. Four books were published, greatly attracting
American readers’ attention to Chinese Americans, They are
Amy Tan’s The Kitchen God’s Wife, Gus Lee’s China Boy,
David Wong Louie’s Pdng.of Love, and Gish Jen’s Typical
American. Besides his China Boy, Gus Lee has had three other
novels published— Honor and Duty (1994), Tiger’s Tail (1996)
and No Physical Evidence (1998). Together with two other
books of hers—Mona in the Promised Land (1996), and Who’s
Irish? (1999), Gish Jen has also taken a very significant position
in the Chinese American literary field. With her Bone published
in 1993, Fae Myenne Ng, a beautiful girl born in 1957, has also
attracted a lot of public attention. Amy Tan is by far the most
popular and prolific Chinese "American writeI:. Besides The Joy
Luck Club, she has published three other novels— The Kitchen
God’s Wife, The Hundred Secret, Senses and The Bonesetter’s
Daughter — as well as two children’s tales — The Moon Lady
(1992) and The Chinese Siamese Cat (1994).
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This brief review of Chinese American literary history might
have revealed that the new and sudden popularity of Chinese
American writing owes a great deal to Chinese American women
writers. Considering that Chinese women were an almost
invisible minority in American society until the early 1950s, this
development appears more surprising. When comparing books
written by men of Chinese ancestry and those written by women,
Amy Ling discovered three startling facts: “ ... first, women
writers have been more numerous; second, women have written
more books; and third, women’s books have been more
authentic.” (Amy Ling, 1990: 15) We dare not accept Amy
Ling’s idea completely, because it is beyond our ability to count
the exact numbers of writers and their books, since the definition
of Chinese American literature itself is controversial. Yet we feel
a strong empathy with her in saying that Chinese American
women writers have made a greater contribution than their male
counterparts. We build our assumption on the evidence that
Maxine Hong Kingston and Amy Tan are the most successful
writers in this field. Remarking on the Chinese American

Literary War, Yvonne Walter says:

Until now, Chinese American literature has largely been dominated by
women writers, Authors like Jade Snow Wong, Maxine Hong
Kingston, Amy Tan or Gish Jen are not only familiar to a literary
audience inside Asian America, but have gained fame within a wider
American society., Certainly, there is also a growing number of male
authors in the Chinese American communities, however with a few
exceptions, such as David Henry Hwang or Lawson Inada, hardly any
of them has exceeded local recognition. Frank Chin, one of the better

known writers, has not so much been recognized for his literary




