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Abstract

This dissertation takes contemporary Chinese American litera-
ture as its subject, focusing on three pairs of contradictions in
the process of its literary creation of an imagined “Chinese Amer-
ica”; cultural nationalism vs. Orientalism, male-centric national-
ism vs. feminism, and nativist nationalism vs, Chinese culture.
This study is not meant to resolve these conflicts. Rather, it
takes the different positions of the contending parties as points of
departure to scrutinize the confrontation, complicity and compro-
mise as a result of their differing representational strategies.
The first chapter examines the confrontation of cultural na-
tionalism against Orientalism in American literary tradition. It
begins with an overview of Caucasian representation of the Chi-
nese and concludes that such representation generally offers only
stereotypes to consolidate the white sense of superiority. Chinese
American literature positions itself directly in opposition to such
an Orientalist tradition. Taking over the power of representa-
tion, Chinese Americans redress the stereotypes in their litera-
ture. In the imagined space which used to be called “Orient” or
“China,” Chinese Americans make an effort to build up a Chi-
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nese America that is rooted in their historical experience in
America. They choose to foreground Chinese American contribu-
tion to the making of the American history to claim their legiti-
mate American rights and highlight their resistance to racial pre-
judice and oppression to right the servile stereotypes. By so do-
ing, they narrativize a “usable” Chinese American history, ren-
dering it nourishing to Chinese Americans today and sustaining
to them tomorrow. Nevertheless, the embeddedness of Chinese
America in America compromises the cultural nationalists’ effort
against Orientalism; their self-representation often ends up dis-
mantling one stereotype but unwittingly reinforcing another. De-
spite their intentions, their openly confrontational discourse is at
times disturbingly resonant with American Orientalism.

The second chapter deals with the gender conflict in Chinese
American literature. Chinese American cultural nationalism was
clearly male-centric in its inceptive stage. In the 1970s, Chinese
American male writers represented women as the representative
of victimizing force and (mis)took violence against women as a
symbol of Chinese American liberation, symbolically displacing
nationalism with male chauvinism. In critical scholarship, such
androcentric nationalism is duly criticized while feminism in Chi-
nese American literature is seldom questioned. From the entan-
glements of feminism with racism and Orientalism, some critical-
ly acclaimed and popularly well-received Chinese American femi-
nist novels are read to reveal that such texts evade animosity to-
wards the mainstream society by shifting their representational
sites to China. It is therefore possible for feminists to focus their
critical gaze on China and construct sexism as a “Chinese” prob-
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Abstract

lem in a culturally acceptable way in American gender politics. In
effect, such feminism becomes feminist Orientalism, actively
consolidating American “positional superiority” in its diachronic
contrast between a past China and the modern America.

The third chapter explores the relationship between Chinese
American literature and Chinese culture. The Chineseness of this
ethnic American literature is generally assumed to be an unques-
tionable premise, but Chinese American writers are in fact am-
bivalent toward Chinese culture. This chapter begins with an ex-
amination of the Chinese American desire to sever their cultural
connection with China through a thematic reading of the father-
son relationship and native-FOB relationship in Chinese Ameri-
can texts of the 1970s. It moves on to investigate the Chinese
American recourse to traditional Chinese culture after the 1980s,
partly in response to the rising multiculturalism and partly in re-
action to an intrinsic need in Chinese American literature to fur-
ther develop itself. To understand the relationship between Chi-
nese American literature and Chinese culture, this chapter then
analyses the Chinese elements in Chinese American texts and
concludes that the kind of culture in Chinese American litera-
ture, like Chop Suey, is an indigenous American product with a
Chinese-sounding name invented to survive America and there-
fore should be properly called (Chinese) American culture. Chi-
nese elements are employed instrumentally as empowering ethnic
markers to fortify the American cultural values that are at the
core of this new culture. This expedient strategy could be effec-
tive, but it might also create problems: the multicultural confla-
tion of an ethnic American culture with Chinese culture betrays
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America’s inability to recognize Chinese America as an integral
.part of America.

To reveal the interrelations between the conflicting issues,
this study concludes with a diachronic sum-up of the three pairs
of contradictions discussed in parallel. Though the conflicts are
still present, a tendency toward compromise generally manifests
itself after the 1980s. With the concerted efforts of Chinese
American writers, a discursive space called Chinese America is
now an indelible presence. Their project to build up Chinese
America, however, is not yet finished. Chinese Americans still
need to assert themselves to firmly embed Chinese America into

America.



CONTENTS

(PR SO D EFF (B4R %)

ACKNOWEAGEMENLS  +++sssrrrrrrrrtettentensiiniiiniiniiieen, xi)
ADSIract cccrvererreeriiiii it cie s eene e ( Xm )
INtroduction  «+++-sreseeees e tteeaeeteantettanttetasttensattensteraasans D
Chapter 1. Contending for the Power of Self-Representation
..................................................................... ( 20)
Representation of the Chinese in Caucasian American Literature
..................................................................... (23)
Chinese American Self-Representation I: Righting the Stereotypes
.................................................................... 47)
Chinese American Self-Representation II; Writing a Usable History
..................................................................... ( 62)
Mobius Strip: Chinese American Literature in Dilemma *«++*+++++ (78)
Chapter 1l . Making and Unmaking the Gender Knot ------ (88)
Displacing Nationalism with Male Chauvinism =+ «+=ssssseeeesnees (92)
The Entanglements of Ferninism, Racism and Orientalism  ++**** (103)
Feminist Orientalism in Cainese American Literature =+ss=ressee+ (112)
Nationalism and Feminism; From Duel to Duet? = sceeseeesececes (130)
Chapter [II. De-sinicizing and Re-sinicizing Chinese America
..................................................................... (151)
Nativist Nationalism and :he De-sinicization of Chinese America
..................................................................... (155)



Positioning Contemporary Chinese American Literature in Contested Terrains

Reclaiming Ethnic Cultural Roots in Multicultural America ****** (174
Chinese American Culture; Chop Suey as Chinese Food +++-**+** (194)
Precarious Masquerading in the Context of Muiticulturalism *=+*** (209
CoNCIUSION  +ccverrerececeianiiiiiieiectottocreertnisstscrarescanes (216)
Mtes .................................................................. (228)
Works Cited ......................................................... (258)
Works in English ................................................... (258)
Works in Chinese srsrrsrereresesrernerstnttocncnscacocsssccasancens (278)
|ndex .................................................................. (285)



Introduction

Though Chinese American literature' could be traced back to at
least one hundred years ago with such precursors as Sui Sin Fah
who wrote at the end of the 19th century, it is not unfair to s'ay
that Chinese American literature as a visible force in American
literary history was born in the wake of the Civil Rights Move-
ment in the 1960s when Chinese Americans, together with other
Americans of Asian descent lumped together as the Asian Ameri-
cans, began what was later labeled as Asian American Movement
which was marked by emerging ethnic consciousness. Such a
movement reached for not only social, economic and political em-
powerment for American ethnic minorities of Asian ancestry but
also an autonomous literary voice.

In the early 1970s, a sprouting period for Chinese American
literature, a sizable number of Chinese American writers ap-
peared in Asian American anthologies published?, but few of
them had substantial production. Most of the budding writers
had only one or two published stories or poems to their credit.
Frank Chin, with several short stories, critical essays, two plays
and one anthology under his name, cut a brilliant figure in these
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circumstances so that David Hsin-Fu Wand would characterize
the Chinese American literary scene as “a galaxy of poets and a
lone playwright” in 1976. /
However, this lone star was soon to be eclipsed by the pres-
ence of Maxine Hong Kingston in 1976 with her debut autobio-
graphical novel The Woman Warrior; Memoirs of a Girlhood
Among Ghosts, a book which would forever change the literary
scene of Chinese America. ® This book was an overnight success,
acclaimed by the general readership as well as academia. It re-
ceived the 1976 National Book Critics Circle Award for nonfiction
right in the year of its publication. Reviews, both journalistic
and academic, flooded in, and soon the book found its way into a
variety of college courses, entered literary histories and became
the subject of hundreds (by now thousands) of journal articles
and conference papers and dozens of scholarly books. In 1979, it
was rated one of the ten best nonfiction works of the decade. By
1989, as recorded by Marilyn Chin, Kingston was able to boast
in an interview that “two teachers back east on my tour told me
that I was the living author whose books are most taught in col-
leges. Somebody just told me they did an informal survey, walk-
ing around the UC Berkeley bookstores and found it in twelve
courses in one university. And the MLA is coming out with a
book on how to teach my work” (“Writing the Other” 97). This
book was Approaches to Teaching Kingston’s “The Woman
Warrior” published in 1991 in MLA’s approaches to teaching
~world literature series, putting her into the canon of literary
works taught in American universities.
However, the reception of this canonized book is rather con-
2



