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ww The Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood among Ghosts
JLC  The Joy Luck Club
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Chapter One

Introduction

The cathexis between mother and daughter — essential, distorted,
misused — is the great unwritten story.
Adrienne Rich, Of Woman Born

Identifying a matrilineal Asian American tradition is important in
terms of not only racial politics within feminism, but also gender
politics within cultural nationalism.

Sau-ling Cynthia Wong, “ ‘Sugar Sisterhood’ ”

Intellectual and scholarly research into motherhood and the
mother-daughter relationship has arisen and flourished along with the
development of the second-wave feminist movement in the United
States, especially since the 1970s. American feminist writer and
theorist Adrienne Rich is the first to bring to public attention the
absence of these two related subjects — important as they are in
women’s lives — from codified knowledge. In her extraordinary work
Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution (1976),
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Rich writes about this absence due to deliberate silencing on the part
of the dominant patriarchal culture:

Yet this relationship has been minimized and trivialized in the annals
of patriarchy. Whether in theological doctrine or art or sociology or
psychoanalytic theory, it is the mother and son who appear as the
eternal, determining dyad. Small wonder, since ‘theology, art, and
social theory have been produced by sons. Like intense relationships
between women in general, the relationship between mother and
daughter has been profoundly threatening to men (1995: 226).

And as “the first systematic study” of motherhood and the
mother-daughter relationship, Rich’s book serves as a passionate and
sonorous call for feminist scholars and writers alike to make further
efforts in breaking the silence and filling the gap (Hirsch 1981: 201).
The years following its publication in 1976 have witnessed an
avalanche of creative writings and social-science studies on the '
subjects from a wide variety of approaches. All of these works
contribute to the recovery, reclamation, and reconstruction of a
tradition of matrilineal discourse, whose centrality to the overall
-project of feminist theorizing has been acknowledged by many
feminists, as Marianne Hirsch puts it:

There can be no systematic and theoretical study of women in
patriarchal culture, there can be no theory of women’s oppression, that
does not take into account woman’s role as a mother of daughters and
as a daughter of mothers, that does not study female identity in

relation to previous and subsequent generations of women, and that
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does not study that relationship in the wider context in which it takes
place: the emotional, political, economic, and symbolic structures of
family and society (1981: 202).

It is under such circumstances that critical studies of literary
representations of mothers-and daughters have come to the fore. Such
studies, at the very beginning, respond to Rich’s statement of absence
and attempt to “prove that the story of mother-daughter relationships
has been written even if it has not been read” (Hirsch 1981: 214).
Among them, Nan Bauer Maglin’s essay “ ‘Don’t ever forget the bridge that
you crossed over on’: The Literature of Matrilineage” deserves the most
attention.’ In this essay, Maglin not only seeks to recover “the lost
tradition” of literary mother-daughter relationships but also names this
tradition “the literature of matrilineage”. And she even gives a simple
but convenient schema for identifying this literature of matrilineage:

1. the recognition by the daughter that her voice is not entirely her
own; .

2. the importance of trying to really see one’s mother in spite of or
beyond the blindness and skewed vision that growing up together
causes; :

3. the amazement and humility about the strength of our mothers;

4. the need to recite one’s matrilineage, to find a ritual to both get

@ Maglin’s essay is collected in Cathy Davidson and Esther Broner, eds., The
Lost Tradition (New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing Co., 1980), pp. 257-267.
This essay is referred to in Marianne Hirsch, “Mothers and Daughters”, Signs 7.1
(1981): 214-219 and Sau-ling Cynthia Wong, * ‘Sugar Sisterhood’: Situating the
Amy Tan Phenomenon™, in The Ethnic Canon, ed. David Palumbo-Liu
(Minneapolis & London: University of Minnesota Press, 1995), pp. 176-177. =~
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back there and preserve it;

5. and still, the anger and despair about the pain and the silence borne
and handed on from mother to daughter (quoted in Wong 1995:
176-177).

As the feminist movement gives rise to new literary works of matrilineage,
more recent literary studies go beyond the archaeological approach and deal
with contemporary authors. More and more, the mother-daughter
relationship is integrated into broader literary studies of “female
development and experience, both individual and communal” and its
“crucial role in women’s literature” is recognized by the large majority
of feminist literary critics (Hirsch 1981: 219). Yet as a product of the
second-wave feminist movement, studies of the literature of
matrilineage cannot help assuming its preferences and biases. Just as
the white-centered and middle-class oriented movement claims a
universalist agenda by speaking for all women and working for the
good of all women, so the literary studies are conducted on the basis
of a presumably universalist canon which actually privileges white
middle-class mothers and daughters and marginalizes mothers and
daughters of color. Marianne Hirsch’s acclaimed book The
Mother/Daughter Plot: Narrative, Psychoanalysis, Feminism (1989) only
discusses several African American works on the mother-daughter
relationship and most of the works surveyed in Mickey Peariman’s
contemporaneous book Mother Puzzles: Daughters and Mothers in
Contemporary American Literature (1989) are authored by white
Americans. Even the latest publication Mothers and Daughters in the
20th Century: A Literary Anthology (2000) fails to do justice to
minority literatures of matrilineage and as far as Chinese American



