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Abstract

The present book reassesses the literary creations of Winnifred
Eaton, the first Chinese North American novelist, by placing her in
the American tradition of romance and in American cultural, social
and academic discourses around the turn of the twentieth century.
Basically, the dissertation argues that Eaton reconfigures the other-
directed tradition of romance to challenge, contest and contend
with biologically informed American discourses on culture, society
and women. Therefore, the dissertation inquires into four aspects
of Eaton’s literary creations, namely, her reconfiguration of the
genre of romance, her challenge to physical anthropology, her
contestation against evolutionist sociology and her contentions with
essentialist subjugation of women.

Eaton’s reconfiguration of the American tradition of romance
addresses its inherent otherness. Romance as a literary genre
swerves from reality and foregoes the relation between male
characters and reality, thus displacing them into a geographical
and/or historical space (the faraway and the long ago) and/or
transposing them into encounters with racial or sexual others
inhabiting that space. Rather than crippling the male protagonists
and alienating them from reality, the geographical displacement
affirms their own values and paradoxically restores them to the
world they are alienated from or at least shortens the distance
between them and that world. In this regard, the existence of
the other, whether geographical, historical, racial or sexual,
represents a structurally indispensable element against which
romance defines its protagonists. It is particularly the case with
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traditions of American romance. In the tradition of American high
romance, writers such as Cooper, Poe, Hawthorne and Melville
used these four types of others in quests of the Americanness of
their protagonists. In the tradition of American popular romance,
particularly in Japanese travel narratives, American protagonists
often validate their masculinity at the cost of the (de)sexualized
racial others. Eaton labels her literary works as romance, yet her
unique Eurasian identity enables her to appropriate the genre
for her own design; she reconfigures the relational paradigm
of romance by excising its other-directedness and thereby,
transforming it into a bidirectional mode of narrative that allows
her to conduct experiments on biologically informed American
academic discourses against the cultural, social and sexual others.
Eaton’s literary experiments first of all challenge anthropology
in general and ethnography in particular. Even more than romance,
anthropology as a discipline patterns itself in relation to the
existence of the historical, cultural and the racial others that serve
as subjects of study for archeology, physical anthropology and
ethnography. What’s more, in the second half of the nineteenth
century, anthropology gained momentous dynamo from Darwinian
evolution, which helped to frame anthropological subjects as the
other. Because of direct contacts with American Indians, blacks
and Asians within the domestic arena, the American school of
anthropology displayed great interest in the biological implications
of Darwinian evolution. Works of anthropology, particularly
ethnographic works, also aroused immense public enthusiasm, a
salient example of which is Japonisme, a fervor for things Japanese
that gave rise to numerous publications related to Japan, including
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Japanese travel narratives. Eaton’s Japanese romances belong
to that special line of narratives, but her works also differ vastly
from them. In contrast to these essentially ethnographical writings,
her romances are designed to rebuke ethnographical endeavors
that prefigure the Japanese as the cultural other. Instead of
condescendingly gazing upon the Japanese and their culture from
an Orientalist perspective, Eaton locates Westerners/Americans
on the cross section of cultural encounters in the Japanese space,
involving them in situations that deprive them of their privileges
to indulge in Orientalist fantasies and turn them into objects to be
tamed, ridiculed or chastised. Among Eaton’s Japanese romances,
those with all-Japanese cast address racial issues by positing
characters within the Japanese cultural system and by delivering
them from hereditary mires and thereby, neutralize outsider
biases and disrupt American misrepresentations of the Japanese;
those featuring Japanese and American characters in comtship or
marriage invariably focus on cultural inquiries that interrogate
and invalidate biologically based American prejudices against
the Japanese. As'a whole, by emptying its erotic/sexual content
underneath love stories or temporary marriages, Eaton converts
the genre of romance into a space that dislocates racism, banishes
cultural superiority and outlaws (s)exchange in the name of cultural
exchange.

Secondly, Eaton’s literary experiments tackle evolutionist
racial practices represented by such academic discourses as
sociology and eugenics. i anthropology directs its attention to the
racial other inhabiting the historical or geographical other space,
sociology takes as its object of study the racial other within the
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national border. Specifically, the turn-of-the-century American
sociology dealt with issues related to blacks, American Indians
and Asians in American societies. Like anthropology, American
sociology of the day approached the domestic racial others either
by adopting the Darwinian theory of evolution or by interpreting
social practices in the Spencerian social Darwinism which pressed
evolutionary theory into social services, thus reducing sociology
into biology. Likewise, the eugenics movement, which swept the
American society in the early decades of the twentieth century,
applied Darwinian evolutionary theory to human improvement,
advocating rigid regulations of undesired aliens for race betterment
of the white race. Eugenics thus buttressed American racial
discourses and practices such as race suicide, sterilization, the
“Yellow Peril” and above all, exclusionary laws. In her romances,
Eaton persistently contested these discourses and practices by
setting up situations that either represent Americans involved in
racist activities or expose the illogicality of racist scientism. This
is true towards the mid of her literary career when she came out
with direct contestations against racist scientism in her romances
that expanded to American societies; such romances as Sunny-
San, Cattle and His Royal Nibs unmistakably take issues against
racist scientism representéd by professors, politicians and other
individuals involved in or obsessed with biological enterprises,
either in theory or in practice. Through these romances, Eaton both
articulates her criticism of American societies in unequivocal terms
and sets forth to envision a world where different peoples exist side
by side in peace.

The third aspect of Eaton’s literary experiments engages
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American discourses that regarded women as the sexual other.
As a man-made world of fantasy inhabited by heroes, romance
is primarily authored by male writers and populated by male
protagonists. Implicit in this genre, particularly in the traditional
popular romance, is the generic category of women as the sexual
other. It entails the definition and construction of manhood and
masculinity- against and upon women as the inferior race of
human beings to be conquered, possessed or disencumbered.
In addition, American discourses on women in the second half
of the nineteenth century and the early years of the twentieth
century mainly perceived women as biological mechanisms
set aside for reproductive function, an essentialist perspective
that defaced women as the inferior race constitutionally unfit
for sound reasoning and thereby, retired them from social arena
and sequestered them into their proper home sphere as wives
and mothers. From the feminist perspective, Eaton uproots
the sexist undertone of romance and molds it into a narrative
form that features women as heroines. Her romances present a
conglomeration of women characters and her heroines as a rule
are endued with strong wills, resourceful personalities and an
acute sense of independence. These heroines defy cultural and
social strictures imposed upon them, resort to tricksterism in their
struggles against adverse forces and above all, spurn endeavors to
label them as biologically inferior beings. On the one hand, Eaton’s
adumbrations of these heroines repudiate biologically informed
prejudices against women, empowering them with the spirit of
new womanhood without victimizing them in disadvantageous

positions of New Woman heroines in works by American women
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writers around the turn of the century. On the other hand, Eaton
acknowledges biological differences between men and women.
She attributes to her heroines a sense of true womanhood without
trapping them in the femininity of True Woman heroines in works
by American women writers in the nineteenth century. In this
sense, Eaton locates her heroines between the True Woman and the
New Woman and envisions the possibility of women in harmonious
relationship with their male counterparts.

Eaton’s literary creation mirrors her self assertion as a Eurasian
woman writer, which began with her self invention of a Japanese
identity as Onoto Watanna in her Japanese romances, continued in
her self creation of an anonymous yet strong willed female writer
hiding behind Nora Ascough in her semi(auto)biographies and
finally ended in claiming herself as Winifred (Eaton) (Reeve) with
her Alberta romances.

Key Words: Winnifred Eaton, Chinese American literature,
romance, biology, anthropology, the racial other, the

sexual other
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