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Preface

Chinese American literature has been a heated topic in China since
the 1990s. Simply looking at the number of papers produced in
magazines and presentations given at academic conferences on the
literature, one would have the impression that there are too many people
studying it. No wonder some critics have seriously complained that so
much attention have been heaped on Chinese American literature that the
value of other literatures have been neglected. However, I feel genuinely
concerned to find a few highly profiled writers such as Maxine Hong
Kingston, Amy Tan, and Frank Chin have been studied repeatedly while
a lot of other equally important Chinese American writers did not capture
as much attention as they deserve. As for other non-Chinese Asian
American writers, they are almost left untouched, not to say other
non-Chinese Asian American writers. One cause for such a situation is
many other Chinese/Asian American writers are not known by Chinese
readers or their books are not available in China. Well, how can one
make a fist if he has no hand?

I feel myself should never be excused. Although Asian American
literature has been my professional focus for more than a decade, I felt
rather guilty that I did not read as many writers as I should have and did
not know enough about the historical background of Asian American
Movement and the development of Asian American literature. It was like
drinking water from a deep river without knowing where the headstream
was and how it has meandered along to where I was standing. Therefore,
to interview some Asian American writers and critics, to avoid theories
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and -isms and listen to their individual stories became my wish to pay
tribute to the field of Asian American literary studies in China.

From January 2007 to March 2012, I have done twenty interviews,
most of which were conducted when I was a Fulbright Program visiting
scholar at the Department of Ethnic Studies of UC Berkeley from August
2009 to July 2010. When interviewing writers, I intended to find out
what has motivated them to become writers, who have influenced them
in their career, and what personal stories are hidden in their writing. I
have interviewed Chinese American writers Yuan-tsung Chen, Marilyn
Chin, Ha Jin, William Poy Lee, Shirley Geok-lin Lim, Ruthanne Lum
McCunn, Alice Tuan, and Laurence Yep, Korean American writer Don
Lee, Indian/Bengali American writer Bharati Mukherjee, and Japanese
American writer Karen Tei Yamashita.

While interviewing critics, I did not limit my inquiries to Chinese
American literature, but tried to trace the origin and development of
Asian American Studies, and to explore new topics and trends in the
field by pursuing them with my questions. I have interviewed King-Kok
Cheung, Harvey Dong, Lorraine Dong, Marlon Hom, Guiyou Huang

(My fault that this interview was done in Chinese and is not included in
this collection) , Evelyn Hu-Dehart, Elaine Kim, Jingi Ling, Ling-chi
Wang and Sau-ling Wong.

For every interview, I had to finish reading some literary works or
criticism, and then prepare questions about my confusions or what
Chinese readers might want to know. Some writers and critics have
published a lot of books, and I often felt the urge to tell them, “Hey
there. You have written so many books. How can I catch up?” But I
always prepared well. And I am profoundly grateful that they always
frankly and readily shared their life and insights with me. Ruthanne Lum
McCunn told me how she and her mother tried to find a state where they
could be legally wedded with their white husbands. Marlon Hom and
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Lorraine Dong told me about “paper sons” and the Confession Program
in Chinatown. I was shocked to realize that my own friends lived the
painful experience which I had read in Chinese American literature.
Everyone showed their true temperament. Shirley Geok-lin Lim was so
bravely honest. Ha Jin and Bharati Mukherjee let me know about the
difficulties they encountered as an immigrant writer. Alice Tuan has a
tow voice. I enjoyed her pleasant company and her naughty humor.
Karen Tei Yamashita is an author who moves her characters back and
forth across the boundaries between reality and fantasy and the border
between North America and Latin America. Her books remind me of a
male writer of epics, yet I was so amazed to find her sitting in front of
me—a gentle and elegant lady. Marilyn Chin was able to emerge out of
her sad family history and produce such an outrageously funny book as
Revenge of the Mooncake Vixen that the whole interview was filled with
laughter.

Among the critics I interviewed, Ling-chi Wang, Elaine Kim,
Harvey Dong, Marlon Hom and Lorraine Dong were activists during the
Asian American Movement. As scholars as well as history makers, they
related vividly their struggles which brought me to the turbulent yet
formative years of the late 1960s and 70s. King-Kok Cheung, Guiyou
Huang, Sau-ling Wong, and Jingi Ling mapped the development of the
Asian American Studies from different angles, while Evelyn Hu-Dehart
opened another door for me—we should study the history and literature
of the Chinese diaspora not only in North America but also in Latin
America. Sometimes, the versions of the same event described by those
critics dovetail with or differ from each other. It’s like a jigsaw puzzle.
You can get a fuller picture by assembling the scattering pieces.

It is my great regret that I did not interview more writers although I
have contacted Fae Myenne Ng, Lan Samantha Chang, Nam Le and
Jhumpa Lihiri. Fae Ng was then busy taking care of her father who had
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been long confined to bed. As director of the Iowa Writers” Workshop,
Lan Samantha Chang was fully occupied with reviewing tons of
applications from all over the world. Nam Le¢ was laboring at his new
writing project and was not in the US. And Jhumpa Lihiri’s literary agent
told me she was a very private person and would not be interviewed. So I
did not get the chance to talk more with them. An interview is a form of
dialogue which can go on and on. My another regret ig I do not have
time and energy to continue those dialogues. But at least I have read
those writers and critics with great patience and full absorption. I have
enjoyed their insights to the utmost. And that is a relief for me.

Liu Kui-lan
April 2012 in Beijing
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From Separate Historical Facts to a
Family Saga: An Interview with
Yuan—tsung Chen

Yuan-tsung Chen (R7.®, 1951- ) is a Chinese
American writer, In 1972 she immigrated to the US with
her husband Jack Chen and taught at Cornell University.
Later she lived in Berkeley, California. She is the author
of two books, The Dragon Village: An Autobiogrdphical
Novel of Revolutionary China (1980) and Return to the
Middle Kingdom: One Family, Three Revolutionaries,
and the Birth of Modern China (2008). She has translated
both her works into Chinese and got them published in
China.

" This interview was done in her home in Berkeley in

January 2010. She has made revisions to the transcript.

L: Thank you for giving me this chance to interview you.
To begin with, can you say something about your
family and educational background?

C: Well, let me thank you too, because you give me the
opportunity to express myself.

L: It’s my pleasure.

C: I came from a middle class family and we were not
rich, but my parents were very well connected. That
means they had friends who were rather upper-crust.
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But for us, my mother had difficult time to send us to the best
schools because the best schools were expensive. But somehow, you
know, she tried to manage it. I gave two examples of my schools.
One was Nankai Junior High in Chongqing during the wartime.
Anybody who was somebody sent their children there, so many of
my schoolmates were children of very influential people, and
children of rich business people and also very influential
intellectuals. And also later on in Shanghai, my senior high is St.
Mary Girls’ School (FEHF| ¥ &%), Another girls school is
Methodist Girls’ High School (¥ # 4z #). And they were very
expensive. When I graduated from St. Mary Girl’s School, I didn’t go
to college because my mother said she really couldn’t manage any
longer. (laughs)

L: That was a hard time. I think you are well-acquainted with both the

cultured and rich life in Shanghai and the miserable and
poverty-stricken life of peasants like in Gansu Province.

C: Yes, when I went to Beijing, and then in about three months, three or

four months, I don’t really remember, but anyway, less than half a
year, I went to Gansu to do the Land Reform, Oh, the poverty was, 1
couldn’t imagine it. It’s very poor. And in Shanghai, you know, I
mean that’s before liberation, my schoolmates, they were rich people.
It’s like going back in time, also in space. It’s like going from a very
modern metropolis back to medieval time.

L: Yes. The countryside of China was very poor then. How did you

become a writer? Was it related to your aspirations when you were a
child?

C: Yes. You know, I wanted to carve out a place for my own, and to be a

woman of more substance, not only to just like a social butterfly. And
in my composition class, I always had high grades. So I thought,
well, I would very much like to be a writer. And since that day, I tried



