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Preface

As PROFESSORS of Asian American literature, we quite naturally
find satisfaction and purpose in Asian American literary scholarship:
our own research projects engage and motivate us; we are revitalized
through our scholarly dialogues and interactions with colleagues. But
each of us, in our respective university and college assignments, is first
and foremost a teacher. Our first thoughts are always for our students;
and in the way we structure our courses, in the texts and authors we
choose, and in the discussions and activities we build our classes around,
we seek to engage our students, to challenge them, and to develop in
them significant and lasting skills that will help them to negotiate liter-
ature and life.

In our Asian American literature courses, and especially in our survey
courses, we have often lamented the dearth of approaches to or “ways
of reading” the pioneer texts of Asian American literature—virtually all
texts published before the late 1960s. We have also been troubled by the
fact that insofar as theoretical approaches to early texts and authors do
exist, they tend to polarize their subjects into “good” and “bad” or “real”
and “fake” camps, sometimes quite casually dismissing a text or author
for exhibiting the wrong politics, the wrong aesthetic, or the wrong
tone. We have longed for approaches to early texts and authors that,
through careful and clearheaded analysis, would not only define and
explain fractures and flaws but would also engage texts and authors on
their own terms and in ways that would fairly and logically reveal their
strengths and contributions. This book, in large measure, represents an
attempt to satisfy such longings.

To be sure, this book is directed to fellow scholars. But Asian Ameri-
can literature students, together with those who teach them, constitute
our primary audience. Given our pedagogical aims, we have required
contributors not only to maintain high standards of scholarship, orig-
inality, and sophistication, but also to write clearly and directly to our
intended audience, avoiding unnecessary jargon and convoluted lan-
guage. In our initial formulation of this project, in our selection of pre-
1960s authors, and in our own editing of each article, we have had our
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student audience in mind. We hope that through the perspectives and
analyses afforded by this book, our fellow scholars—students as well as
teachers—will discover new ways of looking at favorite texts and that,
in some cases, they might adopt “neglected” texts as new favorites.

Certainly, there are omissions in our project. Difficult content deci-
sions were made in line with our desire to put forward lesser known
writers and texts. Satisfied that most of our readers would bring with
them an appreciation of Sui Sin Far and Hisaye Yamamoto, for example,
we elected not to “recover” such writers here. Otherwise, we have tried
to represent major Asian American authors and texts before the 1960s,
although constraints of space and time meant that deserving texts and
writers would be left out and that some analyses would be curtailed.
However, the analyses of texts and authors considered in this book also
suggest approaches to works and writers we have been unable to in-
clude; and we trust our audience to find not only new applications for
our ideas and those of our contributors, but other wonderful and pro-
ductive ways of reading a large body of too-long-neglected works.

To our contributors, we owe our deepest gratitude for their gen-
erosity, intellect, loyalty, and patience. We would also like to thank
our colleagues—known and anonymous—who have reviewed and
nurtured our text through its various stages of development. We ac-
knowledge the unflagging support of our editors at Temple University
Press, especially David Palumbo-Liu, Janet Francendese, and William
Hammell: they have improved the project with their incisive criticism
and sustained us with their encouragement. Many of the articles in this
collection began as papers sponsored by the Circle for Asian American
Literary Studies (CAALS) and presented at annual conferences of the
American Literature Association (ALA). We recognize the executive offi-
cers of the ALA—particularly Gloria Cronin and Alfred Bendixen—who
helped lay the groundwork for this collection by supporting CAALS
as a fledgling organization and by warmly encouraging our scholarly
endeavors. We appreciate undergraduate and graduate research as-
sistants who have assisted us with word processing and proofread-
ing responsibilities—especially Cameron Pipkin, whose expert edito-
rial guidance was all the more appreciated because it was voluntary.
We are grateful for grants from our respective departments and col-
leges at Brigham Young University and Smith College and from the
Woodrow Wilson National Fellowship Foundation: these enabled us to
doresearch, to write, to participate in conference activities related to this
project, and to create and then sustain CAALS through its first years.
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For their care and devotion, we thank our friends and families—all of
whom we can acknowledge properly only by returning their love. We
owe our fondest gratitude and our hearts to our respective best friends
and companions Tracy and Sheri, who have sacrificed much so that
Recovered Legacies could be compiled. To our students, we dedicate this
volume.

Keith Lawrence and Floyd Cheung
May 2005
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Introduction

KeiTH LAWRENCE AND FLoYD CHEUNG

For MORE than a century, immigrants from various Asian coun-
tries and their descendants have made America their home. Throughout
this time, writers whom we could call Asian American have expressed
their joys, lamented their losses, crafted new forms, and imagined new
worlds in their poetry, stories, novels, and plays. Recovered Legacies:
Authority and Identity in Early Asian American Literature, which focuses
on the period of Asian American literary history between roughly 1880
and 1965, assists in the recovery of the rich, diverse, and complicated
writings of Asian American literary pioneers. We acknowledge, as Cary
Nelson reminds us, that “literary history is never an innocent process of
recovery. We recover what we are culturally and psychologically pre-
pared to recover, and what we ‘recover’ we necessarily rewrite, giving
it meanings that are inescapably contemporary, giving it a new discur-
sive life” (1989, 11). Working at the dawn of the twenty-first century, our
contributors and we recover and reassess many texts that have been
ignored or denigrated by previous critics of Asian American literature.
We have found that by approaching early texts with a wider range of
expectations, paying close attention to the circumstances of their compo-
sition (including their original historical, social, and sometimes archival
contexts) while applying traditional and recent critical theories to our
readings of them, we have been able to rediscover what was valuable
about the texts for their initial audiences as we infuse them with new
discursive life for contemporary readers.

The subtitle of our volume would suggest that, from our perspective,
affording new life to early Asian American literature is synonymous
with establishing its authority and identity. We appreciate that author is
the root of authority—and that both words derive from the Latin auctor,
or “creator.” We wish to restore, in measure, the authority of (and for)
early Asian American literary texts to the respective authors of these
texts. One of our fundamental assumptions here is that every literary
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text is engendered by unique circumstances—that, more precisely, these
circumstances dictate how the author of a given text will shape it and
what he or she will include in it. If the authority of (or for) this text is to
be restored to its author—especially if the text is historically removed
from us—we are thus obliged, as a point of departure, to re-create and
understand the text’s engendering circumstances. The identity of a liter-
ary text, given connections of the word itself to the Latin idem (“same,”
“consistent”) and essentitas (“being”), will derive, certainly, from these
“engendering circumstances” as well as from the text’s self-contained
structure and content. In this sense, the identity of a late nineteenth-
century Asian American text should not depend (to put it bluntly) on
the agenda of an early twenty-first-century reader. In emphasizing lit-
erary authority and identity, this volume contributes to the study of the
“early” period of Asian American literary history in two ways: first, as
a corrective to the presentist trend in existing scholarship, and second,
as part of an effort to rethink why multicultural—in this case, Asian
American—perspectives from the period matter.

TRANSCENDING PRESENTISM

As the recent publication of Re/collecting Early Asian America (Lee, Lim,
and Matsukawa 2002) signals, the time has come to reconsider how
we “recollect”—that is, how we select and remember—early Asian
American cultural productions. One key historical marker for the work
of Lee et al. is the same for us: the significance of 1965 as the year of the
Hart-Celler Act, which mandated changes in the immigration quota sys-
tem and consequently allowed for many more immigrants from Asian
countries to enter the United States, thereby fundamentally changing
the demographic composition of Asian America. Another date of im-
portance for us is 1968, when students at San Francisco State University
(joined by their peers at many other institutions) called for an end to U.S.
military intervention in Vietnam as well as for reforms to an educational
system that did not address their needs. Finally, the late 1960s saw the in-
vention of the terms “ Asian American” and “ Asian American literature”;
during this period, concerted efforts were made by Asian American writ-
ers and scholars, especially in California, to define, codify, and stimulate
appreciation for Asian American literary production. These events help
to make the late 1960s a watershed moment for Asian American literary
studies. And as David Palumbo-Liu (1995) has pointed out, most schol-
arship has focused on literature following this moment—and indeed on
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literature of the moment, a phenomenon he calls the “fetishization of
the present” (qtd. in Chang 1996, xv). Overcoming or transcending such
presentism depends on successfully meeting at least three challenges: to
dismantle the resistance/accommodation model of the Asian American
experience, to resist prescription while embracing dialogue, and to
perceive America as (in Rémi Brague’s words [2002]) an “eccentric
culture.”

Challenge 1: Dismantling the Resistance/Accommodation Model

We have been inspired by scholars of other ethnic American literatures
as they have moved beyond the necessary and important work of can-
onizing so-called representative writers and texts to consider American
multicultural production from new and more broadly developed per-
spectives on diversity and interconnectedness. We acknowledge, for
example, the work of Kirsten Silva Gruesz (2001) on late nineteenth-
century Latino writing, where she adeptly demonstrates how hitherto
unknown Latino authors creatively engage not only the historical shifts
in U.S.-Latin American relations but also such writers of the mainstream
tradition as Whitman, Longfellow, and Bryant. While she pays careful
attention to historical and materialist concerns, Gruesz works among a
growing body of scholars who no longer choose to view their field solely
through the binary lenses of resistance and accommodation, lenses worn
by many late twentieth-century critics of ethnic American literature. In-
deed, the resistance/accommodation model of Asian American experi-
ence is closely attached to present-centered Asian American literary and
social theory. As one of our contributors, Viet Thanh Nguyen, argues in
Race and Resistance: Literature and Politics in Asian America, “Resistance
and accommodation are actually limited, polarizing options that do not
sufficiently demonstrate the flexible strategies often chosen by authors
and characters to navigate their political and ethical situations” (2002,
4; emphasis in original).

Collectively (and we are both oversimplifying and extrapolating
Nguyen’s argument here), Gruesz (2001) and fellow scholars like
Geneviave Fabre and Michel Feith (2002) and Craig Womack (1999)
remind us that the resistance/accommodation model is problematic in
two ways. First, it is clearly the product of its own era, measuring both
“resistance” and “accommodation” by codified standards of the late
twentieth century. Second, and more crucially, it measures (and again,
only in codified ways) little more than how politically, emotionally, or
socially active one is as an “American” or, in contradistinction to it,
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an “ethnic American” of a particular type. Larger issues of one’s ma-
terialism, ideology, spirituality, aesthetics, biology, morality, culture, or
sociality—of one’s identity and humanity—are thus misrepresented or
altogether ignored. Take, for instance, the case of Edith and Winnifred
Eaton, who wrote under the names of Sui Sin Far and Onoto Watanna
at the beginning of the twentieth century.

A review of Sui Sin Far’s and Onoto Watanna'’s differing receptions—
past and present—provides insights into trends in Asian American liter-
ary criticism, especially a sense of how changing political priorities have
affected the ways in which scholars interpret and evaluate the work of
early figures. As one of the first authors to be recovered after the birth
of the field in the 1960s, Sui Sin Far consistently has attracted scholarly
attention, thus making her a particularly good case for our consider-
ation. Writing for a range of newspapers and literary journals during
the turn of the twentieth century, she published her only book-length
work, a collection of short stories titled Mrs. Spring Fragrance, in 1912.
After her death in 1914, her literary reputation remained dormant until
about 1970, when scholars in the field of Asian American studies began
recovering her work. Initially, scholars celebrated her stories and other
writings for reasons that made sense in the critical climate of the 1970s.
Half English and half Chinese, Sui Sin Far, née Edith Eaton, chose to write
under a Chinese pseudonym. Scholars interpreted this choice as brave,
proud, and confident during an age when Sinophobia was dominant in
America. Accordingly, they historicized Sui Sin Far as an early exemplar
of the values they themselves advocated through the Asian American
movement: greater ethnic pride and increased social accountability. In
particular, they emphasized how Sui Fin Far’s protagonists—who were
invariably likable and complex human individuals—countered nega-
tive stereotypes of Chinese as inhuman hordes. Following the success
of The Woman Warrior in 1975, feminist critics searched for Maxine Hong
Kingston’s (1975) antecedents to recover an Asian American women
writers’ tradition; and not surprisingly, they identified Sui Sin Far as
one of Kingston’s “literary grandmothers” (Ammons 1992, 60). Rou-
tinely throughout the 1970s and 1980s, critics and teachers compared
her favorably with her sister, Winnifred Eaton, who chose to write un-
der the pseudo-Japanese penname of Onoto Watanna at a time when
Japan and things Japanese were positively viewed by most Americans.
Thus, the narrative forwarded by such scholar-teachers posits that while
Edith heroically emphasized her Chinese identity, Winnifred chose a
much easier and more lucrative path, one that appeared to support
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stereotypical notions of a problematically exotic and devious Japanese
character. During the first period of recovery, in short, early authors
were measured—and embraced or denounced—according to their ap-
parent ethnic pride and ostensible resistance to negative stereotypes of
Asians and Asian Americans.

In the past ten years, a body of criticism by a new generation of
critics—including Yuko Matsukawa (1994), Min Song (1998), Dominka
Ferens (2002), and our contributor David Shih—asks a different set of
questions of both Sui Sin Far’s and Onoto Watanna’s writings: To what
degree did these writers act as trickster figures? How do new theories
of gender and sexuality afford fresh lenses through which to interpret
their work? Does it matter that early writers sometimes positioned them-
selves as insiders when, in contrast to the Asian and Asian American
communities about which they wrote, they were indeed outsiders by
virtue of their class and mixed-race identities? In what ways did the
demands of their publishers affect what they could write? What other
constraints—and opportunities—attended their idiosyncratic careers?

As the example of the Eaton sisters’ reception demonstrates, scholars
in the field of Asian American literature have begun to move from a
compensatory to a transformative mode. During the first phase of re-
covery, Asian American literary critics tended to read early literature as
either supportive or unsupportive of present-day political goals—and
to advocate individual texts according to such readings. In a sense, these
politically conscious, committed, and well-intentioned critics asked not
what they could do for early Asian American literature but what early
Asian American literature could do for them. More to the point, they
asked which early figures anticipated the compensatory cultural work
that they themselves sought to perform through their own criticism and
teaching. While exceptions exist, only in the past decade have critics in
the main begun to ask different and more open questions, approaching
literature of the past with greater attention to original circumstances of
production. For Sui Sin Far and Onoto Wantanna, especially, this work
is well under way, but for many other early figures—some of whom are
discussed in this volume—the work of transformative reassessment has

just begun.

Challenge 2: Resisting Prescription and Embracing Dialogue

In The City of Man (1998), Pierre Manent satirically observes that relying
on accepted scientific methodology, the scholar has virtually boundless
freedom in setting up and developing arguments—especially given that
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“he is methodologically exempt from connecting to other facts, which is
to say from the whole of the human phenomenon,” so that he is “spared
the sole true difficulty of knowledge.” Such scholars, Manent continues,
tend torely on interdisciplinary research, “as if the sum of the biases they
profess could ever yield the unity of an impartial examination.” Indeed,
such reliance stems in large part from a complicit understanding among
disciplines about which rules may, with impunity, be broken—to the
end that “ ‘interdisciplinary research’ is to scientific rigor what routing
is to military discipline or a stampede to horsemanship” (111, 112). For
Manent, there is an attendant scholarly problem, one centered in “the
contrast found in the spirit of modern democracies between reforming
activism under the banner of universal rights and scientific passivity
in the name of cultural diversity.” The problem is not simply that the
tension between scholarly passivity and action is finally unresolvable,
but that asserting man as a cultural being in measure contradicts and
is contradicted by asserting man as a being with rights (148, 149). Put
differently, the doctrine of rights leads sociologists quite naturally to the
doctrine of cultural diversity—but paradoxically makes full or genuine
diversity impossible. Either this or a championed diversity begins to
impinge upon an unfettered possession or exercise of rights.

Manent’s argument should give any body of scholars pause. It has,
it seems to us, a number of important ramifications for Asian American
literary studies; but we focus on only one here. We began our discussion
with an indictment of presentism—which as a matter of course cham-
pions both rights and diversity as Manent uses the terms. The presentist
model prefers to ignore tensions or schisms between the two; at best, it
makes only cursory efforts to reconcile or arbitrate such tensions. Some-
what ironically, however, it rewards the fervor with which moral convic-
tions or prescriptions are drawn from analyses of diversity or rights (or
both together)—perhaps to call attention away from the logically flawed
processes whereby such morality is deduced. More problematic still is
the possibility that in employing the presentist model, one begins a tex-
tual analysis with a moral judgment or prescription already in mind, so
that the resulting study is more parable than analysis, exemplifying (to
collapse Manent’s terms) all the rigor of a stampede.

Admittedly, aesthetic criticism is and must be, in important ways,
prescriptive. But even a casual analysis of the critical tradition tells us
that prescription is a double-edged sword—and that, for every legiti-
mate or healthy prescription, there are probably dozens that, because
they invoke censorship or abuse, only compound ignorance, bigotry,



