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Preface

Harold Bloom Yale University

I am happy to learn that studies of Chinese American literature
are drawing more and more attention in China, and that Identity
and History :Reading Chinese American Literature is coming out.
Its author, Longhai Zhang, China-born, -raised and once Yale-edu-
cated, is representative of Chinese scholars who are exerting every
effort to bring Chinese American studies to leading position of
global scholarship. Due to pressing time, I use my introduction to
Asian-American Women Writers as this book’s foreword.

By general consent, the most influential narratives in Chinese-
American literature to date are Maxine Hong Kingston’'s The
Woman Warrior (1976) and Amy Tan’s The Joy Luck Club
(1989). I want to contrast Hong Kingston’s “No Name Woman” to
Tan's “Two Kinds,” each excerpted from the now famous fictive
autobiographies.

One of my growing convictions, founded upon the last 20 or so
of my more than 40 years of teaching at Yale University, is that the
life of the mind and the spirit in the United States will be domina-
ted by Asian Americans in the opening decades of the 21st century.
The intellectuals—the women and men of literature and the other

arts, of science and scholarship, and of the learned professions—
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are emerging from the various Asian-American peoples. In this dis-
placement, the roles once played in American culture and society
by the children of Jewish immigrants to the United States are pass-
ing to the children of Asian immigrants, and a new phase of Ameri-
can literature will be one of the consequences. The Woman Warrior
and The Joy Luck Club are likely someday to be seen as transitional
works, early instances of something much stronger to which never-
theless they have contributed.

“No Name Woman” is Kingston’s horrifying account of a
doomed aunt, necessarily unknown to her niece, since her memory
emerges only from one of the stories told by Kingston’s mother. A
ghastly, poignant figure from the family’s Chinese past, the aunt
drowned herself and her baby in a well because of the terrible per-
secution visited upon her family and herself by the other villagers
when they realized she was about to bear an illegitimate child. Af-
ter the villagers wreck the family’s house and crops, the wretched
aunt is repudiated by her relatives and told that she heself is an un-
born ghost. Devastated by the rejection, the No Name Woman kills
both the baby and herself. Kingston, her aunt’s only memorialist,
renders an ambiguous and powerful summation that is neither elegy

nor tribute:

In the twenty years since | heard this story | have not asked for de-
tails nor said my aunt’'s name; | do not know it. People who can comfort
the dead can also chase after them to hurt them further—a reverse ances-
tor worship. The real punishment was not the raid swiftly inflicted by the
villagers, but the family’s deliberately forgetting her. Her betrayal so
maddened them. they saw to it that she would suffer forever, even after
death. Always hungry, always needing, she would have to beg food from

other ghosts. She would have to fight the ghosts massed at crossroads
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for the buns a few thoughtful citizens leave to decoy her away from vil-
lage and home so that the ancestral spirits could feast unharassed. At
peace, they could act like gods, not ghosts, their descent lines providing
them with paper suits and dresses, spirit money, paper houses, paper
automobiles, chicken, meat, and rice into eternity—essences delivered
up in smoke and flames, steam and incense rising from each rice bowl. In
an attempt to make the Chinese care for people outside the family, Chair-
man Mao encourages us now to give our paper replicas to the spirits of
outstanding soldiers and workers, no matter whose ancestors they may
be. My aunt remains forever hungry. Goods are not evenly distributed a-
mong the dead.

My aunt haunts me—her ghost drawn to me because now, after fifty
years of neglet, | alone devote pages of paper to her, though not origa-
mied into houses and clothers. | do not think she always means me well.
| am telling on her, and she was a spite suicide, drowning herself in the
drinking water. The Chinese are always very frightened of the drowned
one, whose weeping ghost, wet hair hanging and skin bloated, waits si-

lently by the water to pull down a substitute.

Is this also an instance of “reverse ancestor worship” Clearly
not, since Kingston both pities and fears her aunt’s memory, or
ghost: “My aunt remains always hungry. ” Beyond the fanciful play
with superstition, the passage’s resonance depends upon its ambiv-
alent response to a village culture where adultery was an extrava-
gance and so, in bad years, a crime. Kingston’s ghosts find their
literary effectiveness in their narrator’'s ambivalence, which is fasci-
nated, yet also appalled, by the ancestral world of violence, pater-
nalism, and repressed individuality.

Tan’s “Two Kinds,” in contrast, centers entirely upon a Chi-
nese-American mother-daughter relationship, dominated by the

mother’s possessive love and ambition for her child, who rebels a-
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gainst the mother’s expectations of a musical genius that the child

simply does not have:

She yanked me by the arm, pulled me off the floor, snapped off the
TV. She was frighteningly strong, half pulling, half carrying me toward
the piano as | kicked the throw rugs under my feet. She lifted me up and
onto the hard bench. | was sobbing by now, looking at her bitterly. Her
chest was heaving even more and her mouth was open, smiling crazily as
if she were pleased | was crying.

“You want me to be someone I'm not,” | sobbed. “I'll never be the
kind of daughter you want me to be ”

“Only two kinds of daughters,” she shouted in Chinese. “Those who
are obedient and those who follow their own mind Only one kind of
daughter can live in this house. Obedient daughter ”

“Then | wish | wasn't your daughter. | wish you weren’'t my moth-
er,” | shouted. As | said these things | got scared. | felt like worms and
toads and slimy things were crawling out of my chest, but it also felt
good, as if this awful side of me had surfaced, at last.

“Too late change this,” said my mother shrilly.

And | could sense her anger rising to its breaking point. | wanted to
see it spill over, and that's when | remembered the babies she had lost in
China, the ones we never talked about. “Then | wish I'd never been
born ” | shouted. “l wish | were dead Like them.”

It was if | had said the magic words, Alakazam —and her face went
blank, her mouth closed, her arms went slack, and she backed out of the
room, stunned, as if she were blowing away like a small brown leaf,

thin, brittle, lifeless.

It is a different order of writing from Kingston’s, the style de-
motic rather than high, and the storytelling art unhaunted by vil-
lage mythologies. Yet in a lower key it affords something of Kings-

ton’s ambivalent study of the nostalgias for a lost world. The dead
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babies transform the mother’s movement into a ghostly image of
“blowing away like a small brown leaf, thin, brittle, lifeless.”
That image allies Tan to the more elaborate art of storytelling that
Kingston also quarries ultimately out of the Chinese-American

mother-daughter relationship.
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