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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

 

Suspended Subjects: The Politics of Anger in Asian American Literature 

by 

Nan Ma 

 

Doctor of Philosophy, Graduate Program in English 
University of California, Riverside, December 2009 

Dr. Traise Yamamoto, Chairperson 
 

 

Examining a diverse set of Asian American literary texts, this project explores 

the ways in which discourses of race, gender, class, sexuality and citizenship shape 

the articulation of emotions in Asian American Literature.  While figures of the angry 

black man, the Latino gangster, and the Native American warrior abound in dominant 

American cultural narratives, Asian Americans have been constructed as the polar 

opposite: subdued, submissive, and accommodating.  The figure of the angry Asian 

American remains a void in the dominant American cultural imaginary.  One of the 

goals of this project is to interrogate and problematize the roots and implications of 

this absence.  Placing anger within the historical, social and political contexts of war, 

colonialism, immigration and U.S. identity politics, I approach anger as a discourse 
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that informs and shapes knowledge production and subject formation.  The following 

questions animate my discussions: How is anger made legible in Asian American 

texts?  What does anger suggest about the ways in which Asian Americans have been 

formed as subjects?  How does anger complicate the notion of Asian American 

domesticity?   

Via a comparative study of Chang-rae Lee’s A Gesture Life and lê thi diem 

thúy’s The Gangster We are All Looking For, chapter one examines the inextricable 

connection between Asian Americans anger and the model minority myth.  Chapter 

two, by means of discussing David Mura’s memoirs Turning Japanese: Memoirs of a 

Sansei and Where the Body Meets Memory: An Odyssey of Race, Sexuality and 

Identity, investigates the relationship between anger and Asian American masculinity.  

Examining Monique Truong’s The Book of Salt and Susan Choi’s American Woman, 

chapter three builds on recent scholarship on notions of melancholia and loss to 

explore anger’s productive potentials.  The discussion of anger’s productive 

possibilities and limitations is extended in chapter four, which traces a genealogy of 

Chinese American women’s anger in Jade Snow Wong’s Fifth Chinese Daughter, 

Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior and Shirley Geok-Lin Lim’s Among 

the White Moon Faces: An Asian-American Memoir of Homelands.     
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Introduction 

In her poem “Evacuation,” Mitsuye Yamada poignantly sketches a scene 

where the emotional state of a Japanese American on her way to the interment camps 

fails to register to the dominant culture: 

As we boarded the bus  

bags on both sides 

(I had never packed 

two bags before 

on a vacation 

lasting forever) 

the Seattle Times 

photographer said 

Smile! 

so obediently I smiled 

and the caption the next day  

read: 

Note smiling faces  

a lesson to Tokyo.1  

 
As Traise Yamamoto notes, Yamada’s poem “centers on the widespread practice by 

American magazines and newspapers, which regularly ran photos of the internees 

with captions that represented their subjects as happily acquiescent or willingly 

                                                 
1 Mitsuye Yamada, “Evacuation,” Camp Notes and Other Writings (New Jersey: Rutgers University 
Press 1976) 13. 
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laboring in appalling conditions.”2 Whatever anguish, anxiety, anger and feelings of 

dispossession (two bags for a vacation that lasts forever) and displacement the 

narrator may be experiencing as she boards the bus to the camps are suppressed and 

obliterated by the photographer’s injunction to smile.  Her feelings are erased and 

then re-authored and re-packaged by the dominant culture to circulate as a lesson in 

obedience and consent.  

Yamada’s poem serves as an example of the way in which the political space 

of the U.S. nation-state functions as what Lauren Berlant calls an “affective space,”3 

where the engendering, regulation, management, and interpretation of emotions 

become instrumental to the constitution and management of subjects and citizens.  In 

Yamada’s poem, the emotional state of the narrator is manipulated and then re-

signified by the official narrative of the nation-state as a way to resolve the 

contradiction between the U.S. government’s discriminatory practices against 

Japanese American subjects and the ideology of American exceptionalism.  By 

representing Japanese Americans as happily obedient and compliant, the official 

narrative of the nation allows the U.S. to maintain its democratic image. 

The contentedly acquiescent figure of the Japanese American internee 

conjured by the nation-state functions as the prototype of the Asian American as the 

model minority.  It has been generally acknowledged by scholars in Asian American 

Studies that the construction of Asian Americans as the model minority serves to 

discipline not only Asian American subjects but other ethnic groups as well.  Asian 

                                                 
2 Traise Yamamoto, Masking Selves, Making Subjects: Japanese American Women, Identity and the 
Body (Berkeley: University of California Press 1999) 208. 
 
3 Lauren Berlant, The Female Complaint: The Unfinished Business of Sentimentality in American 
Culture (Durham: Duke University Press 2008) x. 
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Americans and other ethnic groups are constructed in contradistinction of each other, 

especially in the realm of affect.  While figures of the angry black man, the Latino 

gangster, and the Native American warrior abound in dominant American cultural 

narratives, Asian Americans are constructed as the polar opposite: subdued, 

submissive, accommodating.  The figure of the angry Asian American remains a void 

in the dominant American cultural imaginary.  One of the goals of my project, then, is 

to interrogate and problematize the roots and implications of this absence.       

  Yet, even as expressions of Asian American anger fail to register to the 

dominant culture, anger as a thematic appears quite prevalently in Asian American 

Literature.  Earlier texts, such as John Okada’s No-No Boy, Maxine Hong Kingston’s 

The Woman Warrior, Frank Chin’s The Year of the Dragon, and more recent texts, 

such as Chang-rae Lee’s A Gesture Life, and lê thi diem thứy’s The Gangster We are 

All Looking For, contain extensive descriptions of characters whose anger transforms 

into abuse or violence that erupts in the domestic space.  In this project, I excavate 

scenes of anger from a disparate set of Asian American texts to examine how anger 

might be used as an analytic to explore the subject formation of Asian Americans. 

To offer an example of what is at stake, I will first briefly discuss two scenes 

from John Okada’s novel No-No Boy.  Ichiro Yamada, the protagonist of No-No Boy, 

blames his mother’s Japanese nationalist fervor and patriotic pride for the trauma that 

he has experienced as the result of refusing to serve in the U.S. military.  When she 

tells him that her strength and her faith in Japan have kept him away from the U.S. 

military and therefore saved his life, Ichiro loses his composure and launches a brutal 

assault of his mother: 
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“’Balls!’ He leaned across the table, letting the ugliness twist his lips and fill 

his voice with viciousness. ‘Balls! Balls!’ he shrieked, his face advancing 

steadily upon hers. 

A flicker of surprise, then fear.  Yes, he saw it in her eyes in the fraction of an 

instant before her hands covered them.  To the hands which had come forever 

between them he continued to shriek: ’Not your strength, crazy woman, crazy 

mother of mine.  Not your strength, but your madness which I have taken.  

Look at me!’  He gripped her wrists and wrenched them away from her face.  

‘I’m crazy as you are.  See in the mirror the madness of the mother which is 

the madness of the son.  See. See!’” (43 emphasis mine)  

As Aristotle has observed long ago, anger emerges out of unequal social dynamics.4  

In the above passage from No-No Boy, Ichiro’s anger at the racial injustice legislated 

by the U.S. nation-state against Japanese Americans during World War II turns into a 

vicious attack of his mother; Mrs. Yamada’s only defense against Ichiro’s anger is to 

withdraw into herself as if to render herself invisible.  Ichiro’s anger erupts in and is 

contained by the domestic space of the home since he is unable to articulate his anger 

in the domestic space of the nation without facing repercussions, as his imprisonment 

due to his refusal to serve in the military testifies.  The boundary between the nation 

and the home collapses as the private space of the home, a space of supposed 

nurturance, belonging and support, becomes the receptacle of anger and grief that 

result from political injustices.     

Ichiro, however, is not the only angry character in the novel.  Mrs. Yamada 

herself is outraged by America’s exclusionary practices that have first made it 

                                                 
4 Aristotle, The Art of Rhetoric. Trans. H.C. Lawson-Tancred (New York: Penguin Books 1991) 142-
146.    
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impossible for her and her husband to become citizens and then used them as 

scapegoats after the bombing of Pearl Harbor.  Her anger manifests in her zealous 

devotion to Japan and her forbidding Ichiro to join the U.S. military.  After learning 

that Japan had lost the war, Mrs. Yamada’s anger turns inward, culminating in her 

suicide in the family bathtub.   

Even though Ichiro identifies with Mrs. Yamada’s madness, their angers are 

finally not the same.  While Ichiro finds a target for his rage in his mother, Mrs. 

Yamada’s ultimate expression of her anger is suicide.  Ichiro’s outward projection of 

his anger contrasts sharply with Mrs. Yamada’s annihilation of the self.  Okada offers 

an extensive description of Ichiro’s discovery of Mrs. Yamada’s body: 

His foot struck a bottle and, when he peered over the floor to locate it, he 

noticed the several winding rivulets of water working their way across the 

boards and making shallow pools in the low spots.  Perplexed, he traced the 

water into the kitchen and there, underneath the bathroom door, the flow was 

wide and strong and steady….He suddenly felt the necessity of looking into 

the bedroom.  He did so, seeing the pile of suitcases stacked neatly on his 

parents’ bed but no sign of his mother or father. 

… 

She was half out of the tub and half in, her hair of dirty gray and white floating 

up to the surfaces of the water like a tangled mass of seaweed and obscuring 

her neck and face.  On one side, the hair had pulled away and lodged against 

the overflow drain, damming up the outlet and causing the flooding, just as her 

mind, long shut off from reality, had sought and found its erratic release. (185)  
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The suitcases stacked neatly on the bedroom symbolize both Mrs. Yamada’s desire 

and inability to “return” to Japan and her inability to find a sense of belonging in the 

U.S.—in the national terrain, she is a perpetual traveler who is, devastatingly, forever 

immobilized.  The positioning of her body half in and half out of the tub further 

affirms her suspended position both as a Japanese citizen and a Japanese American 

immigrant who, as another character, Chin Gung, from Genny Lim’s play Paper 

Angels claims, has one foot in each country but belongs to neither.5  As David Eng 

argues in Racial Castration: Managing Masculinity in Asian America, “Suspended 

between departure and arrival, Asian Americans remain permanently disenfranchised 

from home, relegated to a nostalgic sense of its loss or to an optative sense of its 

unattainability.”6  Drowning in the family bathtub emblemizes Mrs. Yamada’s failed 

ocean crossing and immigration.  Unable to go “home” even in her own house, Mrs. 

Yamada’s rage, like the bath water that has overflown, seeps through every corner of 

the house, as she wields a final act of protest against the racial inequalities in the U.S. 

as well as the disintegration of her family that ensued.        

The disparate forms that Ichiro’s and Mrs. Yamada’s anger take and the 

circumstances surrounding their angry outbursts demonstrate that anger is hardly an 

innate emotional expression; rather, anger is unevenly distributed and experienced 

among different subjects, and both the distribution and articulation of anger are 

inflected by issues of power and domination.  A set of questions arise from a 

comparison and contrast of Ichiro’s and Mrs. Yamada’s anger.  Who has the right to 
                                                 
5 Referring to the fate of the Chinese sojourner, Chin Gung says, “One foot in America, one foot in 
China…that’s the sojourner passing.” Genny Lim, Paper Angels. Unbroken Thread: An Anthology of 
Plays by Asian American Women. Roberta Uno, Ed. (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press 1993) 
25.   
 
6 David Eng, Racial Castration: Managing Masculinity in Asian America (Durham: Duke University 
Press 2001) 204. 



 7 

express anger and at whom?  How are the distribution and the articulation of anger 

inflected by the ideologies and materialities of race, gender, class, sexuality and 

citizenship?  What forms does Asian American anger take?  How does the articulation 

of anger impact Asian American familial relations?  How does anger complicate the 

notion of Asian American domesticity?  What is the connection between the domestic 

space of the nation and the domestic space of the home for the Asian American 

subject?  How do we theorize a politics of anger from reading Asian American 

literature?  How does approaching anger as a mode of inquiry help us understand the 

formations of Asian Americans as subjects?   How does anger relate to the way in 

which an epistemology of Asian-Americanness has been constructed?  These 

questions animate my discussions.   

In the first chapter “Anger, the Model Minority Myth and the Father-Daughter 

Relationship: Chang-rae Lee’s A Gesture Life and lê thi diem thúy’s The Gangster We 

are All Looking For,” via a comparative study of Lee’s and lê’s novel and the father-

daughter relationship in each novel, I examine the inextricable connection between 

Asian American anger and the model minority myth.  I argue that the model minority 

discourse has produced an epistemology of Asian Americanness that constructs anger 

as both a privilege and a defect that the Asian American subject cannot afford to 

articulate if he or she were to become a suitable subject for the nation as the model 

minority label promises.  In other words, Asian Americans’ vexing relationship with 

the model minority designation is precisely that it gives them a contained and 

coherent identity that signals a kind of national belonging that is premised on the 

suppression of dissent.   
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The second chapter “Ambivalent Anger, Desire and the Limit of Resistance: 

David Mura’s Memoirs” investigates the relationship between anger and Asian 

American masculinity.  In  both Turning Japanese: Memoirs of a Sansei and Where 

the Body Meets Memory: An Odyssey of Race, Sexuality and Identity, Mura offers 

extensive elaboration on his own anger at the way in which Asian American men have 

been turned into the “eunuchs of America” in the dominant cultural imaginary.  Yet 

even as Mura deconstructs the connection between masculinity and anger, he has 

difficulty acknowledging and accepting the anger of his various female partners.  By 

exploring this paradox, I argue that the articulation of anger is a multi-hierarchized 

discursive practice that can serve as an instrument of resistance against hegemonic 

formulations of subjectivity, as well as illuminate the limit of resistance.   

The third chapter “Anger and Melancholia: Monique Truong’s The Book of 

Salt and Susan Choi’s American Woman builds on recent scholarship on notions of 

melancholia and loss to explore anger’s productive potentials.  I argue that in 

Truong’s and Choi’s novel respectively, instead of holding onto melancholic anger 

(anger turned against oneself), the main character opts for a form of what I call 

“engaged anger” that allows the racialized subject to come to an understanding of the 

way in which he or she has been denigrated by the dominant culture.  Ultimately, a 

grasp of how one’s subjectivity has been formed allows the protagonist of each novel 

to find a space of healing and nurturing.  “Engaged anger” allows each protagonist to 

resignify “loss” and avow what has been denigrated. 

In the fourth chapter “Conflicted Feelings: A Genealogy of Anger in Chinese 

American Women’s Memoirs,” by means of discussing the anger that is articulated in 

the mother-daughter relationship in Jade Snow Wong’s Fifth Chinese Daughter, 
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Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior: Memoir of a Girlhood Among Ghosts, 

and Shirley Geok-Lin Lim’s Among the White Moon Faces: An Asian American 

Memoir of Homelands respectively, I explore the way in which the formation of the 

daughter’s subjectivity in each memoir is informed by her emotional connection with 

her mother.  In each memoir, the daughter’s feminist consciousness is seemingly at 

odds with her mother’s “traditional” ways.  However, Wong and Kingston both 

deconstruct the way in which the mother figure has been formed affectively as 

subjects by placing the immigrant mother’s emotional gestures and responses within 

specific historical, cultural and national contexts so that the mother figure is not 

marginalized by her Chinese American daughter’s narrative.  Lim’s text gestures 

towards a similar kind of recuperation of the mother, but it ultimately fails to contain 

the daughter’s rage against her mother.  I conclude this project with an examination of 

Lim’s memoir as a way of illuminating, to borrow Arif Dirlik’s phrase on a different 

topic, “the promise and predicament”7 of anger.              

Audre Lorde argues in her essay “The Uses of Anger: Women Responding to 

Racism” that “anger expressed and translated into action in the service of our vision 

and our future is a liberating act of clarification” and “anger is loaded with 

information and energy.”8  In all the texts that I examine, the information that anger 

carries is the way in which Asian Americans have been formed as subjects.  The 

ultimate goal of this project is to uncover the complexities of the discourse of anger--

its productive potentials as well its limitations.     

                                                 
7 Arif Dirlik, “The Global in the Local,” Global/Local: Cultural Production and the Transnational 
Imaginary, Rob Wilson and Wimal Dissanayake, Ed.  (Durham: Duke University Press, 1996) 22. 
 
8 Audre Lorde, “The Uses of Anger: Women Responding to Racism.”  Sister Outsider: Essays and 
Speeches (Trumansburg: Crossing Press, 1984) 127. 
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Chapter One  

Anger, the Model Minority Myth and the Father-Daughter Relationship: Chang-rae 

Lee’s A Gesture Life and lê thi diem thúy’s The Gangster We Are All Looking For 

 

“When the white walls in one of his properties had faded or become dirty with the 

grubby prints of people’s lives rubbing up against them, he sent Ba and the four 

uncles in with directions to ‘touch them up,’ ‘make like new,’ ‘make white again.’” 

  --lê thi diem thứy, The Gangster We Are All Looking For (9) 

  

At the final screening of Better Luck Tomorrow at the 2003 Sundance Film 

Festival, a disgruntled Caucasian audience member criticized Asian American 

director Justin Lin for making a film “so empty and amoral for Asian Americans and 

for Americans”.9  Lin’s film, which depicts the double lives of a group of 

overachieving, Ivy League-bound Asian American students and their involvements 

with drugs, cheating and murder, has caused a heated debate that links the 

representation of anger to the formation of ethnic identity.  “How could you portray 

these characters so badly, because it’s such a great community?” Lin recalls the 

general tenor of the response during an interview.10  The viewer’s reprimand 

constructs the articulation of anger as a defect, a flaw which, in order to preserve the 

model minority image of Asian America, the Asian American director simply cannot 

afford to show in his film.  Paradoxically, the viewer’s reaction also suggests that if 

                                                 
9 “Alumnus Justin Lin's ‘Better Luck Tomorrow’ Profiled in Sunday Calendar,” UCLA School of 
Theater, Film and Television Homepage.  7 Apr 2003. 20 Nov 2008 < 
http://beta.tft.ucla.edu/news/announcement/80-better-luck-tomorrow-profiled-la-times/>.  
 
10 Brian Hu, “Better Luck Tomorrow: Justin Lin’s Fiction Represents a Real Asian Community.”  The 
Daily Californian (3 April 2003). 
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the premise of establishing the “great community” of Asian America requires the 

erasure of the expression of anger, then the display of anger itself has become a 

privileged act that is foreclosed to Asian Americans.  The viewer’s own anger spurred 

by Lin’s representations of angry Asian American subjects further illumines the way 

in which a normative epistemology of Asian Americanness—the model minority 

myth--has been circulated in the dominant culture in a way that makes Asian 

American anger unacceptable to the dominant audience.          

The viewer’s uneasiness with Lin’s depiction of Asian American anger 

illustrates the productive power of the model minority myth in its ability not only to 

constitute subjects but also to shape the range and forms of a subject’s emotional 

experiences.  In this chapter, through a discussion of Chang-rae Lee’s A Gesture Life 

and lê thi diem thúy’s The Gangster We Are All Looking For, I examine the ways in 

which the model minority myth, by fixing a putatively coherent and valorized social 

status for Asian Americans in the national terrain, serves to contain and foreclose 

Asian American anger, and thus how the domestic space of Asian American 

household is asked to bear this foreclosure.     

The model minority myth as it applies to Asian American subjectivity came 

into circulation in the 1960s.  During a time when African Americans were fighting 

for political rights and economic equity, Asian Americans were installed and 

venerated as the model of successful assimilation.  A December 1966 U.S. News 

article reports, “At a time when it is being proposed that hundreds of billions be spent 

on uplifting Negroes and other minorities, the nation’s 300,000 Chinese Americans 
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are moving ahead on their own with no help from anyone else.”11  The statistics of 

Chinese American families who participated in New York City’s welfare programs in 

1970 was often used as an example of Asian American self-reliance.  According to 

the statistics, even though 15 percent of Chinese families in New York City had 

incomes below the federal poverty level, only 3.4 percent had enrolled in the city’s 

public assistance programs.  As Robert Lee notes in Orientals: Asian Americans in 

Popular Culture, one explanation that was largely overlooked by the official narrative 

of Asian American self-reliance was that Asian Americans’ lack of participation in 

welfare programs was due to their distrust of the government.12     

Model minority discourse hence inaugurates a subject position for the Asian 

American in what Lauren Berlant calls the “National Symbolic”13 over and against the 

formation of other ethnic groups (in particular, African Americans).  However, the 

model minority is also a subject position that is difficult for Asian Americans to 

relinquish since to be a model minority attests to the success of assimilation into the 

dominant culture and therefore gestures toward a sense of national belonging, a 

belonging that has been previously denied to Asian immigrants through various 

exclusionary legal and cultural practices.  Hence, the construction of the model 

minority both legislates and circumscribes Asian American subjectivity.  If “all 

                                                 
11 Robert Lee, Orientals: Asian Americans in Popular Culture (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 
1999)   151. 
 
12 Ibid. 151. 
 
13 Lauren Berlant, The Anatomy of National Fantasy: Hawthorn, Utopia, and Everyday Life (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1991).  By the National Symbolic, Berlant means “the political space of 
the nation, which is not merely juridical, territorial, genetic, linguistic, or experiential, but some tangled 
cluster of these” (5).   
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identities are matters of identification” as Naoki Sakai has suggested14, then for Asian 

Americans, to have a viable national identity and a viable national body means to 

align oneself with a normative and therefore prescriptive form of “Asian 

Americanness.”  However, the term model minority itself already betrays a paradox.  

While it touts Asian Americans’ successful assimilation into the national order, it 

simultaneously presupposes and emphasizes Asian Americans’ minoritized status.  

The very moment of national inclusion also marks Asian Americans’ permanent 

foreignness.  The comment that Justin Lin’s film is “so empty and amoral for Asian 

Americans and for Americans” provides an example of this contradictory construction 

of Asian Americans as both assimilated national subjects and foreigners within.      

The construction of the image of the self-reliant Asian American is both a 

political and an affective investment in its production of what Ruth Gilmore calls an 

“infrastructure of feelings.”15  That is, emotions are discursively and politically 

affected, as the nation-state exercises a prescriptive and regulatory power over the 

way we feel.  For the Asian American subject, to be categorized as a model minority 

also means to be taught how to act and feel as the model minority.  Put differently, 

model minority discourse can be considered an instance of what Judith Butler defines 

as performativity, “a reiteration of a norm or a set of norms,”16 in the formation of 

Asian American subjectivity.  Embedded in the model minority myth is the injunction 

to comply with the paradoxical logic of U.S. racialization and to be content and silent 

                                                 
14 Naoki Sakai, “Asia and Co-figuration.”  Lecture.  Department of Comparative Literature and Foreign 
Languages.  University of California, Riverside.  Riverside, CA.  5 November 2007. 
 
15 Ruth Gilmore, “Understanding the U.S. Addiction to Prisons: from California to Abu Ghraib.”  
Lecture.  University of California, Riverside.  Riverside, CA.  15 November 2007. 
 
16 Judith Butler, Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex”  (New York: Routledge, 1993) 
12. 
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about one’s position within the U.S. racial hierarchy.  Voicing anger at the dominant 

establishment has become both a defect and a privilege that the Asian American 

subject cannot afford as he or she strives for national inclusion by aspiring to model 

minority status.  That is, because model minority discourse operates under the 

contradictory logic of simultaneous inclusion and exclusion, many Asian Americans 

feel ambivalent about the model minority label.  An example of such ambivalence is 

clearly articulated in A Gesture Life where the protagonist Franklin Hata wishes to  

“always go silent and unseen” (74), yet he takes pleasure in the fact that his Japanese 

last name is both “odd and delightful to people, as well as somehow town-

confirming” (2).  Hata wishes for seamless integration into the dominant society while 

he recognizes that his Japanese last name carries, albeit problematically, cultural 

capital in a society that fetishizes multicultural difference.                     

If the model minority myth is the official narrative of subjection formation and 

development that has been written for Asian Americans by the dominant culture, then 

the organizing narrative structure of this myth is the bildungsroman.  To illustrate, I 

will turn briefly to the passage from lê thi diem thứy’s novel The Gangster We Are All 

Looking For that I quote in the epigraph of this chapter.  In this passage, the American 

landlord Mel asks his refugee workers to repaint the white walls of his properties to 

make them look new again.  The white wall is symbolic of the vision of the bildung 

narrative in which the “grubby prints” of one’s past are erased in order to make room 

for a new beginning promised by the rhetoric of the American dream.  By revealing 

the messiness of the Asian American refugee’s/immigrant’s past and the entanglement 

between past and present, authors such as lê thi diem thứy and Chang-rae Lee write 

against the bildung narrative to uncover, problematize and critique its race-, gender- 
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and class-inflected biases.  One way to consider Lee’s A Gesture Life and lê’s The 

Gangster We Are All Looking For is to think of them as palimpsests, which, unlike 

the whitewashed wall that has covered up all the “grubby prints” of one’s past, reveal 

the history of the immigrant’s past to illumine the overdetermined connections 

between the past and the present.    

Both lê’s The Gangster We Are All Looking For and Lee’s A Gesture Life 

demonstrate how the model minority myth monitors and regulates the emotion of 

anger for Asian American subjects.  The daughter figure in each novel takes on the 

father’s destructive rage and reclaims that anger to create a productive and 

emotionally grounded life for herself.  However, neither novel demonizes the father 

figure by creating daughter figures who are sympathetic and forgiving and who 

understand that their fathers have been caught in the violent history of war and 

imperialism.  By historicizing the father’s anger and creating a critical but forgiving 

daughter figure, lê and Lee are able to simultaneously problematize and critique 

model minority discourse and demonstrate not only the violent effects of misdirected 

or repressed anger, but also the productive and healing power of locating a language 

to express anger.     

      

“Exposing the Civilized Caricature of Asian America”: Chang-rae Lee’s A 

Gesture Life  

The protagonist of Chang-rae Lee’s A Gesture Life, Franklin Hata, was born in 

Korea to Korean parents during the Japanese occupation.  As a teenager, Hata is 

adopted by a Japanese family who recognizes his scholarly aptitude and sponsors him 

to go to Japan.  Hata renounces his Korean ethnicity and passes for Japanese in Japan 
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and joins the Imperial Army as a medical officer during World War II.  While he is 

stationed in Burma, a group of comfort women is placed under his care, and he 

becomes attached to one Korean comfort woman in particular, whom he calls K.  Hata 

professes his love for K but fails to help her during crucial moments.  On several 

occasions, K asks Hata to kill her before she has to serve the men in the camp, but 

Hata refuses.  Out of desperation, K stabs and kills the army doctor during an 

altercation, which eventually leads to the rape, murder and dismemberment of K by 

Hata’s fellow soldiers.  During the 1960s, Hata moves to Bedley Run, an affluent 

suburban town outside of New York City.  He opens a medical supply shop and 

adopts a mixed-race war orphan, whom he names Sunny, from Korea.  Through hard 

work and service, Hata believes that he has become a respected pillar of the Bedley 

Run community.  However, Sunny becomes increasingly resistant to Hata’s life of 

accommodating gestures and runs away from home.     

Given Hata’s very complex history, his identity and subjectivity must be 

understood at the intersections of Japan’s economic, cultural and linguistic 

colonization of Korea and America’s discursive, psychological and emotional 

inculcation of the Asian American subject via the model minority myth.  The rhetoric 

of Japanese imperialism and model minority discourse share structural similarities in 

the project of the interpellation of subjects for the nation-state.    

Since Hata’s move to Japan, his sense of self and home has always been 

intertwined with the nation-state.  He finds one of the comforts of “real personhood” 

to be “the harmonious relation between a self and his society” (72).  Although Hata 

was born into a Korean family and later adopted by Japanese parents, he does not feel 

indebted to either family as much as he feels beholden to society at large: “To neither 
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would I ascribe the business of having reared me, for it seems clear that it was the 

purposeful society that did so, and really nothing and no one else.  I was more than 

grateful.  And I knew even then as a boy of twelve how I should always give myself 

over to its vigilance, entrusting to its care everything I could know or ever hope for” 

(72-73).  In both Japan and the U.S., Hata surrenders himself to the guidance and 

protection of the nation; he defines himself in terms of the nation.  To prove himself 

the worthy and loyal subject, he first joins the Japanese imperial army and then 

vigilantly abides by the doctrines of the model minority discourse in the U.S.   

As Naoki Sakai has noted, the Japanese government deployed the rhetoric of 

voluntarism in its efforts to recruit troops from its annexed territories such as Taiwan 

and Korea in the 1940s: “Publicly propagated was the fantastic scenario that these 

islanders wanted to be ‘Japanese’ and, therefore, volunteered to die as ‘Japanese.’” 17  

Under the logic of Japanese military voluntarism, a national identity is legislated for 

the islanders only when they show a willingness to die for the nation; the price for 

national belonging is life itself.  Eager to become a legitimate “Japanese” by proving 

his loyalty to Japan, Hata joins the Japanese imperial army and bases his 

understanding of a self on what he perceives to be his duties as a male subject to a 

public collective.  What Hata fears the most while serving in the army is to fail his 

responsibilities as a soldier and to inconvenience his peers.  After witnessing the death 

of Corporal Endo, a soldier who has been executed not for his kidnapping and killing 

of a comfort woman but for taking the opportunities away from the other soldiers to 

be serviced by her, Hata reflects on his own fear of behaving like Endo:  

                                                 
17 Naoki Sakai, “Two Negations: Fear of Being Excluded and the Logic of Self-Esteem,” Novel 37:3 
(Summer 2004): 234. 
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I tried to imagine how time itself could somehow stop, how the slumberers 

[the comfort women] in Mrs. Matsui’s tent and in the tents beyond might 

remain just so, unto themselves, as it were, peaceable and unmolested.  As if 

untouched by the practices of wartime.  And if this hope was most egregiously 

naïve and sentimental, which it no doubt was, I only wished for myself that I 

could bear whatever burdens might fall to me, that I might remain steadfast in 

my duty and uphold my responsibilities and not waver under any circumstance, 

and by whatever measure.  For I feared, simply enough, to be marked by a 

failure like Corporal Endo’s, which was not one of ego or self but of an 

obligation public and total—and one resulting in the burdening of the entire 

society of his peers. (229 emphasis mine) 

In his contemplation, Hata has decisively chosen to place his concerns for the very 

public, masculine milieu of the military and codes of male conducts over any feelings 

he may have for the comfort women, and in order for him to do so, he wills himself to 

imagine the women as “peaceable and unmolested.”  Hata calls the comfort women 

“slumberers,” a euphemism that takes on the romantic qualities of fairy tales, as if 

these women were living in an abstract, dream world from which they will eventually 

awake unharmed.  Although Hata acknowledges that his hope is “naïve and 

sentimental,” here his language is again one of romanticism.  He speaks like a 

nostalgic, idealist poet who bemoans his own sentimentalism, despite that his hope for 

these women to remain unharmed is callously unrealistic.   

Since the comfort women under Hata’s care come from Korea, they remind 

Hata not only of his own powerlessness as an ethnic Korean living in Japan but also 

of his guilt for his participation in Japanese war crimes.  The presence of the comfort 
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women disrupts Hata’s pursuit of a coherent Japanese national identity.  Hata both 

identifies with them and dreads their presence—they symbolize what Hata wishes to 

abject.  In Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, Julia Kristeva discusses the 

rejection of food as the most basic form of abjection.  Kristeva gives the example of 

the child who, rebelling against his or her parents to form an individual identity, 

rejects the milk that the parents offer.  However, the milk that the child rejects is also 

a necessary nutrient for his or her survival.  Therefore, the abject is both the object 

that the subject rejects and the object that sustains the self.  That is, the abject is 

“something rejected from which one does not part.”18  For Hata, the something that he 

rejects but does not (and cannot) part with is his Korean ethnicity, which is made 

visceral and visible by the bodies of Korean comfort women.19   

The bodies of Korean comfort women take on multiple symbolic significances 

as they simultaneously pose a nuisance and threat to Hata’s attempt to achieve a 

coherent Japanese identity and provide Hata with an anchor of identification.  

Describing his attraction to K, Hata says,  

[H]e felt himself drawn to her, drawn to her very presence, which must finally 

leave even such a thing as beauty aside.  He did not yet know it, but he hoped 

that if he could simply be near to her, near to her voice and to her body—if 

                                                 
18 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection (New York: Columbia University Press 
1982) 4.    
 
19 Hata identifies both the comfort women and the soldiers as pawns under the Japanese imperial 
mandate: “I see now, I was in fact a critical part of events, as were K and the other girls, and the 
soldiers and the rest.  Indeed the horror of it was how central we were, how ingenuously we comprised 
the larger processes, feeding ourselves and one another to the all-consuming engine of the war” (299).  
I want to note here that the Japanese nation-state used similar rhetoric to designate soldiers and comfort 
women from its annexed areas--both groups were called “volunteers.”  While the men were asked to 
prove their loyalty to Japan by committing their lives to the cause of war, the women were lied to and 
abducted from their homelands.   
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never even touching her—near, he thought, to her sleeping mind, he might 

somehow be found. (240) 

As much as Hata wishes to disassociate himself from his Korean background, it 

remains an integral part of his subjectivity that he feels lost by denying his Korean 

ethnicity.  Hata hopes to “be found” and to be recognized through K, who is portrayed 

not as a complex agentive subject but as a static symbol of a Korea that Hata wishes 

to leave behind but cannot.  K belongs to the realm of what I call the “private 

domestic.”  Domestic relationships (such as Hata’s relationship with Sunny), domestic 

spaces (such as Hata’s house), domestic work and desire (such as Hata’s tireless 

efforts at housekeeping in his Bedley Run house and his dreams of creating a home 

with K after the war), and the woman’s body (since women are often aligned with the 

private space of the home) constitute the four components of what I consider as the 

“private domestic” in this novel.  I define the “public domestic” as the domestic space 

of the nation.  Hata turns to the idea of the “private domestic” for comfort, hope, 

control, power and a sense of self as he is deprived of these feelings in the “public 

domestic” realm, not recognizing that as a colonized subject, his dilemma is precisely 

the collapsing of the boundary between the public and the private.  As Hata’s 

attraction to K suggests, women’s bodies, in particular, become entangled with 

notions of nationhood.       

 Feeling powerless to save K from her dire situation, Hata tries to reassure her 

and himself by fantasizing their life after the war—he wishes to go away and create a 

life with her, leaving the memories of war behind.  Unable (and too cowardly) to 

protect K at the military base, Hata devotes his energy to imagining the domestic 

union between them after the war, wishing to “protect [K] no matter where [they] go” 
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(258).  The desire for domestic bliss with K becomes a coping mechanism for Hata to 

mediate his fear, anxiety and guilt for serving in the Japanese army.           

            Hata’s desire for domestic harmony makes him particularly vulnerable to the 

rhetoric of model minority discourse.  Having failed to help K, Hata wishes to leave 

his memories of war, his Korean ethnicity and his guilt behind and therefore willingly 

embraces the idea of a self-fashioned new beginning and a national affinity that the 

title of model minority promises to deliver.  As discussed earlier, model minority 

discourse is predicated upon the narrative conventions of the bildungsroman.  In 

Immigrant Acts: On Asian American Cultural Politics, Lisa Lowe identifies the 

function of the bildungsroman in relation to the interpellation of subjects for the 

nation-state: “The bildungsroman emerged as a primary form for narrating the 

development of the individual from youthful innocence to civilized maturity, the telos 

of which is the reconciliation of the individual with the social order” (emphasis 

mine).20  Because the bildung narrative is premised on and valorizes the discarding of 

individual particularities as a way to achieve national integration, it has been a useful 

aesthetic form for the narration and containment of the processes of immigration and 

assimilation.  Drawing on Lowe’s work, Hamilton Carroll observes, “The 

identification of the citizen with the nation narrated in the bildung narrative provides 

agency as the immigrant subject becomes, through the loss of individuation, 

unmarked and uncontested.”21  For the Asian immigrant, the label of the model 

minority is the “unmarked and uncontested” national form of subjectivity that is 

                                                 
20 Lisa Lowe, Immigrant Acts: On Asian American Cultural Politics (Durham & London: Duke 

University Press, 1996) 98. 
 
21 Hamilton Carroll, “Traumatic Patriarchy: Reading Gendered Nationalism in Chang-rae Lee’s A 
Gesture Life,” Modern Fiction Studies 51:3 (Fall 2005):593. 
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achieved by conforming to the narrative trajectory of the bildungsroman.  As a device 

for the narration of the immigrant experience, the bildungsroman implicitly constructs 

the immigrant’s country of departure as undeveloped, oppressive, primitive, and 

America, the country of arrival, as progressive, democratic and sophisticated.  Under 

this narrative convention, the successful integration of the immigrant into American 

society requires the erasure and often denigration of the immigrant’s past.       

Hata, who desperately wishes to suppress his Korean ethnicity and his 

complicity with Japanese war crimes, fully embraces the new beginning that the 

model minority myth promises to offer.  In other words, Hata finds the model 

minority label appealing precisely because it gives him a contained identity so that he 

does not have to think about the ways in which he failed to save K during the war, as 

well as his own participation in the project of Japanese imperialism as an ethnic 

Korean.  That is, model minority discourse requires letting go of exactly what Hata 

wants to let go.   

In the United States, Hata once again turns to domestic union for comfort.  

Hata envisions the purchase of his Tudor-style house and his adoption of Sunny as the 

“recommencement of [his] days” (74).  In her analysis of the “home narrative” of the 

American immigrant success story, Rachel Lee notes, “Capitalizing on the domestic 

image of home as a place of comfort and family values, this national narrative 

deliberately confuses home ownership with homemaking, so that the home one buys 

seems to confer automatically domestic comforts.”22  The national “home narrative,” 

according to Rachel Lee, privileges home-buying/owning over homemaking.  Hata 

finds this narrative appealing because home-buying is an economic transaction 

                                                 
22 Rachel C. Lee.  The Americas of Asian American Literature: Gendered Fictions of Nation and 
Transnation (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999) 50.   
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whereas homemaking is an affective investment.  Since Hata does not want to 

confront his emotions, he conflates homeownership with homemaking, and material 

comfort and economic success (symbolized by the purchase of his home) with having 

intimate domestic relationships.      

A successful “business and civic elder and leader” as his real estate agent calls 

him, Hata has become the poster child of model minority discourse at its best.  

“People know me here,” Hata says, “There is no longer a lingering of vacant stare, 

and you can taste the small but unequaled pleasure that comes with being a familiar 

sight to the eyes” (1).  The gaze of the residents of Bedley Run has inaugurated Hata 

into a suitable subject of the community.  However, to become the non-intrusive 

“familiar sight to the eyes” requires Hata to invest a tremendous amount of emotional 

and psychic energy to overlook the ways in which he has been made hypervisible 

because of his ethnicity.  For example, he does not protest against the race-instigated 

pranks that the neighborhood boys play on him when he first moves into Bedley Run.  

Instead, he feels relieved and even thankful that since those early pranks, his status 

has “mostly faded away, to the point it is today, which is almost nothing” (4).  The 

“status” that Hata discusses here refers to his ethnic identity; he does not hold the 

boys responsible for making his ethnic body the target of their mischief but simply 

feels that he is responsible to earn his keep in the public space of the Bedley Run 

community.  In his article “Two Negations: Fear of Being Excluded and the Logic of 

Self-Esteem,” Naoki Sakai distinguishes the differences between an individual 

subject’s self-esteem and self-respect in relation to the nation:  

While self-respect demands that one be treated as an equal human by another 

person, self-esteem is based upon the evaluation of one’s achievement by 
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others….The logic of national integration of the minorities in hierarchical 

hybridity may well promote the recovery of self-esteem; yet in order to regain 

self-esteem, minority individuals would have to continue to parade their 

achievement and patriotic loyalty to the majority audience.23   

Because Hata’s self-esteem is based on the evaluation by the dominant society, he 

cannot afford to become angry at those who are in the position to judge him. 

This suppression of anger also means the suppression of the physicality of 

anger.  Hata’s body has been reduced and fixed by the gaze of the dominant society 

into a static, predictable image of the eerily agreeable model minority who has been 

rendered unsubstantial and lifeless: “Though the implication is that I am the sort who 

is always careful and preparing…in fact I feel I have not really been living anywhere 

or anytime, not for the future and not in the past and not at all of-the-moment, but 

rather in the lonely dream of an oblivion, the nothing-of-nothing drift from one pulse 

beat to the next, which is really the most bloodless marking-out, automatic and 

involuntary” (320-31).  Having always needed to perform the role of the acceptable 

national subject, Hata feels disconnected from both time and space.  The cultivation 

and maintenance of the image of the model minority has diminished Hata’s life into a 

monotonous, involuntary “pulse beat” that is bloodless.  Not only does Hata have no 

sense of connection to his body, his body has become a mechanical, robotic body that 

has no volition of its own under the interpellating forces of model minority discourse.          

It is therefore important to observe that the first time that Hata feels his body is 

when his anger breaks out in a home-maintenance scene:  

                                                 
23 Naoki Sakai, “Two Negations: Fear of Being Excluded and the Logic of Self-Esteem,” Novel 37:3 
(Summer 2004): 254. 
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Besides the major ongoing renovations, I took up general maintenance of the 

house....but as it happened every week something seemed to stall my efforts.  

Everything would go smoothly until a cabinet door wouldn’t catch, or a hinge 

began to squeak, or a drain was too slow, and then a vise-like tightness came 

over me.  That time in Sunny’s bathroom, trying to rub out a persistent cloudy 

drain in the vanity, I somehow cracked the mirror, and my fingers began 

bleeding from the edges of the spidery glass.  I must have kept rubbing and 

blotting, for it was only moments later that I realized Sunny was watching 

from the doorway, her splintered reflection looking up at me. (27-28 emphasis 

mine) 

Hata’s attempt to clean the mirror in Sunny’s bathroom reflects his desire not only to 

acquire an untainted identity and a new beginning for himself in America, but also his 

wish to fix and secure Sunny’s identity, to clean up her “messy” past by denying her 

her own history as a mixed-race Korean adoptee.  Sunny’s splintered image in the 

mirror symbolizes the way that Hata has fractured her life, and the crack in the mirror 

is indicative of the break in their relationship.  Yet, the crack also signifies Hata’s 

failure to clean up and fix the past and his ultimate inability to control Sunny’s life.  

The description of Hata’s frustration in this house-maintenance scene is significant in 

two ways.  First, Hata’s anger is experienced as a visceral, embodied, propelling 

force—his hand literally bleeds.  In a novel that offers very little description of Hata’s 

body and in which Hata is repeatedly criticized for living a hollow life of empty 

gestures, his anger renders his flesh and blood visible, forcing him into an awareness 

of his own body.   Second, Hata’s anger emerges as he loses control over his house, a 

symbol of his successful assimilation.  Just as the small, hidden defects of the house 
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keep surfacing and resurfacing despite Hata’s efforts to fix them, his public image of 

success is haunted by his ethnic excess.  If Hata’s subjectivity is overdetermined by 

the rhetoric of Japanese imperialism and the American model minority discourse as I 

have discussed earlier, then the manifestation of Hata’s anger in the domestic space 

invokes and attests to a space in the self that is, according to Traise Yamamoto’s 

theorization of critical humanism, “conscious of its own complexity, contradictions 

and internal differences.”24  That is, the manifestation of Hata’s anger demonstrates 

that there is a part of Hata’s self that understands the ways in which he has been 

interpellated by these multiple systems of oppression.     

 It is precisely because there is a part of Hata that is aware of his own 

subjugation that his anger seeps out.  He unleashes his frustration in the realm of the 

“private domestic.”  For example, when Hata warns Sunny about not straying away 

from home, he tells her that “young women who strayed away from the security of 

their families…would inevitably descend to the lowest level of human society and be 

forced to sell every part of themselves” (144).  When Sunny asks him how he knows 

about such things, Hata says that he has witnessed many things during the war (145).  

Here Hata places the blame and responsibility for the degradation of women during 

the war on individual families.  He does not acknowledge the role of the Japanese 

government in recruiting women under the pretense of offering them factory jobs in 

order to force them into sexual slavery.  Hata’s anger and guilt at his inability to save 

K are somewhat alleviated by holding individual families responsible for the fate of 

the comfort women. 

                                                 
24 Traise Yamamoto, Masking Selves, Making Subjects: Japanese American Women, Identity, and the 
Body (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999) 3. 
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Similar to the way that Hata wishes to be found and become embodied through 

K during the war, in America he experiences his emotions through Sunny.  When 

Sunny is a teenager, Hata develops a romantic relationship with a woman named 

Mary Burns who lives in Hata’s neighborhood.  Sunny feels threatened by Hata’s love 

interest and harbors hostile feelings toward Mary.  Although Sunny does not verbally 

express her feelings and in fact acts cordially toward Mary, the tension between them 

is palpable.  Unwilling to engage Sunny in an open conversation about her feelings, 

Hata fantasizes that both women would resolve the tension between them by getting 

angry at one another: “I…wished secretly that for once I’d hear about Sunny speaking 

insolently, that they had had a terrible row in front of everyone, that once and finally 

Mary Burns had been most cross and vehement and had scolded her with great wrath” 

(56).  As discussed earlier, Hata’s way to align himself with the mandates of the 

nation is to suppress his emotions, an exploration of which might remind him of the 

past that he desperately wishes to forget.  He is not comfortable with confronting 

Sunny’s anger since her anger serves as an indication of his failure as a father, and 

therefore he wishes that Sunny and Mary Burns could resolve their conflict without 

his intervention.       

 Hata’s inclination to suppress his emotions impacts his relationship with 

Sunny in significant ways.  His silent ways of expressing his displeasure at Sunny 

alienates her and takes away the chance for them to develop an intimate, affectionate 

father-daughter relationship.  When Sunny begins to stay out late in high school, Hata 

expresses his anger at her by leaving breakfast for her on the table in the morning and 

then going for a swim by himself, a gesture that again places the responsibility of 

interpretation on Sunny—Hata hopes that his silent treatment alone can help Sunny 
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realize her wrongdoings without his explanation.  However, Hata’s actions only 

increase the distance between them:  

[E]ach morning when I came in from my swim, the setting was just as I had 

left it, unmoved, untouched.  I knew she’d seen it.  I had watched her once 

from the pool….she stood staring at the place at the table, as if it were some 

kind of museum display, not to be disturbed, and then she turned away.  But I 

continued each morning, and eventually I began sitting down to eat the 

breakfast myself….It wasn’t long before I mostly forgot about Sunny refusing 

my offerings, and it became simply habit, part of my waking ritual. (30 

emphasis mine) 

Hata’s gesture of making breakfast for Sunny and yet not sharing the meal with her 

articulates his anger toward her in passive-aggressive fashion.  It is an anger that is, in 

typical Hata style, coded with a stifling formality.  The meal that he prepares for 

Sunny does not symbolize nurturance and sustenance but is instead viewed by Sunny 

as a cold and sterile “museum display” that does not invite partaking.  Sunny’s refusal 

to eat the food that Hata prepared is her way of resisting again the responsibility that 

Hata has placed on her.  That is, she refuses to interpret Hata’s emotionally loaded 

silence for him and challenges him to engage in an open dialogue with her.  However, 

Hata again responds to Sunny’s rejection with forgetting and erasure by eating the 

food himself.          

Sunny’s frustration with Hata’s silence finally explodes after she has an 

argument with a Bedley Run’s police officer named Como in which Como criticizes 

Sunny for hurting Hata with her selfish behaviors.  Since Como accused Sunny of 

promiscuity, Hata is forced to confront Sunny about her whereabouts on the weekends.  
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Sunny bluntly tells him that she has been having sex and says angrily, “All you care 

about is your reputation in this snotty, shitty town, and how I might hurt it….You 

make a whole life out of gestures and politeness.  You’re always having to be the 

ideal partner and colleague” (95).  When Hata tells Sunny that she cannot live in his 

house anymore, Sunny says, “I don’t need you.  I never needed you.  I don’t know 

why, but you needed me.  But it was never the other way” (96).  Hamilton Carroll in 

his analysis of A Gesture Life notes that “K and Sunny bear silent witness to the 

violence of Hata’s failed inauguration into citizenship, both Japanese and 

American.”25  While Carroll makes a valid point that Hata projects his own 

frustrations of failed citizenship onto his relationships with women, K and Sunny are 

hardly passive, “silent” witnesses to Hata’s actions.  Sunny recognizes Hata’s need to 

have control over his household in order to create and preserve his model minority 

image in the community, and she refuses to participate in Hata’s life of gestures by 

bluntly pointing out Hata’s façade and how Hata’s amicability has not only hurt his 

relationship with her but also his relationship with Mary Burns.  Sunny chooses to 

move out of Hata’s house and creates a life for herself.  She has a child and then 

eventually moves into a working-class neighborhood.  Unlike Hata, Sunny chooses 

not to participate in the “home-buying” narrative but seeks “homemaking” with her 

son.  Here I am not trying to romanticize Sunny’s life in any way.  Many of her 

defiant (and perhaps destructive) actions could be attributed to her desperate desire to 

get Hata’s attention and to have an emotionally connected relationship with him, but I 

do consider her actions as signs of courage; they speak loudly of her unwillingness to 

live an emotionally stifled and stunted life.  That is, Sunny is able to take her anger at 

                                                 
25 Hamilton Carroll, “Traumatic Patriarchy: Reading Gendered Nationalism in Chang-rae Lee’s A 
Gesture Life,” Modern Fiction Studies 51:3 (Fall 2005):612. 
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Hata and use it productively to create an independent and emotionally grounded life 

with her son Thomas.  By calling Bedley Run a “snotty” town, Sunny demonstrates 

that she understands the American class and racial politics that underpin the model 

minority myth and that in order to become a member of the “snotty” town, Hata has 

traded silence and compliance for economic success and public approval. 

 

Writing Against the Model Minority Myth: lê thi diem th ứy’s The Gangster We 

Are All Looking For 

 If A Gesture of Life illumines the heavy emotional price—the severing of 

family ties, the failure to develop intimate interpersonal relationships, and the 

inability to face and claim one’s past--the Asian American subject has to pay in order 

to earn and maintain the image of the model minority, then lê thi diem thứy’s novel 

The Gangster We Are All Looking For (hereafter referred to as Gangster) 

demonstrates the emotional and psychological impacts that result from the Asian 

American’s failure to meet the expectations of the model minority myth.  Additionally, 

Gangster also unravels the gendered dimension of the model minority myth, which 

requires the immigrant Asian American father to function as the overly esteemed 

authority of the Asian American household who is looked upon by his family as the 

leader in the struggle against racism and financial hardship.  Unlike Hata who is able 

(although strenuously) to maintain the semblance of an honorable solider in Japan and 

a model minority citizen in America, Ba in Gangster is first shamed as a soldier in 

Vietnam and then denigrated as a refugee in America who has failed to achieve the 

American dream.   
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Lisa Lowe in Immigrant Acts asserts that Asian American cultural productions 

serve as “an alternative site where the palimpsest of lost memories is reinvented, 

histories are fractured and retraced, and the unlikely varieties of silence emerge into 

articulacy.”26  lê’s Gangster functions as such an alternative site that problematizes 

the seamless narrative of Asian American integration and assimilation into the 

national order.  Unlike A Gesture Life, which traces Hata’s upward mobility in 

America, Gangster literally begins with a series of digressive movements marked by 

displacements, dispossessions, and separations that bespeak the violent history and 

aftermath of the Vietnam War and their entanglement with American ideologies of 

race, class and citizenship:  

Linda Vista, with its rows of yellow houses, is where we eventually washed to 

shore.  Before Linda Vista, we lived in the Green Apartment on Thirtieth and 

Adams, in Normal Heights.  Before the Green Apartment, we lived in the Red 

Apartment on Forty-ninth and Orange, in East San Diego.  Before the Red 

Apartment we weren’t a family like we are a family now.  We were in separate 

places, waiting for each other.  Ma was standing on a beach in Vietnam while 

Ba and I were in California with four men who had escaped with us on the 

same boat. (3)     

Here, the narrator speaks in a matter-of-fact tone about the disruptive and disorienting 

experiences of living in America as the lack of financial means forces her family to 

move from place to place.  If the ultimate emblem of the model minority is the 

acquisition of property symbolized by the house, then lê’s novel begins with an anti-

                                                 
26 Lisa Lowe, Immigrant Acts: On Asian American Cultural Politics (Durham & London: Duke 
University Press, 1996) 6. 
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model minority narrative, as she documents the refugee family’s inability to possess a 

house of its own.   

However, whereas the national “home narrative” of the immigrant success 

story confuses “making home with making oneself at home,”27 the narrator shows 

how even though her family does not own a home in America, they nonetheless make 

themselves at home: 

 It is hot and dusty where we live.  Some people think it’s dirty but they don’t 

know much about us.  They haven’t seen our garden full of lemongrass, mint, 

cilantro, and basil.  Driving by with their windows rolled up, they’ve only seen 

the pigeons pecking at day-old rice and the skinny cats and dogs sitting in the 

skinny shade of skinny trees.  Have they seen the berries that we pick, that 

turn our lips and fingertips red?  How about the small staircase Ba built from 

our bedroom window to the backyard so I would have a shortcut to the 

clothesline?  How about the Great Wall of China that snakes like a river from 

the top of the steep hill off Crandall Drive to the slightly curving bottom?  

Who has seen this? (90) 

The narrator contrasts how the dominant culture perceives her home from the outside 

with the sense of comfort, intimacy, and liveliness that take place inside the 

household.  Whereas the dominant culture sees only dirt, impoverishment and 

dilapidation, the narrator sees her home as a landscape that is burgeoning with plants 

and herbs.  By renaming the curve of her neighborhood streets the Great Wall of 

China, the narrator claims the landscape as her own.     

                                                 
27 Rachel Lee, The Americas of Asian American Literature: Gendered Fictions of Nation and 
Transnation (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999) 51.   
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Additionally, the narrator and her father are “connected to the four uncles, not 

by blood but by water” (3), which demonstrates that lê is writing about an alternative 

family structure that is not held together by biological ties but by common experience, 

thus further demonstrating the deficiency of the conventional narrative structure of the 

immigrant success story.  Similar to Chang-rae Lee, lê writes against the linear 

narrative structure of the bildungsroman in which the immigrant’s progress and 

assimilation are valorized vis-à-vis the denigration and erasure of the immigrant’s 

past.  Instead, lê traces the narrator’s family history not only in America but also in 

Vietnam to shed light on the continuity between the devastations of war and 

American racial politics.  Like Hata in A Gesture Life whose emotional life must be 

understood at the nexus between Japanese imperialism and U.S. model minority 

discourse, in Gangster Ba’s emotional states and expressions must also be understood 

at the intersections of the traumas induced by his participation in the Vietnam War 

and his failure to live up to the prescriptions of the model minority myth in America.  

 Ba’s complex biography is narrated within a single paragraph in rapid, choppy, 

disconnected, matter-of-fact sentences:  

The rumors about him are mysterious and mundane.  Before he was my father, 

he was a skinny kid in the South Vietnamese army.  He was a heroin addict.  

He was a gangster.  He sold American cigarettes on the black market.  He 

cruised girls. He ran away from home.  He was part of a select unit trained by 

the Americans.  He jumped out of airplanes and disappeared for weeks into the 

jungles and hill towns.  His friends fell around him, first during the war and 

then after the war, but somehow he alone managed to crawl here, on his hands 

and knees, to this life. (103)   
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Because Ba has remained silent about his experiences during the war, the narrator 

only has bits of “rumors” to piece together his life.  As Leigh Gilmore notes in The 

Limits of Autobiography: Trauma and Testimony, “Trauma mocks language and 

confronts it with its insufficiency.”28  The gaps in Ba’s biography point to the 

limitations of language when capturing trauma.  Ba’s crying spells, temper tantrums 

and drunken rage in America fill in the gaps of what the narrator does not (and 

perhaps cannot) say—they are symptomatic of the ordeals of war and the 

displacements that Ba experiences as a refugee who struggles to provide for his 

family in America. 

 Before Ma joins Ba and the narrator in America, Ba takes on the role of both 

father and mother to the narrator.  Ba and the narrator honor and recognize each 

other’s presence when the dominant culture fails to do so.  Imagining how they are 

perceived by Americans soldiers when they are rescued from their boat, the narrator 

paints the following scene: 

Small faces, small heads, small arms reaching out to touch small hands.  

Maybe the Americans on the ship were laughing at us.  Maybe that’s why it 

took them so long to lower the ladder.  Maybe they laughed so hard at the us 

so small, they started to roll around the deck like spilled marbles and they had 

to help one another to their feet and recall their own names—Emmett, Mike, 

Ron—and where they were from—Oakland, California; Youngstown, Ohio; 

Shinston, West Virginia—before they could let us climb up and say our 

names—Lan, Cuong, Hoang—and where we were from—Phan Thiet, Binh 

Thuan. (29)       

                                                 
28 Leigh Gilmore, The Limits of Autobiography: Trauma and Testimony (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 2001) 24.   
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The narrator’s imagining of how the American sailors perceived her and the other 

refugees is significant in several ways.  First, it illuminates the Vietnamese refugees’ 

profound sense of alienation and lack of power.  The gigantic U.S. Navy ship dwarfs 

their small fishing boat, and the U.S. marines literally occupy a position high above 

that allows them to look down at the refugees.  The refugees are under the scrutiny 

and surveillance of the American marines, whom the refugees depend on for their 

rescue.  Second, the gaze of the Americans designates the refugees as an Other whom 

the Americans use to distinguish and recall their own names and places of origin.  In 

other words, the refugees collectively have become the marker of difference.  

 The refugees have also been conflated with other Asian immigrants by the 

dominant subject.  When Mr. Russell, an American veteran who sponsors the narrator 

and her father to come to America, first develops to the idea of sponsoring 

Vietnamese refugees, he “spent many sleepless nights…thinking about the nameless, 

faceless bodies lying in small boats, floating on the open water.  In Mr. Russell’s 

mind, the Vietnamese boat people merged with his memories of the Okinawans and 

the Samoans and even the Hawaiians” (4).  The Vietnamese refugees have been 

reduced to “nameless and faceless bodies” who are easily interchangeable with the 

Okinawans or the Samoans.  Similarly, the white children at the Navy base in San 

Diego call the narrator and all the other Asian refugee children “Yang” because one 

year a group of Laotian children with the last name “Yang” came to their school.  As 

William T. Liu notes, “The refugee…is not an actor or reactor but is the object of 

attitudes and behavioral reactions of the receiving country or other authorities.”29  In 

                                                 
29 Qtd. in Monique Truong, “Vietnamese American Literature” An Interethnic Companion to Asian 

American Literature.  Ed. King-Kok Cheung (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997) 
222. 
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America, the individuality and distinctive history of each Asian community have been 

stripped away, and the refugees have been rendered into a collective Other. 

 Whereas the dominant culture has failed to recognize the refugees as 

individuals with unique histories, the bond between the narrator and her father gives 

them a sense of recognition and belonging.  The narrator recalls the games she and her 

father play when they go hiking with Mrs. Russell: “That first day on the mountain, I 

made a game of following in my Ba’s footsteps so I left no tracks of my own in the 

snow….We galloped out of the woods, stamping designs into the snow.  We shouted 

each other’s names and let them echo all around” (14-15).  The narrator looks up to 

and honors her father, as she literally follows his footsteps.  They recognize each 

other’s existence and presence by shouting each other’s name.  Even though their 

lives have been shattered by war and immigration, they relish the moment they share 

together and take joy in their own game inventions. 

 However, Ba becomes more withdrawn and violent after Ma comes to 

America, as she turns to him for answers about their dilapidated situation in America.  

I am not suggesting that Ba experiences a sudden change of temper after Ma comes to 

America.  After he and the narrator first arrive in the States, Ba already experiences 

distress and anger as the narrator recalls Ba crying like “a lost dog” at night.  Ba’s 

sadness and frustration are overdetermined in the sense that they can be attributed to 

his experiences in the war, in the reeducation camp, and as a refugee.  However, Ba’s 

anger becomes more palpable after Ma comes to the U.S., and he becomes 

increasingly physically aggressive.  I attribute Ba’s behavior after Ma’s arrival to the 

changes in family dynamics and expectations.  While alone with the narrator, Ba can 

simply appease her by playing games with her and taking her to school and the market.  
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With Ma’s arrival, Ba is confronted with the expectation that as the head of a nuclear 

family, he has the responsibility to provide for his family and is forced to examine 

more carefully their situation in America.  When they are evicted from their Linda 

Vista apartment, Ma wants Ba to tell her why they are constantly on the run:    

At night we come back with three uncles.  Ba cuts a hole in the fence and we 

step through.  Quiet, we break into our own house through the back window.  

Quiet, we steal back everything that is ours….Though it’s quiet, we can hear 

police cars coming to get us. 

We tumble out the window like people tumbling across continents.  We are 

time traveling, weighed down by heavy furniture and bags of precious junk.  

We find ourselves leaning against Ba’s yellow truck.  Ma calls his name, her 

voice reaching like a hand feeling for a tree trunk in darkness…. 

In the car, Ma starts to cry….She is beating the dashboard with her fists.  “I 

want to know,” she says, “I want to know, I want to know…who is doing this 

to us?”  Hiccupping she says, “I want to know, why—why there’s always a 

fence.  Why there’s always someone on the outside wanting 

someone…something on the inside and between them…this…sharp fence.  

Why are we always leaving like this?” (97) 

Ma’s voice seeks support and direction from Ba like “a hand feeling for a tree trunk in 

darkness.”  Ma’s helplessness and her dependence on Ba for guidance recall an earlier 

scene in Vietnam when Ma takes the narrator to see Ba at the military reeducation 

camp: “My first memory of my father’s face is framed by the coiling barbed wire of a 

military camp in South Vietnam.  My mother’s voice crosses through the wire.  She is 

whispering his name….His name becomes a tree she presses her body against” (82).  
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In both passages, Ba is compared to a tree, a symbol of strength, rootedness and 

stability.  However, just as in America, where all Ba can do is to steal their belongings 

back when big corporations decide to demolish their apartment, when the narrator’s 

brother drowns in Vietnam, Ba could not return home for his son’s funeral as Ba was 

imprisoned at the reeducation camp.  In both Vietnam and America, a larger political 

force (whether it is represented by the state or large corporations) dictates the life of 

the narrator’s family, and Ba is relegated to the position of the male caretaker who 

fails to take care of his family.   

If the national narrative of home and domesticity erects a patriarchal hierarchy 

within the private household by installing the father figure as the head, authority, and 

caretaker of the nuclear family, then when this narrative is compounded with the 

model minority myth, the Asian American father is asked not only to provide for his 

family, but also to lead the family in its struggle against racism.  In her analysis of 

Japanese American mother-daughter relationship, Traise Yamamoto writes, 

Japanese American women must both differentiate from and identify with the 

mother in order to construct a viable subjectivity in which gender and race are 

mutually constitutive….[T]he structure of racialized motherhood suggests that 

the mother is a crucial figure for enculturating the daughter in modes of 

material and psychological survival in a social realm where she will be defined 

by both her race and gender.30 

Hence, Asian American mothers become important role models for their daughters in 

the daughters’ reconciliation with not only their gendered, but also racialized 

identities.  In a similar vein, I argue that American racial discourse mandates the 

                                                 
30 Traise Yamamoto, Masking Selves, Making Subjects: Japanese American Women, Identity, and the 
Body (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999) 143, 145.   
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Asian American father be installed as the overly esteemed patriarch in the Asian 

American household, as the family turns to the father for answers about its 

disenfranchised status within the nation-state.   

Because Ba in Gangster repeatedly “fails” his responsibility as the head of the 

household (i.e. his inability to take care of his son’s funeral arrangements and his 

inability to obtain a stable and safe living environment for his family in America), Ba 

is no longer the suave and confident gangster figure that he once was to Ma—he is 

emasculated and dwarfed by the larger political forces over which he has no control.  

When Ma first falls in love with Ba in Vietnam, she takes delight in his strength, 

charisma and self-assurance: “When my mother saw my father’s feet she saw ten 

fishing boats, tow groups of five….She directed him to stand in the mud.  There, she 

imagined what she saw to be ten small boats surrounded by black water, a fleet of 

junks journeying in the dark” (84).  Ba’s feet, bare and grounded in the mud, speak of 

authority, strength, stability, mobility, and self-reliance.  But the war changes Ba’s 

self-assurance into helplessness and taints the way Ma perceives him.  During an 

argument, Ma tells Ba not to touch her with his gangster hands, and Ba goes into a 

frenzy: “Ba clenched his hands into tight fists and punched walls. ‘What hands?  

What hands?” he yelled. ‘Let me see the gangster!  Let me see his hands!’  I see his 

hands punch hands punch hands punch blood” (92).  Ba’s hands, which when he and 

Ma were courting reached out to help close the gap between them and which placed a 

barrette on the narrator’s hair when she was a little girl as a sign of tender love and 

affection, have become the hands of fury, destruction and abuse.   

However, even as the narrator acknowledges the violence induced by her 

father’s anger and the ways in which his anger has broken up their family, by locating 
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that anger within the contexts of war and dispersal, the narrator seeks to evoke 

empathy and understanding from the readers for Ba.  The narrator does not demonize 

Ba’s anger.  Instead, she recognizes the demons that have evoked Ba’s anger.  

Furthermore, she acknowledges that she herself has taken on Ba’s traits and is able to 

redirect his anger to create a productive life for herself.      

When the narrator decides to run away from home, she acknowledges that she 

has learned her survival strategies from Ba: 

It was my father who taught me how to do this, how to keep moving even 

when a bone in the leg was broken or a muscle in the chest was torn.  Growing 

up there were nights when I would hear him staggering in the alley outside my 

bedroom window.  I listened as he tackled the air, wrestled invisible enemies 

to the ground, punched his own shadow.  Drunkenly, he would yell, “I’m not 

scared!  Come out and fight me.  I’m here!” (100-101) 

In this paragraph, Ba’s violent outburst is juxtaposed against the lesson that the 

narrator has learned from him—they are two sides of the same coin.  Both Ba’s 

toughness and his vulnerability are remnants of the war.  But whereas Ba’s drunken 

rage turns into a never-ending, self-sabotaging cycle, the narrator turns this rage into a 

survival strategy: “Whereas my father would disappear into himself when haunted, I 

would leap out of windows and run.  If there were no windows, I would kick down 

doors.  The point was to get to the street, at any cost” (117).  While Ba becomes 

withdrawn and is dwarfed by his experiences, the narrator is mobilized by her anger 

and seeks for expansion by getting herself to the open street.  

  In her memoir Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Atlantic Slave Route, 

Saidiya Hartman describes what she calls the “afterlife of slavery:” “This is the 
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afterlife of slavery—skewed life chances, limited access to health and education, 

premature death, incarceration, and impoverishment.  I, too, am the afterlife of 

slavery.”31  Chang-rae Lee and lê thi diem thứy capture the “afterlife” of war and 

colonialism as it continues to exert both material and psychological pressures on the 

present life of Asian American immigrant communities.  While both A Gesture Life 

and The Gangster We Are All Looking For make legible the Asian American anger 

spawned by colonialism and model minority discourse, they are more interested in the 

productive power of anger through the depiction of father-daughter relationships.  

Whereas the father’s anger in each novel leads to destruction and violence, the 

daughter’s rage proves to be healing and generative in her search for an independent, 

emotionally-grounded life.  However, the father’s anger in each text is also not 

vilified as the author provides its historical anchor and context.  While the actions of 

the father may be interpreted as reactions against and symptoms of the legacy of war, 

colonialism and American racism, the daughters choose to act upon their anger 

without begrudging or pathologizing their fathers.          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
31 Saidiya Hartman, Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Atlantic Slave Route (New York: Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux 2007) 6. 
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Chapter Two 

The Liabilities of Anger: David Mura’s Memoirs 

 

Lauren Berlant suggests in The Female Complaint that the U.S. political 

sphere is “an affective space, a space of attachment and identification that is not 

saturated merely by ideological or cognitive content but is also an important sustainer 

of people’s desires for reciprocity with the world.”32  Berlant’s statement illuminates 

that one of the nation-state’s most important mechanisms of subject formation is the 

disciplining and cultivation of people’s affective attachments.  Her notion of the 

nation-state as an affective space where people’s emotions and desires are formed 

echoes sociologist Mabel Berezin’s idea of the “secure state.”  With the nation-state 

as its paradigm, the secure state, Berezin argues, is founded on the exchange of its 

subjects’ emotional attachments and allegiance to the state for the state’s protection.33   

To follow Berlant’s and Berezin’s line of inquiry, if citizenship can be read as 

a reciprocal emotional investment between the state and its subjects, the range of 

emotions people experience is also by no means equally distributed; instead, it often 

emerges out of uneven social relations.  In The Secret History of Emotion, Daniel 

Gross draws from Aristotle’s and Hume’s theorization of the emotions to suggest that 

emotions have a rich rhetorical tradition and serve as instructive indices of power.  In 

The Art of Rhetoric, for example, Aristotle observes that kings are “vexed because of 

                                                 
32 Lauren Berlant, The Female Complaint: The Unfinished Business of Sentimentality in American 
Culture (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008) x.  
 
33 Mabel Berezin, “Secure States: Towards Political Sociology of Emotion.” Emotions and Sociology, 
Ed. Jack Barbalet.  38.  Also qtd. in Mary Holmes, “The Importance of Being Angry: Anger in Political 
Life.” European Journal of Social Theory 7:2 (May 1, 2004) 124. 
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their superiority”34 and one of the ways that people experience anger is when they are 

belittled in front of those who respect them.35  Thus, a king is likely to be outraged if 

he is insulted in front of his slaves.  Expressing his anger allows the king to assert and 

maintain his control over the slaves and to uphold the existing hierarchy of power and 

social order.  As Gross puts it, Aristotle’s anger “assumes asymmetrical power…and 

presumes a contoured world of emotional investments, where some people have 

significantly more liabilities than others.”36  The liabilities that an individual subject 

carries when expressing anger are inextricably connected to the issue of who is 

considered a legitimate citizen of the state.  In this chapter, I discuss David Mura’s 

memoirs Turning Japanese: Memoirs of a Sansei and Where the Body Meets Memory: 

An Odyssey of Race, Sexuality and Identity, both of which illuminate the unevenness 

of the liabilities of anger.       

 

The Legitimacy of Anger  

In her essay “Invisibility is an Unnatural Disaster” Japanese American poet 

and scholar Mitsuye Yamada relates her experience of teaching the anthology 

Aiiiieeeee! in a multi-ethnic American literature course.  Several students in 

Yamada’s class were offended by the militant tone of the introduction.  However, 

when asked whether they were offended by the African American, Chicano or Native 

American writings that they had read prior to this text, students expressed that they 

“’understood’ the anger expressed by the Black and Chicanos and they ‘empathized’ 
                                                 
34 Aristotle, The Art of Rhetoric.  Trans. H.C. Lawson-Tancred (New York: Penguin Books 1991) 144. 
 
35 Ibid. 146. 
 
36 Daniel Gross, The Secret History of Emotion: From Aristotle’s Rhetoric to Modern Brain Science  
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press 2006) 3. 
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with the frustrations and sorrow expressed by the American Indian.”  One student said, 

“It made me angry.  [The Asian American’s] anger made me angry, because I didn’t 

even know the Asian American felt oppressed.  I didn’t expect their anger” (35).  The 

student’s comment, “I didn’t expect their anger,” suggests a cultural absence, an 

absence of the image of the angry Asian American from the repertoire of the “given-

to-be-seen,” what Jacques Lacan refers to as “that group of culturally sanctioned 

images against which subjects are typically held for their sense of identity.”37  An 

epistemology of Asian Americanness has been produced and so adamantly hammered 

into the dominant cultural imaginary that even the possibility of Asian American 

anger seems baffling.  To reiterate my discussion of the model minority myth in the 

previous chapter, Asian American anger lacks legitimacy in a culture where economic 

achievement is conflated with political and social equality.  In Where the Body Meets 

Memory Mura grapples with this lack as he tries to understand and manage his anger 

at the way in which Asian American men have been emasculated by the dominant 

culture: 

Do I keep these emotions in check?  Or do I change the structures through 

which I define myself as a male?  Do I say to myself, who cares if I am a man 

according to the definitions of the culture?  And if I try to alter the ways I see 

myself as a man, will that change the forces which say I am not a man?  Or 

those voices which tell me that such forces do not exist, that I am hallucinating, 

that what I see arrayed against me is only my paranoia, my failure to adjust? 

(16)   

                                                 
37 Qtd. in David Eng, Racial Castration: Managing Masculinity in Asian America (Durham: Duke 
University Press 2001) 43. 
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Mura is not only battling against the cultural forces that make him feel less 

than a man, but is also struggling against forces that tell him that his anger has no real 

basis--a mere product of his imagination.  In a culture that celebrates liberal 

multiculturalism that conflates cultural diversity with economic and political equality 

and the ability of the individual to rise above his or her circumstances, the subject of 

color is often compelled to feel that he or she is responsible for his or her own 

denigration and ostracization.  Under the logic of liberal multiculturalism and 

individualism, any anger Mura may feel toward the dominant establishment can easily 

be dismissed as unjustified or unnecessary.   

 The idea that the marginalized subject is responsible for his or her own 

exclusion is echoed by Mura’s father, Tom Mura.  When asked by a Japanese 

interviewer about his experience with discrimination in the U.S., he responds, 

“Personally I don’t feel it.  And I travel a great deal in the United States.  In reality, 

everybody faces a little discrimination, no matter if you’re white, black or yellow, but 

if you’re very sensitive to it all the time, you may feel you’re discriminated against 

when you’re not.  If you think you’ll be treated equally, you’ll be treated equally” 

(Turning Japanese 326).  Tom Mura posits discrimination as the fulfillment of a form 

of self-prophecy—you experience discrimination because you are too “sensitive,” and 

discrimination manifests only when you label your experience as such.  In her 

analysis of Mura’s memoirs, Patricia Chu argues that Tom’s response functions as “a 

form of protective camouflage…an attempt to escape the line of fire after the traumas 

of the war.”38  In order to find a sense of coherence in their lives, many Japanese 

Americans have enacted a form of forgetting the traumas of the internment.  To 

                                                 
38 Patricia Chu, Assimilating Asians: Gendered Strategies of Authorship in Asian America (Durham: 
Duke University Press 2000) 82.  
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reiterate Berezin’s idea of the secure state, to be citizens of the state means to be 

emotionally invested in the state--that they were not treated as citizens both juridically 

and culturally during the war had to be overlooked by Japanese American subjects 

whose main goal was to survive and piece their lives together again after the war.   

Tom Mura’s forgiving attitude toward discrimination in the U.S. is not unlike 

the response of other Japanese Americans after the war.  For example, John Okada’s 

novel No-No Boy not only met the rejection of the dominant audience but also the 

resistance of the Japanese American community after its publication.  Charles Tuttle, 

the novel’s publisher, remarked, “At the time we published it, the very people whom 

we thought would be enthusiastic about it, mainly the Japanese American community 

in the United States, were not only disinterested but actually rejected the book.”39  As 

Elaine Kim observes, “The Japanese American community was protecting itself from 

being revealed in such an unflattering light....The Japanese Americans in No-No Boy 

are not the patient, law-abiding, hard-working, docile model minority.”40  During 

WWII, many Japanese Americans put their own lives in danger to prove their loyalty 

to the nation, as evidenced by those who enlisted in the U.S. war effort (Tom Mura 

was one of those Japanese American soldiers).  A decade after internment, the 

Japanese American community did not wish to be identified with Okada’s work as the 

novel offered a sharp critique of American racism and therefore might hinder 

Japanese Americans’ effort to show their loyalty to the nation, not to mention that the 

portrayal of Ichiro’s rage also tarnishes the model minority image that the Japanese 

                                                 
39 Frank Chin, et al.  Aiiieeeee!: An Anthology of Asian-American Writers (Garden City: Anchor Press, 
1975) 25. 
 
40 Elaine Kim, Asian American Literature: An Introduction to the Writings and Their Social Context 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1982) 156.  
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American community hoped to achieve and maintain during the immediate post-war 

years.  Tom Mura’s emphasis that “the Japanese-Americans were quiet, hard-working 

people who never made any trouble” (Turning Japanese 325) is exemplary of 

Japanese Americans’ desire to prove that they are worthy citizens.              

David Mura’s struggle over what he should do about his anger is hence 

multifold.  First, Asian American anger is rendered illegitimate in a culture that 

imagines the Asian American subject as its model minority.  Second, Asian 

Americans have developed an emotional affinity to the model minority title since it 

inaugurates them, albeit problematically, into U.S. citizenry.  If Asian American anger 

lacks legitimacy and efficacy, then the story that the Asian American subject wishes 

to tell in order to explain the roots of his or her anger is also susceptible to doubt and 

dismissal.  Comparing his own life with the lives of his parents and grandparents, 

Mura wrestles with the legitimacy and significance of his narrative: 

In the 18th Brumaire, Marx wrote that history occurs first as tragedy and then 

repeats itself as farce.  To move from the Japanese American internment 

camps to the sexuality of one Japanese American boy in a suburb in 

Chicago—even I can look at this as a movement from tragedy to farce….My 

grandparents worked to eke out a living against Alien Exclusion Laws, which 

forbade them to own land or become citizens, against openly hostile whites 

who saw them as competing for their jobs and land that rightly belong to ‘real’ 

Americans; my parents grew up in the shadow of the internment camps and 

wartime hysteria and worked themselves toward an upper-middle class life of 

a top executive; and their son writes poems of his Issei grandfather and the 
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internment camps and how he couldn’t get a date in high school on Saturday 

nights.” (Where the Body Meets Memory 96)  

Mura is quite angry about the way in which Asian American men have been 

emasculated by the dominant culture, yet when making a connection between his 

grandparents’ immigration to the U.S. and his parents’ experiences during the 

internment camps with his own journey of discovering and making sense of his 

sexuality, he cannot help but feel his story is farcical and trivial.  Mura’s feeling of 

trivialness is in part due to the differences between his own experiences of living in 

the United States and the experiences of his grandparents and parents.  In comparison, 

the struggles that the Issei and Nisei faced have a more material and concrete presence 

than Mura’s own, as the Issei were denied rights to citizenship and land ownership 

and the Nisei (as well as the Issei) had to live through the internment camps.  Their 

struggles are in a material sense easier to directly attribute to U.S. racism than are 

Mura’s struggles with his racial and sexual identity, which are more psychological 

and therefore more elusive in terms of finding a concrete cause.  Additionally, the 

shared material hardship defined by alien land laws and the internment camps have 

given the Issei and Nisei a sense of what Stanley Yogi calls “generational identity” 

that the more heterogeneous Sansei generation does not have.41  Issei and Nisei are 

more likely to find their experiences mirrored by the experiences of other people from 

their generation as they share the common narrative of exclusion and internment, 

whereas members of the Sansei generation, affected by the internment in a more 

psychological sense, may struggle to find a common vocabulary to talk about their 

                                                 
41 Stanley Yogi, “Japanese American Literature.” An Interethnic Companion to Asian American 
Literature. Ed. King Kok Cheung. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997) 126.   
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psychic traumas, especially because many members of the Nisei generation, like 

Mura’s parents, are reluctant to discuss the internment with their children.  Since 

connections between the internment camps and sexuality are not the predominant 

concerns for most Nisei writers, a Sansei writer like Mura may find it difficult to 

make those connections seem legitimate due to the lack of a narrative model/tradition 

on which to base his own narrative.   

Another factor that makes Mura doubt the legitimacy of his narrative is that he 

lacks an audience who is willing to validate his anger.  On the one hand, the rage that 

he feels toward dominant racial discourses is incompatible with the model minority 

image of Asian America, an image that his parents have worked hard to achieve.  In 

Mura’s parents’ suburban life, “inhabited by gold course and tennis games, watching 

the Masters or Wimbledon on television, the latest video from Blockbuster, shopping 

in the mall,” the history of the internment camps seems nonexistent (Where the Body 

Meets Memory 18).  Mura’s father once said to Mura, “I never wanted you to have a 

chip on your shoulder.  To always be on the lookout for racism” (Where the Body 

Meets Memory 242).  Ironically, the elder Mura’s desire to protect his children from 

racism by enacting a form of silence around the topic of internment has aggravated 

Mura’s self-doubt; he questions the legitimacy of his story about race and sexuality 

since such stories are not encouraged in his family.   

On the other hand, Mura’s concern about the connection between race and 

sexuality is discredited by the dominant audience.  When sharing a poem about Asian 

American invisibility rendered by the construction of the black-white dyad with an 

all-Caucasian writers workshop, most people in the workshop were confused by what 
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Mura had meant by “the missing third.”42  Mura’s desire to explain how he felt about 

race and Asian American masculinity also met the resistance of the workshop 

instructor, who felt Mura “was difficult, someone bent on making [his] own power 

play” (235).  Mura’s poem, perceived as either too confusing or too political, was 

dismissed rather than given serious critical attention.   

In a discussion on multiculturalism and representation, Gayatri Spivak places 

the responsibility of the project of dehomogenization on those who listen rather than 

those who speak.  For Spivak, the more important question is “’Who will listen’” 

rather than “Who should speak?’”43  Mura, struggling to find an empathetic audience, 

questions the legitimacy of his narrative.  As Linda Grasso notes, “In order for an 

individual or a group of people to acknowledge that they feel anger and trust those 

feelings are justified, they must feel that the self and community are valuable, that 

they are worth defending.  They must also believe that they have the right, ability and 

power to judge.”44  Because Mura does not even trust the legitimacy of his own 

narrative, the way he expresses his anger also remains passive and destructive.  His 

anger transforms into a form of self-hatred that is projected onto other marginalized 

bodies.     

 

                                                 
42 One instance that demonstrates the exclusion of Asian Americans from the discourse of the black-
white dialectics is the example that Mura gives about the suspended position of Asian Americans 
within this racial paradigm.  In Mura’s narrative, Asian Americans during the era of segregation did not 
know where they should sit on a bus.  While white people asked them to sit in the front, African 
Americans invited them to sit in the back by saying that “us colored folks need to stick together.”  
      
43 Gayatri Spivak, “Questions on Multi-culturalism.” The Post-Colonial Critic: Interviews, Strategies, 
Dialogues. ed. Sarah Harasym. (New York: Routledge 1990) 59. 
 
44 Linda M. Grasso, The Artistry of Anger: Black and White Women’s Literature in America, 1820-
1860 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press 2002) 14. 
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Anger and Asian American Masculinity 

In both critical and creative venues, David Mura has openly expressed his 

anger at the way in which American racial discourse has emasculated the Asian 

American male subject.  Both of his memoirs, Turning Japanese and Where the Body 

Meets Memory, try to make sense of the connections between his rage over 

institutionalized racism in the U.S. and his former addiction to pornography.  In 

Where the Body Meets Memory, Mura reflects on his anger and the larger 

sociopolitical context in which his anger emerges:  

It is easier for men to express anger than grief.  That’s one of the problems 

with men.  When something hurts or insults us, when we’re punished or 

pushed aside by more powerful forces, when our humanity has been assaulted, 

we don’t feel anger and sadness; all our feelings convert to anger, which then 

becomes rage.  We don’t know how to grieve, to cave in, to allow another 

person to enter what we’re feeling.  Sadness threatens our image of ourselves 

as males….   

And what if you are a man of color?  You begin to think you can never let 

down your guard.  Whatever my anger can accomplish, it can never destroy 

what the world around me is telling me: there are those with more power than 

I who say I am not a man, who can enforce this message in myriad ways.  

Most often, as an individual, I’m helpless against this power.  And my 

helplessness evokes a towering rage.  Not thought.  Not strategy.  Not avenues 

of coalition.  But rage.  Visions of revenge. (16) 

The articulation of anger and its reception, Mura observes, relate to how racial and 

gender differences are marked and hierarchized.  Expressing anger has been 
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constructed as the appropriate male coping mechanism against shaming and 

humiliation; to feel otherwise is to risk jeopardizing one’s masculine image.  The 

construction of anger as the legitimate male emotion instructs a man to push aside the 

inclination to feel sad.  Sadness is considered passive whereas anger is considered 

active.     

Additionally, anger is not only a gendered discourse but also a racialized one.  

The man of color, more vigilant of his masculine image since his masculinity is under 

constant scrutiny by the dominant culture, has an especially vexing relationship with 

anger.  For the Asian American male subject, the dilemma that his relation to anger 

presents is multifold.  First, as Mura has suggested, the Asian American man, 

emasculated by the dominant culture, is compelled to be extra-guarded when it comes 

to expressing his emotions in order to construct and maintain a masculine image.  

Paradoxically, if anger is deemed the legitimate male emotion, the anger of the Asian 

American male subject is rendered powerless against the dominant ideology of 

masculinity—“it can never destroy what the world around me is telling me….[that] I 

am not a man.”  According to Mura, this vicious cycle of the interplay between anger 

and masculinity only leads to a “towering rage” for the Asian American male subject.     

Yet, Mura’s critique of the underlying assumptions of a normative masculinity 

is also marked by a paradox.  On the one hand, he is critically aware that a masculine 

norm has produced anger as the sanctioned affective response to shaming and 

humiliation and therefore has constrained the range of emotions that the male subject 

is allowed to experience—i.e. a man expressing sadness will be viewed as less manly.  

On the other hand, his critique is not wielded against the masculinist construction of 

anger as much as it is directed at the powerlessness of his own anger—as a man of 
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color, his anger lacks effectiveness against the institutionalized racism that marks him 

as unmanly.  Mura’s anger illuminates the incongruencies in the way that anger 

demands attention and acquires efficacy for different male subjects; however, what 

Mura does not address is that in his critique of anger, anger is already constructed as a 

privileged male emotion.  Put differently, Mura’s anger illuminates that his critique of 

power is a critique of the regulatory norm of whiteness rather than of the regulatory 

norm of white masculinity.        

Central to Mura’s anger is his feeling of emasculation by the dominant culture.  

Jinqi Ling in his essay “Identity Crisis and Gender Politics: Reappropriating Asian 

American Masculinity” outlines the historical contexts of the feminization of Asian 

American men that are informed by “the rise of modern Western colonialism, the 

predominantly male Asian labor immigration to North America, and the various 

attendant racial ideologies”45  Drawing on Elizabeth Spelman’s work on masculinity, 

Ling notes that “the traditional Western concept of masculinity—which values men as 

embodiment of civilization, rationality, and aggressiveness and devalues women as 

embodiment of primitiveness, emotion and passivity—was extended to account for 

the West’s sense of economic and political superiority over Asia by projecting the 

latter as a diametrically opposed feminine Other.”46  However, Asian American men 

disturb this neatly drawn out East/West, masculine/feminine dichotomy by evoking 

what Robyn Wiegman calls in her work on African American masculinity “the 

                                                 
45 Jinqi Ling “Identity Crisis and Gender Politics: Reappropriating Asian American Masculinity.” An 
Interethnic Companion to Asian American Literature. ed. King Kok Cheung. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997) 314. 
 
46 Ibid. 
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frightening possibility of a masculine sameness.”47  The recognition that Asian 

American men are also men poses a threat to white patriarchy that is constructed and 

reinforced by using racialized and gendered bodies as markers of difference.  

Therefore, emasculated images of Asian American men circulating in the cultural 

realm serve as a containment strategy which helps to circumvent the threat of Asian 

American masculine sameness.   

In the dominant cultural imaginary, being a man is thus implicitly coded as 

being white, and vice versa, and the possession of white women becomes the white 

man’s primary prerogative.  Mura reflects on how he has internalized the dominant 

ideology of white male privilege: “I’d elevated whiteness, I’d inculcated its standards 

of beauty, I’d believed on some deep level in the myth of white superiority….I felt 

that every white woman who rejected me somehow reaffirmed both my sense of a 

color line and my sense of debasement” (Where the Body Meets Memory 232).  Mura 

uses his ability to have a relationship with a white woman as the benchmark to assess 

his manhood and his desirability.  Mura is drawn to white women because their 

acceptance of him (re)affirms his masculinity, while he is simultaneously resentful of 

them because their rejection has the power to make him feel less than a man.  It is not 

until years later that Mura expresses similar ambivalent feelings toward white 

patriarchy, as he discusses his position as the bastard son in American society:  

It’s interesting this bastard position….It’s one where you’re filled with fury, 

absolute rage.  You know you’re as good as the legitimate heir, it’s simply an 

accident of birth that keeps you from the throne.  You want recognition from 

your father—in this case, not a real father, but the white fathers—and yet you 

                                                 
47 Robyn Wiegman, American Anatomies: Theorizing Race and Gender (Durham and London: Duke 
University Press 1995) 14. 
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hate him because he can never give you recognition, he can never truly 

acknowledge you or allow you to have what you think you deserve. (Where 

the Body Meets Memory 260) 

Mura seeks recognition from the symbolic white father while resenting the white 

father’s power over him.  Yet, in this passage, Mura’s anger is not so much a critique 

of racism as it is a lament over his inability to be a legitimate part of a patriarchal 

lineage.  His ambivalent anger betrays his emotional attachments to the privileges of a 

white masculine norm and marks the limit of his critique of whiteness and power.  

Even as Mura recognizes that his own subjectivity as an Asian American male subject 

is formed at the intersection of race and gender, he only emphasizes this connection 

when discussing himself in relation to white men and is unable to address how his 

own subject position might change in relation to other gendered and racialized bodies.   

For example, Mura’s race became a source of empowerment when he lived in 

Japan for a year on a writing fellowship.  Upon his arrival in Japan, Mura expresses 

his pride in his Japanese heritage: “My genes linked me not to the poverty of the 

Third World but to a country as modern as, even more modern than, America.  It was 

a dizzying sensation” (Turning Japanese 17).  Mura’s pride for his heritage is based 

on an implied disdain for and shame of the poverty of the Third World; he develops a 

hegemonic understanding of Japanese identity based on the notion of Japanese 

superiority and wealth that eerily resembles the logic of U.S. exceptionalism.  As 

Cynthia Franklin has astutely argued, “While [Mura’s] pride in his ‘Japaneseness’ 

empowers him in relation to US racism and provides him with an alternative 

framework through which to view himself, his pleasure in his majoritarian status in 

the context of Japan and its myths of racial homogeneity and exceptionalism 
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paradoxically supports forms of Japanese nationalism that exert exclusionary forces 

upon, among others, Korean, Filipino, Okinawan, Ainu, and Chinese peoples.”48   

Mura’s sense of self is further empowered when he realizes that his physical 

appearance allows him to blend into Japanese society while still enjoying his 

American “privileges”: “Despite looking like everyone else, I would never be 

Japanese.  This fact was not entirely negative.  It meant I possessed a secret source of 

power—I was an American; I mingled with the white foreigners in a way no Japanese 

could” (Turning Japanese 84).  Mura’s affinity to his Japaneseness is thus 

strategically evoked.  On the one hand, he is proud that the wealth of Japan has given 

him a heritage that in his view is superior to being a descendant of Third World 

countries.  On the other hand, he also takes pleasure in the way that his Americanness 

sets him apart from the Japanese.  As Sau-ling Wong notes, Mura is drawn to the 

“alluring possibility of an ever-evolving, never-resolved subjectivity, characterized by 

instability, endless movement, boundary transgressions, and multiple reference 

points.”49   

Mura’s delight in his ability to mingle with “the white foreigners” in Japan is 

especially accentuated when he is in the company of Susie.  At a Japanese bar, Mura 

describes the sense of pride that he felt when he saw other Japanese men staring at 

him and his wife: “I felt flattered, not threatened.  I thought I recognized in their 

glances my American privilege, possessing what they could not” (32).  Mura is hence 

remasculinized in his relation to Japanese men.  Sau-ling Wong and Jeffrey Santa Ana 

                                                 
48 Cynthia Franklin, “Turning Japanese/Returning to America: Problems of Gender, Class and Nation 
in David Mura’s Use of Memoir.”  LIT 12:3 (2001) 244. 
 
49 Sau-ling C. Wong, “Denationalization Reconsidered: Asian American Cultural Criticism at a 
Theoretical Crossroads.”  Amerasia Journal 21:1 & 2 (1995) 12. 
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note that Mura “is able to ‘buy’ a certain amount of masculinity with affluence and 

American cultural fluency.”50  I would like to add that in this bar scene, it is Susie’s 

body that gives Mura the purchasing power.  In Japan, Mura’s body, once the site of 

anxiety and rage in America, equips him with a kind of flexible citizenship as Mura is 

able to integrate into Japanese society physically while still holding onto his 

American privilege, which, to Mura, is defined by having a Caucasian wife. The 

transformation of Mura’s anger into pride as he traverses continents echoes what 

Paolo Virno has observed about the reincorporation of emotions such as fear into a 

capitalist economy: “Fears of particular dangers, if only virtual ones, haunt the 

workday like a mood that cannot be escaped.  This fear, however, is transformed into 

an operational requirement, a special tool of the trade.  Insecurity about one’s place 

during periodic innovation, fear of losing recently gained privileges, and anxiety over 

being “left behind” translate into flexibility, adaptability and readiness to reconfigure 

oneself.”51  Mura’s desire to achieve the white masculine norm betrays his “readiness 

to reconfigure himself,” even if his newly acquired privileged position is realized at 

the objectification and abjection of other racialized and gendered bodies. 

Mura’s desire to be recognized and respected by the dominant society is 

projected onto and fulfilled through the bodies of white women.  For Mura, the white 

woman’s body takes on the function of what Gayle Rubin calls a “gift” in her essay 

“The Traffic in Women: Notes on the ‘Political Economy’ of Sex.”  Speaking of the 

formation of kinship systems, Rubin notes, “If women are the gifts, then it is men who 

                                                 
50 Sau-ling Wong and Jeffrey Santa Ana, “Gender and Sexuality in Asian American Literature.”  Signs. 
25:1 (Autumn 1999) 200. 
 
51 Paolo Virno, “The Ambivalence of Disenchantment,” qtd in Sianne Ngai, Ugly Feelings (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press 2005) 4. 
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are the exchange partners.  And it is the partners, not the presents, upon whom 

reciprocal exchange confers its quasi-mystical power of social linkage.”52  The 

woman becomes the gift of exchange that brings men into a social union.  In Mura’s 

case, gaining access to the white female body enables his entry into the fraternity of 

whiteness and gives him a conduit to express his discontent and vent his anger 

without having to confront white patriarchy openly. 

However, Mura does not just seek out any white woman; he is particularly 

drawn to women with “big hair… [and] a voluptuous body” and “preferably blonde” 

(188, 165).  Mura describes his attraction to these women: “I see these women in the 

light of my sexual fantasies, in the role of an affair.  In appearance, they seem to have 

bought into a certain feminine ideal that smacks of fifties folds or country-and-

western singers or actresses in grade B sorority flicks….Not women you take to 

poetry readings.  Not intellectuals.  Not my wife” (189).  Mura merely sees the 

women that he has affairs with as objects that fulfill his sexual fantasies, but they are 

not intellectual enough to marry—they are “not [his] wife.”  Mura feels that the “big-

haired, voluptuous” white women are the ones “who looked as if they would never 

imagine having an Asian lover,” and he “felt a particular sexual charge with those 

women,….excited by what [he] thought would deny [him], what was most forbidden” 

(Where the Body Meets Memory 189).  While scholars such as Patricia Chu and 

Cynthia Franklin have written explicitly on Mura’s objectification of women, I want 

to point out that these women should not be treated as a homogenous whole, as Mura 

differentiates (and hierarchizes) them by race and class.   

                                                 
52 Gayle Rubin, “The Traffic in Women: Notes on the ‘Political Economy’ of Sex.”  Toward an 
Anthropology of Women. Ed. Rayna Reiler.  (New York: Monthly Review Press 1975) 174. 
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In the sections of Where the Body Meets Memory where Mura discusses his 

relationships with women, he gives detailed descriptions of three women in particular: 

his wife Susie, a white woman named Michelle, and a Vietnamese refugee named 

Thuy.  What these women have in common are the circumstances under which they 

met Mura—Mura was in a position of power and authority when he met them.  Mura 

met Susie in college when she was a freshman and he was her residence hall assistant.  

Mura was Michelle’s Teaching Assistant when he was a graduate student.  Thuy was 

Mura’s student in an English class for Vietnamese refugees.  In all three encounters, 

Mura took on the role of the big brother/teacher who served as each woman’s 

mentor/confidante.  Yet, Susie, Michelle and Thuy are also differentiated by their 

class and ethnicity, which are, I argue, the main factors that have impacted the way 

that Mura has treated and then depicted them in his writing.  Furthermore, the 

hierarchization of the three women is also reflected in Mura’s varied reactions to their 

(lack of) anger.   

Of all the white women Mura discusses, Susie is the one who is given the least 

amount of physical description.  When describing his initial encounters with Susie, 

Mura gives the indication that he is impressed but also somewhat intimidated by 

Susie’s level of sophistication:  

Her father has traveled as a public health official to China, India, Malaysia, 

Switzerland, the Soviet Union.  He brings home his tastes for curries, peanut 

sauce, couscous, stuffed grape leaves.  She has been to Europe….Though 

we’re roughly of the same class, there’s something daunting about her.  When 

she was seven, the prince of Togo visited her house.  In her living room, 

there’s a statue of a smallpox god, a tapestry from Nigeria.  Her church, which 
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was Unitarian, joined with Martin Luther King’s church in civil rights marches. 

(Where the Body Meets Memory 143, emphasis mine)   

Note that in this passage Mura highlights the similarity between his and Susie’s class 

status.  Their equal class status is an important component to Mura’s evaluation of 

their relationship.  Here I want to argue that to Mura, his middle-class status becomes 

the great equalizer that compensates for his “inferior” ranking in the racial hierarchy, 

and his class status provides him a sense of confidence and intellectual and financial 

superiority, which is reflected in his relationships with Michelle and Thuy.  Yet, class 

remains an issue that Mura overlooks in his investigation of the connection between 

race and sexuality.   

The elision of class in a discussion about race and sexuality becomes 

problematic when Mura starts to express his admiration for the film The Lover.  Mura 

calls The Lover his “talisman” in a culture that offers so few visual images of 

interracial (sexual) relationships between Asian men and Caucasian women.  The 

Lover, based on Marguerite Duras’s novel with the same title, depicts the love affair 

between a Chinese banker and a poor, young French schoolgirl.  While the film 

deviates from conventional constructions of Asian masculinity by depicting the 

Chinese lover as masculine and sexual rather than effeminate and asexual, it also 

shows that the Chinese male protagonist’s sexual power derives from and is bolstered 

by his purchasing power.  That is, the sexual relationship between him and the French 

girl is also a monetary transaction.  When the Chinese lover takes the French girl and 

her family to an expensive restaurant, the girl’s mother and brother are willing to 

accept the fancy dinner that he orders for them, yet they ignore his existence 

otherwise by refusing to engage in conversations with him.  Even as the French girl 
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and her family recognize the Chinese lover’s affluence, they still treat him as racially 

inferior.  After being humiliated at the restaurant, the enraged Chinese lover rapes the 

French girl.  She then asks him to pay her as he would pay a prostitute, and he angrily 

throws money at her.  Ignoring the troubled depiction of the Chinese banker’s 

relationship with the girl, Mura calls the film along with another film Hiroshima, Mon 

Amour, whose script is also written by Duras, “talismans,…the only echoes in a 

media-saturated world where [he] find[s] anything resembling the sexual relationship 

[he has] had” (Where the Body Meets Memory 187).  Mura merely chooses to sees 

The Lover as empowering in terms of its somewhat sympathetic (although extremely 

problematic) view of Asian-white interracial romance and in terms of its depiction of 

Asian male sexuality.  He ignores the way in which Asian male sexuality is portrayed 

as abusive and bound up with rage in the rape scene, and he fails to acknowledge that 

in The Lover Asian masculinity coalesces around the acquisition of an underage white 

female body.  Moreover, Mura fails to recognize that it is the banker’s wealth and 

class status that have made it possible for him, a Chinese man in colonized Vietnam, 

to approach the white schoolgirl in the first place.           

Mura’s elaborate list of what constitutes Susie’s and her family’s refined and 

exotic taste shows that he was awed by her worldliness and her intellect, yet he also 

acknowledges that he was not particularly attracted to her in a physical sense when 

describing having a meal with her in a small restaurant when he was a graduate 

student: 

 The waitress who served us was tall and willowy, her blond hair fell in a sheath 

over the table.  She brushed it back.  Her earrings were turquoise, her lipstick 

pale….   
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I looked at Susie and suddenly felt it.  She seemed totally unsuited to my needs.  

I thought of the graduate assistant at the desk next to mine on the fourth floor of 

Lind Hall.  I looked across the room at the waitress, at the woman sitting alone 

in the corner.                      

And then I thought of the unbridled nature of my desires, what I could not talk 

about, except with this woman sitting before me…. I was annoyed at everything.  

At the thought that I could not leave her, that I had no choice but to stay.  (159 

my emphasis) 

Mura finds a compatible intellectual companion in Susie.  She understands the 

complexities of “the unbridled nature” of his desires and empathizes with him.  She is 

an intellectual whom he can take to “poetry readings” and with whom he can share a 

serious conversation.  Yet, in this passage Mura is irritated at Susie’s inability to 

satisfy his (sexual) “needs.”  In the memoir, Susie lacks the sensual, bodily 

descriptions that Mura uses to depict other white women.  On one level, one might 

argue that the lack of description of Susie’s body may be attributed to Mura’s desire 

to protect Susie’s privacy.  On another level, however, I want to argue that Susie 

represents a kind of abstract, proper, and acceptable form of whiteness to Mura that is 

bolstered by her class status.   

Lauren Berlant in “National Brands/National Body: Imitation of Life” notes 

that “white male privilege has been veiled by the rhetoric of the bodiless citizen, the 

generic ‘person’ whose political identity is a priori precisely because it is, in theory, 

non-corporeal….[A]merican women and African Americans have never had the 
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privilege to suppress the body.”53  However, Mura’s descriptions of Susie, Michelle 

and Thuy demonstrate that different women, based on their class and ethnicity, are 

also assigned different degrees of corporeality.  To borrow Mura’s own bastard-son 

metaphor, if the legitimate citizen of the U.S. nation-state is white, male, heterosexual 

and propertied, then Mura finds in Susie, who is also white and middle-class, the most 

suitable candidate to help him approximate the throne of white patriarchy.  Susie 

becomes the symbol of white male privilege.  Because Mura is both desirous and 

resentful of white patriarchal power, he transfers his ambivalent attitude to his 

relationship with Susie.  Hence the description of the restaurant scene in which he 

finds himself irritated at Susie and yet unable to leave her.  Susie becomes the target 

of Mura’s anger, and sabotaging his relationship with her becomes a way for him to 

carry out his revenge at white patriarchy.  Mura notes in Turning Japanese, “I sensed 

I was angry at the white world and unable to separate her from the ghost of a million 

others” (2).  On another level, having multiple affairs is also Mura’s way of testing 

Susie’s love for him.  On the one hand, because Mura constantly feels that he is not 

attractive enough, especially when it comes to having a relationship with a white 

woman, his sexual conquests serve as proof of his attractiveness and masculinity.  On 

the other hand, Susie’s enduring forgiveness, despite his promiscuity, also proves that 

he must be loveable.  Mura’s anger and the way that he expresses his anger are thus 

masks for his fear, the fear of rejection and exclusion.          

 Like Susie, Michelle and Thuy also serve as Mura’s conduit for venting his 

anger.  However, unlike Susie, who represents a kind of status symbol for Mura and 

whom he cannot leave, Michelle and Thuy become dispensable bodies over whom 
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Mura feels that he already has power.  In comparison to Susie, who has very few 

physical descriptions in Mura’s memoir and is presented more in terms of her intellect 

rather than her body, Michelle exudes sensuousness: 

 She wore cutoffs that showed tanned legs, toned by lengths and lengths of 

swimming.  Despite this lean muscularity, there was fleshiness to her body 

that would have hinted of something more zaftig if she hadn’t been in such 

great shape.  That was what attracted me to her.  That and her hair, which was 

carefully curled and flipped off her face in generous waves….More than our 

conversations, what I will remember is our lovemaking….I will think of her as 

the perfect body. (188, 193)     

Mura treats Michelle as a sexual object and remembers her only in terms of her 

physicality and their lovemaking.  Mura highlights that Michelle is from a small town, 

a fact that he uses to suggest and explain her lack of sophistication and her 

conservative worldview.  He comments that at first he has thought that Michelle “is 

not intelligent,” and he takes credit for the improvement in her grades so that he does 

not have to consider that he, as her Teaching Assistant, has abused his power over her 

in a professional relationship, not even to mention that he was already in a 

relationship with Susie (192).   

 When Mura, many years into his marriage, receives a letter from Michelle, 

who, after watching the aforementioned film The Lover, expresses her remembrances 

of Mura and writes that he has changed her in many ways, Mura confesses that the 

relationship has not meant as much to him as it did to Michelle.  He then imagines 

how Michelle feels about her life and how he appears in her memory: 
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What I constantly forget in this recounting is that Michelle did love me, said 

so openly, and what she loved in me was something I did not see in myself.  Or 

she saw in me some special ness I wanted to project but did not believe in, the 

lover who was like no other, that would leave his print indelibly etched in her 

psyche (197 emphasis mine) 

Mura begins his reminiscences by foregrounding that he often forgets to recount 

Michelle’s love for him in his narratives, yet he proceeds with his narrative by doing 

just that—overlooking her love for him and only imagines her thinking about him in 

terms of their lovemaking:   

 She emerges from the movie theater with her husband, the images of the 

young Chinese lover and the lithe French schoolgirl reverberating in her 

mind’s eye, the undulating motion of their bodies, the contrast of the darker 

skin again the lighter, his face vibrant and unrestrictedly sad.  And this mother, 

this wife, thinks of herself as a young girl, in bed with a man who did not 

resemble this Chinese lover, so sleek and slight, yet who is brought to mind by 

the appearance of the Chinese lover on the screen, rolling about the floor, 

making love to a white woman….She turns to look at her husband, a broker 

who loves his children and is good to them, though hampered by his distance 

as a man, as the one who must work to support them.  He is still good-looking, 

attractive to the secretaries at work.  She wonders what it would have been 

like if she had made other choices.  She resolves to write a letter, breaking a 

long silence.  All her husband knows is that she once dated a Japanese 

American writer when she was in college.  She has not spoken of him more 

than that.  She thinks of how they are approaching forty, of the years of child 
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raising she has ahead.  She thinks of the paper on Othello, of a spinning ball of 

lights above a dance floor, of someone playing piano in a dark room….She 

looks at her husband as he gets out of the car, his hair thinning, his neck 

reddened by last weekend on the golf course….She feels blinded by the 

ordinariness of her life, she feels an acceptance that is by now as familiar to 

her as this sadness that sits with in her chest, and moves almost like breath, 

rising and falling moment after moment, day after day….Then she remembers 

the lover on the screen, recalls herself standing naked in a doorway, 

approaching a man who does not love her, whom she will never forget. (197-

199 emphasis mine)        

With this passage’s lyricism and romantic tone, Mura positions himself as the vibrant, 

romantic, and ageless hero, acutely differing from the heroine’s husband, who is 

losing his hair and is weighed down by life’s burdens.  Michelle’s contemplation of 

Mura and the life they once shared is intertwined with descriptions of the humdrum 

routines of her marriage.  By writing in a stream-of-consciousness style from 

Michelle’s perspective, Mura sets himself up as the exotic, exciting, unforgettable 

lover, the memory of whom saves the bored heroine from her daily drudgery.  Mura 

fetishizes and capitalizes on his own ethnic difference and turns himself into the much 

desired exotic lover.  Although this passage is devoted to writing from Michelle’s 

perspective, the focus is on Mura himself as he emphasizes her desire for him.  

Because he remembers her by remembering the way they made love, he imagines that 

that is what she remembers too.  In his imagination, Mura constructs Michelle as the 

cliché housewife who is bored with her life, but he fails to consider the complex 
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emotions and feelings that have prompted her to write him.  By focusing on the erotic 

images of their lovemaking, Mura precludes Michelle’s narrative of love.            

 Mura was also in a position of power when he met Thuy.  He was teaching a 

series of composition courses to Southeast Asian refugees, and Thuy was one of his 

students.  Teaching the refugees allowed Mura to cast away his otherness: “The 

classes marked the first time in my life I felt being an Asian American was an 

advantage.  The students were obviously more comfortable with me because of the 

way I looked, and some even said so….Their struggle with the language, with 

America, the trials of their immigration, echoed certain Japanese American 

experiences” (201-202).  The Southeast Asian refugees have collectively become an 

identificatory mirror for Mura as he experiences the hardships of displacement and 

migration vicariously through them; their stories and struggles allow him to gain a 

sense of identity and acceptance as he appeals to a shared immigrant experience, even 

though most Vietnamese Americans have a very different immigration history from 

East Asian immigrants.  Mura fails to acknowledge that as a middle-class Sansei, he 

does not share the same economic hardship as the newly arrived refugees.  The 

refugees have become the Other who helps him to normalize his own position in 

American society.  When discussing his relationship with Thuy, Mura expresses that 

he knew “he was accepted by Thuy’s family in ways a white person would not have 

been” (206).  Mura is delighted that his Asian Americanness has worked to his 

advantage and has allowed him to enter the private spaces of the refugees’ homes and 

thoughts.  He does not recognize that he is enacting the same kind of othering and 

exoticization in his interactions with the refugees as the dominant society has enacted 

upon him. 
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 In his description of Thuy, Mura reinforces the bifurcated stereotype of the 

Asian/Asian American woman—she is pure, innocent and submissive, as well as 

sexually available and accommodating.  Mura articulates what he finds attractive 

about Thuy:  

It was her innocence that attracted me….Her innocence manifested itself 

partially in her refusal to participate in the gossip that so permeated the small 

community of Vietnamese students….She did not have, within her, that sense 

of maliciousness and spite, that envy and suspicion, that seems to propel all 

gossip, even the most innocuous.  She also seemed incapable of anger, 

something that made her all that much more attractive to me. (203-204 

emphasis mine) 

Mura appears to hold Thuy in high regard in his praise of her innocence, but it is a 

high regard motivated by his self-interest.  Mura’s evaluation--“She also seemed 

incapable of anger”-- betrays Mura’s reductive reading of Thuy’s temperament and 

his reluctance to understand her complexity and agency.  He reduces Thuy to the 

stereotypical image of the docile, compliant Asian woman and strips away her interior 

depth; it is not Thuy but a subservient, innocent image of Thuy to which Mura is 

drawn.  In a poem addressed to Thuy, Mura states in the last few lines: “But somehow 

I suspect that for you, as for me, that memory now means little./You are probably 

indifferent.  Which is just as well” (208).  By imagining that the memory that they 

have shared means little to Thuy and claiming that Thuy is incapable of anger, Mura 

minimizes the impact their relationship had on her, thus alleviating his own guilt over 

their affair.  
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I also want to highlight the differences between Mura’s assumption about 

Michelle’s feelings toward their affair and his assumption about Thuy’s.  As I have 

discussed earlier, Mura imagines that Michelle still thinks of him fondly and 

nostalgically, and he positions himself as someone who has cast a magical spell over 

her.  Yet, in the poem that he has written about Thuy, he assumes that their affair 

holds very little significance to her current life, despite the fact that she once told him 

that she would never forget the time she spent with him.  It is my contention that the 

vast difference in how Mura imagines Michelle and Thuy’s feelings lies in what they 

represent for him.  The fact that Michelle has been attracted to Mura, as Mura 

expresses, “was a sign that I was special.  I was not like other Asian men.  I possessed 

a sexual power most of them lacked” (189).  By imagining that Michelle is still pining 

after him, Mura once again highlights his sexual prowess.  On the contrary, his affair 

with Thuy serves as a reminder of his abuse of power, and by believing that their 

affair ultimately means very little to her, Mura alleviates and casts off his own shame 

and guilt.                          

  Mura’s reduction of Thuy’s character is further echoed in the scene when they 

first make love: “What surprised me was not that we were kissing but that, almost 

automatically, my hand was thrust up her skirt, and she was parting her thighs, letting 

me into some knowledge I did not think she possessed” (207).  By maintaining the 

image of Thuy as innocent and pure, Mura has treated Thuy as the object of his 

fascination and has not regarded her as a desiring subject.  However, by alerting the 

reader to the intimate knowledge that Thuy already possessed certain sexual 

awareness, Mura also evokes and parades the image of the sexually lascivious Asian 

tigress.  Mura has hence reinforced the bifurcated image of the Asian/Asian American 
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woman as both innocent and sexually uninhibited.  By showing Thuy as a willing 

participant in the love scene, Mura further exonerates himself from admitting that as 

her teacher, he has taken advantage of her feelings for him.     

 Mura’s portrayal of his relationships with Susie, Michelle and Thuy 

demonstrates that women have become the instruments that help him placate his anger 

at the dominant society.  One could also say that all three relationships have 

empowered Mura by affirming his masculinity.  However, a closer look at his 

relationship with Michelle and Thuy reveals that he was exercising a power or a sense 

of superiority that he felt he already had over them.  The differences in the women’s 

class and ethnicity show that the women serve different symbolic purposes for Mura.  

Susie, the middle-class intellectual, becomes the status symbol that Mura craves in his 

efforts to be acknowledged by white patriarchy.  While Michelle and Thuy help to 

affirm Mura’s masculinity as well as accentuate his class status, they finally become 

dispensable bodies, flawed “bodies” that he cannot take to poetry readings.    

 Mura’s disparate attitudes toward these three women are also reflected in the 

ways he reacts to their anger.  After seeing a therapist, Susie becomes assertive about 

what she wants from their relationship and begins to articulate her anger at Mura’s 

promiscuity and emotional abuse.  She moves out of their apartment and asks Mura to 

change his behaviors.  Mura becomes scared of the possibility of losing Susie, and he 

decides to change his life by burning his pornography collection.  Mura reacts to 

Susie’s anger with fear, which eventually prompts him to alter his behavior.  He 

understands that Susie has finally reached her limit of tolerance, and in order to keep 

Susie, the one person who he feels could understand and empathize with his struggles, 

in his life, he needs to change.     
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Although Mura also reacts to Michelle’s anger with fear, that fear ultimately 

results in resentment and his rejection of her.  In one incident, Michelle is irritated at 

Mura for being late and then breaks down and cry.  She confides to him that she has 

found out her brother has a tumor and that she is afraid that he is going to die alone.  

Mura says, “I feel relieved.  It’s not me she’s really angry at” (194).  Once again, 

Mura, both as the person in the narrative and as the author who is contemplating the 

event, pays attention only to his own feelings and desires.  Instead of empathizing 

with the anguish that Michelle feels about her brother’s illness, Mura, the protagonist 

of the narrative, feels relieved that Michelle’s anger is not directed at him.  Mura, the 

author, then, makes a rather odd rhetorical jump in his narration: 

 Only later, a day or two, a week, two weeks pass, and I don’t call 

her….Perhaps I resented her display of anger that night, was frightened by it.  

I have seen in her a coldness I don’t want to get near, an ability to wound that 

is too much like my mother’s, a rancor which turns me helpless, and I will not 

be helpless before her.  She hates black men, the way they call out to her on 

the street, the effrontery of their desires.  She bears still the solid, rigid middle-

class values of the small town she rebelled against in high school, the belief 

that the poor do not work hard enough, that anyone can pull themselves up by 

their bootstraps, after all, that is what she did….She has little patience for 

excuses, for slovenliness or whatever she sees as lack of taste, an inability to 

keep decorum….How little she shares my values, my automatic liberal 

responses, my tendencies to explain and sympathize with outcasts, since I 

know, deep inside, despite her praises of me, I too am an outcast.  (194-195)    
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Mura punishes Michelle for her display of anger by not calling her for weeks, even 

though he is aware that her anger is a substitute for her sadness.  He is only able to 

share good times with her and fails to be there for her when something goes wrong in 

her life.  By punishing Michelle, Mura does not allow Michelle the right to feel angry.  

Mura’s comparison of Michelle and his mother serves as an explanation for why he is 

uncomfortable with Michelle’s anger, thus excusing himself from not being there for 

Michelle when she is caught in a vulnerable situation.  His rather abrupt diatribe 

against Michelle’s value system depicts her as an unsympathetic and even racist 

conservative and positions himself as a compassionate liberal who can sympathize 

with the socially marginalized.  By critiquing Michelle’s value system and by 

highlighting how different she is from him, Mura justifies his unwillingness to call her.  

The rhetorical moves that Mura makes (from a discussion of Michelle’s anger to the 

comparison between Michelle and his mother to the criticism of Michelle’s value 

system) are symptomatic of his unwillingness to scrutinize and take responsibilities 

for his own actions.         

 While Mura resents Michelle’s anger and punishes her by not responding to 

her anger, he constructs Thuy as someone who is incapable of anger, thus taking her 

out of the discussion on anger completely.  Mura’s elision of the possibility that Thuy 

might be angry at him mirrors an earlier scene where his mother’s emotion is also 

overlooked.  When Mura was in junior high, he discovered some Playboy magazines 

in his parents’ bedroom, a discovery that initiated his recognition of his sexuality.  In 

his reflection about the event, Mura devotes far more narrative space to imagining 

how his father had felt while looking at the images of white playmates than to how his 

mother might have felt knowing her husband was looking at those images.  Although 
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Mura asks, “Did my mother object to them and, if she did, did she voice this 

objection?,” he does not explore this line of questioning any further and quickly 

moves onto a discussion of the racialized components of his father’s desires and the 

similarities between his father’s desires and his own.  The consumption of the images 

of white female bodies has thus provided an occasion for father-son bonding and has 

afforded Mura an opportunity to understand and identify with his father’s desires, 

while his mother’s feelings and thoughts are omitted from the discussion completely. 

 

Conclusion  

In her discussion of Mura’s work, Patricia Chu places Mura’s memoirs and 

poetry in the context of the oeuvre of literature written by Asian American male 

authors.  Chu argues that Mura’s writing shares similar thematic concerns as the 

works of earlier writers such as Carlos Bulosan, Frank Chin, and Shawn Wong.  A 

common link that brings these authors’ works together is “the dread of extinction, 

both literal and literary, and choices in life and literature that are responses to that 

fear.”54  Chu suggests that Mura’s promiscuity is one way for his to combat his fear 

“by claiming many mates.”55  Another way is Mura’s inclusion of “the many family 

narratives that appear in his memoirs and poems, where he imaginatively recreates the 

experiences of relatives, celebrates the present joyful security of his marriage, and 

explores the presence and meaning of his three children in his life.”56  However, 

neither Mura’s “many mates” nor his relatives gain entry into his narratives on equal 

                                                 
54 Patricia P. Chu, Assimilating Asians: Gendered Strategies of Authorship in Asian America. (Durham 
and London: Duke University Press, 2000) 80. 
 
55 Ibid. 86. 
 
56 Ibid. 87. 
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footings.  His relationships with women become sites where he works out his anger 

and anxiety, yet Mura’s narratives do not allow a space where women (Susie may be 

the only exception) can become angry subjects without facing punishment or erasure.  

In his portrayals of women and his experience of living in Japan, Mura has 

unwittingly reproduced the various power hierarchies that he set out to critique—his 

anger at the social construction of white masculinity as the norm of masculinity 

betrays the way in which his own value system has been shaped by that norm.     
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Chapter Three 

Anger and Melancholia: Monique Truong’s The Book of Salt and Susan Choi’s 

American Woman 

 

In “Mourning and Melancholia,” Freud posits mourning as a healthy, and 

therefore normative, form of grieving for a lost object while melancholia is 

categorized as the pathological inability to get over loss.  Freud defines mourning as 

“the reaction to the loss of a loved person, or to the loss of some abstraction which has 

taken the place of one, such as one’s country, liberty, an ideal, and so on.”57  In 

mourning, the pain that the ego experiences is temporary, and “when the work of 

mourning is completed the ego becomes free and uninhabited again.”58  That is, the 

ego that mourns eventually learns to detach from the lost object and form new 

attachments.  The melancholic subject, however, refuses to part with the lost object 

and incorporates the lost object into his own ego.  According to Freud, melancholia 

entails a diminution of one’s self-regard: “In mourning it is the world which has 

become poor and empty; in melancholia it is the ego itself.  The patient represents his 

ego to us as worthless, incapable of any achievement and morally despicable; he 

reproaches himself, vilifies himself and expects to be cast out and punished.”59  The 

melancholic subject’s love-hate relationship with the lost object turns into self-hatred 

and self-reproach as he identifies with the lost object--anger toward the lost object 

transforms into anger against one’s self.          

                                                 
57 Sigmund Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia.”  The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological 
Works of Sigmund Freud, vol. 14.  Trans and ed. James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1957), 243. 
 
58 Ibid. 245. 
 
59 Ibid. 247. 
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In his later work “The Ego and the Id,” Freud revises his earlier view of 

melancholia as pathology and argues instead that the process of melancholia operates 

as the prevalent mechanism for the constitution of subjects: 

We succeeded in explaining the painful disorder of melancholia by supposing 

that [in those suffering from it] an object which was lost has been set up again 

inside the ego—that is, that an object cathexis has been replaced by an 

identification.  At that time, however, we did not appreciate the full 

significance of this process and did not know how common and how typical it 

is.  Since then we have come to understand that this kind of substitution has a 

great share in determining the form taken by the ego and that it makes an 

essential contribution towards building up what is called its ‘character.’60 

Freud goes on to say that the melancholic process “makes it possible to suppose that 

the character of the ego is a precipitate of abandoned object cathexes and that it 

contains the history of those object-choices.”61  What Freud suggests here is that the 

ego is formed through a series of losses and identifications with various lost object.  

An identification with and therefore a preservation of what has been lost is necessary 

for the development of a sense of interiority.  As David Eng points out, in Freud’s 

theorization, “There can be no ego without or prior to melancholia.”62  In the Freudian 

notion of ego formation, the primary loss and identification with the lost object that 

constitute the (male) ego is the identification with the father as a way of working 

                                                 
60 Sigmund Freud, The Ego and the Id, Ed. James Strachey.  Trans. Joan Riviere.  (New York: W. W. 
Norton Company, 1960) 18. 
 
61 Ibid. 19. 
 
62 David Eng, “Melancholia in the Late Twentieth Century.” Feminisms at a Millennium.  Ed. Judith A. 
Howard & Carolyn Allen (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000) 267. 
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through the Oedipus complex.63  For the little boy, the relinquishing of the cathexis to 

his mother and identifying with the author of this initial loss, his father, “would 

consolidate the masculinity in [the] boy’s character.”64  The melancholic process 

hence introduces and reinforces a set of patriarchal norms in the development of a 

boy’s ego.                  

In recent years, a number of scholars, such as Judith Butler, Anne Cheng and 

David Eng, have extended Freud’s notion of the constituting power of melancholia to 

explore the psychic formation of minoritized subjects.  Cheng and Eng both 

investigate melancholia in relation to the formation of racialized subjects, yet their 

interpretations of melancholia differ in some fundamental ways.  Whereas Cheng 

suggests that “dominant white identity in America operates melancholically—as an 

elaborate identificatory system based on psychical and social consumption-and-

denial,”65 Eng argues that the dominant subject, although also experiencing 

melancholia in the formation of his ego, is finally not a melancholic subject.  The 

(white) heterosexual male “has tremendous support…to cede the father as an object of 

desire for a socially sanctioned identification with him.  Here melancholia functions 

to regulate, to normalize, and to designate a sphere of prevailing gender norms and 

acceptable attachment.”66  The dominant subject’s experience of melancholia as part 

of his ego formation is, according to Eng, well-appeased by normalizing social 

                                                 
63 Sigmund Freud, The Ego and the Id. Ed. James Strachey.  Trans. Joan Riviere.  (New York: W. W. 
Norton Company, 1960) 21-22. 
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structures.  His subjectivity is not constituted through the kind of shamed grief that 

minoritized subjects experience in their ego formation.   

For the racialized subject, David Eng argues in “A Dialogues on Racial 

Melancholia”, what is lost is “a set of dominant norms and ideals—whiteness, 

heterosexuality, middle-class family values.”67  Examining melancholia at the 

intersections of race, gender, class and sexuality allows us to approach loss and 

mourning as collective rather than individual processes.  David Eng and David 

Kazanjian emphasize the productive potential of such project: “Psychic and material 

practices of loss and its remains are productive for history and for politics.  Avowals 

of and attachments to loss can produce a world of remains as a world of new 

representations and alternative meanings.”68  While I concur with the idea that 

collective grieving and avowals of loss have the potential to allow alternative histories 

and collective memories of marginalized groups to be recovered, written and 

preserved, I would like to raise two points of concern.  One is that collective 

mourning runs the risk of erasing the specificity of individual losses.  As Lisa Lowe in 

“An Ethics of Reckoning”69 notes, appeal to a common loss “risks engaging a 

universalism that commits violence anew, reiterating and appropriating divisions as it 

makes claims to grief.”70  My second concern is that while I view the notion of 

                                                 
67 David Eng & Shinhee Han, “A Dialogue on Racial Melancholia.” Loss: The Politics of Mourning.  
Ed. David Eng & David Kazanjian (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003) 344. 
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melancholia as a constructive naming practice as it locates and names the psychic 

trauma that minoritized subjects experience, calling minoritized subjects 

“melancholic” and suggesting that melancholia can be productive do not adequately 

address the devastating lived realities of the melancholic condition.  Put differently, it 

is one thing to say that an attachment to loss can be used for productive purposes; it is 

another to actually lead a melancholic existence of constant self-scrutiny and reproach.  

The very idea of calling racial melancholia productive is itself already a melancholic 

response to racial discrimination as the marginalized subjects are continually being 

called upon to be self-reflective and to be the problem solvers of their own 

denigration.  I want to emphasize that my argument here is by no means an indictment 

against Eng’s or any scholar’s work on melancholia—my own project is informed by 

how these scholars have brought together theories of power and theories of the psyche.  

Recent scholarship on melancholia provides an important naming mechanism for us 

to understand and name the psychic effects of the discriminatory practices that have 

been enacted against minoritized subjects.  However, the productive potential of other 

emotions, especially anger, remains under-explored.  In this chapter, I distinguish 

melancholic anger from what I call engaged anger.  I draw my idea from Shirley 

Geok-Lin Lim’s essay “Articulating Anger: Activism and Aesthetics in Chinese 

American Women’s Poetry” in which Lim recuperates the work of Chinese American 

woman activist poets Merle Woo and Nellie Wong.  Lim notes that Chinese American 

woman activist poetry has been largely ignored by mainstream and Asian American 

Studies scholars alike, suggesting that most academics continue to respond to poetry 

as if politics and aesthetics must remain separate evaluative categories.  Lim asks, 

“What would it mean for us to extend aesthetics and poetics beyond the notions of 
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abstract and sensuous beauty and feelings to consider also other practices as aesthetic 

in affect, such as an aesthetics of engagement, an aesthetics of anger, or an aesthetics 

of social identity?...[C]an we extend our notion of poetics to include passions such as 

anger, leading to social or political action: what, to deploy Sartre’s category for a 

different context, we might call a poetics of engagement?”71  I define engaged anger 

as a form of articulated anger that participates in critical interventions of hegemonic 

practices.  I argue in this chapter that unlike melancholic anger that results in self-

blame and self-vilification, engaged anger provides a motivating force that allows 

marginalized subjects to recover and reclaim what has been constructed as loss by 

hegemonic formulations of subjectivity.   

 

Melancholia: Self-Denigration and Self-Exposure  

Central to Freud’s theorization of melancholia are the dynamics of 

incorporation and self-affliction.  Such dynamics are explored in Monique Truong’s 

novel The Book of Salt and Susan Choi’s American Woman.  In The Book of Salt, the 

Vietnamese protagonist Binh is expelled from his father’s house in Vietnam as the 

result of his affair with the French chef-de-cuisine at the French Governor-General’s 

mansion.  After spending a few years as a galley hand on French ships, Binh arrives in 

Paris, where he eventually becomes the live-in cook for Gertrude Stein and Alice B. 

Toklas.  Binh’s entangled relationships with his various French employers before 

working at the famous 17 rue de fleurus have forced him into conducting acts of self-

denigration.  Binh discusses the interrogation-like interviews that he had to endure in 
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order to secure a job as a cook in Paris.  During these interviews, Binh is forced to 

surrender painful details of his personal life only to be dismissed by his interviewers 

at the end.  Under the condescending scrutiny of those who grant him an interview, 

Binh observes that he has become “a courtesan, forced to perform the dance of the 

seven veils,” as he “grudgingly reveal[s] the names, one by one, of the cities that have 

carved their names into [him], leaving behind the scar tissue that forms the bulk of 

who [he is]” (16).  Coerced into putting on a seductive performance for his 

interrogators, Binh, emasculated into the role of a courtesan, is compelled to prostitute 

his life stories to satisfy their curiosity.  The word courtesan not only feminizes 

Binh’s racialized body but also highlights the privileged class status of the French 

since a courtesan usually serves the social elites.  Binh is “forced to admit that [he is], 

to them, nothing but a series of destinations with no meaningful expanses in between” 

(18).  For the French colonizers, Binh is merely another representative of exotics who 

have no interiority of their own.   Binh’s experiences in France are very much aligned 

with the overall French imperialist project in Southeast Asia.  For a country that has a 

plethora of names for different types of chicken, as Binh discovers in the French 

market, France has violently renamed the regions of Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam 

Indo-Chine which, “existing in an undesignated ‘in-between’ space, between India 

and China, occupies the liminal and unnamed zone of the hyphen, the gap.”72  Like 

the colony that has, to a certain degree, become a “nowhere”73, Binh, the colonized 

subject, has become a “nobody” in Paris. 
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Yet, since Binh yearns for human connections in a foreign land and his 

racialized body has become a liability that hinders him from forming relationships 

with the French on an equal and reciprocal basis, his employers’ constant and 

methodical inspections, humiliating and oppressive as they may be, have nonetheless 

led Binh to become invested in the attention that he receives:  

It is only a matter of time.  After so many weeks of having that soft, steady 

light shined at me, I begin to forget the barbed-wire rules of such engagements.  

I forget that there will be days when it is I who will have the craving, the red, 

raw need to expose all my neglected, unkempt days.  And I forget that I will 

wait, like a supplicant at the temple’s gate, because all of the rooms of the 

house are somber and silent.  When I am abandoned by their sweet-voiced 

catechism, I forget how to braise the ribs of beef, whether chicken is best 

steamed over wine or broth, where to buy the sweetest trout.  I neglect the 

pinch of cumin, the sprinkling of lovage, the scent of lime.  (20) 

The “barbed-wire rules” suggest the entrapping nature of Binh’s relationship with his 

employers.  While their questioning of him for the sake of their own amusement 

reopens his old wounds of exile, he nevertheless becomes melancholically attached to 

the attention that he receives.  He recognizes that there are days when he is the one 

who wants to share his stories and feels abandoned when his employers fail to ask 

him questions.  Binh’s paradoxical attraction to his interrogators reflects the 

conditions of what Louis Althusser terms “interpellation.”  Interpellation, as defined 

by Althusser, is the process where “ideology ‘acts’ or ‘functions’ in such a way that it 

‘recruits’ subjects among the individuals….or ‘transforms’ the individuals into 
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subjects.”74  In his instructive essay “Ideology and Ideological Sate Apparatuses,” 

Althusser discusses the scenario where a police calls out to a passerby, “Hey, you 

there!” Althusser suggests that nine times out of ten the person who is addressed will 

turn around and answer the hailing of the police.75  On the one hand, the hailing of the 

police has given the passerby a name, a recognizable identity, turning the passerby 

into a subject.  The hailing of the police makes the act of responding to that hailing 

desirable, as the granting of subjecthood suggests a coherent and unified self and 

provides a sense of belonging through this communicative act of call-and-response.  

On the other hand, however, the passerby is subjugated to the name and the very 

terms that are associated with the name given to him by the police; the police, 

metonymic of the nation-state, then claims power over the individual subject who has 

been hailed.  In Binh’s situation, even though he is tormented by his employers’ 

desire to uncover his past to fulfill their own desire for exotic tales of their colony and 

colonized subjects, he is nevertheless bound by and drawn to their curiosity and their 

recognition in order to have a sense of self--to at least be recognized in some way.  

What is troubling is that Binh, the racialized subject, eventually becomes a 

worshipper of the interrogation practices that have subjugated him, and his “temple” 

is the very site of his marginalization and denigration.                  

Similarly, Jenny Shimada, the Japanese American protagonist of American 

Woman, constantly engages in acts of self-exposure when she is not recognized by the 

dominant subject.  After Jenny goes underground as a wanted fugitive by the FBI, she 

finds a job under the name Iris Wong for a white woman named Dolly in a small town 
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in upper state New York.  Jenny feels frustrated that Dolly shows no interest in 

Jenny’s life:  

It seemed to come as no surprise to Dolly that “Iris Wong,” “Chinese,” “from 

San Francisco,” should materialize to meet Dolly’s around-the-house needs.   

And Jenny found that, far from being grateful for the reprieve from scrutiny, 

she was increasingly driven to make herself known.  Increasingly angry at not 

being asked.  She knew better than to offer information that was not solicited, 

yet she increasingly volunteered tidbits that weren’t even true.… 

She never meant to become a familiar face anywhere, yet she’d find herself 

chatting with people.  Introducing herself to the hardware store owner, the 

train conductor, the librarian.  Compensating, she knew, for her strangeness—

not just her strangeness to this town, but her lone Asian face. (68-69) 

Dolly’s complacency that a racialized female body should appear miraculously to 

help her with her household needs and Dolly’s lack of curiosity about Jenny’s 

background reflect one of the ways that the body of the Asian American woman has 

been read by the dominant culture—predictably docile, unthreatening, and therefore 

uncomplicated and uninteresting.  This passage highlights Jenny’s desire for 

recognition through self-exposure, a self-exposure that is likely to compromise her 

identity as a wanted fugitive by the FBI and put her in great danger.  Yet, this passage 

also emphasizes Jenny’s internalization of the bland and docile image that has been 

imposed on her—as if feeling that her own life was not interesting enough for the 

dominant audience (in this case, Dolly), Jenny spends her psychic and emotional 

energy to invent stories about herself; she compensates for her racialized body--the 

“strangeness” of her Asian face--by drawing attention to herself, while fully aware 
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that she might be jeopardizing her own life.  Jenny’s anger at Dolly’s lack of interest 

in her translates into a form of melancholic anger that is redirected at Jenny herself 

through self-sabotage.   

I view the examples of Binh and Jenny and their acts of self-sabotage as meta-

commentaries on the devastating effects of the racialized subject’s melancholic 

attachments to seeking acknowledgments and confirmation from the dominant subject.  

While the melancholic condition of Binh and Jenny help us as readers to understand 

the traumas induced by war, racism and colonization, it is debilitating to the subject 

who is experiencing it.  Melancholia as a metaphor and abstract concept that names 

the trauma experienced by marginalized subjects does not effectively offer solutions 

to combat the traumas that it names. 

   

Valences of Loss 

 In The Book of Salt, Monique Truong depicts a complex web of power 

relations and a slew of characters who have experienced different kinds of 

marginalization and grapple with different kinds of loss.  In this section, I want to 

focus on three characters, Binh, Gertrude Stein, and Binh’s African American 

employer/lover Lattimore, as they are all figures of exile and transgression.  Yet, they 

are not all melancholic characters.  Truong’s narrative demonstrates that loss is not 

experienced evenly and the ability to triumph over loss is in itself a privilege.      

“’I have a country—America is my country, but Paris is my home town,’” 

Gertrude Stein once said.76  Stein’s statement, imbued with pride and a sense of self-
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possession, reveals the power embedded in the ability to proclaim a country and a 

home as one’s own.  As Sau-ling Cynthia Wong points out in Reading Asian 

American Literature: From Necessity to Extravagance, from the Pilgrims’ journey to 

America to the publication of Frederick Jackson Turner’s influential essay on the 

significance of the American frontier, unhindered mobility has been deemed as a 

fundamental tenet in American nation-building and remains an essential component of 

American individualism and democracy.  In regard to the American literary scene, 

“one can say that a controlling influence…has been the perception of an open 

continent and the limitless opportunities it implies…to discover or invent personal 

identity, to realize individual potential.”77  Seen through the celebratory lens of 

American mobility, Stein’s biography--her ability to traverse continents and find 

success--is the ultimate triumph story of what it means to be an American.  It not only 

commemorates Stein’s rebellion against American middle-class values by moving to 

France, but also celebrates her rejection of patriarchal power, marked by her 

estrangement from her brother Leo and the discovery of her own voice through 

writing.   

Yet, Steins’ statement also betrays the privilege that resides in the fluidity of 

movement, a movement unrestrained by geographical and psychological borders, an 

ease in moving from country to country in spite of cultural differences and language 

barriers.  As Sau-ling Wong notes, the seemingly universal theme of American 

mobility has not been applicable to Asian American experiences, for Asian American 

history is one of confined or coerced movements (such as the internment of Japanese 

                                                 
77 Cynthia Sau-ling Wong, Reading Asian American Literature: From Necessity to Extravagance (New 
Jersey: Princeton University Press 1993) 119. 
 



 87 

Americans during World War II and the passage of a plethora of immigration laws 

that restricted the conditions under which Asian immigrants could enter the country).  

Wong concludes that the dominant discourse on mobility differs from an Asian 

American discourse in that “[i]n the former, horizontal movement across the North 

American continent regularly connotes independence, freedom, and opportunity for 

individual actualization and/or societal renewal—in short Extravagance.  In the latter, 

however, it is usually associated with subjugation, coercion, impossibility of 

fulfillment for self or community—in short, Necessity.”78  If Stein, a woman who 

broke away from patriarchal rules and an expatriate writer who rebelled against the 

standardization of the English language, can be seen as a figure of exile and 

transgression, then her subject position changes from marginalized to dominant when 

she moves to France, where she gains fame and recognition.  Her transatlantic 

experience has helped her to transcend “loss.” 

Both Stein and Binh embody the figure of the exile, yet conditions of their 

exilic status are finally not the same.  The incongruity of their “foreigner” status in 

France is marked by the differences in their access to the French language .  Binh’s 

limited French reduces the complexity of his thoughts, making him feel like an utter 

failure.  When he first starts to work for Stein and Toklas, his desire to describe two 

magnificent dishes cooked with pineapples is thwarted because he cannot remember 

the French word for pineapple: 

  I wanted to tell her that I would cut the first pineapple into paper-thin rounds 

and sauté them with shallots and slices of beef; that the sugar in the pineapple 

would caramelize during cooking, imparting a faint smokiness that is 
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addictive….I wanted to tell her that I would cut the second pineapple into bite-

sized pieces, soak them in kirsch, make them into a drunken bed of spoonfuls 

of tangerine sherbet; that I would pipe unsweetened cream around the edges, a 

ring of ivory-colored rosettes….I wanted to tell her that I would scatter on top 

the petals of candied violets, their sugar crystals sparkling. (34-35)   

However, Binh ends up uttering, “Madame, I want to buy a pear…not a pear” (35).  

The complexity of Binh’s labor and the art, beauty, joy and passion that go into his 

cooking are completely elided as his French fails him.  The pride that he takes in 

making these dishes is obliterated by his awkward and incomplete utterance.  Yet, 

Gertrude Stein is amused by Binh’s struggle with language and capitalizes on his 

agony: “Already, my Madame was amusing herself with my French.  She was 

wrapping my words around her tongue, saving them for a later, more careful study of 

their mutations” (35).  Binh’s painful encounter with language is consumed by Stein 

as she wraps her tongue around his words.  As the reader discovers, Binh’s 

“mutations” soon become the subject of Stein’s experimentations with language.     

Unlike Binh, Stein has a very privileged relationship to the French language.  

In The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, Stein, in the voice of Toklas, discusses 

Stein’s attitude towards language: 

 When I first knew Gertrude Stein in Paris I was surprised never to see a french 

book on her table, although there was always plenty of english ones….But do 

you never read french, I as well as many other people asked her.  No, she 

replied….I don’t hear a language, I hear tones of voice and rhythms, but with 

my eyes I see words and sentences and there is for me only one language and 

this is english.  One of the things that I have liked all these years is to be 
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surrounded by people who know no english.  It has left me more intensely 

alone with my eyes and my english.  I do not know if it would have been 

possible to have english be so all in all to me otherwise….No, I like living with 

so very many people and being all alone with english and myself.79 (emphasis 

added) 

Paris, where English is not spoken at the everyday level, has become the perfect 

incubator for Stein to develop and cultivate her literary relationship with English.  

Stein’s statement, “With my eyes I see words and sentences,” suggests that Stein, 

influenced by painters such as Paul Cezanne and Pablo Picasso, breaks language into 

its formal elements as if it were a painting.  Paris, which allows Stein to be “alone 

with [her] eyes and [her] english,” satisfies Stein’s interest in the rudimentary 

components of language.  As Binh observes in The Book of Salt, “Over two decades 

in Paris, and yet with each day GertrudeStein believes that she is growing more 

intimate with the language of her birth.  Now that it is…no longer wasted on the price 

of petrol, the weather, the health of other people’s children, it has become for her a 

language reserved for genius and creation, for love and devotion” (30).  In Paris, 

French has become the language of the mundane for Stein, whereas English has been 

elevated to the language of art.  In contrast to Binh, whose broken French is the 

constant source of his frustration and alienation, Stein’s “broad American 

accent…pleases her to no end.  She considers it a necessary ornamentation, like one 

of the imposing mosaic brooches that she is so fond of wearing” (33).  Stein takes joy 

in parading her American accent in Paris by turning it into a fashion statement.  

Unlike Binh, whose everyday survival depends on his mastery of French, Stein sees 
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the use of French as plain, ordinary and in need of adornment, which she happily 

supplies by emphasizing her American accent.   

 In The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, Toklas/Stein notes that around 1912-

1913, Stein’s literary style starts to shift as she moves away from an interest in the 

“insides of people, their character and what went on inside them” to “a desire to 

express the rhythm of the visible world.”80  This shift from the “inside” to the 

“outside” highlights the Modernist movement’s overall interest in form and 

abstraction, an example of which is Stein’s use of repetition that foregrounds rather 

than conceals the process of literary representation.  In The Book of Salt, Monique 

Truong credits Binh as Stein’s source of inspiration: 

GertrudeStein has, in turn, taken an interest in my, well, interpretation of the 

French language.  She is affirmed by my use of negatives and repetitions.  She 

is inspired by witnessing such an elemental, bare-knuckled breakdown of 

language.  She is a coconspirator.  She would, of course, enjoy the show. (34) 

Like Binh’s French interviewers who have turned him into the figure of the courtesan, 

Stein also asks Binh to put on a performance.  To satisfy her fascination with the 

experimental use of language, she compiles a list of words and asks Binh to define 

them for her.  While Stein delights in Binh’s “elemental, bare-knuckled breakdown of 

language” and appropriates it for her own use, she fails to recognize that the 

“breakdown of language” attests to the deficiency in Binh’s ability to communicate in 

French and Binh’s agony that ensues from it.  Whereas the mastery of French is a 

matter of choice and style for Stein, it is a necessity of survival for Binh. 
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In his analysis of the modernist writers’ fascination with the racial other, 

Michael North notes, 

The real attraction of the black voice to writers like Stein and Eliot was its 

technical distinction, its insurrectionary opposition to the known and familiar 

in language.  For them the artist occupied the role of racial outsider because he 

or she spoke a language opposed to the standard.  Modernism, that is to say, 

mimicked the strategies of dialect and aspired to become a dialect itself.81  

 Although here North is specifically discussing the modernist writers’ interest in black 

dialect, the important role that the racial other occupies in the advancement of 

modernist artistic creations is nonetheless illuminated.  The process of racialization 

becomes devoid of its material component in this context, and the lived reality of the 

racialized other has simply become a metaphor for the sense of marginalization that 

the modernist artist feels as she experiments with new artistic forms.  Truong’s 

conceiving of Binh--a composite figure based on two Southeast Asian cooks that 

Stein and Toklas employed--as Stein’s muse places the racialized other into a 

historical narrative where he was once elided and emphasizes the important role that 

the racialized body played in the development of the Modernist movement.   

  

Another character who has been marginalized in his home country is 

Lattimore.  Like Binh, Lattimore, a mulatto who is passing for white in Paris, also 

arouses curiosity.  Lattimore’s race becomes the object of intrigue for Stein and 

Toklas.  They quickly agree to his request of hiring Binh on Sundays.  As Binh 

explains, “Sweet Sunday Man, Miss Toklas intended that I be an offering to you, a 
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little mouse who could enter your kitchen, invited but otherwise unnoticed. From 

there, I could examine its cabinets and shelves and report their contents” (189). On the 

one hand, Stein and Toklas are curious about Lattimore’s race—they want Binh to 

find out whether or not Lattimore is African American.  Lattimore, the racialized 

subject, has been exoticized and objectified by Stein and Toklas.  Yet, on the other 

hand, Lattimore, a well-to-do book collector, also acquires information about 

Gertrude Stein through Binh and eventually persuades Binh to steal one of Stein’s 

manuscripts for him. Binh’s service is trafficked between Gertrude Stein and 

Lattimore in order to satisfy their curiosities about each other.   

The unequal relationship between Binh and Lattimore is further attested by 

their verbal interactions.  Binh listens to Lattimore with attention and love even 

though Binh does not understand English. For Binh, Lattimore’s birth language takes 

on poetic resonance, and Binh fully immerses himself in Lattimore’s words: 

 I tell you to speak to me in the language of your birth. I free myself from the 

direct translation of your words into understandable feelings and recognizable 

acts. I leave your words raw, allow myself to experience your language as a 

medium of songs, improvising and in flux. I imagine your language as water 

in my hands, reflective and clear….Sweet Sunday Man, go ahead and talk, and 

I will get up and prepare your evening meal. For your benefit as much as mine, 

you can pause and say “Bee,” your name for me, insert it where a breath 

would be, and I will look over at you, letting you know that I am listening. 

(111-112) 

Binh listens to Lattimore wholeheartedly without wishing to alter his speech or 

requesting a translation; he treats Lattimore’s speech as having its own validity, its 
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own power that needs to be honored and respected.  Binh uses his feelings and body 

to experience Lattimore’s words; he engages in an active process of listening where 

he pours himself into the conversation.  However, when Lattimore asks Binh to speak 

in Vietnamese, Binh’s speech becomes too painful for Lattimore to bear: 

 Trapped as it is inside my mouth, my Vietnamese has taken on the pallor of 

the dying, the faded colors of the abandoned….The pleasure that I take from 

your words, you cannot take from mine. You are unused to the darkness that 

surrounds you, stuffs itself into your ears, coats your tongue. You struggle 

instead of letting your body float. (117)        

In Paris, Binh’s language, like his racialized body, has become the abject, the 

abandoned, the dying.  When Binh speaks to Lattimore in Vietnamese, Binh’s speech 

cannot neither be understood nor appreciated.  Whereas Lattimore’s speech is like 

water to Binh, “reflective and clear,” Vietnamese becomes an impenetrable darkness, 

too painful and suffocating for Lattimore to bear—it is water that drowns rather than 

cleanses.      

Binh’s relationship with Stein and Lattimore suggests that one’s subject position is 

formed relationally and is in constant flux—the oppressed can become the oppressor.  

Although Binh, Stein and Lattimore can all be considered figures of exile who have 

suffered loss (loss of kinship, loss of homeland, loss of identity), the incongruity of 

their loss suggests that we need to reconsider the concept of loss and the project of 

collective mourning that ensues from appealing to a common loss.  Since our social 

histories attest to the “unequal distribution of vulnerability to violence and death” as 
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Lisa Lowe has argued, losses experienced by different subjects cannot be categorized 

and accounted for equally.82   

 

Recuperating Loss: Insistence on a Self       

     Language, Desire and Faith in The Book of Salt 

 In The Book of Salt, Gertrude Stein writes a book about Binh, which she 

entitles The Book of Salt.  Like salt, Binh himself has been commodified.  Binh’s 

painful memories help to spice up the lives of his employers; they extract service from 

him and project their own desires onto him.  Salt is the ingredient that preserves the 

pH balance of the sea.  Like salt, Binh’s racialized body has become a preservative 

that helps to maintain the ordering of imperial and racial hierarchies.  However, Binh 

understands perfectly well that power dynamics are embedded in how one accesses 

language, as he remarks when he discovers that Stein has written a book about him, 

“A gift or theft depends on who is holding the pen” (215).  Binh’s claim underscores 

that the way that literary productions are evaluated is contingent upon the social 

position of the producer relative to the recipient.  By portraying Binh as Stein’s muse, 

Truong emphasizes that artistic creations are not detached from the realm of the 

political but are complicated by racial and class hierarchies and are often informed 

and bolstered by the labor and even pain of the racialized other.                      

In the novel, Binh gives us his own version of the story.  The Book of Salt 

belongs to Binh because it is he who can understand the different ramifications that 

salt carries: the salt in the tears of sorrow experienced by the racialized other who 
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remains either invisible or hyper visible to the dominant subject, the salt in the sweat 

of labor performed by the colonized subject in the imperial kitchen, the salt used in 

the kitchen for consumption, the salt of the sea that severs the colonized subject from 

his mother/motherland--salt that both nurtures and stings.  Underneath the novel’s 

profound sadness of longing for recognition lies the abject subject’s courage to desire, 

to dream, and his persistent refusal to accept the subordinate position constituted for 

him by multiple power hierarchies and his insurmountable faith in finding love.  Like 

Gertrude Stein who experiments with the English language and creates a voice of her 

own, Binh, too, discovers his own relationship with languages--French, Vietnamese 

and English, the language of the kitchen and cooking, the body as language, but most 

importantly, the language he shares with his mother—which culminates into Binh’s 

recognition of his mother’s persistent love for him, a love that gives him a subjectivity 

that exceeds the position of the colonized, racialized other.   

When Stein delights in the “breakdown” of Binh’s language, she is only 

interested in the surface components of language as sounds and rhythms; she does not 

recognize Binh’s interiority that informs his use of language.  Binh offers a critique of 

Stein’s interest in the surface meaning of language.  When Stein asks Binh to define 

love, Binh is painfully reminded that Stein, like his previous interviewers, craves 

Binh’s life stories.  He is left speechless by her question and can only “point to a table 

on which several quinces sit yellowing in a blue and white china bowl” (36).  

However, he is finally able to respond to her in an interior monologue: 

Quinces are ripe, GertrudeStein, when they are the yellow of canary wings in 

mid-flight.  They are ripe when their scent teases you with the snap of green 

apples and the perfumed embrace of coral roses.  But even then quinces remain 
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a fruit, hard and obstinate—useless, GertrudeStein, until they are simmered; 

coddled for hours above a low, steady flame.  Add honey and water and watch 

their dry, bone-colored flesh soak up the heat, coating itself in an opulent orange, 

not of the sunrises that you never see but of the insides of tree-ripened papayas, 

a color you can taste.  To answer your question, GertrudeStein, love is not a 

bowl of quinces yellowing in a blue and white china bowl, seen but untouched. 

(40)       

What manifests in the long passage above is Binh’s anger at and indictment of the 

way that physical labor has been elided in the aesthetic productions of a concept such 

as love—love cannot be reduced to an abstraction.  Quinces may be lustrous and 

fragrant, but without the physical acts of simmering and coddling, they remain useless.  

Claiming that love cannot be defined through the mere appearance of quinces but 

needs to be felt, Binh suggests that the real depth of a word is material and needs to be 

physically experienced.  Binh engages with his anger and produces a critique of the 

modernist writers’ focus on form.  Binh’s critical voice not only lays bare but also 

avows the material basis and labor performed by marginalized subject that inform the 

aesthetic productions of the dominant society.  In this passage he is energized and 

self-assured instead of seeking for recognition from the dominant subject.     

 Binh privileges a different kind of use of language—the language of 

storytelling that he shares with his mother.  Growing up in Saigon and in his mother’s 

kitchen, Binh is fed with his mother’s stories as they worked side by side.  He recalls 

a time when his mother taught him how to make banana sticky rice: 

While my mother’s hands followed a set routine, her stories never did.  They 

were free to roam, to consider alternative routes, to invent their own ways 
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home.  Sometimes the “she” was a peasant girl bending over a bed of rice 

seedlings, which had yet to take roots.  “She” was occasionally a servant girl 

in the Imperial Palace, a noble face misplaced among the lowly rank and file.  

‘She’ was also a fishing village girl, who sat by the shore and darned nets, 

who sang the same songs as her brothers but had never been allowed out sea.  

‘Home,’ though, was always the same, the teak pavilion and the scholar prince, 

a man who was first and foremost wise and kind….The first time I asked 

about him, I was eleven.  My mother smiled in response and called me her 

“little scholar-prince.  (81) 

While Binh’s mother is trapped in a life of poverty, hardship and domestic abuse, she 

invents different characters and personas in her stories to express her grief and her 

undying faith in life; her stories allow both her and Binh the possibility and freedom 

to roam, as Binh suggests.  The stories create a bond between mother and son.  They 

validate the mother’s kitchen as a place of not only nurturance but also creativity, a 

view that is different from that expressed by Binh’s brother Minh.   

When Binh is six, Minh, who has worked as the sous chef at the Governor-

General’s kitchen, informs their father that in a few years he can help Binh to get a 

job there as well.  However, Binh must first learn his way around a kitchen.  “He 

could first get some experiences by helping Ma out with her business.  I mean with 

her chores in the kitchen,” Minh says, “Of course, Ma’s kitchen is nothing like the 

Governor-General’s.  At most, he could learn from Ma how to hold a knife, how to 

chop and peel, work his way around a hot stove” (51).  Afraid to anger his father, 

Minh calls Ma’s food business her chores even though the income she makes by 

selling the food that she cooks supports the family.  And in her kitchen she can only 
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teach Binh “the basics,” whereas the Governor-General’s kitchen is the “real kitchen” 

where the “finer points” of cooking are mastered (51-52).  Thus the kitchen has 

become a space where racial and gender hierarchies intersect: the kitchen of the 

colonized becomes a training ground for the kitchen of the colonizers; the kitchen of 

the woman is marked as trivial and less refined than the man’s.  However, while Minh 

is taught to denigrate the mother’s kitchen and relegate it to second-class, Binh honors 

it by preserving the memories of storytelling, which afforded him and his mother 

delight and liberation, that took place in the kitchen. 

In his article “The End(s) of Race,” David Eng observes that Euro-American 

modernity has not only claimed dominance in terms of economic development but 

also dominance in epistemological productions: 

The development of European modernity and liberal capitalism over time, as 

well as their globalization across space, beginning in Europe and then 

spreading to the New World and beyond, make the possibility of imagining 

alternative modernities—different knowledges, alternative political 

possibilities, and other social communities—exceedingly difficult.  They 

universalize the centrality of European political, economic, and aesthetic 

thought in relation to its colonial others….Rendered an obsolete remainder of 

a superseded past, the perpetually anachronistic non-West is forced to play 

catch up with a European present in variably constituted as the here and now.83   

By privileging the stories that Binh shares with his mother over the way that Stein 

experiments with language and by valuing Binh’s mother’s kitchen over the imperial 

kitchen, Truong constructs marginalized and colonized groups as active thinkers and 
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producers of knowledge and thus offers a new way to theorize knowledge production 

and life practices that avows and validates what has been previously disavowed and 

invalidated.  Binh does not melancholically hold on to “a superseded past” and 

contentedly accepts his status as the obsolete “remainder” of a non-Western past; 

rather, he resignifies loss by reconfiguring what has been labeled as loss and obsolete 

as a source of empowerment, love and creativity.  Truong’s portrayal of Binh’s 

outlook on life creates a shift in the dominant epistemological paradigm, as, to borrow 

from the title of Kandice Chuh’s illuminating text, Binh dares to “imagine otherwise.”      

 Binh’s anger and critical voice emerge once again in his relationship with 

Lattimore.  Despite their similar experiences of exile, what differentiates Lattimore 

and Binh is Lattimore’s ability (and willingness) to pass and to cut off his tie with his 

mother.  However, according to Binh, passing succeeds at a price.  Lattimore is the 

son of a mulatto woman and a white man in the American south.  His mother has 

given up her relationship with the white man for a “lifetime income.”  Unlike Binh, 

however, whose father’s repudiation of him has propelled him into a state of 

permanent exile, and unlike Lattimore’s own mother, whose blood has made her “an 

exile in the land of her birth” (112), Lattimore says that his blood is his “key, not [his] 

lock.  A southern man without his father’s surname is a man freed” (112).  Lattimore, 

indeed, has become a self-made man (with his mother’s money) who meanders 

through the streets of Paris in cohort with whites, telling invented stories about 

himself.  Binh becomes highly critical of Lattimore’s willingness to pass: 

 You hide away inside your own [body].  Yours is a neat replica of your 

father’s, and you are grateful for what it allows you to do, unmolested, for 

where it allows you to go, undetected.  This you tell yourself is the definition 
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of freedom.  As for your mother’s blood, you are careful not to let it show.  

You live a life in which you have severed the links between blood and body, 

scraped away at what binds the two together.  As a doctor, you should know, 

blood keeps a body alive. (151)           

Even though Binh is envious of Lattimore’s mobility to ease into the world of the 

white, Binh realizes the life that Lattimore leads is fragmented and devoid of 

substance.  According to Binh, by keeping his matrilineal heritage a secret, 

Lattimore’s body is severed from blood, which is what gives the body life.  Without 

the tie to his mother, Lattimore’s body is but an empty shell with its “mimicked ease 

and its adopted entitlements” (151).  He has nothing but mimicry to claim as his own.  

In contrast, Binh valorizes his connection with his mother.  In Freudian and Lacanian 

psychoanalysis, the formation of a healthy (male) ego requires the separation from the 

mother.  Binh’s refusal to separate from his mother directly defies the mandates of 

patriarchy.  By preserving his memories of her, Binh also honors his mother’s 

subjectivity through mutual recognition.            

 Binh’s resilience to emerge out of multiple forms of subjugation to claim an 

agency (albeit constrained) for himself echoes what Shirley Lim has expressed about 

her position as a postcolonial woman writer of color:  

But as an already multiply colonized subject, I do not see these oppressions as 

coming from a hegemonic center. Instead, I see a colonial subject as the 

cultural site for the contradictions inherent in the intersections of multiply 

conserving circles of authority. These authoritarian domains overlap each 

other but not sufficiently so as to preserve the illusion of totalization. 

Ironically, therefore, I experienced those liberatory movements precisely 
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where Confucianism, Catholicism, feudalism, and colonialism 

intersected….[I]t is not these systems but their intersections that offered me 

points of escape. Situated as I was in Confucianist, Malay feudal, Roman 

Catholic, British colonial crossways, I was exposed not to systematic political 

oppression but to continual upheavals.84 

By paying homage to his bond with his mother and voicing his anger in a critical way 

at Stein’s experiments with language and at Lattimore’s disavowal of his own mother, 

Binh punctures the “illusion of totalization” that the various “authoritarian domains” 

(i.e. French colonization of Vietnam, his father’s Catholicism and vehement verbal 

attack of Binh’s queer body, American racial politics that has marginalized Asian 

bodies) have created.  Binh is able to decide for himself what is valuable and what 

needs to be cherished and celebrated.   

   

Reaching the Roots of Anger and Arriving at Forgiveness: Susan Choi’s 

American Woman 

In American Woman, Susan Choi offers a fictional reimagining of the 

kidnapping of Patricia Hearst by the Symbionese Liberation Army in 1974.  In the 

novel, Patty Hearst/Pauline, the daughter of a prominent Californian family, is 

abducted by a revolutionary cadre.  She soon denounces her old life and joins the 

cadre’s causes.  By accident, Pauline and two other members of her group, Yvonne 

and Juan, leak the address of the cadre’s safe house, which leads to a FBI crackdown.  

As a result, the other nine members of the group are killed, and Pauline, Yvonne and 
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Juan go into hiding. The help of Jenny Shimada (Wendy Yoshimura in real life), a 

Japanese American woman who herself is a wanted fugitive by the FBI for her 

involvement in the bombings of federal buildings as part of the protest efforts against 

the Vietnam War, has been solicited.  After some initial hesitations, Jenny eventually 

agrees to look after the three cadre members.  A friendship gradually develops 

between Jenny and Pauline.  After driving across the country, Pauline and Jenny are 

eventually apprehended by the FBI, and Pauline names Jenny as an accomplice in a 

robbery and murder (a robbery that Pauline tricked Jenny into participating).  The 

dominant historical context of the novel is haunted by two watershed moments of 

Asian American history—the ending of the Vietnam War and the internment of 

Japanese American citizens during World War II.  One of the novel’s subplots 

revolves around Jenny’s relationship with her father, Jim, who was interned during 

WWII and then imprisoned because he refused to serve in the U.S army.  Jenny and 

Jim became estranged when she decided to become a student radical and started to 

have a love affair with a Caucasian student activist, William.  At the end of the novel, 

Jenny, a few years out of jail, pays a visit with Jim to Manzanar, where Jim was 

interned.       

In American Woman, dominant, national History is presented as teleological 

and deterministic, moving inexorably to an end point regardless of human agency.  

Individual characters are presented as actors acting out a prewritten script.  When the 

wealthy white heiress Pauline decides to join her revolutionary captors, for example, 

the media’s immediate interpretation of the event is that Pauline has been 

brainwashed.  Jenny has a debate with Dolly about Pauline’s political conversion.  

While Jenny argues that it is possible that Pauline herself has made the decision to 
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join the radicals, her reaction is spurned by Dolly: “Oh, please.  Not a girl from a 

family like that.  Not a girl like her” (88).  Pauline’s privileged status as a white, 

upper-class woman actually strips of her of any agency.  In the national construction 

of class and whiteness, “a girl like her” cannot possibly choose to join the revolution. 

When Pauline shows Jenny newspaper clippings of Pauline’s kidnapping, the 

clippings show that Pauline’s life has already been mapped out for her by the media: 

“The idea that Pauline had always been a sort of antiestablishment rebel had been 

explored by the scandal-minded media even before she’d announced that she’d come 

to see her captors as comrades” (175).  Pauline’s obsession with collecting newspaper 

clippings about herself is symptomatic of her uncertainty about whether she can truly 

make decisions for herself as her life seems to be following the narrative that the 

media have already constructed for her.  Pauline reads stories about herself in order to 

make sense of her own life, to tease out what the national narrative of her life is and 

what part of that narrative actually belongs to her.  As Ann Casey, the reporter who 

has been following Pauline’s case, comments, “Pauline…has always been a story, 

from the time of her birth, no matter what she has done” (315). 

If American Woman comments on the dominant History as a predetermined 

script, then there are also no innocent bystanders in that script.  When Jenny and 

Pauline become fugitives on the run after a robbery gone awry that resulted in the 

murder of a grocery store manager, they often want to claim victimhood for their 

involvement in the crime.  However, they soon realize that the line between 

victimizers and victimized has been blurred:  

Their feelings piled up like strata; at the outermost, fear and remorse; beneath 

this, the sinful suspicion that perhaps they were less culpable.  Perhaps they 
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were victims of Juan and Yvonne.  Thinking this made them ashamed.  Of just 

Juan, then.  Yvonne was a victim as well.  Perhaps they were all, even Juan, 

victims of bad circumstances….In the end, it was capitalism that caused all 

these problems.  Their lives had been compromised from the start by a legacy 

of imperial violence they could either have condoned through inaction, thus 

enabling violence itself, or resisted, thus consigning themselves to a marginal 

place with regard to the sullied mainstream.  That marginality, morally right as 

it was, has bred moral wrong. (283)   

Seen through the lens of imperialism, everyone has been implicated in its violent 

history; to not take actions is to become complicit with the perpetrators of imperial 

violence, but resistance leads to marginalization and criminalization.  As the passage 

above indicates, those who fight in the name of justice can also breed “moral wrong” 

as the resistance movement itself turns to violent means to accomplish its mission.  In 

the case of Pauline and Jenny, a man has been killed as they try to obtain money to 

further their cause.   

However, marginalization and criminalization are also not experienced evenly 

by Jenny and Pauline.  Throughout the kidnapping saga as well as the trial after 

Pauline and Jenny’s arrest and even long after the trial, Pauline has remained in the 

limelight, while Jenny is barely mentioned or remembered by the media.  As Jenny 

observes after the trial, “She and Pauline were destined to pay different 

prices….Pauline would ‘get the book thrown at her’ yet somehow be redeemed, or 

rather shown to require no redemption, while Jenny would ‘get off easy,’ for 

somebody like her” (355).  The law “throwing its book” at Pauline suggests that 

Pauline is finally contained by the national narrative of whiteness and class privileges 
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as “she would be an exemplar, at last, through no acts of her own, of all-persons-

created equal, but she would still emerge somehow restored, made more interesting by 

her adventure, a reinforcer, in the end, of the privilege she’d once deemed to spurn” 

(354).  In the national narrative, Pauline and Jenny both become token figures of their 

class and racially marked status; they both remain “in character,” as it were, in the 

national narrative of the reinstallation of the white, upper-class female to her proper 

place in society.   

In this national drama, Jenny has been “revised….by Pauline as ‘nicer than 

most of the people she met—but still a terrorist she lived in fear of’” (356).  After 

Jenny has been sentenced, she spends a considerable amount of time contemplating 

her relationship with Pauline and Pauline’s betrayal of her.  As a way of coping with 

the loss of their friendship, Jenny turns to writing for solace, a process during which 

she discovers that “her most carefully rational acts had been shot through with rage” 

(350).  Jenny’s discovery of her own anger functions as what Audre Lorde calls “a 

liberating and strengthening act of clarification,”85 an act that allows Jenny to 

confront a memory that she has unconsciously buried that illuminates the roots of her 

rage and helps her to understand her own place in American racial politics.        

Jenny recalls that when she was nine years old, her father, disillusioned with 

and angered by the internment of Japanese Americans and by his own imprisonment 

as a no-no boy, had decided that they should move to Japan: “He must have thought 

there he would finally get some respect: he wouldn’t be shunned by white people 

because of his race, and he wouldn’t be shunned by his race, because he failed to 

kowtow to white people” (161).  Jenny first discovers her father’s muted rage on their 
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flight to Japan.  She had climbed to the business deck of the plane and was enchanted 

by its occupants—they were “beautiful…incandescently gold-skinned and gold-

haired” (343).  When her father finally discovered her whereabouts, he abruptly 

yanked her away, with a look on his face “that had not been concern…but wounded 

and rewounded, vengefully bandaged-up pride” (343).  This scene marks Jenny’s first 

encounter with racial tension, an encounter that is both painful and confusing, as her 

father pulls her away from her newly formed friendship with a little white girl.    

Jenny’s recalling of this scene, which “tended to lie fathoms deep in her mind, 

untouched by consciousness, for years at a time,” allowed her to confront “the 

unexplored volume of her own character” (343).  She realizes that she has always 

found herself “without quite knowing how, among the self-confident children of the 

white upper class.  With whom she had fought for the rights of the colored and poor” 

(343).  Jenny then remembers how she had been fascinated with the news coverage of 

Pauline even before Jenny became involved with Pauline and the other cadre 

members.  As an anti-Vietnam War activist, Jenny had complacently fought alongside 

white activists for the Third World people of color.  By aligning herself with 

whiteness, she had not considered her own position within the U.S. racial hierarchy 

and had not thought about (or perhaps subconsciously repressed) the conflation 

between the signification of Vietnam and Asia in the U.S. political domain and the 

signification of Asian Americans in the U.S., even when her ability to take on various 

Asian/Asian American identities attest to that conflation.                           

Jenny’s discovery of her anger propels her to move from a class-based analysis 

of American national narrative to an understanding of the formation of the American 

subject that is based at the intersections of race, gender and class.  Jenny had once 
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attributed her father’s lack of financial success to a lack of luck, “she had thought she 

knew all about class, she recognized the names and faces of the titans of American 

industry, had come to understand that none of these people were other than several 

lucky steps from the sort of hustling her father had done, lucklessly, all his life” (68). 

By recalling the memory of her trip with her father to Japan, Jenny is now consciously 

aware that her father’s life trajectory is deeply impacted by his experiences in the 

internment and American racial politics.    

While the novel acknowledges the larger sociopolitical structure that governs 

individual lives and the grief that the racialized subject experiences as the result of the 

structural power imbalance, individual agency, however circumscribed, does emerge.  

Jenny’s writing, which helps her to confront her deep-seeded anger, also helps her to 

gain empathy for Pauline: “She understood now that Pauline had realized her 

adventure was over.  Pauline knew that her place in the world was assured—she need 

only resolve to accept it” (359).  By recognizing that Pauline, too, is circumscribed by 

the larger narrative of the nation and that she too has been a “victim” of the system, 

Jenny understands the limitations to individual actions.   

However, Jenny also learns that ultimately individuals do have choices that do 

not have to conform to the demand of the larger national narrative.  Jenny breaks out 

of racial melancholia by processing and documenting her anger through writing.  The 

coming to terms with her own anger leads Jenny to finally forgive Pauline through the 

recognition of their common desire: “Jenny forgave Pauline’s lie, because she thought 

it revealed a rare truth about Pauline’s desires.  And because, Jenny knew, the true 

bond with a comrade was what she herself craved most of all” (352).  Jenny could 

very well claim victimhood and stay angry at Pauline for lying to her in order to get 
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her to join the cadre, but by doing so, Jenny would be accepting her lot in the national 

script of race as the powerless Asian American woman wronged by a white woman.   

The common desire for comradeship has brought Jenny and Pauline together, and 

albeit for a brief period, they lived as equals.  The stories that they share exceed the 

boundaries of the national construction of racial hierarchy.  By refusing to accept her 

role as the victim, Jenny rejects the role that has been scripted for her by the 

technology of race.   

Here I want to talk briefly about the title of the novel.  The phrase “American 

Woman” is only referred to once in the novel.  This occurs after Jenny is jailed and 

while she tries to process Pauline’s betrayal and her own anger, she calls herself “a 

ridiculous, small, not-taken-seriously, average American girl.”  By recognizing 

herself as the American girl who has not been taken seriously, Jenny is also able to 

recognize Pauline in similar light as both of their lives have been scripted by the 

master narrative of gender hierarchy—Pauline has also not been taken seriously in her 

own world.  What Jenny highlights in her description of herself is her Americanness 

and her gender, not her ethnicity.  It is through the claim of her American citizenship 

and her emphasis on her gender that Jenny is able to forge a bond with Pauline as 

feminist revolutionaries and it is also this female bonding that enables Jenny to 

eventually forgive Pauline.  By forgiving Pauline, Jenny performs what Julia Kristeva 

calls an ahistorical action: 

Forgiveness is ahistorical.  It breaks the concatenation of causes and effects, 

crimes and punishment, it stays the time of actions….The time of 

forgiveness…is that of the deferment of the crime, the time of its limitation.  A 

limitation that knows the crime and does not forget it but, without being 
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blinded as to its horror, banks on a new departure, on a renewal of the 

individual….[F]orgiveness seems to say: through my love, I exclude you from 

history for a while, I take you for a child, and this means that I recognize the 

unconscious motivations of your crime and allow you to make a new person 

out of yourself….Forgiveness is the luminous stage of dark, unconscious 

timelessness—the stage at which the latter changes laws and adopts the bond 

with love as a principle of renewal of both self and other. (200, 203, 204, 205, 

emphasis in the original)                

By forgiving Pauline, Jenny takes a temporary leap out of history—she recognizes 

Pauline’s limitations as an actor caught in the national drama.  To forgive means to 

take oneself out of the national drama, out of dominant History.  Forgiveness leads to 

the renewal of Jenny’s own life, as she “banks on a new departure.”     

The new departure in Jenny’s life starts with Jenny reconciliation with her 

father.  Her own subjectivity is inextricably linked to Jim’s past.  In one of Jenny’s 

memories of Jim, Jenny recalls that he was “always trying to teach her to build chairs 

from scrap wood or grow food from seeds.  Maybe that had been his way of 

describing internment to her.  He’d always brushed off her questions about it, but 

maybe he’d been telling her things all her life.  This is how you make a horse stable 

into a home, and a burlap sack into a bed.  This is how you pack one little bag, though 

you are going so far for so long” (221).  Here alternative narratives of the internment 

emerge as non-verbal survival strategies that the father passes onto his daughter.  

Jenny’s remembrance of learning how to pack a small bag for a long journey also 

indicates that one of the strategies for the Japanese American subject to engage the 
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American racial discourse is to anticipate and prepare for flight, for the possibility of 

ostracism.     

In order for both Jenny and Jim to move on with their lives, they must 

consciously claim the history of the internment as their own.  The text ends with 

Jenny driving Jim to Manzanar for a reunion, an event that also signals a role reversal 

for Jenny and Jim as Jenny becomes the driver and Jim the passenger for the first time 

in their lives.  The last image of the text is one with Jim claiming that he “lived here” 

and Jenny following him (369).  The father and daughter are able to move forward 

and come to a reconciliation only when they reach back and claim the history of the 

internment as materially their own.  Even though the ending is ambiguous in that 

Jenny’s and Jim’s future destination is still unknown, there is hope that they can and 

will negotiate a space for themselves within the space of the nation-state. 

 

Conclusion 

 As Anne Casey, the reporter in American Woman who investigates the years 

that Pauline and Jenny have gone into hiding, observes, “Jenny Shimada isn’t part of 

the story….Jenny’s no body’s story.  Although this might be why Anne pursues her, if 

only in her spare time.  Because she knows no one else will; and that even she, in the 

end, will stash Jenny away…with whatever new lint—good, unusable stuff—she 

picks up” (318-319).  Monique Truong and Susan Choi, by breathing new life into 

historically marginalized subjects, have illuminated the role that the once discarded 

“lint” of history has played in shaping historical narratives.  By demonstrating that the 

putative dominant History and Asian American history have always already been 

imbricated and that there is not clear demarcation between where one begins and the 
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other ends, their novels help us “to maintain a healthy skepticism toward…the 

temptation to think that articulation of minority subjectivity can be separated from the 

history of racialization or can express an independent rejoinder to it.”86  Even so, the 

novels demonstrate that individual agency, albeit limited, does emerge.  Instead of 

holding onto the internalized grief of racial melancholia, Binh and Jenny have 

demonstrated that actively and constructively responding to one’s anger against 

hegemonic practices can lead the racialized subject to claiming a space for him or 

herself that is nurturing and healing.         
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Chapter Four 

Conflicted Feelings: A Genealogy of Anger in Chinese American Women’s Memoirs 

 

In this chapter, via a comparative study of Snow Wong’s Fifth Chinese 

Daughter (1945), Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior (1975) and Shirley 

Lim’s Among the White Moon Faces (1991), I attempt to trace a genealogy of how 

anger has been articulated in Chinese American women’s memoirs.  The articulation 

and contemplation of the self constitute a central concern of the memoir, and therefore 

the memoir as a genre offers a rich and important field to mine in terms of my interest 

in the role anger plays in the formations of Asian American subjects.   

In particular, I explore the way in which anger is expressed in the mother-

daughter plot of the aforementioned memoirs.  The mother-daughter relationship is 

one of the most prevalent themes found in memoirs written by women and forms a 

crucial site for the inquiry of the formation of a woman’s subjectivity.  Bella Brodzki 

in her essay “Mother, Displacement, and Language” affirms the collective process in 

which a woman’s subjectivity is constituted, “[The mother] … is the pre-text for the 

daughter’s autobiographical project.”87  However, many feminist scholars have 

observed that value systems and gender norms defined by patriarchal assumptions 

often produce and represent mother-daughter relationships as troubled and volatile, 

characterized by shame, rage and lack of communication.  In the three texts that I 

address here, anger is often expressed within the context of the mother-daughter 

relationship, whether it is the daughter-narrator representing her mother’s anger or the 
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 113 

daughter-narrator expressing anger at her mother.  How do issues of race and class 

inform and further complicate the way Asian American woman writers articulate their 

anger? What does it mean for a daughter to recognize and then represent her mother’s 

anger?  How does the narrator in each text gain an understanding of herself as a 

subject through her reflection about her relationship with her mother?  By looking at 

anger articulated within the context of mother-daughter relationships, I hope to 

provide some insights on these questions and also investigate what Wendy Ho calls 

“the social, economic, cultural, political and historical dilemmas” the articulations of 

anger in these texts represent, that is, “dilemmas that do significantly impact on our 

‘real life’ concerns as women and our relationships with one another, our families, 

and communities.”88  I argue that anger articulated within these mother-daughter 

relationships or through the mother figure can help us rethink women’s complicity 

and resistance within oppressive power structures.          

Other questions I pose in this chapter are inspired by Jonathan Flatley’s book 

Affective Mapping: Melancholia and the Politics of Modernism.  His work has helped 

me to approach anger as a mode of inquiry.  Flatley suggests that melancholia needs 

not be a passive withdrawal into the self and a detachment from the world but can 

actually serve as an active site of knowledge production and a motivating force in the 

search for knowledge.  He evokes Robert Burton’s idea of “melancholizing” to make 

his point. “They get their knowledge by books, I mine by melancholizing,” Burton 

says.89  Burton’s use of melancholy in its verb form posits melancholy as an action, a 
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movement, a search process, and an experience of growth rather than a state of 

passivity, paralysis, resignation and stagnation.  The phrase “I mine” in the second 

sentence can be read as “I get my knowledge by melancholizing,” which parallels the 

structure of the first sentence, or it can be read as “I mine” as in an act of digging and 

excavation for knowledge.  Melancholizing, then, can be seen as a mechanism for 

knowledge acquisition and production.  As Flatley points out, “Melancholize… 

suggests that melancholy might not just be a mood state into which one falls, or which 

descends on one like bad weather.  Instead, melancholizing is something one does: 

longing for lost loves, brooding over absent objects and changed environments, 

reflecting on unmet desires, and lingering on events from the past.  It is a practice that 

might, in fact, produce its own kind of knowledge.”90   

Even though my quoting of Flatley’s work here may seem contradictory to my 

critique of David Eng’s notion of melancholia in the previous chapter, I find the way 

that Flatley conceptualizes melancholizing particularly useful in that it is being 

posited here as a motivating force for action rather than a depressive psychic 

condition.  Melancholizing as an action helps Flatley generate the following questions: 

“Whence these losses to which I have become attached?  What social structures, 

discourses, institutions, processes have been at work in taking something valuable 

away from me?  With whom do I share these losses or losses like them?  What are the 

historical processes in which this moment of loss participates—in other words: how 

long has my misery been in preparation?”91  Flatley’s notion of melancholia as a 
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communal experience and historical process is especially informative to my own 

investigation of anger, as I attempt to trace a genealogy of how anger has been 

articulated in Asian American women’s memoirs.  I want to approach anger the way 

that Flatley approaches melancholizing.  That is, I use anger as a structure and mode 

of inquiry to excavate knowledge about subject formations in their racialized, 

gendered and classed forms.  I draw theoretical inspiration from Flatley’s idea of 

melancholizing as communal and historical to pose these questions: What social and 

institutional forces have contributed to the anger that is articulated or silenced in the 

works of the aforementioned woman authors?  What is the historical root and context 

of their anger?  To borrow Flatley’s words—how long has the anger articulated by 

Wong, Kingston, and Lim been in preparation?  How does anger help the writers 

themselves and us readers understand their formations as subjects?  Do different 

generations of Asian American woman writers express anger differently?   

While The Woman Warrior and Among the White Moon Faces can be read as 

overtly angry texts with strong feminist leanings (indeed, I would argue that The 

Woman Warrior especially can be read as a contemplation of the multifaceted 

implications of the role that anger serves in Asian American women’s lives), Fifth 

Chinese Daughter has often been criticized for its lack of critique of, or a lack of 

anger, against American racism.  By situating the expressions of anger in each text 

within specific historical and cultural contexts, I argue that anger is what allows the 

author-narrator and us as readers to name the contradictions that inform their 

understanding of themselves as subjects.   
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Hidden Anger, Covert Dissent: Jade Snow Wong’s Fifth Chinese Daughter  

First published in 1943, Fifth Chinese Daughter gained tremendous popularity 

among Euro-American audiences.  Set in San Francisco Chinatown, the memoir 

chronicles Wong’s experiences growing up as the fifth daughter of Chinese 

immigrants.  In addition to portraying the trials and tribulations of the Wong family, 

the text also renders Chinese customs and cultural practices, such as cooking, the 

celebration of Chinese New Year, Chinese wedding and funeral arrangements, in 

extensive picturesque details.  A review from the Times Literary Supplement on the 

back cover of the book remarks, “A fascinating narrative, not only because of the 

courage and humour which shine through every page of the book, but also because it 

shows how the members of a typical Chinese family can adapt themselves to 

American conditions and take their part in the national life of the United States 

without losing the essentials of the cultural heritage which they rightly prize.”  

Viewed as a celebration of Asian American assimilation into the national order, Fifth 

Chinese Daughter was translated into multiple Asian languages by the State 

Department, which also sponsored Wong on a speaking-tour throughout Asia.  

Published after World War II, Wong’s text was thus solicited into the service of the 

U.S. nation-state to promote its democratic, multiculturalist image to various Asian 

countries.   

The book’s reception by Asian American Studies scholars, however, has been 

less enthusiastic.  In the introductory chapter to Chinese and Japanese American 

literature, the editors of Aiiieeeee!: An Anthology of Asian-American Writers 

disparage Wong for reinforcing stereotypical images of Chinese and Chinese culture 

and for conflating Chinese American culture with Chinese culture.  The editors are 
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particularly angered by Wong’s use of Chinese superiority as a way to ignore racism: 

“That the cultural superiority of the Chinese served white supremacy by keeping 

Chinese in their place is clear in the work of Jade Snow Wong….[She] respond[s] to 

racism silently and privately, not with action but with an attitude of a non-

communicative cultural superiority that as a response is ineffectual”92 (emphasis 

mine).  Acknowledging the text as a “valuable…document of Asian American social 

history,” Elaine Kim in Asian American Literature: An Introduction to the Writings 

and their Social Contexts nonetheless joins the Aiiieeeee! editors in the critique of 

Wong’s accommodationist impulse: “Rather than evaluating whether or not the 

negative aspects of her family and community are particular to her own family or 

conditioned by the social and economic restrictions that shaped the Chinese American 

community, Wong attributes them to Chinese culture and tradition”93 and Wong’s 

“desire for personal success through acquiescence is understandable, although, in light 

of today’s changing attitudes, rather pathetic.”94  While I agree with these scholars 

that at times Wong sets herself up as a “native informant” of Chinese culture for the 

mainstream audience and capitalizes on her “insider” knowledge, I contend that a 

sociological approach to the text that places an emphasis on plot and narrative content 

risks overlooking the nuances and ambivalences produced by the text on a structural 

level, hence foreclosing a discussion of the subtle resistance work that the text 

performs.     

                                                 
92 Frank Chin, et al.  Aiiieeeee!  An Anthology of Asian-American Writers.  (Garden City: Anchor Press, 
1975)  6. 
 
93 Elaine Kim, Asian American Literature: An Introduction to the Writings and Their Social Context.  
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press 1982) 67. 
 
94 Ibid. 72. 
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In the 1990s, scholars such Shirley Lim and Leslie Bow revived the discussion 

of Wong’s text by examining the text’s feminist sensibility and aesthetics; these 

feminist scholars view race and gender as inseparable, mutually constituting 

identificatory categories in their analysis.  For example, what Lim appreciates about 

Fifth Chinese Daughter is that it “treat[s] the knotted theme of race, made even more 

difficult by the threat of male, legalistic power and shame over female sexuality.”95  

However, Lim also concedes that Fifth Chinese Daughter pales in comparison when 

juxtaposed against Kingston’s The Woman Warrior.  Wong’s use of the third-person 

point of view in Fifth Chinese Daughter, Lim argues, does not allow Wong to “take 

on her full subjectivity,” whereas Kingston’s use of the first-person allows her to 

launch the “voices of female rebellion, impatience, anger, and assertiveness.”96  In 

Lim’s view, Wong’s use of the third person distances herself from the anger that she 

wishes to express.   

Moreover, Leslie Bow, perhaps one of the most sympathetic readers of Fifth 

Chinese Daughter, nevertheless consents that “Wong’s story’s emotional resonance is 

her portrayal of a feminist repression/liberation scenario in which the character of her 

father, as autocratic yet benevolent patriarch, stands against Jade Snow as heroic.  

Unfortunately, the villain in this becomes Chinese culture and the Confucian tradition 

that her father comes to embody.”97  In this aspect, Bow’s critique echoes Elaine 

                                                 
95 Shirley Geok-lin Lim, “The Tradition of Chinese American Women’s Life Stories: Thematics of 
Race and Gender in Jade Snow Wong’s Fifth Chinese Daughter and Maxine Hong Kingston’s The 
Woman Warrior.”  American Women’s Autobiography: Fea(s)ts of Memory, Margo Culley, Ed.  
(Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1992) 257. 
     
96 Ibid.  256. 
 
97 Leslie Bow, “The Illusion of the Middle Way: Liberal Feminism and Biculturalism in Jade Snow 
Wong’s Fifth Chinese Daughter.”  Bearing Dreams, Shaping Visions: Asian Pacific American 
Perspectives, Linda Revilla, et al. Ed.  (Pullman: Washington State University Press, 1993) 164. 
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Kim’s observation that I cited in the previous paragraph.  That is, both Bow and Kim 

see Wong’s anger in the text as an anger that is directed at her parents and her 

Chinese heritage rather than an anger directed at American racism.  According to Bow 

and Kim, Wong’s anger toward gender inequalities within her family (a form of 

“privatized” anger) represses and displaces an anger that is potentially felt toward the 

exclusionary practices of the U.S. nation-state (a more public outrage).  Bow further 

notes that “Wong sets up a cultural division predicated on a public/private 

dichotomy”98 that is spatially tied to the division between her family’s factory home 

and the outside American world.          

In my own analysis of the book, I would like to take issue with the Aiiieeeee! 

editors’ critique of Wong’s silence on the topic of racism by evoking King-Kok 

Cheung’s notion that “while the importance of voice is indisputable, pronouncing 

silence as the converse of speech or as its subordinate can also be oppressively 

univocal.”99  What has been perceived as Wong’s silence, I argue, can be read as 

Wong’s utilization of what Traise Yamamoto has defined as the strategy of 

masking;100 what has been perceived as gaps and omissions in the narrative, 

specifically, Wong’s lack of critical analysis of U.S. race-relations, betray the social 

and political milieu of the time in which Wong was writing.  I argue that Wong’s 

descriptions of the mundane everyday routines of her family generate their own 

emotional contradictions and excesses that perform a subtle form of critique of 

                                                                                                                                            
 
98 Ibid. 162. 
 
99 King-Kok Cheung, Articulate Silences: Hisaye Yamamoto, Maxine Hong Kingston, Joy Kogawa.  
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993) 6. 
 
100 In Masking Selves, Making Subjects, Traise Yamamoto argues that Japanese American women 
writers employ “psychological, narrative and metaphoric forms of masking…[to] enact a mode of 
discursive agency that allows them to claim a viable and resistant subjectivity” (5).     
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hegemonic constructions of gendered and racialized norms and values.  Furthermore, 

I would like to extend Leslie Bow’s notion of the public/private dichotomy that 

Wong’s text sets up and argue that what is read as the private space of home actually 

embodies both the public and the private and becomes a useful space from which 

Wong’s critique of American capitalism and racialization is launched.  Ultimately, I 

want to reiterate and expand upon the theoretical aim that Jinqi Ling has cogently 

articulated in Narrating Nationalisms:    

The extent to which this text’s ideological implications are self-contradictory 

and contingent on its shifting contexts of meaning making indicates the 

limitations of interpreting a work such as Wong’s as if it were only an 

instantiation or a simple reflection of the dominant ideology of its time.  This 

is not to deny that Fifth Chinese Daughter can and did serve politically 

conservative ends at the time of its canonizations.  It is to emphasize that 

hegemonic subjectivity is always precarious, and that fixing Wong’s 

autobiography as a work that always “needs to be criticized” for “what it 

stands for” (Su 1994, 20)101 would prevent us from raising important questions 

about specific processes of cultural production and reproduction.102  

Even though the Wong family’s daily routines and major life events are 

carefully documented in Fifth Chinese Daughter, the narrative nevertheless contains 

many gaps and omissions in terms of Wong’s own analytical and affective responses 

to those routines and events.  However, I would argue that these gaps and omissions 

                                                 
101 Here Jinqi Ling is quoting from Karen Su’s essay “Jade Snow Wong’s Badge of Distinction in the 
1990’s.” 
 
102 Jinqi Ling, Narrating Nationalisms: Ideology and Form in Asian American Literature.  (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1998) 143.   
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are more likely Wong’s deployment of narrative strategies and reflections of the era in 

which she was writing rather than an indication of her compliance to the dominant 

culture.   As Jinqi Ling has observed, in the 1950s, the exclusion of Asian Americans 

from participating in social and political discourses of race were also reflected in how 

writings by Asian Americans were received in the publishing industry: “Most Asian 

American writers who were published appeared to confirm the era’s reigning 

discourse on Americanization and to avoid denunciations of racial 

injustice….Reduced to making sociological documentation of immigrants’ struggles 

and their children’s accommodation and assimilation, Asian American writers found 

that autobiography was almost the only commercially publishable form available to 

them.”103  Commenting on Wong’s text in particular, Ling goes on to say, “the 

hierarchical generic assumptions of the era…excluded examination of nonconformist 

perspectives in…Fifth Chinese Daughter (1945/1950), the most important Chinese 

American autobiography of the cold war years.”104  The dominant culture’s desire for 

confirmation of the model minority success narrative has thus censored and limited 

the kinds of Asian American writings that were allowed to be published and also 

influenced the way in which Asian American narratives were read.  In an interview, 

Wong herself admitted that getting her work published was a process of negotiation as 

her writing was heavily edited by her editors.105   

Wong’s matter-of-fact tone and her reportage rather than analytical style in 

Fifth Chinese Daughter can thus to attributed to the constraints were placed on her by 

                                                 
103 Ibid. 36. 
 
104 Ibid.  37. 
 
105 Frank Chin, et al.  Aiiieeeee!: An Anthology of Asian American Writers (Graden City: Anchor Books 
1975) 13-14. 
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the publishing industry.  Indeed, passages from Fifth Chinese Daughter demonstrate 

that Wong actually possesses great analytical skills: “Her training in keeping a diary 

gave her an advantage in analyzing and recording personal experiences.  She 

discovered very soon that her grades were consistently higher when she wrote about 

Chinatown and the people she had known all her life” (132).  It is clear from this 

passage that Wong is observant and analytical and is quite aware of how her 

narratives circulate in the dominant cultural domain.  It is true that Wong’s statement 

can be read as a sign of her accommodationist tendencies in that she chooses to 

capitalize on her knowledge of Chinese culture and customs.  Yet, as naïve and 

problematic as Wong’s wish to “contribute in bringing better understanding of the 

Chinese people, so that in the Western world they would be recognized for their 

achievements” (Fifth Chinese Daughter 235) may be, Wong’s desire can be read as 

the catalyzing force behind her effort to demystify and battle against denigrated 

stereotypes of Chinese people and culture by portraying Chinese customs in their 

minute details.  The overwhelming praise of Wong’s work by the mainstream culture 

only further attests to the U.S. nation-state’s entrenched ability to co-opt ethnic pride 

for its simultaneous assimilationist and exclusionary agendas.                   

An often discussed passage by Asian American scholars to demonstrate 

Wong’s privileging of American values over Chinese ones portrays the scene where 

the nine-year-old Jade Snow is held by her teacher Miss Mullohand after Jade Snow’s 

hand was hit by a swinging baseball bat:  

It was a strange feeling to be held to a grown-up foreign lady’s bosom.  She 

could not remember when Mama had held her to give comfort.  Daddy 

occasionally picked her up as a matter of necessity, but he never embraced her 
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impulsively when she required consolation.  In fact, when she was hurt either 

inside or outside, it was much better not to let Mama or Daddy know at all, 

because they might criticize her for getting into such a situation in the first 

place. (20)   

Leslie Bow observes that Wong’s “desire for the affection and bodily contact 

repressed in her home life becomes associated with her blond-haired, blue-eyed 

teacher.”106  Wong’s glimpses into American life “become occasions for 

‘uncomfortable’ comparisons between Chinese and ‘foreigners’ that end up pointing 

to the limitations of her family, and by extension, Chinese culture.”107  However, I 

would argue that even though Wong is critical of her parents’ Chinese ways—their 

unwillingness to explain their decisions, their lack of affectionate gestures, their 

preference for sons, Wong’s text nonetheless outlines the context in which those 

practices are enforced, especially when it comes to her parents’ silence and lack of 

outward expressions of affection.  For example, she carefully describes the working 

and living condition of the Wong family’s factory-home: 

On the second floor were the finishing machines and more long cutting tables 

where women sat all day examining the finished overalls before folding and 

tying them into bundles of a dozen each.  In front were the family sleeping 

rooms: one for Mother and Father, one for the two younger daughters, and 

another for Older Brother. 

                                                 
106 Leslie Bow, “The Illusion of the Middle Way: Liberal Feminism and Biculturalism in Jade Snow 
Wong’s Fifth Chinese Daughter.”  Bearing Dreams, Shaping Visions: Asian Pacific American 
Perspectives, ed. Linda A. Revilla et al (Pullman: Washington State University Press 1993) 162-163. 
 
107 Ibid. 162. 
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Home life and work life were therefore mixed together.  In the morning, 

Father opened the factory doors while Mother prepared a breakfast consisting 

of rice, a green vegetable or soup, a meat or fish, and steamed salted dried fish 

from China.  For the rest of the day Mother was at a machine except when she 

stopped to get the meals or to do other housework. (4) 

In order to run the factory efficiently, certain routines and procedures need to be 

established and enforced.  In this passage Wong’s father and mother are portrayed 

foremost in their roles as business partners with assigned factory and household 

chores.  Because work and home life take on a shared space, work routines are 

extended into domestic life.  Although Wong does not explicitly state the causes of 

her parents’ lack of affectionate gestures, and at times she even attributes their 

behaviors to Chinese customs, her painstakingly detailed descriptions of her family’s 

work-home routines betray the economic hardship behind her parents’ austerity.  In 

her second memoir No Chinese Stranger, Wong is able to state the connection 

between her family’s financial situation and her parents’ actions more explicitly: “By 

denying individuals expression of their feelings as his family grew, [Daddy] saved his 

household from human racket….In the intense life of a family trying to overcome 

acute poverty through thrift and hard work, in the somber atmosphere of a home 

where praise was never spontaneous….there was no vocabulary for feelings of joy 

except on rare occasions of prayer” (5).  No Chinese Stranger was published in 1975, 

the same year as the publication of Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior.  

Wong’s ability to be more assertive and to offer more explanations for her parents’ 

behaviors in her second memoir may be due to the transformation in her own 

perspective, or as I would argue, it could also be attributed to the relatively greater 
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amount of freedom that Asian Americans writers gained during the civil rights and 

post-civil rights movement eras.           

 Furthermore, while Wong does not remember her mother holding her to give 

her comfort, her remembrance of her mother cooking a nutritious breakfast for her 

and her siblings each morning despite of her mother’s heavy workload in the factory 

demonstrates that affections are expressed in different forms.  Here I want to briefly 

refer to a scene from another ethnic American text, Toni Morrison’s novel Sula, to 

explicate my point.  In Sula, one of the female characters, Eva Peace, becomes 

outraged when her daughter Hannah asks her whether she has ever loved her children.  

“I know you fed us and all,” Hannah says, “I was talkin’ ‘bout something else.  Like.  

Like.  Playin’ with us.  Did you ever, you know, play with us?”(68).  Eva responds 

angrily, “What you talkin’ ‘bout did I love you girl I stayed alive for you can’t you get 

that through your thick head” (69).  Hannah treats the act of feeding one’s children as 

a naturalized task that a mother has to perform, whereas the act of playing becomes 

the ultimate emblem of motherly love.  Eva destabilizes the definition of motherly 

love by telling Hannah that a black woman may show her love to her children 

differently due to her denigrated social and economic position.  Instead of playing 

with her children, Eva asserts that her foremost important task is to keep herself alive 

so that she can keep her children alive.  For the survival of her children, she has 

traded a part of her body (her leg) for insurance money.  Sau-ling Wong’s necessity 

versus extravagance model for reading Asian American literature comes to mind here.  

According to Wong, “The terms Necessity and Extravagance signify two contrasting 

modes of existence and operation, one contained, survival-driven and conservation-

minded, the other attracted to freedom, excess, emotional expressiveness and 
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autotelism.”108  Jade Snow Wong’s parents and Eva Peace are both necessity-driven, 

and their ways of expressing their love for their children challenge the hegemonic 

conceptualizations of parental love and affection; that is, in the world of Jade Snow 

and Eva Peace, physical embraces and spending time to play with one’s children 

become luxuries that certain groups of parents cannot afford.  Therefore, Jade Snow 

Wong’s description of the contrast between Miss Mullohand and her parents does not 

necessarily imply that she prefers the dominant cultural form of affection and views 

Chinese culture as repressive as Leslie Bow has argued, but may serve as a way of 

illuminating how emotional expressions are themselves constituted through discourses 

of race and class. 

 Also contrary to what many critics have argued, Jade Snow Wong does launch 

a critique against the hegemonic practices of the dominant culture, albeit in a subtle 

form.  The Wong family’s home-factory, a collapsing of public and private spaces, 

becomes the site where a critique against U.S. racialized capitalism is issued.  For her 

economics class in college, Jade Snow has arranged a trip for the whole class to visit 

her family’s garment factory.  Wong describes the hospitable environment of her 

home-factory: 

At the arranged time, the class toured Daddy’s factory, while Jade Snow 

explained the different processes, familiar to her since childhood.  All the 

while, the Chinese women workers stared at the young, healthy Caucasian 

girls just as curiously as the students stared at the native costumes and the 

Chinese babies who played and napped comfortably as their mothers 

worked….[Mama] had made extra tea besides the quart in the thermos bottle 

                                                 
108 Sau-ling Cynthia Wong, Reading Asian American Literature: From Necessity to Extravagance.  
(New Jersey: Princeton University Press 1993) 13. 
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which was always on hand to greet unexpected callers, quench thirst, or pacify 

fright. (164)      

The collaborative, intimate space of Wong’s home-factory is then contrasted with a 

mainstream American factory:            

             This firm, unlike Daddy’s, marketed as well as manufactured its own brand of 

jeans.  The most striking difference to Jade Snow, however, was not merely 

the size of operations, which impressed her fellow class members.  It was the 

intensity of the Caucasian men and women pieceworkers, who did not chat or 

stop one moment.  No one looked around, ready to laugh and relieve his 

boredom.  A baby would have been unhappy and entirely out of place there.  

What a difference between the relaxed attitude of the Chinese pieceworkers 

and the frantic preoccupation of the Caucasians!  Instead of thinking of the 

economic significance of a big business as against Daddy’s small one, Jade 

Snow was thinking that the boss of this vast establishment could not give his 

personal attention to train each apprentice to correct habits, nor could he repair 

a bassinette for tired worker’s baby; nor could his wife sew alongside his 

employees and invite a hungry worker to have some soup in her factory 

kitchen. (165)  

Even though Wong does not make any further evaluation of the two factories after 

this paragraph and moves quickly onto other aspects of her college life, the 

description of the warm, nurturing, congenial and personable space of the Wong’s 

home-factory makes the efficient assembly line of the big American factory seem 

mechanical, cold, sterile and hierarchical.  Instead of focusing on efficiency and profit, 

Wong is more concerned with what the workers in the big factory do not get to do.  



 128 

While critics have argued that Wong’s struggle for and acquisition of an individual 

identity is achieved at the expense of rendering Chinese culture and familial structure 

oppressive and intolerant of individual differences, in the comparison of the two 

factories, Wong demonstrates that each worker in her father’s factory is given 

individual attention and the hierarchy between workers and boss is broken whereas 

the workers in the mainstream American factory are treated as cogs in a capitalist 

machine.    

These subtle critiques of the dominant culture are informed by what I call a 

hidden anger in Wong’s writing, an anger that finally erupts, albeit briefly, when Jade 

Snow attempts to find a full-time job after college.  When Jade Snow solicits advice 

from the college placement office, she is met with the harsh reality of American 

racism, as her interviewer tells her, “If you are smart, you will look for a job only 

among your Chinese firms.  You cannot expect to get anywhere in American business 

houses.  After all, I am sure you are conscious that racial prejudice on the Pacific 

Coast will be a great handicap to you” (188).  Wong becomes incensed at her 

interviewer’s condescending comment and vows that she will find a job in a 

mainstream American firm despite the prejudices against Chinese Americans.  Much 

of the scholarly work on Fifth Chinese Daughter has not paid attention to this brief 

episode in the text.  I argue that this scene is crucial to understanding the 

nonconformist aspects of the memoir.  Given the political and social milieu of the 

time in which Wong’s text was written and that overt articulation of anger was denied 

to Asian Americans and women, Wong’s dissent had to be voiced in a strategically 

covert manner.   
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To conclude my discussion of Fifth Chinese Daughter, I turn to the mother-

daughter relationship portrayed in the narrative.  While the mother-daughter 

relationship has been widely discussed in regard to works by other Chinese American 

woman writers, such as Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior and Amy 

Tan’s The Joy Luck Club, scholars have mostly focused on the father-daughter 

relationship in Fifth Chinese Daughter.  Leslie Bow in her essay, for example, has 

argued that Fifth Chinese Daughter privileges the father-daughter relationship in 

which Jade Snow launches her feminist criticism against her traditional but ultimately 

well-meaning father while her mother is relegated to the background of the narrative.  

Bow writes, “For a work whose overt theme lies in women’s recognition, portrayals 

of Wong’s mother are somewhat absent.  I suggest that this identification is repressed 

because it would threaten the text’s thematic coherence centering on her father and 

her assimilationist message.”109  Bow refers to the following passage about Wong’s 

mother’s late pregnancy to explicate her point: 

Mama expressed no emotion and made no special preparations for the 

expected event.  She went right on working and lifting, and she ate and slept 

as before.  Whatever was in her mind, whatever the feelings that Mama and 

Daddy shared about another child expected now fourteen years after the last 

one had been born, Jade Snow was not told, and she felt no right to pry.  But 

now, as a young a woman of twenty, she suddenly felt pity for another woman 

who was working away her life almost by compulsion, who was receiving 

little affection from the very children for whose welfare she was working, 

                                                 
109 Leslie Bow, “The Illusion of the Middle Way: Liberal Feminism and Biculturalism in Jade Snow 
Wong’s Fifth Chinese Daughter.”  Bearing Dreams, Shaping Visions: Asian Pacific American 
Perspectives, ed. Linda A. Revilla et al (Pullman: Washington State University Press 1993) 171. 
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because affection had not been part of her training, and she did not give it in 

training her own.  As if a veil separating her from her mother were lifted for a 

moment, Jade Snow saw clearly that at this time Mama did not need from her 

grown daughter the respect which she had fostered in all her children so much 

as she needed the companionship which only one woman can give another. 

(184-185) 

Bow goes on to argue that “Wong does not push her analysis towards a collective 

identification with her mother as a woman because this would undermine her 

argument about women’s equality through individual distinction.”110  While I agree 

with Bow that Wong devotes far less narrative space to portraying Mama than Daddy, 

I disagree with her point that Wong does not expand upon her analysis for a collective 

identification with Mama.  I believe even though representations of Mama come in 

bits and pieces, these “minor” details do work together to create a complex picture of 

Mama’s interiority.  The mere inclusion of the above paragraph shows that Wong 

does identify and empathize with Mama’s struggles.  In this passage, Wong does not 

patronize Mama but recognizes that Mama’s life is driven by the basic necessities for 

survival.  Wong’s explanation that affection has not been a part of her mother’s 

“training” further suggests that Wong understands that expressions of emotions are 

socially constructed and require certain material basis.  That is, Mama’s seemingly 

lack of emotional response towards her own pregnancy is not the result of her lack of 

feelings but is due to her lack of time and material resources as an immigrant woman 

and mother whose primary concern is the survival of her family. 

                                                 
110 Ibid. 172. 
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  Although Mama seems to be lingering in the background of the narrative, the 

few descriptions of her do present her as a complex subject.  When Daddy suddenly 

has a hemorrhage due to stress from community organizing, Mama loses her poise: 

 ‘I have told your father repeatedly not to run around giving his best to 

community organizations, at the expense of his own business and personal 

health.  The worst feature of his public work is that he discovers other 

people’s practices to which he cannot subscribe.  Then he takes a one man 

stand on what he believes to be right, and works himself into a frenzy of ill-

temper when he finds no sympathy. 

 And then who suffers?  Not only himself, but I and his family!’ (80)   

Mama’s outburst is partially provoked by other members of the Chinese community 

who have told her that if Daddy’s health were to collapse then she would have to 

remarry in order to support her children.  Once again, this brief episode sheds light on 

the limited options that Mama, a working-class immigrant woman who speaks very 

little English, has.  From Mama’s anger, Jade Snow discovers that “the united front, a 

composite of Daddy and Mama, might not in privacy be so united as it had always 

appeared” (80).  Mama’s anger is not met with Jade Snow’s resistance or resentment, 

but instead, Wong has given Mama a space to release her fears and frustrations while 

experiencing a moment of personal growth as she recognizes Mama’s dilemmas.  

Wong is empathetic with Mama’s situation and is determined to become successful 

when she grows up so that she will be able to alleviate some of Mama’s burdens.  For 

a novel that has often been read as Jade Snow’s rebellion against her father by 

exceeding his expectations, Wong’s inclusion of her mother’s struggles suggests that 

Mama may be the unacknowledged force that propels Jade Snow to achieve.  In other 
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words, Wong’s desire for success may have resulted from her desire to pay homage to 

her mother.   

Furthermore, this paragraph that captures the rare moment of Mama’s loss of 

composure can also be used as model for reading Wong’s narrative.  That is, Wong’s 

own text may not be as “united” in its assimilationist themes as it appears.  By 

representing Mama’s rare expression of anger, Wong demonstrates, on the one hand, 

the everyday struggle of Asian American working-class women, and on the other 

hand, hints at other kinds of anger that may not have been articulated in her text in 

order to keep up a “united” appearance for the sake of getting her work published.     

  

The Promise and Predicament of Anger: Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman 

Warrior 

Unlike Jade Snow Wong’s detractors, Maxine Hong Kingston has expressed 

that she learned a great deal from Wong’s narrative.111  One could say that Wong has 

served as Kingston’s literary mother.  Similar to Wong, Kingston also voices her 

anger at both racism and sexism in her memoir, albeit in a much more overt way.    

Unlike Wong’s brief sketches of her mother, the mother-daughter relationship takes 

center stage in Kingston’s memoir, and it is within the context of that relationship and 

matrilineal lineage that Kingston illustrates the multifaceted role that anger plays in 

the lives of Chinese American women.   Kingston’s take on anger is a cautious one.  

One the one hand, she presents female rage voiced through writing as an empowering 

force that has helped her to cope with the daily reality of living in an environment 

where women are treated like second-class citizens.  On the other hand, she also 
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demonstrates the danger and harm that could result from misdirected and displaced 

anger.            

The Woman Warrior begins with Kingston’s contemplation of what has 

happened to her No-Name Aunt, Kingston’s father’s sister, who, as the result of her 

out-of-wedlock pregnancy, has prompted a raid from her fellow villagers upon her 

family in China.  The No-Name Aunt kills her new born baby (very likely a girl) and 

then commits suicide by drowning in the family well after the raid.  Her family has 

chosen to deliberately expunge her from its memory and history by forbidding the 

mentioning of her name.  “You must not tell anyone,” the narrative begins with 

Kingston’s mother’s injunction for Kingston to keep silence, “In China your father 

had a sister who killed herself.  She jumped into the family well.  We say that your 

father has all brothers because it is as if she had never been born,” (1).  Kingston’s 

mother Brave Orchid tells her the story as a warning for what could happen to young 

Maxine if she were to behave like her aunt now that she “started to menstruate” (5).  

Yet, even as Brave Orchid acts the role of the patriarchal mouthpiece by demanding 

Kingston heed her own behaviors as a young woman of burgeoning sexuality and to 

follow the patriarchal order for silence, Brave Orchid herself has broken the silence 

by passing down the aunt’s story.  In this sense, she and Kingston collaborate on 

preserving the No-Name Aunt’s memory.  Brave Orchid serves as the transmitter of 

the story, whereas Kingston functions as the receiver who then breathes life into a 

matrilineal past that has been buried.  The triangulated relationship of the mother, 

daughter and aunt and the way in which the aunt’s story circulates to create a bond 

among all three women supplants the Oedipal triangulation of the father, mother and 

child as the dominant narrative of subject formation.  Moreover, feminist scholars 
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have observed that the child in the Oedipal triangle is gendered male and the daughter 

has been written out of the official narrative of the formation and development of the 

ego.  Kingston’s (re)imagining of her aunt’s story and linking that story to her own 

life create a narrative of development that places the girl child and matriarchal 

influences at its center.             

Kingston imagines her aunt as an agentive subject rather than a passive object 

who has been erased from her family history.  In Kingston’s production of the story, 

the possibility of her aunt being raped or forced into submission is juxtaposed against 

the possibility that her aunt, a rebellious spirit, did not abide by the rules of necessity 

by waiting for her husband, whom she had married through an arranged marriage a 

few days before he went to the Gold Mountain, and simply fell in love with another 

villager.  As Kingston remarks, “Adultery is extravagance” (6).  By imagining her 

aunt as a desiring subject and resurrecting a matrilineal lineage that has been 

eradicated by patriarchal mandates, Kingston finds empowerment as she tries to find 

her own voice and identity as a Chinese American woman.  As King-Kok Cheung has 

keenly observed, even though the aunt does not and cannot speak for herself, her 

“haunting silence is precisely what gives wings to the niece’s imagination, allowing 

Maxine to test her own power to talk story and to play with different identities.”112   

I would like to add that it is not only her aunt’s silence that becomes a source 

of Kingston’s empowerment, but it is also the aunt’s anger that allows Kingston to 

imagine her as a strong-willed woman.  Kingston notes that her aunt was a “spite 

suicide, drowning herself in the drinking water.”  Her aunt’s method of suicide can be 
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interpreted as a form of revenge upon the family as “the Chinese are always very 

frightened of the drowned one, whose weeping ghost, wet hair hanging and skin 

bloated, waits silently  by the water to pull down a substitute” (16).  Kingston’s no-

name aunt did not choose to go quietly but becomes a haunting ghostly presence even 

as her family tries to erase her from its memory and history.  By jumping into the 

water well, her death pollutes the family’s source of life, refreshments and renewal.  

As Sidonie Smith eloquently notes, “She contaminates, in a recapitulated gesture of 

disruption, the water that literally and symbolically promises the continuance of 

patrilineal descent and the symbolic order it nourishes.”113  Hence, one can say that 

the No Name aunt did not die silently at all; instead, in her final act of defiance she 

sent a rather loud message to her family and the patriarchal order.                             

 Maxine, the young rebellious narrator who is outraged by the sexist practices 

of her parents and the Chinese community at large, has found a source of strength by 

imagining her aunt’s wrathful decision that forever haunts the family; she herself has 

defied the patriarchal desire for silence by telling her aunt’s story and thereby erecting 

a matrilineal lineage for herself.  Yet, Kingston the author is also cautious of the harm 

that could result from the vengeful wrath that she has depicted.   

Kingston writes, “My aunt haunts me—her ghost drawn to me because now, 

after fifty years of neglect, I alone devote pages of paper to her, though not origamied 

into houses and clothes.  I do not think she always means me well.  I am telling on her, 

and she was a spite suicide” (16).  In this passage Kingston offers another 

interpretation of her aunt’s wrath—one that touches on the subject of representation 
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and the responsibility of authorship.  Kingston points out that the different versions of 

her aunt’s stories, “the pages of paper” that she has devoted to her aunt, are precisely 

that, Kingston’s own interpretations and representations.  In this sense, one could say 

that it is Kingston’s own anger toward patriarchal oppressions that has willed her 

aunt’s anger into being.  That is, Kingston’s own desire to seek “ancestral help” in her 

fight against institutionalized sexism has molded her aunt into a desiring, vengeful 

subject, as the aunt is forever silent and will never be able to tell her version of the 

story.  The haunting presence of the aunt in Kingston’s life suggests Kingston’s 

contemplation of her responsibility as an author and of whether she has done her aunt 

justice—“I do not think she always means me well.  I am telling on her.”        

 Leslie Rabine observes that The Woman Warrior engages in a bilateral 

movement that “traces the girl’s anguished but never totally completed struggle to 

break away from her girlhood world and the incomplete return after the incomplete 

break.  A double voice writes these words, a voice that is at the same time both in and 

out of hating range, the voice of a writer who in a certain sense has already returned to 

write about her people, to claim and transform their stories, but who writes as the girl 

who cannot return.”114  King-Kok Cheung also elaborates on the notion of the double-

voiced discourse in The Woman Warrior: “The feminist voice-directed most 

vehemently against Chinese patriarchy—governs the dominant plot, while the critique 

of white norms is tucked into the margins of the text.”115  As a response to those who 

criticize Kingston for being unsympathetic toward the Chinese American community, 
                                                 
114 Leslie W. Rabine, “No Lost Paradise: Social Gender and Symbolic Gender in the Writing of Maxine 
Hong Kingston.”  Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior: A Casebook.  Ed. Sau-ling Cynthia 
Wong.  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999) 90. 
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both Rabine and Cheung stress the importance of separating the ideological stance of 

the narrator from that of Kingston.  That is, the young Maxine may have been 

rebellious against the Chinese community and has directed her anger at her family, 

Kingston as an author is able to reflect upon her feelings and portray her family and 

the Chinese community in a nuanced way.  In Cheung’s words, Kingston is able to 

provide “a subtext of appreciation beneath the stated rebellion.”116  Kingston’s 

double-voice clearly resides in her representation of anger.  As I have pointed out 

above, Kingston does not simply valorize the strengthening power of anger but also 

contemplates its limitations.  She makes room for the possibility that her own anger 

may have resulted in the misrepresentation of her aunt’s story and thus signals her 

acknowledgement of her limitations as an author and the ethical responsibilities she 

has for the subjects that she writes.  Throughout The WomanWarrior, Kingston 

provides examples of how a woman’s anger can become a double-edged sword that 

when misused, proves to be harmful to other women.   

 In the section entitled “At the Western Palace,” Maxine’s mother, Brave 

Orchid, sponsors her sister Moon Orchid to come to the United States.  Brave Orchid 

encourages Moon Orchid to reclaim Moon Orchid’s husband, who has left Moon 

Orchid behind in China more than twenty years earlier and has remarried in America.  

Moon Orchid is hesitant to meet her husband and implies that she is comfortable with 

the arrangement that he has made for her in China.  Angry that Moon Orchid’s 

connubial rights have been taken away from her, Brave Orchid urges, “We know his 

address.  He is living in Los Angeles with his second wife, and they have three 

children.  Those are your children.  He’s got two sons.  You have two sons.  You take 

                                                 
116 Ibid.  98. 
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them away from her.  You become their mother” (125).  Brave Orchid plans to shame 

Moon Orchid’s husband by shaming his second wife.  Brave Orchid’s rage over the 

wrongful treatment of her sister can only be appeased by the mistreatment of the 

second wife as Brave Orchid recognizes that her sister still needs to depend on the 

husband for her survival in America—to declare full battle with the husband would be 

unwise and impractical.  Brave Orchid’s anger and her resolution to hurt another 

woman attest to the power of patriarchy that can turn women against one another at 

moments of desperation.  However, Brave Orchid’s additional advice to her sister also 

reveals that Brave Orchid’s anger is more than an issue of gender: “You have to ask 

him why he didn’t come home.  Why he turned into a barbarian.  Make him feel bad 

about leaving his mother and father.  Scare him.  Walk right into his house with your 

suitcases and boxes.  Move right into the bedroom.  Throw her stuff out of the 

drawers and put yours in.  Say, ‘I am the first wife, and she is our servant’” (126  

emphasis mine).  In this passage, Brave Orchid implies that her brother-in-law’s 

behavior is that of a “barbarian,” which suggests that from Brave Orchid’s perspective, 

the infidelity of Moon Orchid’s husband is the result of his Americanization.  That is, 

what angers Brave Orchid (and what she finds threatening) is what she perceives as 

the westernization of Moon Orchid’s husband (a threat that is not unlike the 

“westernization” of her own children).  Indeed, at the end of this section, Brave 

Orchid asks her children to help her prevent their father from marrying another 

woman even when there is no indication that he was unfaithful.  Her enjoining Moon 

Orchid into reclaiming Moon Orchid’s rights as first wife masks Brave Orchid’s own 

desire (and anxiety) of securing her identity as a Chinese woman, wife and mother.  

Her desire is betrayed when she says, “Oh, how I’d love to be in your place.  I could 
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tell him so many things.  What scenes I could make” (160).  Sidonie Smith notes that 

in this section of the memoir, Brave Orchid represents not  the “new woman” as she 

did in an earlier section entitled “Shaman,” which depicts her experience as a pupil in 

a medical school in China, but instead she represents “a traditional woman intent on 

preserving her family from harm by maintaining the old traditions against the erosions 

of American culture….More particularly, she seeks to preserve the old family 

constellation and with it, the identity of woman….Yet, in her allegiance to the old 

traditions of filial and affinal obligations, Brave Orchid becomes shortsighted, 

insensitive, and destructive.”117  What is so tragic is that when Brave Orchid gets her 

wish fulfilled by orchestrating a meeting between Moon Orchid and her husband, 

neither woman could speak.  Both of them are silenced by his anger, “’She’d never fit 

into an American household.  I have important American guests who come inside my 

house to eat’” He says.  “’You can’t talk to them.  You can barely talk to me’” (153).  

In the end, the scene that Brave Orchid imagined that she would make proves to be a 

fantasy that she cannot enact, and this confrontation between Moon Orchid and her 

husband exacts a heavy price—Moon Orchid deteriorates mentally after the meeting 

and soon dies in a mental institution.     

 Throughout The Woman Warrior, Kingston’s representation of anger remains 

ambivalent.  This ambivalence is again demonstrated in a shouting match that the 

narrator has with her mother.  The young Maxine has been puzzled by why her 

mother cut her frenum—another story that her mother has told her that has haunted 

her.  Maxine reveals that she has a list of things that she wants to tell her mother, and 
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one day it all comes out in “one outburst” when Maxine suspects that her parents are 

planning to marry her off to a mentally challenged but wealthy boy in the 

neighborhood: 

 Do you hear me?  I may be ugly and clumsy, but one thing I’m not, I’m not 

retarded.  There is nothing wrong with my brain.  Do you know what the 

Teacher Ghosts say about me?  They tell me I’m smart and I can win 

scholarships.  I can get into colleges….I’m smart.  I can do all kinds of 

things….I can make a living and take care of myself….Even if I am stupid and 

talk funny and get sick, I won’t let you turn me into a slave or a wife.  I’m 

getting out of here.  I can’t stand living here anymore….And I don’t want to 

listen to any more of your stories; they have no logic.  They scramble me up.  

You lie with stories.  You won’t tell me a story and then say, ‘This is a true 

story,’ or ‘This is just a story.’  I can’t tell the difference….I can’t tell what’s 

real and what you make up.  Ha!  You can’t stop me from talking.  You tried 

to cut off my tongue, but it didn’t work.  (202) 

Maxine’s angry outburst elicits a similar response from her mother, who shouts that 

she has cut Maxine’s tongue to make Maxine “talk more, not less” (202).  When 

further pressed by Maxine to answer why she has told Maxine that Maxine is ugly, 

Brave Orchid says, “’That’s what we’re supposed to say.  That is what Chinese say.  

We like to say the opposite’” (203).  On the surface, Maxine’s angry explosion seems 

only to generate her mother’s angry response, echoing Luce Irigaray’s idea that the 

mother-daughter relationship is the “dark continent of the dark continents” where 

mothers and daughters have no way of communicating except through “tears and 
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screams.”118  The articulation of Maxine’s anger finds no relief.  However, beneath 

this surface of rage and frustration lies Kingston’s empathetic reflection of the 

event—Maxine’s anger serves a purpose, if only in hindsight.  While the young 

Maxine finds no relief from her mother’s answer, Kingston the author provides an 

illuminating textual detail--that her mother is pained by having to explain to her own 

children her Chinese way of interactions—“it seemed to hurt her to tell me that,” 

Kingston remarks (203).  Kingston’s inclusion of this small detail illustrates that her 

difficulty to grasp the “truth” of her mother’s stories causes as much pain to her as it 

does to her mother.  Kingston’s inability to fully comprehend her mother’s intentions 

and ways of communicating bring Brave Orchid’s sense of displacement and 

estrangement in America into sharp relief—she is too strange even to her own 

children. 

 In conclusion, in this section I have read Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman 

Warrior as a meta-commentary of the role that anger plays in the lives of women of 

color.  On the one hand, as illustrated by Moon Orchid’s tragic death, a woman’s 

anger can become extremely destructive, especially when it is misdirected at other 

women.  Brave Orchid’s anger at her brother-in-law attests to her anxiety over the 

possible collapse of her family in America and her lack of means to resolve the 

problem as an immigrant woman of color.  As a result, her anger mutates into a desire 

to hurt her brother-in-law’s second wife, which indirectly culminates in Moon 

Orchid’s death.  On the other hand, Kingston finds that anger can become a catalyst 

for creation and a source of empowerment and transformation.  In imagining her no-
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name aunt’s suicide as a form of wrathful revenge and by channeling her own anger 

into that story, Kingston defies the patriarchal injunction to silence and situates 

herself in a matriarchal line of descent.  Finally, Kingston seems to suggest the best 

way to articulate one’s anger at social injustices is not through violence and 

aggression but through writing.  As the young narrator says in The Woman Warrior: 

“The [Chinese] idioms for revenge are ‘report a crime’ and ‘report to five families.’  

The reporting is the vengeance—not the beheading, not the gutting, but the words” 

(53).      

 

The Limitations of Theory: Shirley Geok-Lin Lim’s Among the White Moon 

Faces: An Asian American Memoir of Homelands 

Similar to Kingston’s attempt to resurrect and reconstruct a matrilineal lineage, 

Shirley Geok-Lin Lim, following “Virginia Woolf’s plea that women think back 

through their mothers” (Among the White Moon Faces 5), also tries to connect her 

own life with her mother’s in her memoir Among the White Moon Faces: An Asian 

American Memoir of Homelands.  Specifically, Lim explores the intricate 

interconnections between linguistic articulations and the mother-daughter bond.  From 

the onset, Lim’s memoir illustrates a parallel between her ambivalence toward the 

various languages and dialects (Hokkien, Malay, English) that have constituted her 

subjectivity and imagination and her ambivalent feelings toward her mother.   

The opening paragraph of the prologue demonstrates the way in which the 

English language has infiltrated and shaped Malayan imaginations and helped to 

reinforce existing gender hierarchies:   
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The first time I heard Shakespeare quoted, it was as a joke.  Malayans 

speaking pidgin English would dolefully break out into Elizabethan lines, 

‘Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo?’ before bursting into chortles 

and shy looks.  ‘Aiyah!  Dia Romeo, lah!’—‘He’s a Romeo!’—I heard said 

over and over again of any number of men, including my father, baba.  

‘Romeo was name recognized equally in English, Malay, Indian, and Chinese 

speakers.  As a child I thought it meant the kind of thing men did to women; 

not so much in the dark that no one could see it, but sufficiently outside the 

pale that it was marked with an English word.  That thing was a male effect—

erotic heat combined with suave flirtation, distributed promiscuously, 

promising a social spectacle and unhappiness for women. (1)  

The first few lines signal a Malayan subversion of a canonical English text—in the 

British colony Shakespeare has been turned into a joke and Romeo has become a 

figure of parody.  However, the subversion is undermined by its inscription and 

bolstering of male domination.  English has provided a sanitized metaphor for 

Malayan men to say what is “sufficiently outside the pale” of their own culture and 

gives them license to sexual bravado and promiscuity.  As Lim notes, for the Malayan 

men who called each other Romeo, the performance of Romeo “had nothing to do 

with tragedy or social divisions, and everything to do the zany male freedom 

permitted under Westernization.  It included a swagger, winks, laughs, gossip, 

increased tolerance, as well as disapproval and scandal.  The Romeo dressed to kill, a 

butterfly sipping on the honey of fresh blossoms, salaciously deliberate about his 

intentions” (1).  In the Malayan interpretation and consumption of Romeo, Romeo has 

become a model of masculinity to be imitated by the colonized man of color.  Lim 
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observes further that although “Romeo” is “both an English and a Malayan word” (1) 

and Malayans have adapted it into their own narrative and imagination, what has been 

left out of this narrative is the existence of Juliet.  Hence Romeo as a metaphor creates 

a bifurcated hierarchy where “there were no Malayan Juliets, and sexual males were 

always Westernized” (1).  Language has thus served as the instrument of the 

construction of racialized gender hierarchies.   

 Language as a tool for the production of uneven power relations is also evident 

in the naming practices of the Chinese Malayan culture:  

So everyone would know that I was from the female third generation of 

Grandfather’s line, I was name ‘Geok,’ the second name giving descent 

position….Every granddaughter wrote her name as ‘Geok,’ the Hokkien 

version of that most common of Chinese female names, ‘Jade”…. 

My name birthed me in a culture so ancient and enduring ‘I’ might as well 

have not been born.  Instead, ‘we’ were daughters, members of a family that 

placed its hope in sons….My girl cousins and I, collectively named Precious 

Jade, were destined someday to leave our parents’ homes, claimed by 

strangers, like jewels given up to the emperor of patriarchs.  No wonder we 

were valued generically as girls and seldom as individuals. (2) 

Because the generic name “Jade” renders Lim indistinguishable from her girl cousins 

and its function as a gendered generation marker binds Lim to a patriarchal descent 

line, Lim’s English name “Shirley,” given to her by her father after Shirley Temple, 

ironically becomes a symbol of freedom.  Lim contemplates, “It remains a mystery to 

me what strange racial yearnings moved Baba to name me after a blond child.  I’d like 

to think he was not tied to the fixities of race and class….Looking at the dozens of 
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nieces duplicated for a domestic future, did he rebel for me?...He never called me 

anything but Shirley, a Hollywood name for a daughter for whom he wished, despite 

everything his heritage dictated, a life freer than his own” (3).  Lim’s decision to 

overlook the racial and class implications of her name and instead to view “Shirley” 

as an emblem of liberation from a stringent Chinese social and familial order conflicts 

with her critique of the name Romeo as the indicator of a westernized norm of 

masculinity in the paragraph that I have quoted earlier.  Lim’s relationship to the 

English language is hence ambivalent and strategically positioned.   

In Lim’s view, English is both the instrument of Euro-American cultural 

imperialism and a source of resistance against entrenched unbalanced power systems 

of the local culture.  Indeed, Lim finds empowerment and liberation precisely at the 

intersections of the various systems of power to which is she is subjugated as an exilic, 

postcolonial, female subject:           

 My cultural world was not monological but multilogical.  Given the 

multiplicity of cultures, the extraordinary subjective feature remained that 

none of them offered the girl-child a stable, established, supporting society.  

Each system, oppressive alone, became interrogative and subversive in the 

matrix of multiculturalism.  Their values and beliefs did not coexist in parallel 

structures but reacted on each other, calling into question their differences.  

None was dominant, there was no mainstream, each system was marginal to 

the other.  As subject, agent, and object, I resisted the identity given to me by 

each of them. (emphasis mine) 

 Significantly, I experienced none of these systems as closed.  They were 

present as contradictions opening multiple counter possibilities, offering 
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questions rather than answers, divergences rather than oppressions, ferments 

rather than ideologies.119   

A “non-male, non-Malay, non-Catholic, non-British-colonial” as Lim calls herself, 

she turns seeming “lacks” into sources of resistance, and language becomes her tool 

of rebellion.  However, the blind spot of Lim’s statement is that Lim herself has 

already constructed and reinforced the dominant and the mainstream by choosing the 

“West” over the “East,” English over her mother tongue.  Lim’s own contemplation 

of the various languages that are spoken in Malaysia indicates that the decision to 

speak English is inflected by a series of racialized, gendered and classed preferences.  

In the Lim household, it is her father who speaks English to his children in hope that 

they will rise above their class and racial status.  In a separate essay, Lim notes that 

some Chinese Malaysians, “rejecting both Malay and Chinese cultural nationalisms 

based on paradigms of racial descent, assent to an international language that opens 

the future for themselves and their children, English.  These Malaysians, in choosing 

the future over the past, consent over descent, are choosing a potential international 

identity formation over national identity politics that reinscribes ancient tribal feuds 

and territorial imperatives.  They are choosing the potential open border of 

immigration over the already closed boundary of the nation-state.”120  In Lim’s 

assertion, the ability to speak English serves an enabling function as it allows 

marginalized bodies to move more freely.  An international identity marked by the 

                                                 
119 Shirley Geok-lin Lim, “Asians in Anglo-American Feminism: Reciprocity and Resistance.” Against 
the Grain: Focus on Asian English Language Literatures, Shirley Geok-lin Lim. Ed.  (London: Skoob 
Books Publishing, 1994) 38. 
 
120 Shirley Geok-lin Lim, “Language, Gender, Race and Nation: A Postcolonial Meditation.”  Writing 
S.E./Asia in English: Against the Grain, Focus on Asian English Language Literatures, Shirley Geok-
lin Lim. Ed. (London: Skoob Books Publishing, 1994) 47. 
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decision to speak English is perceived as more progressive, open and democratic than 

a national identity marked by either Chinese or Malaysian.  Lim’s juxtapositions of 

consent/descent, future/past eerily replicate imperialist rhetoric that posits the native 

culture as oppressive and backward and the dominant culture as liberating and 

progressive.   

 Paradoxically, in an earlier section of the same essay, Lim recognizes that 

English education has been imposed on Malaysians by the colonial government and 

functions as a tool of colonization and subjugation: “The colonial government, in 

setting up English language schools and a system of civil-service rewards based on 

English-language acquirement, did not require the consent of the populace.”121  Lim’s 

see-sawing attitude toward the English language is evident throughout Among the 

White Moon Faces.  While she laments the “loss of the potential Malaysian 

intellectual” in herself as the result “the cultural imperialism of British colonial 

education” (87), she nonetheless relishes the beauty of British literature: “The 

physical sensation of expansion in the chest, even in the head, as I read a profoundly 

beautiful or mindful poem was conclusively and possessively subjective” (120).  

Lim’s visceral reaction to and utter delight in the beauty of English poetry testifies to 

the effectiveness of the British colonial project as it fosters affective attachments and 

allegiances in its colonized subjects through the promulgation of its language and 

literature.  Even though Lim stresses that “the literature may have been of Britain, but 

my love of literature was outside the empire” (120), her attachment to British 

literature begs the question of what might have been had Lim been encouraged to 
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study Malaysian literature (itself already a hybridized object) instead and illuminates 

the impossibility of a purely outsider position.                   

 Lim’s ambivalent attachment to the English language and her English 

education parallels her ambivalence toward her mother.  From the onset, Lim 

illustrates that her relationship with her mother is inextricably intertwined with her 

relationship to language.  Lim’s mother, a member of the peranakans, “a distinctive 

Malayan-born people of Chinese descent assimilated into Malay and Western 

cultures” (4), is treated as an outsider by Lim’s father’s family, who are more recent 

Chinese immigrants.  Lim’s mother’s Malay dialect marks both her and Lim’s 

displacement within Lim’s paternal grandfather’s household, where Hokkien is the 

language of communication.  Lim writes about their shared ostracization: “I do not 

remember my mother’s figure in this infant’s memory of my grandfather’s house.  

She is an outsider and silent in their presence.  This is not her house as it is their 

house….In my infant memory my mother is never a Chinese woman the way my 

aunts, speaking in Hokkien, will always be Chinese” (11).  In Lim’s grandfather’s 

house, her mother was “neither a face nor a shadow” (11).  Similarly, Hokkien 

remains for Lim “an imperfectly learned system of grammar comprised of the reduced 

nouns and verbs of a child’s necessary society.  It remains at a more powerful level a 

language of exclusion, the speech act which disowns me in my very place of birth” 

(11).  The inability to speak the “proper” language in the patriarchal household creates 

the common plight for both mother and daughter.  The mother tongue becomes the 

object of abjection.     

 Yet, Lim’s identification with her mother’s marginalization is only temporary, 

and the mother eventually becomes an emblem of difference from which Lim wishes 
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to dissociate herself.  Lim’s dissociation from her mother is encouraged by both the 

British influence on Malayan culture and the oppressive patriarchal values of her 

Chinese family.  Lim recalls that as a child, she imitated drinking tea in the British 

way, “grasping the handle gingerly between thumb and middle finger and sticking her 

pinkie out like a society woman” (25-26).  As an adult, Lim tries to understand how 

she learned such style, “The illustration on the box that held the tea set showed a 

blond child, also on the floor, drinking tea with her equally blond dollies.  The girl 

had studied the picture.  She was more like this blond girl than like her aunts or even 

her mother” (26).  This episode of Lim’s childhood echoes her earlier statement that 

in a culture bombarded by British cultural productions “there were no Malayan 

Juliets.”  The colonized girl child (unconsciously) learns how to properly behave like 

a “society woman” (and in the process distancing and differentiating herself from her 

mother and aunts) by imitating the popular image of girlhood printed on the toy box.  

Lim’s disassociation from her mother is further encouraged by her brothers’ 

ill-treatment of her: “It was my brothers’ enmity that made me refuse to be a girl.  To 

be a girl as I saw through their mocking distance, was to be weak, useless, and worse, 

bored.  It was to stay in one place and gossip for hours the way my mother sat 

gossiping with my aunts and grandaunts” (26).  Lim’s frustration at her brothers’ 

refusal to accept her into their mix fortifies her desire to set herself apart from her 

mother.  She learns that to identify with her brothers’ values and to be on equal par 

with them is to denounce all the “negative” characteristics of being a girl, of which 

her mother and aunts are representatives.    

The instrument that enables Lim to severe herself from the kind of lifestyle 

and oppressed social position that her mother inhabits is precisely Lim’s British 



 150 

education: “So I have seen myself not so much as sucking at the teat of British 

colonial culture as actively appropriating those aspects of it that I needed to escape 

that other familial/gender/native culture that violently hammered out only one shape 

for self.  I actively sought corruption to break out the pomegranate shell of being 

Chinese and girl” (Among the White Moon Faces 65).  What Lim does not recognize 

is that her ability to appropriate colonial culture in itself is already a privilege, 

bolstered by her access to the English language and the British education system.  

Moreover, even as Lim expresses her wish to break away from the oppressive 

“familial/gender/native” culture, she fails to condone a similar wish expressed by her 

mother, who left her and her family when Lim was eight years old.   

Indeed, Lim is unable to imagine her mother as subject who has an interiority 

of her own outside of a patriarchal familial structure.  For example, Lim writes that 

her mother, who was once “neither a face nor a shadow” in Lim’s grandfather’s house, 

only “becomes a woman” when her father opens his shoe shop and they move into 

their own home.  The mother’s transition from a ghostly presence to woman is not 

seen as a product of her own efforts but as the result of patriarchal achievement, the 

opening of the father’s shop.  It is in their new house that Lim’s mother becomes alive 

and articulate—“she was funny, knowing, elegantly obscene” as she ordered her 

children around and chatted with her sisters (12).   

Additionally, most of Lim’s childhood memories of her mother involve her 

mother’s elaborately decorative clothing and makeup routines:  

 My mother wore nonya clothing, the sarong kebaya.  Her stiffly starched 

sarongs wrapped elegantly around her waist fell with two pleats in the front.  

Her sarongs were gold and brown, purple and brown, emerald and brown, 
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crimson and brown, sky blue and brown.  Ironed till they gleamed, they were 

stacked in the armoire like a queen’s treasure.  She wore white lace chemises 

under her kebaya tops.  The breast-hugging, waist-nipping kebayas were of 

transparent material, the most expensive georgette….They were pale blue, 

mauve, lavender, white, yellow-green, pricked and patterned with little 

flowers or tiny geometric designs….Each kabaya was a woman’s work of art, 

and my mother changed her sarong kebaya daily as a curator changes an 

exhibition. 

 She was good-humored in this act, surrounded by many strange containers.  

One was filled with sweet-smelling talc and a pink powder puff like a rose that 

she dipped into white powder and lavishly daubed over her half-dressed 

body….Another was a blue-colored jar filled with sugary white cream….Later, 

I would discover that the blue jar was Pond’s Cold Cream, the tub of powder, 

Yardley Talc.  She was immersed in Western beauty, a Jean Harlow on the 

banks of a slowly silting Malacca River, born into a world history she did not 

understand. (12-13) 

To Lim, her mother has lived in a world of vibrant colors and smells.  In this 

depiction, Lim’s mother is presented as a frivolous, superficial, and infantile woman 

whose only art is the changing of her clothes.  When she performs her daily beauty 

rituals, she has little understanding or reflection of her actions.  She was “born into a 

world history she did not understand,” thus proclaims Lim, an academic and feminist 

trained in the British and American education systems.  Lim’s evaluation of her 

mother reinscribes a hierarchy where the academic trained in mainstream feminism is 

depicted as sophisticated, analytical (someone who understands the intricate 
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connection between history and individual action), and the third world woman as 

unsophisticated, transparent, and simplistic (someone who does not understand).     

Even as Lim comments on her mother’s fleeting presence, she fails to portray 

her mother as a complex subject who has internal depth:    

 We had few photographs and no pictures hanging on our walls.  Framed 

certificates testifying to Father’s success in passing the Senior Cambridge 

Examinations and in achieving the status of a Queen’s Scout hung along the 

upper floor’s corridors.  So Father’s identity was literally imprinted on the 

walls of our home.  But Emak’s presence wavered in our senses, entangled 

among our synapses, roused involuntarily by a scent from a perfume counter, a 

passing sadness at the sight of white-colored blossoms, an undercurrent of 

loneliness in a church or temple where old incense still lingers in the empty 

pews. (14) 

In the Lim household, the status and achievement of the father is securely and literally 

inscribed onto the walls of the house.  The certificates are the material 

documentations of his existence and his identity.  However, the mother is only 

remembered through sensual experiences.  “Perfume, white-colored blossoms, temple 

and old incense” convey a sense of orientalist nostalgia for the mother.  Indeed, 

although Lim grapples with the difficulty of fully capturing her mother’s presence in 

this passage, she does not shy away from casting a final judgment: “My mother lived 

through her senses.  I do not believe she was capable of thinking abstractly”(14).  

Then a few paragraphs later, as she describes the photos that hung on her family walls 

and attribute them to her father’s taste, she cements her evaluation, “My mother’s 
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aesthetic sense was insensible to anything as abstract as a picture or a photograph.  It 

must have been Father who cherished the photographs” (14).   

Lim cites her mother’s needs to be fulfilled through her senses as the reason 

that her mother left her family and her mother’s attempt to reconcile with Lim and her 

siblings when her mother was older:  

Her actions even late in her life were driven by needs—for food, shelter, 

security, affection.  When needy mothers love, there is a shameful nakedness 

about their emotions, a return to flagrant self-love, that embarrasses.  Their 

heat is distancing: we are driven to reject them before they can eat us up.  

Because my mother abandoned us when I was eight, I was never certain that 

she loved her children till later in life, when she needed us.  Living through 

her senses, she could not lie about her needs. (14)      

Lim characterizes her mother as self-indulgent and need-driven.  It appears from this 

passage that the only time her mother reached out to her children was when she 

needed them—her love was self-centered.  Even though Lim acknowledges that there 

was domestic abuse in her parents’ marriage and her father had extramarital affairs, 

her evaluation of her mother’s leaving and overall character remains totalizing and 

reductionist.  It is understandable that her indictment against her mother is rather 

harsh and that she shows more empathy for her father since she was vulnerable as a 

child and had to depend solely on him for her wellbeing after her mother left.  

However, Lim’s unforgiving anger at and unsympathetic judgment against her mother 

contradict her own principles as a staunch feminist.   
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In “Asians in Anglo-American Feminism: Reciprocity and Resistance,” Lim 

has specifically commented on the relationship between her entry into motherhood 

and her commitment to feminist agendas: 

 Already a feminist in my post-colonial progressive marginalizations, two 

significant events mark my entry into an overt commitment.  The first was my 

coming to motherhood at 35….No feminist, I believe, can understand 

woman’s special position of social enslavement/social empowerment without 

understanding the psychosocial dynamics of maternality.  The maternal role 

entails the kind of physical labor, daily drudgery, and social bondage that 

equalizes most women with the working poor.  But it also enables an ideal of 

noble sacrifice, a social bonding that functions as referent for human behavior, 

that has almost universally made a mystique of motherhood.122   

Lim’s equating the daily struggle of motherhood with that of the working poor fails to 

account for the differences between working class mothers and upper/middle-class 

mothers.  Furthermore, Lim’s critique of the social construction of motherhood also 

conflicts with her own essentializing view of the good mother in Among the White 

Moon Faces:  

 My mother may have resolved on escape long before she left us, but she 

shared nothing of herself with us in those final years.  She was already absent, 

a weeping woman stripped slowly to some unknown other whose ultimate 

departure came to me as no surprise…. 

                                                 
122 Shirley Geok-lin Lim, “Asians in Anglo-American Feminism: Reciprocity and Resistance” Against 
the Grain: Focus on Asian English Language Literatures, Shirley Geok-lin Lim. Ed. (London: Skoob 
Books Publishing, 1994) 39-40. 
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Maternal abandonment is unthinkable in human culture.  Maternal malice 

marks a boundary humans can hardly bear to speak of, reformulating it instead 

into the wicked stepmother found in the Grimm Brothers’ fairy tales and 

numerous Asian folk tales.  How then to understand my own mother, mother 

of six children, who picked herself up off the ground where my father had 

knocked her down, and left us forever?  (30) 

In this passage Lim indirectly characterizes maternal love as a universal human trait, 

and “maternal malice” is so horrendous that it can only be symbolized and mentioned 

through fairy tale and folk tales.  Lim posits an a priori maternal nature the deviation 

from which can only be captured and contained through narratives, a point which 

directly contradicts her previous theorization that the ideal of motherhood is a social 

construction.  

In Motherhood: Meanings, Practices and Ideologies Ann Phoenix and Anne 

Woollett argue that “Mother as a social category is constituted in relation to the prior 

category ‘child’: what children are considered to need for development is used to 

define ‘good mothering.”123  Despite Lim’s training in feminist theory and her 

recognition that maternal responsibilities are socially constructed categories, she 

maintains an affective attachment to the ideology of “good mothering” where the 

needs of the children come before the need of the mother.  Lim’s persistent anger at 

her mother and her inability to forgive her mother demonstrate a place where practice 

fails to match up with theory and also point to the limits of theorization.            

 

 

                                                 
123 Qtd in Steph Lawler, Mothering the Self: Mothers, Daughters, Subjects. (New York: Routledge, 
2000) 4. 
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Conclusion 

 In my discussion of Jade Snow Wong’s Fifth Chinese Daughter, Maxine Hong 

Kingston’s The Woman Warrior and Shirley Geok-Lin Lim’s Among the White Moon 

Faces, I have highlighted the central thematic concern of all three writers—the 

mother-daughter bond.  By investigating the way anger is articulated in the mother-

daughter plot in these memoirs, I recuperate Wong’s text while problematizing Lim’s.  

I argue that an older text such as Wong’s is not necessarily accommodationist and 

needs to be read between the lines given the historical context in which it was written, 

just as we should question Lim’s assumption that a postcolonial exilic female subject 

position necessarily entails the ability to subvert multiple systems of power.        
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