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THE SPECTACLE OF THE QUOTIDIAN ETHNICITY:

THE ETHNOGRAPHIC IMAGINATIONS OF MOURNING DOVE, 

CARLOS BULOSAN. AND MAXINE HONG KINGSTON

Introduction: Is It This or Nothing?

It was not too long ago— and perhaps this is more true today than 

ever before— that a person could make a modest living by simply being. 

Consider the case of Lucia Zarate, Robert Radlow, Baby Ruth Pontico, 

and Pete Robinson. At a certain point in their remarkable lives, each 

was “advertised” as the smallest, tallest, fattest, and th innest person in 

the world respectively, and they all managed in one way or another to 

parlay a so-called anatomical oddity  into an occupation. This was 

possible due largely to the age-old entrepreneurial adage: “Give the 

buyer what he wants.” What the buyer wants, of course, aside from 

provisions necessary for organic sustenance, are extravagant gadgets, 

miscellaneous thingamajigs, novel experiences, or w hatever else that 

promises to improve the quality o f  human life, promises to provide 

happiness by imparting pleasure. And what could be more pleasurable, 

to both children and adults alike, than the bundle o f  en terta inm ent 

collectively known as the “circus”? Outside the vocational bounds o f 

the circus, these individuals— these “freaks”— were custom arily  the 

objects o f  pity, fear, and contempt. That is, people like Zarate, Radlow,
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Pontico, and Robinson were objects o f  public fascination, curiosity, and 

torment. They were, in a word, “spectacle” by simply being. In their 

attempts to not merely survive but thrive in the society they were born 

into, a cruel place they had no hand in fashioning, where any physical 

deviation from the perceived physical normalcy meant the impossibility  

o f  a “normal” existence, these Dwarfs, Giants, and Living Skeletons had 

to. like a desperate woman turning to prostitution, commodify the only 

aspect o f  their “selves” that seemed to matter to the world. The 

immense popularity o f  Guinness Book o f  World Records , P.T. B arnum ’s 

Greatest Show on Earth , and R ipley’s Believe It Or N ot , all testify to 

what Barbara K irshenblatt-G imblett calls the spectacle and drama o f  the 

quotidian:  “one m an’s life is another m an’s spectacle” (407). She 

alludes to the words o f  John. J. MacAloon, who, in Rite, Drama,

Festival, Spectacle , asserts: “ In making a spectacle o f  oneself, or others, 

‘what is private or hidden becomes publicly exhibited, what is small or 

confined becomes exaggerated, grand or grandiose’ ” (409). The freak 

show, o f  course, is the epitome o f  the private quotidian transform ed into 

publicly exaggerated spectacle. For the price of a ticket, the secret 

anguish, pain, and sadness o f  people born with so-called physical 

deformities become the object o f  marvel and entertainment, the source o f  

displaced titillation for the populace. And the better Dwarf a dw arf  can 

be, the better Giant a giant can be, and the better Skeleton a skeleton can
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be, the more willing the custom er is to pay. Authenticity is big bucks, 

and it must, as the rule o f  supply and demand dictates, con tinually  be 

manufactured, displayed, and m arketed.

Perhaps a modern parable as told by Sally Price might help to 

illustrate this point from a slightly d ifferen t vantage point:

In the 1960s, a Saram aka man set up a stall next to the road 

leading to the Surinam e airport, where he carved a variety 

o f  objects and offered them  for sale to passing tourists. In 

response to his cus tom ers’ repeated requests for the 

symbolic meaning o f  the pieces they were buying, the 

artists explained each tim e that his carvings were in tended 

only to be decorative. Perceiving their d issa tisfac tion  in 

one case after another, and sometimes being drawn into 

arguments with them on the subject, he finally gave up and 

adopted a different strategy. He purchased M un ts lag ’s 

dictionary o f  Maroon motifs, . . . even though he could  not 

understand it because he had never learned to read. He then 

used its illustrations as models for the motifs in his 

carvings, and simply showed the book to his custom ers so 

they could look up the meaning o f  their purchases.

Through this self-service technique, the m an’s life becam e 

more tranquil, his profits  picked up considerably, the
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tourists boarded their planes in better spirits, and the myth 

o f  a pervasive iconography in the arts o f  the Maroons 

circumvented a potentially  troubling setback. (118)

What is the ‘‘m oral” o f  this parable? An obvious one is: Give the 

customer what he wants. But at what price? No, I do not mean “price” 

in terms o f  mere monetary exchange. By “price .” I mean something 

more in the line o f  Faust: What is sacrificed, what is lost? What does 

the Saramaka artist give up in his pursuit o f  profit, in his efforts to 

satiate the meaning-seeking hunger o f  tourists  in return for his economic 

survival? Does he, like Faust, essentially  “ sell his soul”? What 

becomes o f  his art, which is now inspired by someone called Muntslag, 

an urban Surinamer who “wrote a very popular book on Maroon art. 

which is essentially a dictionary o f  motifs and their (alleged) 

iconographic meaning” (Price 115). To this Saramaka man, an artist 

whose livelihood— like that o f  most artis ts  living in a modern capitalist 

economy— depends on the com m ercialization o f  his hand-crafted figures, 

is it this or nothing? Can he survive as an artist without Muntslag, the 

alleged authority o f  Maroon art, a mythical being whom the artist has 

never even met? Must he, like the D w 3rf and Giant, give the buyer what 

he wants? Must he “perform” the spectacle o f  his Maroonness through 

his artwork as defined by Munstlag in a m anner not unlike the Dwarf 

performing his dwarfness and the Giant his giantness through their

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



5

physical anomalies as defined by the Munstlag o f  freakdom, P.T. 

Barnum?

This study, The Spectacle o f  the Quotidian E thn ic ity , examines 

the ethnographic imaginations in the literary productions o f  three 20th- 

century American writers: Mourning D ove’s Cogewea  (1927), Carlos 

Bulosan’s Am erica Is in the Heart (1943), and M axine Hong K ingston 's  

The Woman Warrior  (1976). These authors, o f  course, are not “freaks” 

in the sense that Zarate, Radlow, Pontico, and Robinson were; they are 

not "spectacles” in their sense. Or are they? If, by either chance or 

design, some sort o f  important parallel exists between human circus 

attractions and the Saramaka artist, is it possible to throw Mourning 

Dove, Bulosan, and Kingston into the mix? Sure, these three writers 

happen to be Native American, Filipino American, and Chinese 

American respectively, but that does not make them “freaks,” does it?

Let us consider several anecdotal examples from history.

According to Kirshenblatt-Gimblett:

People have been displayed as living rarities from as early 

as 1501, when live Eskimos were exhibited in Bristol. A 

Brazilian village built by Native Americans in Rouen in the 

1550s was burned down by French soldiers, an event that 

p leased the King so much that it was restaged the following 

day. . . . Over a period o f  five centuries, audiences flocked
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to see Tahitians, Laplanders, “A ztecs ,” Iroquois,

Cherokees, Ojibways, lowas, M ohawks, Botocudos, 

Guianese, Hottentots, Kaffirs, N ubians, Somalis,

Singhalese, Patagonians, Terra del Fuegans, Ilongots, 

Kalmucks, Amapondans, Zulus, Bushmen, Australian 

aborigines, Japanese, and East Indians. They were 

exhibited in various cities in England and on the continent, 

in taverns and at fairs, on the stage in theatrical 

productions, at Whitehall, Piccadilly, and Vauxhall 

Gardens. . . in zoos and circuses, and, by the latter half o f  

the nineteenth century, at w orld ’s fairs. (402)

W hat is unmistakable here is a relationship— however obscure or 

com plex— between ethnicity  and the perform ative  dimension o f  the 

spectacle. It is no secret that throughout the United States for at least 

the past two centuries, it was quite customary for human representatives 

o f  “ exo tic” cultures to share the stage and cage o f  freak shows and side 

shows with humans with physical “deform ities.” Question: How exactly 

does one perform ethnicity? Is it akin to performing dwarfdom or 

giantdom ? In other words, back in 1501, did the Eskimos know how to 

behave like Eskimos before an English audience, as Lucia Zarata, in the 

1920s, knew how to behave like the w orld’s sm allest human before an 

A m erican audience? Did they have to rehearse their role as Eskimos in
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order to give their best perform ance? Were they able to remain in 

character— as Eskim os— for the entire duration o f  their exhibition? Did 

they remove their “costum es” at the end of the show? If  so, did that 

make them somehow less  Eskimo?

Perhaps making Zarate, Radlow, Pontico, and Robinson 

noteworthy was not their  anatomical dimensions, per  se , but rather the 

presentation and display o f  their so-called physical abnormalcy within 

the biological context o f  the “Human Species.” Similarly, perhaps the 

aspect o f  display  made the Eskimos interesting to the I6 th-century 

English audience, more so than the fact that they were Eskimos, who. 

within the ethnological context o f  the “English Species” appeared quite 

abnormal. This study exam ines the works o f  Mourning Dove, Bulosan, 

and Kingston, not in order to better understand their e thnicities— that is, 

not for ethnographic purposes— but rather to critically survey the politics 

and poetics behind the presentation and display of their ethnicities, 

which have been, in the racialized context o f  the “White American 

Species,” considered quite abnormal. These three individuals, however, 

as writers, do not display their “ selves” upon a stage or behind a cage in 

a circus, but in the pages o f  their autobiographies and novels. An 

important objective o f  this study, therefore, is to establish a theoretical 

working relationship between “ live” and “literary” ethnic performances, 

between those exhibited  via actual “bodies” and those via the written
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language. This study also addresses the question: to what extent does 

each author, in crafting a literary identity, ethnic or otherwise, “give the 

audience what he wants”? To what extent does each share the modern 

entrepreneurial spirit o f  not ju s t  the Saramaka man, but o f  Zarate, 

Radlow, Pontico, Robinson, and perhaps even o f  the live Eskimos who 

toured Bristol some five centuries ago?

Most importantly, while this study is a discussion o f  Cogewea, 

Am erica Is in the H eart , and The Woman Warrior, it is also a discussion 

o f  ethnography,  the literary convention most often associated with the 

academic field o f  anthropology. More specifically, this study is 

concerned with a certain historical moment and manifestation o f  

ethnography, one that is intimately linked to the powerfully influential 

concept o f  Social Darwinism of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 

The dominant presence o f  ethnography in these three works is neither 

disputable nor, for that matter, surprising. These works jo in  a long 

procession o f  other works by so-called “ethnic” American writers who 

have relied on ethnography in crafting novels and autobiographies, so 

much so that a specifically American literary genre has been invented: 

to use Fran?oise L ionnet’s term, autoethnography. This genre can be 

defined as autobiographical writings usually by— but not limited to— 

American writers o f  color that attempt to define the “otherness” o f  the 

au thors’ identities. Through this process, the autoethnographers also
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define the otherness o f  the racial or ethnic groups to which they belong, 

where, as a rule, white, Anglo-Saxon is constituted as the “normative’' 

American ethnicity, against which the “normalcy” o f  all other ethnicities 

are measured.

To cite examples o f  autoethnographies ju s t  from Asian American 

literature is to list the majority o f  the book-length prose works published 

by Asian American writers over the past century. This can be traced 

back to as early as 1887, when Lee Yan Phou published When I  Was a 

Boy in China, and can be observed over a century later in Chang-rae 

Lee’s 1996 novel, Native Speaker. Other examples cover the entire 

chronological gamut o f  Asian American literature, past and present:

Etsu Sugimoto’s Daughter o f  the Samurai (1925), New Il-H an’s When I 

Was a Boy in Korea (1928). Younghill Kang’s The Grass R o o f  (1931) 

and East Goes West (1937), Carlos Bulosan’s Am erica Is in the Heart 

(1943), C.Y. Lee’s Flower Drum Song  (1957), Jade Snow W ong’s Fifth 

Chinese Daughter (1945), Monica Sone’s Nisei Daughter  (1953),

Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior (1975), Bharati 

M ukherjee’s Jasmine  (1989), Le Ly Hayslip’s When Heaven and Earth 

Changed Places (1989), Amy Tan’s The Joy Luck Club  (1989) and The 

Kitchen G o d ’s Wife (1991), and David M ura’s Turning Japanese  (1991), 

to name just a few. And, as we see in the first chapter o f  this study, the 

notion o f  autoethnography is practically synonymous with the notion of
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Native American literature, due largely to the historically ubiquitous 

presence o f  professional anthropologists in the authorial practices o f  

Native American writers. This literary phenomenon has been the 

primary inspiration for Michael M.J. F ischer’s often-cited essay, 

“Ethnicity and the Post-Modern Arts o f  Memory,” in which the author 

argues that “the florescence o f  ethnic autobiography” during the 1970s 

and 80s “can revitalize our way o f  thinking about how culture operates 

and refashion our practice o f  ethnography as a mode o f  cultural 

critic ism ” (194-95). Fischer posits— albeit problematically— that 

“ethnic autobiography and autobiographical fiction,” such as K ingston’s 

The Woman Warrior , Michael A rlen’s Passage to Ararat  (1975), and 

Marita G olden’s Migrations o f  the Heart  (1983), “can perhaps serve as 

key forms for explorations o f  pluralist, post-industrial, late twentieth- 

century society” (195). O f course, this raises a rather obvious question: 

What accounts for such a close association between ethnography and the 

literary expression of individual and collective selves o f  “e thnic” 

writers?

Unfortunately, finding an answer to this question does not mean 

putting the issue to rest. On the contrary, it means opening a veritable 

floodgate o f  questions regarding the very nature o f  ethnography and its 

wide field o f  discursive operation. It means scrutinizing the origin, 

purpose, method, design, poetics, and politics o f  a mode o f
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representation whose dominance is not ju s t  limited to the pages o f  ethnic 

American novels and autobiographies but extends to alm ost every 

imaginable arena o f  cultural production and experience. To scrutinize 

ethnography is to critically  engage one o f  the most com pelling rhetorical 

conventions o f  the late 19lh and early 20th centuries; it is to place the 

very meaning o f  m odernity  under a microscope. Ethnography, through 

its system o f  locution, semantics, grammar, syntax, signs, and 

iconography, reifies the very notion o f  modernity perhaps better than any 

other mode o f  representation, most notably by giving scientific 

credibility to a critical series o f  binary oppositions that provides the 

discursive backbone to ethnography and, by extension, to the cultural 

productions that employ it. These binaries include: primitive/modern, 

savage/civilized, heathen/Christian, superstitious/rational, 

Colored/W hite, Third W orld/First World, colonized/colonizer, 

natural/synthetic, feminine/masculine, simian/human, abnormal/normal, 

past/present, “o th e r’Vself.” In sum, through these binaries, ethnography 

provides a sem blance o f  language and logic to modernity.

In critica lly  surveying the role o f  ethnography in the works o f  

Mourning Dove, Bulosan, and Kingston, this study is guided by three 

alternative but overlapping points o f  reference: The first situates 

ethnography as a l iterary convention  that invents the “ other” as means 

for defining the “se lf .” The second contextualizes ethnography as a
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modernist expression o f  mythic consciousness, “ the notion that cultural 

productions, in this case literary texts, have access to a mythic condition 

that represents a return  to a more vital, primal, and elemental human 

state” (Manganaro 12). And the third positions ethnography as a vehicle 

for display  and commodification  o f  “o therness .” While the objects o f  

ethnography (artifacts, rituals, humans) and the venue o f  display (books, 

photographs, moving images, museums, zoos, fairs, theme parks, 

theatrical stages, tourist attractions, ethnic neighborhoods) may vary, all 

routes inevitably lead to a single Mecca: the marketplace. Ethnography, 

through its invention o f  cultures, poetic expressions o f  mythic 

consciousness, and infinitely imaginative manners o f  display, ultimately 

commodifies “o therness.” Hence the postmodern adage: All the w orld ’s 

a mall.

*  *  *

Chapter One o f  this study is entitled “M ourning Dove’s ‘Faustian 

D eal’ : The Crisis o f  Ethnography and the Pangs o f  Imperialist 

N ostalgia.” The objective o f  this chapter is to clarify the thesis and 

theoretical framework o f  this study by exploring the tensions that have 

historically kept two sets o f  literary urges at odds— between, on the one 

hand, the literary, novelistic, and artistic, and, on the other, 

ethnographic, anthropological, and scientific.
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Published in 1927, Cogewea  is a remarkable product o f  

collaboration between Mourning Dove, an Okanogan Indian, and 

Lucullus V. M cW horter, a white professional anthropologist. In an 

unconventional process o f  literary division o f labor, M ourning Dove 

provided the novel and McWhorter the ethnography. The problem with 

this description, o f  course, is obvious: Exactly how and where do we 

draw the line between the novel and ethnography, between the literary 

and the autobiographical, between art and science, especially  in a work 

that aspires to be both? Cogewea  provides us with a rare opportunity to 

consider this question, given that the authorial roles appear so clearly 

defined and prescribed in this partnership forged by an “ethnic” female 

artist and a white male scientist. As a result o f  this collaboration, as 

Mourning Dove places the ethnographic responsibilities on McWhorter, 

she appears to create a space— or a room, if  you w ill— o f  her own, where 

she is ostensibly free to “do art,” unencumbered by the unwritten 

obligation faced by m ost “ethnic” American writer to “expla in” their 

ethnic difference, to perform autoethnography first and foremost, before 

or along side the “ar t .” But is this in fact the case? Does Mourning 

Dove in fact realize her artistic dreams in this partnership? Or does she, 

fully aware o f  the vast gap separating her social s tatus and that o f  

McW horter’s, give up something, like Faust, during the transaction of 

this “deal”? The question before Mourning Dove, like the Saramaka
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man, is: Is it this (collaborate  w ith an ethnographer on a novel) or 

nothing?

Chapter Two is entitled “Carlos B ulosan’s Modern Pangs o f  

Nostalgia: Ethnography and the Myths o f  P r im itiv ism /’ In essence, this 

chapter reads B u losan’s Am erica Is in the Heart as a counte rnarra tive  to 

Paul Gauguin’s m ythical retreat to the South Seas. While the  French 

painter sought to replace the anxiety o f  modernity with the prom ise o f  

prelapsarian sim plicity  o f  Tahiti and the Marquesas Islands, the Filipino 

writer seeks to escape the anthropologically-defined “ s im p le” 

environment o f  the Philippines by fleeing to the United States. 

Unfortunately, what he finds in the New World is not the height o f  

civilization promised by Am erican m issionaries and schoolteachers 

stationed in the Philippines in the immediate decades fo llow ing the 

Spanish-American War, but a sociologically  defined “universe o f  force” 

and Darwinian determ inism  as depicted by American na tu ra lis ts— 

Theodore Dreiser, Frank Norris, Upton Sinclair, Jack London, and 

Richard Wright to name a few. Am erica Is in the H eart , like W righ t’s 

Black Boy-American Hunger, is a narrative o f  the personal and social 

choices Bulosan sees and makes in a world governed by the rules o f  

nature as defined by socio logy’s ethnographic imagination.

This chapter also exam ines the role o f  ethnography in what John 

Urry calls the “touris t gaze .” Long before his journey to the United
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States, Bulosan participates in the performance o f  ethnicity  w ithin the 

parameters o f  the tourist industry, modern technology, and economic 

survival. This partic ipation would later become integral to his harsh 

experiences in the United States, as he desperately tries to make sense of 

the spectacle o f  his racial identity in a place that always already appears 

to have defined— ethnographically  as well as legally— Filipinos as 

simian rather than human.

Finally, Chapter Three is entitled ‘‘Maxine Hong K ingston’s Great 

Escape from the 'W atchful V illagers’ : Ethnography, the Freak Show, 

and the Aesthetic o f  Psychoanalysis.” This chapter draws a parallel 

between K ingston’s The Woman Warrior and one o f  Sigm und Freud’s 

most poetically imaginative essays, Totem and Taboo. Psychoanalysis 

structures, guides, and impels both works, where symptoms o f  neurosis, 

the present-day m anifestation o f  primitive, atavistic characteristics, 

occur within the adult psychology o f  modern story-tellers. At the center 

of both works is profound ambivalence toward the pleasure principle. 

Should it be embraced or renounced? Does the good o f  the individual 

supersede the good o f  the “clan”? Is repression a necessary social 

device for maintaining civility or an excuse to silence and conspire 

against the weak and forgotten? For Kingston, the clan in question is 

China; for Freud, all o f  civilization. For Kingston, a Chinese American, 

her “prim itive” identity is at stake, as she endeavors to become a modern
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American novelist using the discourse provided by the Jew ish German 

Freud— the discourse o f modern secular science.

This chapter focuses also on the relationship among ethnography, 

psychoanalysis, childhood trauma, and the freak show. In attempting to 

make sense o f  her incoherent childhood traumas, Kingston employs the 

arsenal o f  her ethnographic imagination to do battle against the freakish 

ghosts o f  her past, which manifest not only in her nightmares and the 

impossible stories o f  her mother, but, to her dismay, also in her waking 

moments and her own stories. As a champion storyteller, gifted 

autoethnographer, virtuoso impresario, and master entrepreneur, she puts 

on display the bizarre freaks o f  her inner-self, hoping to je tt ison  them 

into the external world, perhaps making it possible to flee from the 

spectacle o f  their existence, and thereby finally transforming herself 

from a '‘freakish Chinese” into a “normal American.”
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Chapter I: Mourning D o v e ’s “Faustian D e a l”: The Crisis o f  

Ethnography and the Pangs o f  Im peria list Nostalgia

In a rather curious scene in Mourning Dove’s Cogewea, generally  

considered the first novel published  by a Native American woman, the 

protagonist— named Cogewea— is quite angered by a book she is 

reading. The book is The Brand, a dime novel about a “half-blood 

brave” who denounces his family and Indian heritage over his affections 

for a white girl, the heroine o f  the story. The brave, however, dares not 

declare his love for her. His Indian blood makes that impossible. He is 

too ashamed o f  his Indian identity, feeling he is very much her inferior. 

Nonetheless, by the end o f  the novel, he “weds the white ‘p r incess ’ and 

slaves for her the rest o f  his l ife” (91).

From the moment she picks up the novel, Cogewea knows exactly  

what to expect. H erself a half-breed, her anger toward the book becom es 

inevitable as soon as she discovers that the story concerns a half-breed. 

But despite this, she cannot stop herse lf  from reading, and in despair  she 

cries out: “I almost hate m yself  today. Every thing is against me, even 

to this maligning, absurdity o f  a book. The thing does nothing but slam 

the breeds!  as if  they were reptiles instead o f  humans” (89). She is so 

overcome with spite, she even throw s the book on the floor. But The 

Brand  has a mysterious power over her. She soon picks it up and
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continues to read despite the fact tha t the “ story, interesting to the 

w hites, was worm-wood to her Indian spleen” (91).

More than anything else, she is angered by the book’s quackery 

w hen it comes to Indian issues. “ Bosh!” she says to herself:

Show me the Red “buck” who would slave  for the most 

exclusive white “princess” that lives. Such hash may go 

with the whites, but the Indian, both full bloods and the 

despised breeds  know differently. And, that a “hero” 

should be depicted as hating his own mother for the flesh 

and heart that she gave his miserable frame. What a figure 

to be held up for laudation by either novelist or historian!

No man, whether First American, Caucasian or o f  any other 

race, could be so beastly inhuman in real life. . . . and can 

people suppose that the Indian, who is o f  the heroic, has not 

the manhood accredited to even the most com m ercialized o f  

nations? The truth is, he has more love o f  the undying type 

than his “superior” brother ever possessed. (91)

C ogew ea is clearly more angry at he rse lf  for being angry  than for the 

fa llaciousness o f The Brand. She knows better than to expect anything 

else from a book about Indians w ritten  by a white author for white 

readers. But why is she unable to stop herse lf  from reading and why is 

she incapable o f magnanimity? P rior to this scene, Cogewea had
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already confessed a desire to write, o f  “contemplating the possibility  o f 

becoming an authoress, o f  writing a book” (33). But when the man in 

whom she confides makes a joke o f  it, she quickly drops the subject, but 

not before retorting, “I may surprise you yet, James LaGrinder! even if  I 

am a 'sq u a w ’ as you call me” (34). The wrath she is later to exhibit 

toward The Brand—culminating in the burning o f  the book in her 

k itchen stove— clearly reveals something important about why she, a 

mere “ squaw ,” wants to do something so out o f  character as to write a 

book.

The Brand  irks Cogewea for a num ber o f  reasons: First, the half- 

breed Indian man is depicted as someone who feels inferior to a white 

woman due to his Indian blood. He is not only ashamed o f  his 

Indianness; his shame is produced  by his Indian blood. He is also 

depicted as a self-hating Indian, one who curses even his own mother for 

birthing him. As far as Cogewea is concerned, this characterization is 

akin to asserting that fish have feathers: The notion that an Indian man 

hates his Indianness is beyond the realm  o f  possibility. Second, both the 

author o f  the depiction and the intended audience of the novel are white. 

Cogewea is convinced that “the whites can not authentically chronicle 

[Indian] habits and customs. They can hardly get at the tru th” (95). As 

far as she is concerned, whites do not possess the cognitive capacity to 

“authentically” comprehend, let alone document, Indian life. Third, and
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perhaps most importantly, she knows whites lie about Indians with 

disingenuous purpose, namely for financial gain. Fully aware o f  their 

own ignorance, white writers who write on Indian subjects arrogantly 

and habitually make things up, knowing they can get away with it. So to 

depict an Indian man willfully enslaving h im se lf  to a white woman does 

nothing but perpetuate a lie o f  white dom inance and superiority. It gives 

something white readers desire, something they will gladly pay for. 

Cogewea angrily reads The Brand  despite knowing better because she 

feels she knows the truth about Indians and racist white fantasies, and 

can write about her people with far greater au thenticity  and authority. In 

sum, she wishes to write in order to correct the wrongs o f  white authors 

who distort Indian subjects for profit and greed.

But it is not necessarily the author o f  The Brand  and other dime 

novelists whom Cogewea wishes to set straight. Their ignorance and 

opportunism are too predictable and ultim ately beneath her concern.

There is a much more formidable category o f  writers whom she wishes to 

combat— the anthropologist.  Here is where Cogewea  presents a 

compelling irony: Mourning Dove, the creator o f  Cogewea, the fictional 

character, in writing Cogewea , the novel, co llaborates with a writer who 

essentially is the villain o f  the story. This raises the first among several 

critical questions inspired by Cogewea: W hat does it mean for 

Mourning Dove, a novelist, to collaborate w ith  Lucullus V. McWhorter,
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an anthropologist, on a novel that attem pts to subvert the 

anthropological project? By the same token, what does it mean for an 

anthropologist to collaborate on a work which impugns his very 

collaboration? In this chapter, we exam ine this irony and these 

questions more closely by challenging the saliency o f  a series o f  binary 

oppositions tha t are at the heart o f  this issue: literature/anthropology, 

novel/ethnography, fiction/truth, art/science. Is there a clear boundary 

between the literary and anthropological, between the artistic and 

scientific? To what extent do novels really create so-called fiction while 

ethnographies record so-called truth? At stake here is not only the 

legitimacy o f  the outdated 19th-century assum ption o f  the empirical 

nature o f  scientific  language. In reality, we might be overly optimistic 

in labeling this assum ption “outdated,” as a critical reading of Cogewea  

reminds us today, some seventy years after its publication, of the 

substantial degree to which the “ literary/sc ientific” binary is still evoked 

in determ ining ideas o f  fiction and truth, despite a century o f critical 

skepticism regarding the saliency o f  such categories.

Published in 1927, Cogewea  is a rem arkable product o f  an 

unconventional process o f  literary division o f  labor: By most 

conventional accounts, Christine Quintasket, an Okanogan Indian who 

wrote under the pen name Mourning Dove, provides the novel and 

Lucullus V. M cW horter, a professional anthropologist, provides the
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ethnography.  On the level o f  the plot, Cogewea  is not so dissimilar to 

The Brand, p rom pting  Janet Finn to compare the text to a “Harlequin 

romance” (143). Both novels are romantic adventures  set in the Wild 

West and the plo t concerns a love triangle: A good-hearted man, the 

hero, loves a beautifu l woman, but she foolishly directs her affections 

elsewhere. She falls in love instead with the v illain , a charmer, a w olf 

in sheep’s c lo thing, until the end of the story when the hero and the 

woman ride o ff  into the sunset to live happily ever after. The story o f  

Cogewea, thus, is quite conventional as a W estern romance novel, but 

with an im portant d istinction: the hero and heroine o f  Cogewea  are 

“half-breeds” and the villain  a white man. This racial reshuffling of 

characters makes the novel quite unique; couple this with the fact that 

the author is an Indian woman, a rare phenom enon even today, let alone 

in the 1920s, the novel then becomes quite extraordinary.

But i f  M ourning D ove’s authorship and the heroism o f  the Indian 

characters make the novel uniquely noteworthy, then M cW horter’s 

collaboration m akes it a ltogether common and well-nigh trivial. As 

Gretchen M. Bataille and Kathleen Mullen Sands note in American  

Indian Women: Telling Their Lives, a “m atter o f  methodology” 

characterizes m uch o f  the writings by Am erican Indian women, the 

dominant form o f  which is the autobiography. In addressing works such 

as Maria C hona’s Papago Woman, Nancy O estriech Lurie’s Mountain
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W olf Woman, Maria Cam pbell’s Halfbreed. Beverly Hungry W o lfs  The 

Ways o f  My Grandmothers, and Leslie Marmon S ilk o ’s Storyteller , 

among countless others, they argue that “bicu ltural composite 

au thorship” distinguishes “Indian autobiographies from that o f  the Euro- 

American tradition most clearly” with “no relationship  to gender 

differences.” And we might add genre  d ifferences to the mix. Cogewea. 

o f  course, is a novel, not an autobiography. This is what distinguishes 

Mourning Dove from other Native American wom en writers o f her era. 

Although Bataille and Sands’s study addresses Native American women 

autobiographies, due to McW horter’s anthropological collaboration, it is 

still quite illum inating to consider Cogewea  w ithin the scope o f their 

theoretical premises and categorical assumptions. As they assert:

While some autobiographies by Indian people have been 

written solely by the author, even those have in some 

measure gone through bicultural processing in preparation 

o f  the manuscript for publication for a primarily non-Indian 

audiences. (9)

In expounding on this notion of “bicultural processing ,” Bataille and 

Sands identify two specific types that “ lead to publication o f  Indian 

autobiography— oral and written” (10). They then further distinguish the 

oral process— between the “ethnographic” and “as-to ld -to .” They 

explain:
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These are not mutually exclusive types, since both share in 

orality and presume a non-Indian partner to effect a 

completed work. In the ethnographic autobiography, 

however, the intention o f  the work is clearly not literary. 

Usually collected by an anthropologist whose goal has not 

been to record and publish a literary work but to collect 

information and customs, mores, practices, and ceremonies 

o f  a specific tribe, the ethnographic autobiography is 

documentary in nature, valuable not because o f  its mode o f  

expression, but because o f  the ethnographic data it 

contains, a personal document to support anthropological 

interpretations o f social data about tribal peoples. (10) 

Bataille and Sands do admit, however, to the likelihood of the Indian 

narrator’s personality breaking through even in this type of “scientific” 

process, “suggesting the potential for a genuine autobiography.” But the 

brevity of the breakthrough often precludes this possibility. The authors 

therefore confidently contend that the “Ethnographic autobiography does 

not employ literary techniques” (11). It does, however, require a 

“collaborative effort by interviewer and subject, with the oral narration 

molded into publishable form for a non-Indian audience” (10). But no 

matter the type (oral or written) or the process (ethnographic or as-told- 

to), a few shared conditions define the Indian autobiography: a
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collaboration between an Indian informant and w hite anthropologist, and 

an eventual publication intended for a non-Indian audience. We could 

argue that the same holds for the novel Cogew ea, g iven the partnership 

between Mourning Dove (the Indian informant) and M cW horter (the 

white anthropologist).

Although their in tentions to contribute to the scholarship o f  

Indian women studies are noble in intent, unfortunately , what Bataille 

and Sands’s theoretical assertions result in is a further complication of 

an already cloudy issue. In relying on a precarious series o f  unexamined 

claims and assum ptions, they seriously reveal and perpetuate many 

critical flaws regarding language, discourse, and power. First, in 

asserting that the “in ten tion” o f  ethnographic au tobiographies  is 

nonliterary, they leave unansw ered an im portant question: Whose 

intention? The Indian’s or an thropologist’s? Can we speak o f  a 

"collective” or “hybrid” intention in this co llaborative  effort? Or do 

literary genres have innate intentions o f  their own? They also see a 

value in collecting ethnographic data, in the an thropologica l use o f 

Indian autobiographies. But for whom is this valuable? Since they feel 

that publishability im plies a “non-Indian aud ience ,” is it white readers 

who define the value o f  ethnography? Is it they who define the value o f 

the Indian life that is autobiographized? Bataille  and Sands also claim 

that the “goal” o f  the anthropologist is not literary  but rather

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



26

informative, documental, in terpretative, inquisitive— in a word, 

scientific. The scientific mode o f  expression, therefore, by nature, is 

nonliterary; accordingly, ethnography,  anthropology’s mode of 

expression, is nonliterary as well. Bataille and Sands do not see 

ethnography employing literary techniques. Thus, the less ethnographic 

an Indian autobiography, the more literary it is; the less an 

anthropologist makes her presence felt in the narrative o f  an Indian 

autobiography, the more “ literary in intent” it becomes. Literary merit, 

therefore, “hinges on the narrative skills o f  the subject and the editorial 

skills o f  her collaborator and on the effectiveness o f  literary techniques 

employed in both narration and editorial phases” (13). In other words, 

Indian autobiographies could not— cannot—exist w ithout the 

collaborator— the anthropologist, the ethnographer, the editor. 

Essentially, a partnership with anthropologists, therefore, is 

indispensable to and defines Indian autobiographies:

What makes an autobiography literary rather than simply 

ethnographic is a search for and developm ent o f  an inner 

stance, a sense o f  discovery of the wholeness o f  the 

subjec t’s identity. As a life story the autobiography must 

have realism; the outer and inner elements must be 

sufficiently integrated to allow the reader to imagine the 

life and to com prehend it as a unique experience, not
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simply a typical representation o f a tribal role. Together , 

the narrator and editor must be both “tender and severe” in 

articulating the sub jec t’s life “ from particular m oment in 

tim e.” (13-14; emphasis added)

Sadly, Bataille and S ands’s assumptions regarding the nature o f 

literature and ethnography, art and science, are quite consistent with an 

attitude befitting anthropology’s irrevocable past. Although published 

in 1984, their study better reflects the theoretical opinions o f  1884, a 

bygone era o f  anthropology that Renato Rosaldo in Culture and  Truth 

associates with the “ rise o f  classic norms” and “birth o f  ethnography” :

Produced by and for specialists, ethnographies aspired to be 

holistic representation o f other cultures; they portrayed 

other forms o f  life as totalities. Ethnographies were 

storehouses o f  purportedly incontrovertible information to 

be mined by armchair theorists engaged in comparative 

studies. This genre seemingly resembled a mirror that 

reflected other cultures as they “really” were. (32)

Defining it as a “genre o f  social description” (31), Rosaldo maintains 

that ethnography “has been cultural anthropology’s most significant 

contribution to knowledge” (38). He quotes T.O. Beidelman who, as 

recent as 1986, proclaimed with confidence: “Theories may change, but 

ethnography remains at the heart o f  anthropology; it is the test and
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measure o f  all theory” (34). Why such reverence tow ard ethnography?

As James Clifford points out in "‘Partial Truths,” perhaps because 

“writing has emerged as central to what anthropologists do both in the 

field and thereafter” (2). George Marcus and James Fischer in 

Anthropology as Cultural Critique  credit ethnography w ith elevating 

anthropology into a serious academic discipline by “bringing together 

into an integrated professional practice the previously separate processes 

o f  collecting data among non-W estern peoples, done prim arily  by 

amateur scholars or others on the scene, and the arm chair theorizing and 

analysis, done by the academic anthropologist” (18).

Anthropology, as a Western academic discipline, is relatively new. 

o f  course, sharing its beginnings with other social sc iences— psychology, 

sociology, and archeology— in the mid-19th century. This was the era of 

the empiricists, such as Auguste Comte, John Stuart Mill, and George 

Henry Lewes; it was also the era o f  the birth o f  evolutionary  theories 

characterized by the studies o f  Herbert Spencer and, most importantly, 

by the 1859 publication o f  Charles Darwin’s Origin o f  Species.  And 

following closely in D arw in ’s evolutionary footsteps were the first 

“professional” an thropologists— Lewis Henry Morgan, Edward Tylor, 

and James Frazer.

These 19th-century W estern empiricists, o f  course, did not 

originate the idea  o f  anthropology, or, literally, “the study o f  m an .”
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This idea emerged as early as the 15th and 16th centuries w ith  the Age of 

Discovery, when non-Europeans and non-white societies s tead ily  came 

into the collective consciousness o f  the West. With the so-called  

discovery o f  societies labeled “savage,” “primitive,” “unc iv ilized ,” 

"barbaric,” and “heathen,” came the need to dominate through 

expansionism and im perialism  o f  the sort written about by Daniel Defoe 

in Robinson Crusoe, the archetypal novel of the Western Enlightenm ent. 

Throughout the duration o f  the 17th and 18th centuries, ph ilosophers and 

writers o f  the Enlightenment, such as Jean Bodin, Michel de M ontaigne. 

Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Daniel Defoe, M ontesquieu, Jean Jacque 

Rousseau, and Voltaire, all in one form or another contem plated  the 

significance o f  “prim itives” and “savages” in their midst.

It was not until the 19th century, however, that anthropology, 

armed with the idea o f  the Enlightenment, emerged as a serious 

positivist discipline, no longer to be mistaken for am ateurish travel 

narratives o f  colonial traders and explorers or fanciful in tellectual and 

literary musings o f  philosophers, poets, and novelists. The first h a lf  o f  

the 20th century then took the field to its peak, led by such lum inaries as 

Franz Boas, Ruth Benedict, Edward Sapir, Margaret Mead, M arcel 

Mauss. Claude Levi-Strauss, Branislaw Malinowki, Arnold R. Radcliff- 

Brown, among countless others. And it is this “golden e ra” o f
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anthropology that coincides with ethnography becoming theoretically 

and methodologically central to the field.

Despite almost a century o f  its reputable status as a proven 

scientific methodology, however, ethnography has been caught in a 

storm o f  critical scrutiny— or imputation, some might say— that has 

lasted the better part o f  the past thirty  years. Much has been w ritten  and 

debated during that time about a so-called “crisis” in ethnography, most 

notably by the same contemporary anthropologists quoted before—  

Clifford, Marcus, Fischer, Rosaldo, and many others. And, w ithout a 

doubt, the 1986 publication o f  Writing Culture sparked the biggest 

debate. Edited by James Clifford and George E. Marcus, this anthology 

marked a critical moment in the history o f ethnography. With 

contributions by the leading contemporary scholars and critics o f  

anthropology (Renato Rosaldo, Mary Louis Pratt, Stephen A. Tyler,

Talal Asad, et al.), the volume placed ethnography under a “postm odern” 

lens and scrutinized its very epistemological foundations. Is there such 

a thing as an “objective” cultural description? Does ethnography 

“ invent” rather than describe cultures? Are anthropologists detached 

W estern scientists or one o f  co lon ia lism ’s many agents? If  anthropology 

is indeed part o f  the colonial process, does this taint its intellectual 

productions? Can the West still have authority over the representation 

o f  non-W estern peoples in a postcolonial era? Since its beginning in the
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m id-19th century, anthropology has trusted  language, hence, the 

importance o f  ethnography. The crisis o f  representation has come with 

the crumbling o f  this ideology o f  textual faith, along with, as Rosaldo 

explains, the erosion of cultural norms, end o f  objectivism, rise o f  

subjectivity, and increasing instability o f  once-pristine intellectual, 

scientific, and linguistic categories. As Ruth Behar puts it:

The publication o f  that anthology in 1986 set o ff  a debate 

about the predicaments o f  cultura l representation that shook 

up North American anthropology and brought a new self- 

awareness to the discipline. Even those who criticized 

Writing Culture acknowledged its importance by giving it 

their serious attention. The book’s purpose was to make an 

incredibly obvious point: tha t anthropologists write. And, 

further, that what they write, namely ethnographies— a 

strange cross between the realist novel, the travel account, 

the memoir, and the scientific  report— had to be understood 

in terms of poetics and politics. (3)

Although prophetic in addressing these tough issues, Writing Culture 

quickly became lost in a fusillade o f  subsequent publications that 

reexamined ethnography, most notably, George Marcus and Michael 

F ischer’s Anthropology as Cultural Critique  (1986), James C lifford’s 

Predicament o f  Culture (1988), Renato R o sa ld o ’s Culture and Truth
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(1989). George E. M arcus’s Rereading Cultural Anthropology  (1992), 

and Vincent C rapanzano’s H erm es ' Dilemma a n d  H am let's  Desire 

(1992). In fact, so much has been written about this debate that v irtually  

a new genre o f  anthropological writings has been invented, a genre I call 

anthro-apology.

Anthro-apology  is theoretical writings by anthropologists— or 

anthro-apologists— who attempt to reform  their  discipline through self- 

criticism and ever-evolving experimental ethnography. The principle 

concern o f  anthro-apology  has been two im portant controversies in itially  

thought to be external to anthropology but eventually  discovered to be at 

the core o f  it. The first emanates from the field o f  literary theory and 

involves the so-called “crisis o f  representation” that “emerged from an 

uncertainty about adequate means o f  describing social reality” (M arcus 

and Fischer 8). The second, integral to postcolonial theory, focuses on, 

to borrow a term from Edward Said, the status o f  “anthropology as 

co lon ia lism ’s in terlocutor.” The pronouncedly com plicated relationship 

between these two controversies and its effect on anthropology and 

ethnography is at the heart o f  anthro-apology.

But anthro-apology  is not without its own problems and 

oversights. As many feminist critics have asserted, in their attempt to 

usher in a new self-awareness to the field o f  anthropology, the anthro-  

apologists  have continued the age-old practice o f  “ Women Need N ot
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A pply.” Ruth Behar, in her introduction to Women Writing Culture , 

argues that Clifford and M arcus’s Writing Culture  replicates the errors 

o f  the d isc ip line’s past by omitting “wom en anthropologists and 

w om en’s anthropological writings” from its agenda:

In an act o f  sanctioned ignorance, the category o f  the new 

ethnography failed to take into account that throughout the 

twentieth century women had crossed the border between 

anthropology and literature. . . . The Writing Culture 

agenda, conceived in hom oerotic terms by male academics, 

provided the official credentials, and the cachet, that 

women had lacked for crossing the border. (4)

In other words, Bataille and Sands’s positiv is t c laim s— that literary 

language is unscientific and scientific language is unliterary— are wholly 

consistent with the male-privileging epistem ology o f  anthropology and 

directly concordant with the “male gaze” that appears to navigate the 

d irection and course o f  ethnography.

In “The Discourse o f  O thers,” Craig Owens maintains that the 

“West admit(s) only one vision— that o f  the constitu tive male subject— 

or, rather, (it) posit(s) the subject o f  representation as absolutely 

centered, unitary, masculine” (188). He adds: “Among those prohibited 

from W estern representation, whose representations are denied all 

legitimacy, are wom en” (188). Using Lacanian insights, Owen asserts
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that the human subject is never a discrete se lf  and cannot be known 

outside o f  the terms o f  society, outside the cultural formation o f  

patriarchy, where sight,  or the gaze, is erected as the dominant human 

sense. And it is this male gaze that defines the “d ifference” between 

men and women by confirm ing the lack or absence  in women— the 

missing phallus,  the “privileged signifier” o f  patriarchy. As Owen puts 

it, “sexual difference takes its decisive significance from a sighting” 

(199). The male gaze, however, more than just defines women by their 

lack of the phallus; it also defines men by not only the presence of their 

phallus, but by their authority to gaze. The ability to be gazed upon, 

therefore, defines women. The man desires that the woman is seen, 

displayed, and exposed. The woman is to show herself, to expose 

herself, to display herself. She, in her pose, becomes his fetish, his 

object o f  voyeurism, his pornographic image. She is reduced to his 

artifact o f  difference.

If we accept O w ens’s premise, if  we define pornography as the 

male gaze upon the difference o f  gender found in the “otherness” of 

woman, can we, for the sake o f  the present discussion, temporarily 

define anthropology on sim ilar terms? Can we define anthropology as 

the “white gaze” upon the difference of otherness o f  non-white peoples? 

Could this account, for example, to whatever degree, for the relative 

preponderance o f  Native American women autobiographies over other
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literary forms? Is the autobiography by a woman o f  color, then, a 

“voluntary” displaying o f  her own “difference”? Is anthropology, then, 

pornography o f  culture, established via the ethnographic gaze  upon the 

difference o f  race? Although not the first to do so, Owens points out 

that while there has been a considerable lack o f  female artists throughout 

Western history, there have been, in stark contrast, “certainly no 

shortages o f images o f  wom en” in artwork by men” (188). Can we not 

make a similar observation in anthropology? While there has been a 

considerable lack o f  non-white ethnographers throughout history, there 

have been certainly no shortage o f  images o f  non-whites in 

ethnographies by whites.

Trinh T. Minh-ha, in Woman, Native, Other, augments this point 

when she speaks o f  anthropology as a white male vehicle for defining the 

otherness o f  so-called primitive peoples, and women in particular. The 

notions o f  “woman,” “native ,” and “other,” as her title  insinuates, 

become one and the same. The woman is studied because she is 

studiable. The native is gazed upon because she is gaze-upon-able. The 

converse, however, does not hold in anthropology. The studier cannot 

be studied by the object o f  his study. The object “captured, solidified, 

and pinned to a butterfly board” (48) is in no position to study its captor. 

Trinh maintains:
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Anthropology is defined  as a science o f  man  or “a s tudy  o f  

the nature  o f  the hum an  s-p-e-c-i-e-s.” Next to the mind 

doctors— the psychia trist,  psychoanalyst, and 

psychologist— is the anthropologist, who also pretends to 

the precision o f  a zoo log ist or a botanist. (55)

What I find most troubling about Bataille and S ands’s d iscussion  o f  the 

re lationship  between Indian w om en writers and white anthropologists  is 

the com plete and utter absence o f  not ju s t  the fem inist response to 

anthro-apology , but the surprising lack o f  anthro-apological  insights 

themselves. What they are ignorant o f—or, worse, willfully  ignore— is 

the fact that ethnography’s sc ientific  pretensions reflect a transcendental 

and magical faith in language, and symbolize the “persistence o f  an 

ideology claiming transparency o f  representation and immediacy o f  

experience” (Clifford 2).

Moreover, Bataille and Sands, in quite a dramatic fashion, display 

Rosaldo’s notion o f  im perialist nos ta lg ia , a naive attitude which “makes 

racial dom ination appear innocent and pure” (68). In defin ing the 

collaboration between Indian wom en and white anthropologist as an 

essential component in the form ation o f  an Indian autobiography, and in 

characterizing the motives o f  an thropologists  as qualita tively  noble, 

Bataille and Sands categorically dissociate  anthropologists from other 

“agents o f  colonialism— officials , constabulary officers, m iss ionaries”
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(68). They, in fact, deny an thropolog ists’ complicity in the imperialistic 

dom ination o f  the people they study. As early as 1973, Talal Asad 

edited an important collection o f  essays, Anthropology and the Colonial 

Encounter, pondering the history and politics o f  this troubling 

relationship, and this is something that Warilea Iamo takes 

anthropologists  to task for in “Stigma o f  New Guinea” :

If modern anthropology grew from the search for human 

contrast between W estern people and their society, then the 

anthropologist is a restless person, an agent o f  those 

Western societies in search o f  a restive place. As an agent 

o f  a particular society, the anthropologist will find the non- 

Western social systems therapeutic and com forting for 

Western social systems. In Africa and New Guinea 

anthropologists have served colonial adm inistrators. . . . 

Their job was to ensure that the white masters rem ained in 

control. Not only are the “natives” in this process 

sociopolitically, econom ically, and culturally transform ed, 

but they also have become “th ings” in W estern— for 

American— eyes. (77)

In Culture and  Imperialism, Edward Said reiterates this point in his 

discussion o f  Colonel Creighton, the “main figure o f  worldly authority” 

in Rudyard K ipling 's  novel o f  O rientalized India, Kim. Creighton, for
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all practical purposes, is a Renaissance Man; he is not only a soldier and 

a colonial official but also a scholar and an anthropologist. India, his 

post, is entirely  interesting to him because he can approach it from each 

o f  the perspectives his many vocations allow. “The interchange between 

ethnography and colonial work in Creighton is fluent” and “he can study 

the talented boy [Kim] both as a future spy [for England] and as an 

anthropological curiosity” (153). S a id ’s view of anthropology’s 

relationship to colonialism is not unlike Iam o’s:

O f all the modern social sciences, anthropology is the one 

historically most closely tied to colonialism, since it was 

often the case that anthropologists and ethnologists advised 

colonial rulers on the manners and mores o f  the native 

people. . . . Kipling was one o f  the first novelists to portray 

this logical alliance between Western science and political 

power at work in the colonies. (153)

If we turn our attention from New Guinea and India to the United States 

some twenty-six years after the 1901 publication o f  K im , we see perhaps 

one o f the first American novelists in Mourning Dove portraying a 

similar “alliance between Western science and political pow er.” In this 

case, however, we have a “real life” manifestation of the fictional 

relationship forged between Kim, the “native-other,” and Creighton, the 

white anthropologist; we see this affiliation in the relationship between
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M ourning Dove and her anthropologist collaborator, Lucullus V. 

McW horter.

In returning to our initial discussion o f  Cogewea , it is quite clear 

that while many others have been and are still unaware o f  anthropology 's  

im perialist nostalgia, the same cannot be said o f  Mourning Dove. Yes, 

she collaborates with an anthropologist; but, by all accounts, she does so 

reluctantly. Quite aware o f her position as an Indian woman with barely 

three years o f  formal education, she virtually gives McWhorter, the 

respected scientist, unlimited reign over her novel. In fact, it is she who 

solicits his help in editing her manuscript when they first meet in 1914 

(Fisher v). As Dexter Fisher notes in the introduction to the 1981 

edition o f  Cogewea , M cW horter’s hand in amending Mourning Dove’s 

m anuscript was quite heavy, exceeding perhaps even Ezra Pound’s 

celebrated editing o f  T.S. E lio t’s The Waste Land. The anthropologist 

contributed many elements to the novel, including poetic epigraphs taken 

from various Western writers (including Longfellow ’s Hiawatha),  and 

radical rephrasing, reconstructing, and detailed copy-editing o f  

Mourning D ove’s language. He also tacked on to the text long passages 

o f  cultural and historical anecdotes from his own research (xv-xvi).

His most intriguing editorial maneuver, however, is the sequence 

o f  parenthetical numbers that continually interrupts the narrative during 

the course o f  the story. Provided by McWhorter, these numbers refer to
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notes that appear at the conclusion o f  the novel; they are essentially 

endnotes, a conventional research device used for academic or scientific 

docum entation. Such devices are not uncommon in a scholarly edition 

o f  previously published novels shown over tim e to exhibit literary merit, 

where the editors use footnotes or endnotes for annotation purposes. It 

is, however, quite rare to see scholarly notations in the f i r s t  edition o f  a 

novel. This is precisely the case in Cogewea , w here the endnotes, 

s ixteen pages worth, serve an ethnographic function, explaining cultural 

details and "‘corroborating various stories and incidents in the novel” 

(Fisher xv). W herever he felt the plot o f  the story  needed clarification 

pertaining to “ Indian” matters, McWhorter provided  ethnographic 

inform ation on a wide range of topics: laws, m ating  rituals, taboos and 

prohibitions, food, clothing, language, war, dance, and many other 

anthropological facets o f  Okanogan society.

When the novel is finally published after many setbacks involving 

d ifficulties with finance, publisher, and delay o f  over a dozen years. 

M ourning Dove is predictably “overwhelmed by the final product in 

which she suddenly realized the full extent o f  M cW horter’s influence” 

(Fisher xv). In a letter dated June 4, 1928, she w rites her collaborator:

I have ju s t  got through going over the book Cogeawea (sic), 

and am surprised at the changes tha t you made. I think they 

are fine, and you make a tasty dressing like a cook would
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do w ith  a fine meal. I sure was interested in the book, and 

hubby read it over and also all the rest o f  the family 

neglected their housework till they read it cover to cover. I 

felt like it was some one elses (sic) book and not mine at 

all. In fact the finishing touches are put there by you, and I 

have never seen it. (qtd. in Fisher xv)

Her reaction to the finished product is surprisingly cautious and 

diplomatic. She is, o f  course, quite elated and excited about having just 

been published. This is a rare and admirable feat for anyone, let alone 

for a self-educated Indian woman in the 1920s. M ourning Dove had 

been interviewed some eleven years earlier by the Spokesman Review  of 

Spokane and “hailed as the first American Indian novelist” and “ (g)iven 

such fanfare, it was embarrassing to continually have to explain why the 

book was not yet pub lished” (Fisher xiv). After a dozen years o f  

anticipation, perhaps she is more relieved than ecstatic . And she is also 

grateful. Fully aware that without his involvement, she would never 

have succeeding in publishing Cogewea, she is s incerely thankful to 

McWhorter for his devotion. Although she owes him  thanks, a 

demonstration of her appreciation is not the only thing she owes him. 

There is a greater price to be paid. In accepting the necessary  

collaboration with McWhorter, she has in fa c t  made a Faustian deal.
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For the price of getting her novel published, she has paid not only with 

her novel but with her soul.

Her letter to M cW horter reveals not so much elation and gratitude 

but sadness. “I am surprised at the changes you m ade,” she says. So 

much so, she does not even recognize that it is her own book. Whose 

book is it then? The heavy-handed “finishing touches” she has never 

even seen. As Fisher notes:

Mourning D ove’s intention from the beginning had been to 

write a romance about the half-blood Cogewea that was 

based on her ow n experience and would preserve in novel 

form some o f  the unrecorded stories o f  her tribe. Despite 

the inclusion o f  the Okanogan elements, M ourning Dove 

regarded Cogewea  as fiction, refusing at one point, for 

example, to a llow  McWhorter to use a picture o f  her on the 

title page because that was appropriate only for historical 

works, (xiii)

Mourning Dove’s primary in ten t is novelistic, literary, and artistic. But, 

against what Bataille and Sands might claim, this intent does not exclude 

the ethnographic and scientific. The two urges— the literary and 

ethnographic—are not m utually  exclusive categories to her. As Faye 

Harrison proclaims, “ if  ethnography is kind of fiction, then the converse, 

that fiction is kind o f  ethnography, is also true” (qtd. in Behar 19).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



43

Mourning D o v e’s desire to include “unrecorded stories o f  her tr ibe” is 

every bit as im portant as the “romance” in the creation o f  the novel. The 

ethnographic element, therefore, is in fact as literary as the plot, the 

characterization, setting, tone, voice, atm osphere, or any other features 

o f  the novel. M cW horter, however, like Bataille and Sands, sees the 

distinctions in black and white terms. W anting to exaggerate the 

scientific advantage o f  the novel, he eventually  convinces M ourning 

Dove to allow  her picture to grace the cover o f  the book (Fisher xiii). 

Moreover, he felt that the book needed a strong “Indian point o f  v iew .” 

So. in the m ost ironic fashion, he suppressed Mourning D ove’s literary 

intentions and highlighted his own political ones by “constantly  inserting 

into the narrative innumerable didactic passages about the injustices 

suffered by Indians at the hands o f  governm ent agencies, as well as 

historical facts about other tribes that are hardly relevant to the story” 

(Fisher xiv). And so, even to Dexter Fisher, someone who very much 

admires and is exceedingly sympathetic to M cW horter, the “result is that 

the narrative, which is very much within the tradition o f  the western 

romance, w ith  its stock characters and melodrama, sags at times under 

the weight o f  v itupera tion” (xiv).

In a b izarre bit o f  irony, it is M cW horter, a white man, who 

vituperates more passionately against the wrongs com m itted  on the 

Indians by whites than Mourning Dove, an Indian woman upon whom the
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wrongs have been committed. M ourning Dove’s am bitions as a writer 

are prosaic and unpretentious. She simply wants to write  fiction, a 

romance, the kind she herse lf  in all likelihood enjoys reading, a dime 

novel not unlike The Brand. I f  she is to crusade for a cause, she will do 

so as a novelist, within  the confines o f  the novel’s structure, through 

plot and characterization. This is not to say, however, that she did not 

have a politically progressive spirit. As Janet Finn notes, Mourning 

Dove, as the first woman to sit on the Colville Tribal Council, “took her 

personal experiences and political concerns to public forum s,” and often 

“ stood before civic groups advocating tribal fishing rights and sat with 

Camp Fire Girls telling stories o f  Okanogan life” (137). Moreover, 

within the bounds o f  her identity as a writer , she “wrote against the 

dominant grain o f  Indian image m aking” o f white America, and her 

novel “challenged the capacity o f  impersonal ethnographic accounts to 

'c a p tu re ’ Native American experience.” She wrote to counter “popular 

stereotypes o f  Indian people” and pose an “alternative form for 

elucidating cultural know ledge” (141).

An important question needs to be addressed: Did Mourning 

Dove have prior knowledge o f  the nature and extent o f  M cW horter’s 

involvement in the revision and publication o f her novel? Did she 

w illfully acquiesce to his authority? Does she merely feign surprise over 

not recognizing her novel after publication? If she cannot recognize her
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work after it has passed through M cW horter’s blue-pencil, is she in fact 

the author o f  Cogewea?

Not surprisingly, immediately following the novel’s publication 

were disbelieving words o f  skeptics and doubters. An Indian agen t’s 

accusation that McWhorter was the sole author o f Cogewea  so deeply 

offended the anthropologist that he wrote a letter to the agent angrily 

denying the charge, leading to the recanting o f  the statem ents (Fisher 

xvi). This kind o f  public challenge to the legitimacy o f  her authorship 

greatly distressed Mourning Dove. The fact that she herse lf  might have 

believed in the partial truth o f  the accusations no doubt added to her 

distress.

M cW horter’s heavy-handed contribution to the novel, however, 

was not the skeptics’ main point o f  doubt. That was all too obvious. 

What most critics questioned was Mourning Dove’s ability to write a 

novel. She was, after all, merely a “squaw .” Recall that this is the 

sentiment that infuriates the character Cogewea when she is made fun of 

after declaring she wishes to write a book. This is also the sentim ent 

that Bataille and Sands reveal when they describe the collaboration of 

anthropologists as essential to Native American woman autobiographers. 

And this is the same sentiment that confronted the African Am erican 

poet, Phillis Wheatley, who in the 18th century underwent “ te s ts” 

verifying her authorship o f  poems. For Wheatley to claim ownership o f
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her own poems, no less than the Governor o f  Massachusetts and John 

Hancock, among eighteen other “prom inent” citizens, needed to testify 

that “under the Disadvantage o f  serving as a Slave in a Family in this 

Town,” she “had been examined and thought qualified to write them ” 

(qtd. in Norton Anthology  814). M ourning Dove was not as fortunate as 

Wheatley. She could not assemble a team o f  qualified arbitrators to 

authenticate her authorship o f  Cogewea. She had only McWhorter, a 

man caught in the middle o f  the scandal, to plead her case. And so, it 

was left up to her “to prove to the world that she could write a novel by 

h e rse lf ’ (Fisher xvi).

To McWhorter, “a homesteader, historian, and self-styled Indian 

rights activist in Washington State” (Finn 137), Mourning Dove’s dime 

novel romance provided him with an ideal opportunity to fulfill his own 

agenda. His opportunism, however, was not necessarily malevolent in 

intent, and his motives were not entirely self-serving or villainous. On 

the contrary, he appeared to have had the best interest o f  Mourning Dove 

and the Indian people in mind when he agreed to collaborate on 

Cogewea. In her characterization o f  McW horter, Fisher practically 

canonizes him with praise:

He was a man o f  the utmost integrity whose genuine 

interest in Indian history and culture became the center of 

his work and publications. He had, for example, defended
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the Yakimas in their  s truggle  to protect their irrigation 

rights and had in 1913 published a pamphlet entitled The 

Crime against the Y akim as , which exposed the pattern o f  

abuses against Indians by the Bureau o f  Indian Affairs. 

Adopted into the Y akim a tribe, he was given the honorary 

name o f  He-mene K a-w an, or “Old W olf,” which he used 

repeatedly in his correspondence with Indian friends, (vi) 

Evidence of M cW horter’s outrage at the mistreatment o f  Indians by 

whites are found throughout the narra tive  and endnotes o f  Cogewea.

Due to an absence o f  Mourning D o v e ’s original manuscript which 

McWhorter worked with, and given tha t there are no objective markers 

to designate his scholarly additions and editorial revisions, it is v irtually  

impossible to attribute, with certainty, a passage in the novel to either 

writer. But. in all likelihood, the d idactic  passages concerning Indian 

customs and vitriolic condem nation o f  Bureau o f  Indian Affairs are 

wholly M cW horter’s. And so, g iven  M cW horter’s credentials as a 

respected anthropologist, his advocacy on her behalf to get the book 

financed and published, his tireless devotion  in molding the m anuscript 

into a publishable condition, and his righteous championing o f  Indian 

causes, how could M ourning Dove, a half-breed migrant worker whose 

home was determined by the ripening  o f  fruits, vegetables, and grain, 

ever hope to criticize or protest M cW horte r’s full discretionary power
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over the final condition o f  her novel? Echoed in the “relationship of 

M ourning Dove and her patron Lucullus M cW horter,” writes Finn, are 

“them es o f  obligation, illness, and financial s truggle” (139).

Earlier in this chapter, with the help o f  Renato Rosaldo, we 

defined im perialist nostalgia  as a naive attitude which “makes racial 

dom ination appear innocent and pure” (68):

Curiously enough, agents o f  co lonialism — officials, 

constabulary officers, missionaries, and other figures from 

whom anthropologists ritually d issociate them selves— often 

display nostalgia for the colonized culture as it was 

“traditionally” (that is, when they first encountered it). The 

peculiarity o f  their yearning, o f  course, is that the agents o f  

colonialism  long for the very forms o f  life they 

intentionally altered or destroyed. Therefore. . . people 

mourn the passing of what they them selves have 

transformed. (69)

Rosaldo sees a paradox: “A person kills somebody, and then mourns the 

v ic tim ” (69). He also sees imperialist nostalgia using “a pose o f  

'innocen t yearning’ both to capture people’s imaginations and to conceal 

its com plicity  with often brutal domination” (69). At the heart o f  

im perialist nostalgia is guilt and denial o f  complicity with imperialism, 

and its purpose is to hide both the guilt and denial. This is achieved
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through a variety o f  means, and most o f  these means— wittingly or not— 

are employed by McWhorter.

As a historian and scholar, he knows the brutal truth about the 

campaign o f  genocide the whites have mercilessly conducted against 

North A m erica’s indigenous population. As an anthropologist o f  Indian 

cultures, he is a preservationist, devoting his life and career to the 

protection o f  an endangered “species” o f  people. As a scientist, he is 

motivated by curiosity and obligated to advance his academic field o f  

study. As a friend o f  Mourning Dove, he wants to use his influence and 

talents to uplift her, play Dr. Higgins to her Eliza Doolittle, transform 

her from an insignificant “squaw” into a respected novelist, an artist, his 

fair lady. This is the least he can do to right the wrongs o f  his own 

kind— the whites. Put all these motivations together and he exemplifies 

the prototypical Lone Anthropologist (a play on the term, “Lone 

Ethnographer,” used by Rosaldo): He is Indiana Jones, who, in the film, 

Indiana Jones and the Temple o f  Doom, single-handedly rescues a 

helpless Indian village— populated mostly by women— from famine and 

destruction by finding and returning to the villagers an ethnographic 

artifact integral to their cultural preservation. McWhorter, therefore, 

epitomizes a compelling assertion made by Ruth Behar: “Anthropology 

makes heroes o f  m en.” It is “the male quest plot turned institu tion” and 

“ is by nature a paradoxical pursuit for woman” (16). As Susan Sontag
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asserts, anthropology is “one o f  the rare in tellectual vocations which do 

not demand a sacrifice o f  one’s manhood” (qtd. in Behar 16). The 

woman is always already the object o f  the gaze o f  anthropology:

“ Woman, the original Other, is always being looked at and looked over.

A woman sees herself  being seen” (Behar 2). In anthropology, the 

woman is the object o f  both the male gaze and the ethnographic gaze. 

McW horter simultaneously epitomizes the spirit o f  imperialist nostalgia, 

the quest o f  the male hero, and the mission o f  the white m an 's  burden , 

"where civilized nations stand duty-bound to uplift so-called savage 

ones” (Rosaldo 70). He has voluntarily, and w ith the best o f  intentions, 

burdened h im self  in uplifting Mourning Dove from humble Okanogan 

squaw to published American novelist. How can Mourning Dove 

possibly criticize or protest McWhorter?

There is a more basic question: Can  she, even if  she wishes to? 

Although she may not, in “realistic” terms, be in a position to directly 

challenge McW horter privately or publicly, she does have an alternative, 

one which has commonly served so-called “m inority” or “ subaltern” 

writers and artist whenever and wherever unequal distribution o f  power 

and authority exists. She can and does p ro tes t  M cW horter by p laying  

tr ickster , who “mocks and plays with the boundaries  o f  truth and fic tion” 

(Finn 133).
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The trickster, o f  course, is a literary character who overcomes a 

more powerful opponent through a variety o f  creative  means. As Paul 

V.A. Williams explains in “Loki and Saxo’s H am le t,” the trickster 

employs an almost endless arsenal o f  unconventional weapons: 

deviousness, mischief, tricks, deception, underhandedness, performance, 

playing the fool, riddles, puns and other verbal ingenuity, elaborate 

skills, confidence, covert strategies, intelligence, hum or, unmatched 

wisdom, and supernatural powers. The tr ickster’s motivations are rarely 

proac tive ; rather, they are reactive  to dire s ituations not o f  their making. 

They are reluctant or accidental combatants. The trickster  uses his skills 

against an opponent who is blessed with every apparent upper hand, an 

enemy with glaringly pronounced physical, m aterial, social, political, 

institutional, and divine advantages. Unwillingly forced into a critical 

situation of life or death, the trickster—the ultim ate underdog— 

inevitably triumphs nevertheless, and “better men than he meet their 

deaths through his strange skills and elaborate s tra teg ies” (W illiams 3). 

W arwick Wadlington, in The Confidence Game in Am erican Literature, 

defines the trickster as an archetype, appearing “ in variants ranging from 

the demonic to the m essianic,” representing “the ready transformation of 

a basic motivation into a set o f  social deportments, like cunning and 

stupidity, that to common view seem mutually exc lus ive” (6).

Wadlington sees the trickster embodying a paradox: He is both “a force
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o f  treacherous disorder that outrages and disrupts” and “an 

unanticipated, usually unintentional benevolence in which trickery is at 

the expense o f  inimical forces and for the benefit o f  m ankind” (15). 

Moreover:

W hether he is seen, according to social and historical 

circumstances, as demiurge, culture hero, savior-god, devil, 

shaman, or comic rogue, the Trickster has a profound 

fascination, abrogating as he does in his tricks and self- 

deceptions all restrictions, rules, and taboos, manipulating 

the untouchable, and freely tapping the unchecked powers 

o f  the unconscious or the afterworld by means o f  illusion 

and metamorphosis. (16)

Often cited examples o f  the trickster archetype are usually folkloric in 

nature, including Loki from the Eddie lore, Maui from Polynesian, Eshu- 

Elegba from West African, Ture from Central African, Krishna from 

Hindu, W akdjunkaga from North American Indian, and Daiiru from 

South American (W adlington 15). There are, however, deployments that 

are not associated with traditional beliefs, customs, and myths. Bernard 

Bell, for instance, sees William Wells Brown employing “several black 

trickster tales in Clotel to illustrate the ingenious strategies and 

disguises used to escape from slavery” (25). Joanne M. Braxton, on the 

other hand, sees the tradition o f  black women’s autobiographies as
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embodying “the spirit o f  the archetypal trickster figure who relies on 

wit, speed, and intelligence to deceive, beguile, overwhelm, and defeat a 

more powerful foe” (45).

Mourning D ove’s strategy to “beguile, overwhelm, and defeat” the 

“more powerful foe” o f  M cW horter is to turn her novel into an allegory. 

Through a combined means o f  illusion, literary ingenuity, and 

supernaturalism, she metamorphoses herself  and M cW horter into 

fictional characters— she into Cogewea, the heroine, and he into Alfred 

Densmore, the villain. Because she has no social, political, institutional, 

or economic power over M cW horter in the “real” world, she resorts to 

the means o f the trickster in order to assert her s e l f  in the “ imaginative” 

world she has authored. She realizes M cW horter’s power to appropriate 

Cogewea  in serving his own imperialistic means and nostalgic ends. 

Despite his intentions to do otherwise, he abuses his unlimited force and 

authority as a white male scientist to “k ill” Mourning D ove’s presence in 

Cogewea, so much so that she does not even recognize her own novel 

after he puts his “ finishing touches” on it. She, therefore, having 

foreseen the power and intent o f  McW horter from the start o f  their 

collaboration, and given no other alternative, goes the way o f  the 

trickster: She uses the literary devices o f  plot and characterization to 

subvert and impugn M cW horter’s collaboration. The result is 

M cW horter’s participation in his own demise— at least that is the
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tr ickster’s intent. M ourning D ove’s desire to author a novel thus 

m anifests in Cogew ea’s desire to write a book. As discussed earlier, 

C ogew ea’s eventual outrage upon reading The Brand  culm inates in her 

burning the book in her kitchen stove. This act o f  momentary 

incendiarism ignites her identity as a writer; by destroying the “ fake” 

book, she creates a space for own future book, one that will be a “ rea l” 

representation o f  Indians and half-breeds. Cogew ea’s desire to write is 

M ourning Dove’s desire magically transformed into a fictional yearning. 

Cogewea, the novel, is the phoenix that rises from the ashes o f  The 

Brand, destroyed by Cogewea and resurrected by M ourning Dove. And 

serving as the foil, the villain who meets his just desserts, parodied and 

mocked, hissed and derided, is none other than Lucullus V. M cW horter, 

a.k.a. Alfred Densmore.

Alfred Densmore is an Easterner whose snobbery and 

contemptuousness are obvious to everyone as soon as he makes his 

entrance. His reason for coming West is hinted at when he, d isappointed 

at the ranch where he lands a job , thinks to himself: “Where were those 

picturesque Indians that he was promised to meet?” (48). He is upset at 

finding him self in “a nest o f  ha lf  bloods, whom he had always 

understood to be the inferior degenerates o f  two races” (48). Densmore 

has come West with the mind o f  a tourist, bringing with him his own 

idealized image o f  the Indian. When he does not find what he expects,
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he is very disappointed, and, like a shortchanged tourist, feels cheated. 

The '‘degenerate” half-bloods on the ranch, sensing his haughtiness, 

write him off  as a “tenderfoo t” who knows nothing o f  “m anly” matters 

such as breaking broncos. They show him no respect, convinced that 

“that fellow will com m it suicide rangling those wild horses” (48). The 

only one to see him  sympathetically is Cogewea. She is entire ly  

fascinated by Densmore, seeing in him a stark contrast against the 

motley crew o f  uneducated and artless half-breed roughnecks she lives 

amongst. He is, in a word, a gentleman. Cogewea admires what she 

thinks is his refined, civilized demeanor. In fact, the main object o f  her 

a ttraction to him is the very thing that the other half-breeds despise— his 

snobbery. When Densmore is teased by the ranch-hands whose practical 

joke involving a w ild bronco leads to him fracturing his arm, Cogewea 

comes to his aid. She not only befriends and nurses him, she is utterly 

flattered when he flirts with her. This, o f  course, is the same woman 

who is to later burn a book for depicting a half-breed as falling in love 

with a white woman. By depicting Cogewea as a flawed character in this 

ironic manner, naively bewitched and bewildered by a v illa inous snob, 

M ourning Dove hints at her own failings in her relationship with 

McWhorter. In essentially  scolding  Cogewea for her foolishness, 

Mourning Dove in fact scolds herself. The object o f  M ourning D ove’s 

fascination, o f  course, is another well-bred and educated white
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gentleman in McWhorter. Her criticism o f  Cogewea, thus, mirrors 

Cogew ea’s o f  the half-breed brave in The Brand.

The object o f  Cogewea’s desire is not so much Densmore as it is 

what he represents— class, education, sophistication, civilization. These 

are the same qualities that attract Mourning Dove to McWhorter, the 

gentleman and scholar, when she asks him for his help with her 

manuscript. To both author and her fictional character, these two white 

men represent a potential avenue o f  escape from their Indian 

’‘depravity.” The similarities between the two women do not end here. 

The most im portant parallel pertains not so much to the motives for their 

attraction to the two white men, but rather for the m en’s attraction to the 

two half-breed Indian women who long to be writers.

D ensm ore’s attraction for Cogewea when he first sees her is 

sexual. This increases as he spends more time with her:

There was a disturbing element to his mediations. . . . That 

“breed” girl came ever before him. It was in vain that he 

tried to blot her from memory, to banish her from vision.

She peeped from every flower; those flashing black eyes 

reflected from the pebbles glinting in the sunshine. Her 

tresses streamed on the eddying current, and her voice was 

in the notes o f  bird-song and the chipm unk’s chatter. (80)
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Although unable to cease thinking o f  her in such gushingly romantic 

manner, he chides himself: “Alfred Densmore, the cold, calculating 

business man out from the East for adventure and money, was h a lf  in 

love wih (sic) this wild, tawny girl o f  the range” (81). The mere idea o f 

such a thing happening distresses him to no end. He adm onishes 

himself: “ What a fool! I am not really falling in love w ith  that squaw! 

Ridiculous!” (81). To be physically attracted to Cogewea is one thing, 

but to have “feelings” for her because she is so “sweet” to him is quite 

another. He tells  h im self  that women like her are “alright as objects o f 

amusement and pleasure, but there it must ha lt” (81). Seeing h im self  as 

a civilized man, he is embarrassed by his sexual attraction to, let alone 

feelings o f  love for, someone o f  a race beneath his own. This is 

unacceptable behavior for a white gentleman. He imagines what his 

family would think o f  such a thing: “My sisters would never tolerate it, 

and it would break my m other’s heart” (81). But more than anything 

else, the idea o f  d isinheritance— a certainty i f  he were to m arry her—  

rattles his bones: “A/ever/ Never! I don’t dare! Pshaw!” (81).

D ensm ore’s incessant denial indicates an undeniable truth: He 

desires Cogewea. Unfortunately, to desire her solely on the basis o f  sex 

or love is unacceptable in the civilized code o f  ethics by w hich he 

proudly lives. However, while sex with a “ squaw” as an e n d  is 

unthinkable, i f  her sexuality can be a means  for ulterior gains, a
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financial one in particular, then it is very much within the bounds o f  

civ ilized behavior. “Had she strings to a gold mine there would be an 

inducem ent,” he thinks, “but a squaw w ithout compensation— a sacrifice 

w ithout adequate  requital— blah!” (81). Then, like magic or a dram atic 

turn in a perverse fairy tale, it happens. Densmore discovers that 

perhaps she is indeed tied to a string that literally leads to a gold mine. 

And the string that links Cogewea to a gold mine is made o f  the most 

surprising material: ethnography.

In a silly moment of flirtation, Densmore tells her how lonely he 

has been w aiting for his arm to heal: “No one to speak to; every body 

busy but m e” (83). So eager is Cogewea for his approval and affection, 

she offers him the only thing she feels she can— an ethnographic 

spectacle o f  her “Indianness.” After all, what can she possibly give him 

that he already has not? Sensing his d isappointm ent at not finding “rea l” 

Indians but only “half-breeds” during his trip out West, Cogewea 

volunteers the services o f Stemteema, her ancient grandmother who 

embodies the Okanogan oral tradition:

I will have her tell some stories that may hold in terest for 

you— stories o f  the past— o f  the time that was. She will 

speak in Okanogan and I w ill interpret for you. (83)

The services she offers Densmore are the same ones Mourning Dove 

offers M cW horter— that o f the native informant.  She will not only lead
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him to an “au then tic” source o f Indianness but will also serve as a 

translator. M ourning Dove tells Densmore that Stemteema, over a 

hundred years old, is her only living relative: “ When mother died, she 

was the only relative we had— after daddy left us for the glitter o f  gold 

in the Yukon; and which— ” (83).

Stopping in mid-sentence, Mourning Dove knows immediately 

that she has said too much, “as though she had betrayed a secret” (83). 

And she has. To her, the memory o f  her father is “an ever haunting 

uncertainty— a dream ing o f  that which is more fearful than death—  

gnawing at her sou l” (83-4). The death o f  her parents is too painful a 

subject, and she regrets having spoken so freely to Densmore. This 

sadness o f  Cogewea, however, is completely lost to the Easterner. “But 

the mention o f  ‘gold in the Yukon’ has aroused to new life his latent 

passion for w ealth” (84). To go back East a wealthy man was 

Densmore’s ch ie f  aim in life. He felt there “must be wealth somewhere 

in this new country— mines o f  it among the Indians— requiring only 

brains and strategy to possess” (85). The strategy his brain comes up 

with is to court Cogewea, pretend to love her, and use her to get closer 

to Stemteema, believing that the location o f  the secret gold mine is 

hidden in her stories. Densmore sees in ethnography a treasure map to 

wealth, “the one god o f  his ambition” (84). The value o f  ethnography, 

therefore, rests not in the thing itself but rather in the potential profit to
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which it may lead. In this respect, Mourning Dove is not unlike 

Densmore. To them both, what use are Indian tales, customs, and 

artifacts in the modern world if  they cannot make a profit with them? In 

a letter she writes to McWhorter in 1918, Mourning Dove complains to 

him o f  her difficulty  in obtaining legends and stories from other Indians: 

They are such hard people to get anything out from. . . . 

There are some that are getting suspicious of my wanting 

folklores and if the Indians find out that their stories will 

reach print I am sure it will be hard for me to get any more 

legends without paying the hard cash for them. A whitem an 

has spoiled my field o f  work. . . . This Mr. James Teit has 

collected folklore among the Indians and has been paying 

five dollars a piece for good Indian legends and naturally 

that has spoiled the natives and o f  course they wish the 

same price from me whether they story is worth a nickel to 

me. (qtd. in Fisher viii)

While a white person displaying business sense is considered admirable 

and natural, an Indian entrepreneur is seen as greedy and unnatural. The 

tenuous relationship between anthropologists and native informants is 

aptly illustrated in a joke, the source o f  which I am not certain: The 

typical Cheyenne family has five members in it— the mother, father, 

brother, sister, and an anthropologist. The success o f  this joke, o f

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



61

course, depends upon the veracity o f  the situation  being lampooned. 

Cogewea , for one, is a work that appears to support the humor o f the 

joke. It demonstrates the subtle hostility Indians have for the 

commonplace intrusion o f  anthropologists in their  lives. A particularly 

telling moment is when James LaGrinder, a half-breed, mockingly 

recounts a story o f  one particular anthropologist:

I was there when the boys was a s tu ff in ’ one poor woman.

It was at the first buffalo roundup when lots o f  people come 

to see the sight. A bunch o f  us riders was together when 

this here lady come up and begins a sk in ’ questions ’bout 

the buffaloes; and Injun names o f  f ly in ’, w alk in’ and 

sw im m in’ things and a lot o f  bunk. Well, you know how 

the boys are. The sure lacoed that there gal to a finish; and 

while she was a dashin’ the inform ation down in her little 

tablet, we was a th inkin’ up more lies to tell her. We d idn ’t 

savey she was w ritin ’ a real book, or maybe we would a 

been more careful. Yes, maybe! Why, them there w ritin ’ 

folks is dead easy pickin’ for the cowpunchers. But I see 

she took to the more full-blood talk than what I tell her. 

(93-4)

This humorous anecdote reveals much about the problematic relationship 

between anthropologists and their native informants. The playfulness o f
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the cowpunchers, in lying to and taking advantage o f  eager 

e thnographers, is quite consistent with the s trategies o f  the trickster.

But while most Indians in Cogewea  are quite aware o f  the subversive 

pow er o f  the trickster (deception, lies, underhandedness, playing the 

fool, verbal ingenuity), Cogewea is not. She falls prey to Densmore’s 

schemes because she, like the half-breed brave in The Brand , has learned 

to despise her Indianness. But, like the others, she is beginning to learn 

that it is her Indianness, i f  commodified and  m arketed  effectively , that 

will help her obtain the goods she needs, be they material or otherwise. 

What she desires is love and respect from a w hite  gentleman. And, like 

M ourning Dove, she is willing to make a Faustian  deal to fulfill that 

desire.

This is the moral o f  Mourning D ove’s allegorical Cogewea , if 

there is to be a moral. In exposing and putting on display this weakness 

o f  Cogewea, Mourning Dove confesses her ow n duplicity in the 

com m odification o f  Indianness for ulterior m otives. Just as Cogewea 

needs Densmore, Mourning Dove needs M cW horter to get her novel 

published. Conversely, ju s t  as Densmore needs Cogewea, McWhorter 

needs M ourning Dove to express his im perialist nostalgia. Here are two 

m arriages made in market heaven. As Finn sees it:

Mourning Dove saw in M cW horter a sponsor for her 

lifelong desire to write novels inform ed by and
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incorporating Native Am ericans’ experiences. McW horter 

recognized her literary ability and saw in her the ideal 

informant capable o f  documenting the “primitive folk 

ways” o f  the Okanogan peoples. M ourning Dove agreed to 

assist M cW horter in his salvage ethnography project in 

exchange for his support in the editing and publishing o f 

her fictional work. For McWhorter, editorial control over 

Mourning D ove’s writing offered him a means o f  voicing 

his political views through her text. (140)

In the end, however, it appears that only Densmore is severely punished. 

His evil scheme is exposed and he is utterly humiliated. M eanwhile, 

James LaGrinder, a half-breed whose love for Cogew ea is at first 

rejected, saves her from the sinister grips o f  Densmore and is elevated to 

a new place o f  respect and integrity. The white man gets his just 

desserts and the half-breed “gets the girl.” Cogewea learns a valuable 

lesson in the process: whites are not to be trusted, especially i f  they 

come seducing her for ethnographic motives. They are never truly 

interested in her for her humanity, but for the commercial profit her 

Indianness may engender. In tricking him into collaborating on a work 

that undermines his very collaboration, does Mourning Dove punish 

McWhorter more maliciously than she does Densmore? After all, the
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latter is merely a fictional character. Since McW horter is “real,” is his 

villainy, then, much more dangerous?

Can ethnography exist for a non-exploitative end? Can the native

informant overcome the duplicitous nature o f the profession? The moral

o f  this allegory perhaps is not so clear as it seems. Has Mourning Dove

successfully rewritten The B ra n d i  This is impossible to say. Such is

the sad fate o f  those who survive in the modern world as tricksters and

native informants. Such is the fate o f  the ethnographic novel.

*  *  *

But there is another important question to consider: What 

happens when a single individual— say an American writer o f  color— 

adopts the roles o f  both the ethnographer and novelist in the creation o f 

an autobiography , a literary form that has been an object o f  as much 

debate over its “factual” and “fic tional” nature as ethnography has? This 

is the question confronting Carlos Bulosan, the author o f  Am erica Is in 

the Heart,  and Maxine Hong Kingston, the author o f  The Woman 

Warrior, the two other authors at the focal point o f  this study. Within 

the confines o f  the autobiographical novel, these two writers utilize the 

rhetorical device o f  anthropology— the literary expression of 

ethnography— to craft and posit a “fictional self.” Unlike Mourning 

Dove, however, neither Bulosan and Kingston has a literary accomplice. 

They willfully supply the ethnographic component to the fictionalized
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account o f  their lives on their own. The tensions between the 

ethnographic and novelistic urges, therefore, are much more profound, 

complicated, and ambiguous in Am erica  Is in the Heart and The Woman 

Warrior than in Cogwea. Recall that Mourning Dove solic ited  the help 

o f  and placed the ethnographic responsibility  on M cW horter (or, rather, 

he appropriated it), leaving her ostensibly  free to satiate her artis tic  

hunger and novelistic desires. She, in return, accepted her role as the 

vehicle for his own personal literary desires by agreeing to becom e his 

native informant. This is the price she had to pay— the fate she had to 

accept— in a world where her racial identity— her otherness— was a 

commodity to be bartered by anthropologists  and publishers. W hat is 

then the fate o f  Bulosan and Kingston? What price do they pay in 

attempting to play the role o f  both “artis t” and “sc ien tis t” in their 

autobiographical endeavors? Do they become the native inform ants to 

themselves?

In Anthropology as Cultural C ritique , George Marcus and Michael 

M.J. F ischer’s 1986 apology for the field o f  anthropology, the authors 

offer a curious observation:

Those people who in particular have become classic 

anthropological subjects, such as the Samoans, Trobriand 

Islanders, Hopi, and Toda o f  India, know their s ta tus well, 

and have, with some ambivalence, assim ilated
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anthropological knowledge about them as part o f  their sense 

o f  themselves. (24)

Surprisingly, the authors do not say anything further regarding this 

‘‘assim ilation” process; they do not venture into possible reasons for it, 

nor do they attem pt to explain what they mean by “am bivalence” or 

“anthropological know ledge.” Instead, they treat the matter as a mere 

tangential footnote to the more pressing issues before them. The explicit 

aim of their book is to extol the promise o f  experim ental ethnography as 

the field o f  anthropology and its various subjects o f  scientific  inquiry—  

•‘tribal” societies in particular— move into the last decades o f  the 20th 

century. The authors are not concerned with the “classic anthropological 

subjects,” per  se; they are concerned, first and foremost, with the current 

institutional state and methodological status o f  their field, and second, 

with the professional fate o f  the fie ld’s practitioners— the ethnographers.

It is worth noting, however, that more than a dozen years prior to 

Marcus and F ischer’s anthro-apology,  Margaret Mead, the renowned 

American anthropologist, expressed some ambivalence o f  her own 

toward a sim ilar m atter regarding a few of her most celebrated subjects.

In her preface to the 1973 edition o f  Coming o f  Age in Sam oa  (published 

initially in 1928), perhaps the first ethnographic monograph to attract a 

significant popular readership in the United States, Mead wrote:
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Inevitably, young Samoans who read this book will feel 

somehow not included, because this account o f  young 

people two generations ago was written about them, but not 

for them. . . . But to the students who have the strange 

experience o f  having a book about how their ancestors lived 

on the reading list o f  their courses at Cornell or the 

University o f  Hawaii, I can only say that neither their 

grandmothers nor I guessed where we would be today.

(xiii)

Where in fact are we today? Where are the grandchildren o f  M ead’s 

original Samoan native informants today? If they are to be found in 

Am erican universities reading anthropological accounts o f  the Samoan 

society, are they living examples o f  those “classic anthropological 

sub jec ts” whom Marcus and Fischer write about, those who have 

“assim ilated  anthropological knowledge about them as part o f  their sense 

o f  them selves”?

As in the case o f  Marcus and Fischer, Mead fails to elaborate 

further on the matter. This lack o f  discussion perhaps indicates, even in 

the case o f  Mead, the difficulty o f  many anthropologists o f  

conceptualiz ing anthropological subjects as anything more than ju s t  that. 

To Mead, Marcus, and Fischer, their first priority is their science.

Second is the relevance o f  anthropological subjects to “our” welfare.
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The humanity of Samoans or Todi o f  India, i f  there is to be humanity, 

comes a distant third, if  it ever comes at all.

Had she been more culturally astute during her heyday, Mead 

would not have waited nearly forty-five years after the publication o f  

Coming o f  Age in Sam oa  to witness this process o f  assimilation occur in 

places like the University o f  Hawaii. Had she, in 1943, purchased a 

copy o f  Carlos B ulosan’s Am erica Is in the H eart , she might have 

realized the power o f  anthropological knowledge and language upon the 

psyche o f  a non-white American author in his attempt to define his sense 

o f  self. Marcus and Fischer would have realized the same thing, had 

they purchased Maxine Hong K ingston’s The Woman Warrior in 1976.

In these two autobiographical novels, the authors devote as much energy 

explaining the nature o f  being Filipino and Chinese as they do telling 

imaginative stories o f  their lives. As such, their autobiographical 

objectives compete not only with their novelistic desires, but with their 

self-anointed duties as anthropological references. Ultimately, like 

Mourning Dove, these two Asian American writers also make a Faustian 

Deal, commodifying their Asian identities in hopes of earning enough 

capital to have the opportunity  to create art. This commercial exchange 

and the ensuing struggle against self-com m odification are perhaps the 

ultimate symbol o f  the ir  modernity, a status each author assumes with as 

much ambivalence and anxiety as they do with optimism and enthusiasm.
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The objective o f  the  next two chapters o f  this study, therefore, is to 

consider the im portan t insights gained in our reading o f  Cogewea  to 

unearth further insigh ts  into the m ultitudinous interchanges that place 

among ethnography, the novel, autobiography, and modernity in America  

Is in the H eart  and The Woman Warrior.
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Chapter 2: Carlos B u lo s a n ’s Modern Pangs o f  Nostalgia: Ethnography  

and the Myths o f  Prim itivism

Carlos Bulosan, a son o f  a farmer in the small village o f  

Binalonan on the island o f  Luzon, the Philippines, was born on 

November 24, 1913. On July 22, 1930, he arrived in Seattle,

Washington, speaking hardly any English and with only three years o f  

formal education. Having been born only fifteen years after the Spanish- 

American War, for the first seventeen years o f  his life, Bulosan was a 

first-hand witness to the tremendous social and political upheavals that 

took place in the Philippines. After nearly three hundred years of 

Spanish rule, the fate o f  the archipelago now rested in the hands o f the 

United States. In a country forced to rapidly endure new conditions and 

ideals, “change” was the operative word of the age. In his 

autobiographical novel, Am erica Is in the Heart , published in 1943 in 

the United States, Bulosan remembers how the younger generation of 

Filipinos stirred and adapted “new attitudes,” becoming, in the process, 

“total strangers to the o lder generation” (5). One im portant area of 

change was education, where the American government provided new 

opportunities to the Filipino people, waking a nation “hitherto illiterate 

and backward” (14). But this seemingly positive change did not come 

without a heavy price, for Bulosan also remembers many nai've Filipinos
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who too eagerly assim ilated the “fake American ideals and m odes o f 

living” (5).

To illustrate the m agnitude and quality of the radically changing 

times, Bulosan offers us a detailed account of the tragic events 

surrounding the marriage o f  his brother Leon, who just returned from 

fighting a war in Europe. After the approval o f the bride by the groom 's 

family, Bulosan recalls sitting by as peasant boys and girls danced in 

their bare feet. About three days later, while the women put away “the 

plates and the large wooden bowls used as rice receptacles on the long 

dining table,” the men piled chairs onto oxcarts and sleds, returning 

them to those who had lent the items. Earlier that day, “the 

merrymakers,” while “waiting for the momentous hour o f the w edding ,” 

had eaten rice with their bare hands and rinsed their mouths with a large 

bowl that passed around the tables (6). Bulosan writes:

It was the tim e for the groom to carry his bride to the new 

house which had been built especially for them in the yard. 

. . .  He would then find out if  his wife were virginal. . . .

The ritual was simple. But it was also the most dram atic of 

the series o f  colorful wedding events. My brother Leon 

carried his wife across the harvest fields to their new  home. 

We followed, shouting with joy and throwing rice upon 

them. We stopped in the yard when they entered the house.
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Then we waited silently , anxious to see the black smoke 

come out o f  the house, for it would mean that the bride was 

a virgin. If no smoke showed, we would know that the 

groom had been deceived, and we would ju s tify  his actions 

if  he returned the girl to her people. (6-7)

Tragically for the newlywed couple, there is no smoke. As i f  reacting 

instinctively to a secret atavistic cue, the entire village, frantic and 

rabid, rushes into the house. The bride is stripped, tied  to a tree, spat 

on, and cursed at by men w ielding whips. When the groom, face covered 

in blood, staggers out o f  the house, his frenzied and furious neighbors, 

armed with angry stones, tie him to the tree as well. B u losan ’s 

distraught father attempts to intercede by flinging h im se lf  upon the 

couple. "Stop, you devils!” he shouts helplessly. “She is a good, 

industrious woman, and my son wants to live with her!” (7). His 

desperate supplications are ignored and he too is beaten by the 

bloodthirsty mob. The crowd eventually  leaves, “still angry but spent,” 

and Bulosan sees his “fa ther’s face searching for an answ er in the earth 

to the unanswerable question in (his) b ro ther’s eyes” (8). What the 

unanswerable question is, Bulosan does not say.

In his description o f  the wedding procession and the tragic events 

that follow, Bulosan dem onstrates the verbal precision o f  a seasoned 

ethnographer. His manner o f  w riting  is reminiscent o f  no less than
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Bronislaw Malinowski describing a marriage ritual o f  the Trobriand 

Islanders in The Sexual Life o f  Savages  published in 1929. In his 

narration, Bulosan is quite blunt about the peccant nature o f  the custom, 

calling it “primitive” and “cruel.” In his discussion o f  a Trobriand 

wedding, Malinowski also mixes an “objective” description o f  the ritual 

with an apologetic appeal to the read ers ’ superior moral sensibility:

We left the young couple starting their common life in the 

hut of the bridegroom ’s parents; here they remain until the 

protracted series o f  marriage gifts and countergifts, and the 

redistribution o f  every one o f  these among more distant 

relatives, has been com pleted. Only about the time of the 

next harvest do they build  their own home; until then they 

have to spend a protracted “honeymoon” under the parental 

roof. This must seem a most unsatisfactory state o f  affairs 

to the European reader. But he must avoid drawing too 

close a para lle l  to our own condition. (93; emphasis 

added)

In presenting to European readers an “unsatisfactory” marital 

custom o f  a “ savage” people, M alinowski contrasts the moral 

sensibilities  o f  Europeans with those o f  the Trobriand Islanders. His 

message to the readers is, “do not ju d g e  them too harshly; they have not 

progressed as much as we; give them  tim e.” Likewise, Bulosan’s point

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



74

in describing the “primitive custom ” is not to demonstrate the barbarism  

o f  a “savage” people, per se, but rather to illustrate the relative social 

difference between the people being described and those reading the 

account. Bulosan wishes to attest to the important social changes that 

took place in the Philippines during the early decades o f  the 20th 

century. He, therefore, assures the readers that, although cruel, “ it was a 

fast-dying custom, in line with other backward customs in the 

Philippines, yielding to the new ways o f  the younger generation that 

were shaping out sharply from the growing industrialism” (7). The old 

ways, characterized by the cruelty suffered by his brother and sister-in- 

law. although barbaric and savage, were fast-dying. Sparked by the 

growing industrialism, the new ways were beginning to take root.

In using ethnography to first describe then explain the 

significance o f  a custom that is foreign to the readers, both M alinowski 

and Bulosan exhibit Vincent C rapanzano’s notion o f  “ H erm es’ 

d ilem m a.” In Hermes ’ Dilemma and  H am let's  Desire , the author argues 

that the role o f  the ethnographer goes beyond “translating” the 

foreignness o f another culture into terms more familiar to the targeted 

readers. A translator generally works with someone e lse ’s text, which, 

in its original form, exists in a language foreign to the audience whom 

the translator serves. The ethnographer, in contrast, must work both as 

the author o f  the original foreign text a n d  the translator o f  it. He, in
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effect, must translate his own work. In other words, the ethnographer 

must first invent a cultural phenomenon before translating it.

Crapanzano, therefore, likens the ethnographer to Hermes,

a messenger who, given methodologies for uncovering the 

masked, the latent, the unconscious, may even obtain his 

message through stealth. He presents languages, cultures, 

and societies in all their opacity, their foreigness, their 

meaninglessness; then, like the magician, the hermeneut, 

Hermes himself, he clarifies the opaque, renders the foreign 

familiar, and gives meaning to the meaningless. He 

decodes the message. He interprets. (43)

The inventive aspect o f  Bulosan’s account o f  his b ro ther’s wedding is 

evident throughout the language o f  the depiction. Even before he starts 

his narration, Bulosan writes: “I do not remember the exact details o f  

my b ro ther’s marriage” (6). He, however, manages to provide almost 

three deta iled  pages o f  the marriage. The ambiguity and inexactness o f  

his account are indicated in many other ways: Instead o f  saying simply,

“ I sat on a bamboo chair,” he says, “ I remember  how I sat” ; instead of,

“It was the th ird  day o f  the w edding,” he says “It must have been the 

third day ,” leaving open the possibility  that it was not; instead of, “The 

smoke did not come out o f  the house ,” he says, “I do not think  the smoke 

came o u t,” making us wonder i f  it really did; instead of, “The men also
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knocked down my brother,” he says, “The men must also have knocked 

down my brother,” to imply perhaps that they did not. The result o f  such 

liberal use o f  noncommittal language is that Bulosan. contrary to our 

initial impressions o f  him, voluntarily m akes h im self  into an unreliable , 

insecure, and unauthoritative narrator.

The task before Crapanzano’s Hermes does not end with 

interpreting, rendering the foreign familiar, giving meaning to the 

meaningless, and decoding the message. “He m ust [also] render the 

foreign familiar and preserve its very foreignness at one and the same 

time.” Crapanzano asserts that while the “translator accomplishes th is  

through style,” the ethnographer does so “through the coupling o f  a 

presentation that asserts the foreign and an interpretation that makes it 

all familiar.” He then reminds us that “Herm es was a trickster: a god o f  

cunning and tricks” (44). The ethnographer, however, is not a trickster, 

“having no cunning and no tricks” :

But he shares this with Hermes: he must make his m essage  

convincing. It treats o f  the foreign, the strange, the 

unfamiliar, the exotic, the unknow n— that, in short, which 

challenges belief. The e thnographer must make use o f  all 

the persuasive devices at his d isposal to convince his 

readers o f  the truth o f  his m essage, but, treating these
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rhetorical strategies as though they were cunning tricks, he

gives them scant recognition. (44-5)

The difference between Malinowski and Bulosan is touched upon here by 

Crapanzano’s com parison o f  Hermes and the ethnographer. Hermes is 

like the ethnographer in that they both translate, interpret, and attempt to 

make the message convincing. They differ, however, in that while the 

former never promised to tell the “whole tru th ,” the latter has. The 

ethnographer, therefore, “does not share H erm es’ confidence,” but his 

texts nonetheless “assume a truth that speaks for i tse lf—a whole truth 

that needs no rhetorical support” (45). The ethnographer, o f  course, is 

wrong in his assum ption. As James Clifford rem inds us, ethnography—  

or, for that matter, any other form o f  textual representation— can never 

communicate whole truths, only “partia l” ones. In this manner, it is 

Bulosan, not M alinowski, who resembles Hermes. Employing the tools 

o f  the trickster, Bulosan practices verbal games with his readers, playing 

m ischief with language. “ I do not remember the exact details,” he says, 

then proceeds to provide us with a mountain o f  details. He even ends his 

recollection o f  the tragic wedding by saying: “/  will never fo rge t  how 

my brother lifted the girl in his arms, as cerem oniously  and gently as he 

had done that afternoon, and carried her tenderly into their house to 

begin a new life” (8; emphasis added).
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In adopting the role o f  the ethnographer, Bulosan places h im self 

in a rather arduous position, one that is fraught with unexpected 

obstacles, a checkered legacy, and urgent controversy. As an 

autobiographer writing ethnography, he complicates the matter even 

further by playing the role o f  the trickster. In the previous chapter, we 

witnessed the tangled web created by the collaboration between an 

Indian woman novelist and a white male anthropologist. In their 

partnership in completing Cogewea , Mourning Dove and McW horter 

divided up the labor: She provided the novel, he the ethnography; she 

played the role o f  the artist, he the scientist. As we have seen, the result 

was not as tidy and controversy-free as either o f  them intended or 

expected. Mourning Dove, desiring to be an artist but not having the 

power and authority o f  McWhorter, had to live with the ambivalence o f  

becoming M cW horter’s native informant. This was her Faustian deal, 

the price she had to pay in a world where her racial identity was a 

commodity to be bartered by anthropologists and publishers. In this 

chapter, we draw on the relationship between Cogewea  and Am erica Is in 

the Heart, and ask a critical question: What does it mean for Carlos 

Bulosan, a Filipino American writer, to play both roles? There is no 

Bronislaw  Malinowski, for instance, who collaborates with him. He, 

however, desires the advantages M alinowski, the scientist, can offer his 

novel. What does it mean, then, for Bulosan to be both the
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autobiographer and ethnographer, novelist and anthropologist, artist and 

scientist? The tensions between these two sets o f  literary urges are 

much more ambiguous and com plicated than they already are because the 

battle takes place within the body and mind o f  a single author. If 

Bulosan plays both roles, does he then become his own native 

informant? Can the native informant, then, write? Can he, in return, 

sell? More importantly, must he commodify his own ethnic identity in 

order to survive as an artis t?  Must he, too, make a Faustian deal, not 

with a professional anthropologist like Mourning Dove, but with his own 

literary demons? Must he, then, ultimately transform  him self  into a 

trickster in order to do battle with himself?

In addressing some o f  these questions, let us consider another 

compelling scene in Am erica Is in the Heart: Still a young child, barely 

thirteen years old, Bulosan recalls leaving Binalonan, his hometown, 

forever. While some o f  the social changes in the Philippines were 

positive in nature, the majority were not. Most o f  the  changes 

exasperated the increasingly brutal living conditions the peasants had to 

endure. With the rise o f  industrialism  followed a m arked gap between 

the haves and have-nots. No m atter how much they toiled, the peasants 

suffered under the harsh lion ’s paw o f  “ large corporations and absentee 

landlords,” and “when the church took part in the corruption, the
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consequence a lm ost tore the Philippines from its economic roots” (23). 

Bulosan writes:

The peasants did not know to whom they should present 

their grievances or whom to fight when the cancer o f  

explo ita tion  became intolerable. They became cynical 

about the national governm ent and the few powerful 

F ilip inos o f  foreign extraction who were squeezing a fat 

livelihood out o f  it. (23)

What this  m eant for Bulosan’s family was simple: They would lose the 

small plot o f  land that they relied  on for their meager survival. With the 

birth o f  more children, there were more mouths to feed. Bulosan’s 

father, utterly dejected and helpless in bringing a halt to his fam ily’s 

economic dem ise, soon becomes a mere shell o f  a man, his spirit 

com pletely broken. Not knowing what to do, Bulosan, barely thirteen 

years o f  age, decides to leave home so that there would be one less 

mouth to feed. He knows this sacrifice was the end o f  his “ life in 

M angusm ana, the end o f  the b itter days o f  childhood” (30).

And so, he soon finds h im se lf  in the town o f  Baguio, one o f  the 

most m odernized  towns in the Philippines, with paved roads, beautiful 

houses and theaters “built in the Western fashion” (66). Baguio, where 

the affluent lived, was also a favorite destination for American and 

European tourists. Not finding any work and tired o f  sleeping in the
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gutter and begging for discarded food, Bulosan accidentally stumbles 

across a job:

One day an American lady tourist asked me to undress 

before her camera, and gave me ten centavos for doing it. I 

had found a simple way to make a living. W henever I saw a 

white person in the market with a camera, I made myself 

conspicuously ugly, hoping to earn ten centavos. But what 

interested the tourists most were the naked Igorot women 

and their children. Sometimes they took pictures o f  the old 

men with G-strings. They were not interested in Christian 

Filipinos like me. They seemed to take a particular delight 

in photographing young Igorot girls with large breasts and 

robust mountain men whose genitals were nearly exposed, 

their G-strings bulging large and alive. (67)

In this remarkable passage, we see the full measure o f  Bulosan’s 

ambivalence with a critical binary opposition that is to follow him for 

the rest o f  his life— the discursive dichotomy o f  prim itive  and modern. 

Consider the tableau staged by Bulosan: The backdrop is Baguio, one of 

the most developed and commercialized cities in the Philippines.

Upstage are scattered groups o f  Igorots, described by an American 

dictionary as “a people o f  the Malay stock in northern Luzon in the 

Philippines, comprising various tribes, some noted as headhunters”
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{Random House 660). Intermixed with them are crowds o f  American and 

European tourists, pointing, leering, gawking, and taking photographs. 

Downstage left is an “American lady tourist,” peering through the eye of 

a camera (an apt symbol o f  the modern) pointed toward stage left at the 

thirteen year old Bulosan (a symbol o f  the primitive). In him, she sees 

what she is not, or, more precisely, what she is no longer. She has 

traveled a great distance, across the vast Pacific Ocean no less, for a 

moment such as this, to be face to face with an object o f  her 

anticipation. What do we make of her? How do we make sense o f  her 

displacement? Is she where she ought to be? Who exactly is she?

She is, in a word, a tourist . and, as such, embodies the spirit of 

the social practice called “tourism,” and she surveys her surroundings 

with the “tourist gaze .” John Urry, in The Tourist Gaze, reminds us 

what “some minimal characteristics” o f tourism and the tourist gaze are: 

First and foremost, tourism  is a “leisure activity which presupposes its 

opposite, namely regulated and organized work” and arises “from a 

movement o f  people to, and their stay in, various destinations” at “ sites 

which are outside the normal places o f  residency and w ork” (2-3). No 

doubt, for our American lady tourist, the Philippines is such a place.

She may work outside her home, in an office or factory, or she may work 

at home, doing unpaid domestic labor. Either way, she has come to
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Baguio for “purposes which are not d irectly  connected with paid [or 

unpaid] w ork” (3).

Secondly, certain places are “chosen to be gazed upon because 

there is an anticipation, especially through daydreaming and fantasy, o f  

intense p leasures ,” and such “anticipation is constructed and sustained 

through a variety o f  non-tourist practices, such as film, TV, literature, 

magazines, records and videos” (3). How did our American touris t  know 

to come to the Philippines? Certainly, she must have read about it, seen 

images o f  it, or heard rumors o f  it in deciding how to best spend her 

valuable “ free” time. Having consulted some “non-tourist” sources, she 

must have come to Baguio knowing and anticipating what to look for.

Third, the tourist gaze is “directed to features o f  landscape and 

townscape which separate them o ff  from everyday experience,” and are 

selected “because they are taken to be in some sense out o f  the ordinary"  

(3; emphasis added). In pointing her camera at Bulosan, the American 

tourist must see in him something she is not, something d ifferen t  from 

what she is used to encountering during her “ordinary” life. Bulosan 

must be for her something “out o f  the ord inary .”

Fourth, the gaze is “constructed through signs, and tourism  

involves the collection o f  signs,” as when “two people kissing in Paris” 

becomes a sign o f  “timeless romantic Paris” and “a small village is 

England” is seen as a sign o f  “real olde England” (3). When the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



84

American touris t asks Bulosan to “undress before her camera,” what 

does she see the naked Filipino boy as a sign of? Certainly not the thing 

in itself. When Bulosan laments that m ost tourists  took “particular 

delight in photographing young Igorot girls with large breasts and robust 

m ountain men whose genitals were nearly exposed, their G-strings 

bulging large and alive,” does he offer a hint as to the true source o f  the 

touristic desire? In other words, does he know what value the symbol o f 

the Igorot has to the tourist?

Finally, the last characteristic o f  the tourist gaze that Urry 

identifies is the development o f  an “array o f  touris t professionals. . . 

who attempt to reproduce ever-new objects o f  the tourist gaze” and who 

depend “upon the interplay between, on the one hand, competition 

between interests involved in the provision o f  such objects and, on the 

other hand, changing class, gender, generational distinctions o f taste 

within the potential population o f  v isito rs” (3-4).

It is this last point that helps us to understand better the 

com plicated interchange between the American lady tourist and the 

thirteen year old Bulosan, who, as a self-described “Christian F ilipino,” 

seems uniquely aware of his own difference from the Igorots, the truer 

object o f  the tourist gaze. Earlier in the narrative o f  America Is in the 

Heart, Bulosan compared h im self  to the many Igorots who came down 

from the hills to trade with the lowlanders:
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They walked among the people in their G-strings with their 

poisoned arrows and dogs. They had long black hair like 

mine, but while they knotted theirs  and stuck brightly 

polished sticks through the knots, I tangled my hair like a 

b ird ’s nest and put a straw hat on it to keep it from falling 

over my face. (40)

Although this was his first encounter with the Igorots, they leave an 

indelible impression. Compared to him, they are conspicuously more 

“ugly,” more “naked,” and far more “prim itive .” And clearly, to the 

American tourists, they are far more interesting than Bulosan, a 

“Christian F ilip ino .” Knowing that his next meal might depend on his 

response to this difference, Bulosan reluctantly becomes one o f  the 

"array of touris t professionals.” Through perform ance, pageantry, 

theatrics, im personation, and misrepresentation, he becomes a 

manipulator o f  touristic signs. He finds h im se lf  “com peting” against the 

Igorots for Am erican dollars. Sensing their advantage, he pretends  to be 

more like them , making himself more marketable. He undresses and 

makes h im se lf  “conspicuously ugly,” and, by knowing and anticipating 

what the touris t is willing to pay for, Bulosan is temporarily able to 

make a m odest living. Learning the trade o f  the true impresario, he 

gives the buyer what she wants. But what exactly does the tourist want? 

What is this thing that she could not find in her everyday, ordinary
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existence back hom e in the United States? What does she imagine she 

can find in capturing a photograph o f  an Igorot?

What the touris t wants, what she is willing to travel half-way 

across the world for, what she wants to capture in her camera, is the 

experience o f  m ythic  consciousness,  the notion that certain cultural 

productions have “access to a mythic condition that represents a return 

to a more vital, prim al, and elemental human state” (Manganaro 12).

The experience o f  mythic consciousness, in other words, is the “m odern” 

search for re lie f  from the spiritual anxiety caused by the rise o f  

industrialization, technology, and machinization. In sum, it is the 

modern escape from modernity itself.

The notion o f  escaping the hustle and bustle o f  modern life, o f  

course, was a vital concern for the writers o f  the Romantic age. As early 

as 1807, William W ordsworth lamented:

The world is too much with us; late and soon,

Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers;

Little we see in Nature that is ours;

We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon! (1-4).

Across the A tlantic some fifty years later, Henry David Thoreau, whose 

famous retreat into W alden Pond inspired generations o f the 

discontented and overw orked to seek spiritual comfort in nature, 

commanded: “Simplify, simplify, simplify!” But perhaps no other
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individual embodied the spirit o f  mythic consciousness more 

idealistically than Paul Gauguin, the French post-im pressionist painter 

who made a getaway to Tahiti and the M arquesas in 1891 after enduring 

alm ost half  a century o f  European life. In a letter to his wife Mette, 

dated February 1890, he confessed to dream ing about a more harmonious 

life. “May the day com e,” he wrote, “perhaps very soon, when I’ll bury 

m yself  in the woods o f  an ocean island to live on ecstasy, calmness and 

art.” What he wanted more than anything was not to struggle 

financially: “Free at last,” he dreamed, “w ithout money trouble, I’ll be 

able to love, to sing and to die” (qtd. in Chipp 79). In a letter to J.F. 

W illumsen later that year, Gauguin wrote about his distress over and 

dread for Europe:

A terrible epoch is brewing in Europe for the coming 

generation: the kingdom o f  gold. Everything is putrefied, 

even men, even the arts. There [in Tahiti], at least under an 

eternally summer sky, on a m arvellously (sic) fertile soil, 

the Tahitian has only to lift his hands to gather his food; 

and in addition he never works. When in Europe men and 

women survive only after unceasing labor during which 

they struggle in convulsions o f  cold and hunger, a prey to 

misery, the Tahitians, on the contrary, happy inhabitants o f  

the unknown paradise o f  Oceania, know only sweetness o f
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life. To live life, for them, is to sing and to love— . (qtd. 

in Chipp 79)

What Wordsworth, Thoreau, and Gauguin all saw in the primeval forest 

was a direct contrast to what Europe and America were fast becom ing— a 

modern wasteland corrupted by industry, commerce, machinery, routine, 

anxiety, repression, and utter exhaustion. Gauguin in particular saw in 

the primitive-other what has today become the stereotype o f  the happy- 

go-lucky native, an enviable soul who exists  only to satiate primal urges 

that lead to pleasures o f  the flesh— food, sun, sleep, song, and sex.

But the mythic consciousness yearned for by Gauguin is not in full 

measure the one experienced by the Am erican tourist for whom Bulosan 

poses. While sharing w ith  him a vision o f  an enviable unrepressed life 

in the primitive-other, she also sees in it an alternative image created by 

the negative impression  o f  the picture o f  a tropical paradise— the 

dangerous, bestial, feral, and barbaric heathen. For every innocent and 

natural bathing Tahitian beauty is a savage and hideous cannibal or 

headhunter. Matching dream for nighmare with Gauguin is Joseph 

Conrad, whose vision o f  the primitive is as diametrically opposed to 

Gauguin’s as a satyr is to Hyperion. In stark contrast to the French 

pain ter’s fantasy o f  “happy inhabitants o f  the unknown paradise o f  

Oceania,” Conrad, in Heart o f  Darkness, offers us the altogether grisly 

countenance o f  A frica’s inhabitants. As Marlow, the intrepid narrator,
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“penetrated deeper and deeper into the heart o f  darkness” like some 

fictional specter o f  Henry Morgan Stanley, he sees h im self and his 

companions as “wanders on a prehistoric earth” (37):

We could have fancied ourselves the first o f  men taking 

possession o f  an accursed inheritance, to be subdued at the 

cost o f  profound anguish and o f  excessive toil. But 

suddenly as we struggled round a bend there would be a 

glimpse o f  rush walls, o f  peaked grass-roofs, a burst o f  

stamping, o f  bodies swaying, o f  eyes rolling under the 

droop o f  heavy and motionless foliage. . . . We were cut o ff 

from the comprehension o f  our surroundings; we glided 

past like phantoms, wondering and secretly appalled, as 

sane men would be before an enthusiastic  outbreak in a 

madhouse. (37)

This is the godforsaken place where Kurtz, the ghastly specter o f David 

Livingstone, utters his famous lines: “The horror! The horror!”

Needless to say, neither Kurtz nor Marlow— nor even Conrad or Gauguin 

for that matter—ever finds the dream o f  na ture’s paradise. So which is 

it? Which is the more salient version o f  the primitive? Is it the South 

Seas paradise, with its lush palm trees, gentle trade winds, and flocks of 

ripe Polynesian boys and girls frolicking in the shallow surfs? Or is it 

Dark Africa, with its ferocious jungles, anim alistic  totems, and
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bloodthirsty headhunters and cannibals, with their m utilated bodies and 

pagan sacrifices? The sim plest answer, o f  course, is that it is both. And 

neither. The two images nonetheless work sim ultaneously against and in 

conjunction with each other to form the discourse  o f  prim itivism. As 

Marianna Torgovnick observes in Gone Primitive:

To study the primitive is thus to enter an exotic world 

which is also a familiar world. That world is structured by 

sets o f  images and ideas that have slipped from their 

original m etaphoric status to control perceptions of 

prim itives— images and ideas I call tropes. Primitives are 

like children, the tropes say. Primitives are our untamed 

selves, our id forces— libidinous, irrational, violent, 

dangerous. Primitives are free. Primitives exist at the 

“ lowest cultural levels” ; we occupy the “h ighest,” in the 

metaphors o f  stratification and hierarchy commonly used by 

M alinowski and others like him. The ensemble o f  these 

tropes— however miscellaneous and contradictory— forms 

the basic grammar and vocabulary o f  what I call primitivist 

discourse, a discourse fundamental to the W estern sense o f  

se lf  and the Other. (8)

Clearly displayed in B ulosan’s tableau o f  the Am erican-tourist-cum-  

Filipino-boy  are all the tropes o f  primitivism identified by Torgovnick.
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The tourist sees in Bulosan a simultaneous m anifestations o f  a child; the 

untamed self; and the libidinous, irrational, violent, and dangerous id 

forces. She sees him  existing in the “lowest cultural level” while she 

occupies the h ighest. There is, of course, an irony to this scene, for it is 

not the so-called “m odern” American woman with the cam era who 

manipulates these tropes but rather the so-called “p rim itive” Filipino 

boy desperate to m ake a living. It is he who knows that these are in fact 

tropes, signs, and m etaphors. She, on the other hand, is m anipulated by 

them, or, rather, Bulosan manipulates her through  them. But she is not 

the sole victim  o f  his trickery. Bulosan also m anipulates us in opening 

his story with a b izarre wedding ritual which he im aginatively depicts 

using the full linguistic  arsenal o f  primitivism upon which ethnography 

relies. Just as he “perform s” and “impersonates” the Igorot for the 

American tourist, he directs the Filipino villagers to appear 

“conspicuously ug ly” to us, the readers. In the post-w ar Philippines that 

Bulosan creates, we are to be delighted and shocked at the savagery o f  

the villagers, ju s t  as the tourist is with the Igorots. As much as he does 

for the tourist, Bulosan predicts and fulfills our  desire  for mythic 

consciousness.

In many ways, the American tourist— and, by extension, we—  

resembles Othello, the tragic Moor, while Bulosan does lago, the wily 

villain. Both Bulosan and lago possess the power o f  the sem iotician in
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that they know the free-play nature o f  signs. Othello and the tourist, on 

the other hand, see signs as something fixed and permanently grounded. 

To lago, the handkerchief that Othello gives Desdemona is merely a sign 

o f  love. To Othello, it is love itself. To Bulosan, the primitivist trope 

can be played with and manipulated. To the tourist, it is something 

authentic fixed in the body o f  the Igorot. It is the thing in itself. These 

differences in semiotic identities allow lago and Bulosan to gain relative 

power over their adversaries; they are able to manipulate the other by 

manipulating the signs in which the other grounds meaning. This is not 

to say, however, that Bulosan, as a semiotician, is completely free or 

liberated from the myth o f  primitivism. On the contrary, he is as much 

chained to "the basic grammar and vocabulary” o f  the primitivist 

discourse as anyone else who depends on the tropes— whether it be to 

manipulate with or be m anipulated by it. Despite his self-conscious play 

with signs and metaphors, Bulosan eventually rationalizes his emigration 

to the United States by linguistically constructing the Philippines as a 

primitive place. How else is he to explain his decision to flee from his 

childhood home?

But his primitivist portrayal o f  the Philippines serves a far greater 

purpose than to ju s t  explain an important choice he makes in his life. In 

depicting the Philippines as a primitive place, Bulosan appropriates the 

myth o f  primitivism as a way o f  liberating the peasantry from a debased
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life o f  hardship, misery, and ignorance. That is the “m ora l,” i f  you will, 

behind the story o f  his brother’s wedding. The fact that he intentionally 

exposes h im self as a highly unreliable narrator is not important. What is 

o f  vital importance is the fact that the “backward” custom s practiced by 

the peasantry must stop. The needless torture and pain suffered by his 

brother and his bride are a function o f  “prim itive” urges, and if  the 

Philippines is to advance to modernity, the people must overcome or 

outgrow their instinctually violent and inhumane existence.

Bulosan tries to drive home this point by recalling another 

compelling incident that occurred to him. Not long before he makes his 

fateful trip across the Pacific for Seattle, he finds h im se lf  in the 

company o f  his cousin, “a high school student in Vigan, a large city in 

the province o f  Ilocos Sur” (76). His cousin, wearing “a good pair o f  

shoes” and dressed in a newly pressed alpaca suit, invites Bulosan, 

whose “ feet were still as bare as when (he) was born ,” to a dance in a 

village nearby. When he arrives at the party, Bulosan is immediately 

shocked at what he sees. He writes:

I noticed a girl who had fallen for my cousin. I saw him 

kiss her on the mouth, a thing which was very daring in 

those days. . . . The girls snickered in their corners, sticking 

out their little yellow tongues behind outspread fans. The 

little girls and boys around the dance floor drummed on
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their bloated bellies. Sometimes they danced among 

themselves and attracted  much attention from the crowd 

with their naked bodies and ugly, spreading toes: spitting as 

they jum ped to the w ild music, their spittle falling on their 

naked loins. (77)

Although admittedly shy, Bulosan senses h im self  being draw n to the 

decadent rhythm o f  the dance. Following the lead o f  his cousin  who 

“strode across like a peacock” in front o f  an attractive girl, Bulosan 

approaches a girl who immediately flings herself  into his arms. As they 

danced in the “way it should not have been done in the v illage ,” he 

“could see the sensual stare o f  the men and the anger o f  the w om en”

(77). Much to his chagrin, Bulosan finds h im self  unexpectedly aroused 

as he dances for the first time in his life. Feeling that the world is “a 

cradle upon the biggest ocean in the universe,” he writes:

There is no other sounds except the beating o f  your hearts, 

and when the wild blaring o f  the trumpet and the savage 

boom-boom o f  the drum bring you back to reality, you get 

scared and begin to misstep and falter. Your hands weaken 

their hold on the rapturous being near you. . . . Suddenly 

you become conscious o f  the staring people around you, 

appraising you with obscene eyes and lascivious tongues. . .

. Then the orchestra becomes a cymbal o f  crashing noises,
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meaningless and  riotous, and you return to your corner, 

trembling with cold and sudden fear. You are pushed back 

to reality, to the  world o f  puny men and women who are 

circum scribed by fear. Then you, too, are one among them 

and one o f  them, prisoned by their fears and the ugliness o f  

their lives. (77-8)

Bulosan finds h im self  in a m om ent o f  crisis. Sexually awakened by the 

“ savage boom-boom o f  the d ru m s” and lustful for the wanton girl, he is 

overcome with shame and self-d isgust. He realizes that in this savage 

environment, he is no different from the others. He, too, is “one among 

them and one o f  them ,” essentially  indistinguishable from the 

bloodthirsty villagers who ra ided  his b ro ther’s smokeless house. He is a 

savage also. He sees now that the villagers, in punishing the perceived 

sins o f  his bro ther’s wife, w ere driven by f e a r , something he is now 

keenly experiencing. Who is he, then, to judge? He is one o f  them , 

likewise unable to control his libidinous desires and abject terror. That, 

he now discovers, is the true meaning o f  the primitive. To be prisoned 

by fear and ugliness, to live among puny men and women circumscribed 

by fear, this  was the world o f  the primitive. In sum, to be prim itive is to 

be a peasant,  helpless and ignorant, living in darkness and superstition, 

controlled by the basest instincts . As he sees h im self falling deeper and

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



96

deeper into a life o f  degradation in the Philippines, he makes a crucial 

vow to himself:

I was determined to leave that environm ent and all its 

crushing forces, and if  I were successful in escaping 

unscathed, I would go back someday to understand what it 

meant to be born o f  the peasantry. I would go back because 

I was a part of it, because I could not really escape from it 

no matter where I went or what became o f  me. I would go 

back to give significance to all that was starved and 

thwarted in my life. (62)

Bulosan takes the iconography o f  the primitive, the same one that 

Conrad used to construct his dark Africa, and redirects  it toward a 

different referent— not toward the anthropologically  defined notion of 

the tribal “savage,” but the sociologically defined notion o f  the 

“peasant.” The village raiders, therefore, are prim itive not because they 

are savage heathens, but because they are im poverished peasants. The 

primitive is not the Filipino, Igorot, Tahitian, or African, but whomever 

is poor, exploited, and oppressed. Born into the peasantry, he is one 

himself. But there is an important message that Bulosan wants to 

communicate to anyone who reads his autobiographical novel: To be 

born a peasant does not mean remaining one forever. The peasantry can 

be “awakened” from the slumber o f  ignorance and superstition, no longer
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to be slaves to cruel fate, but the m asters o f  their own destiny and will. 

Bulosan, therefore, wants Am erica Is in the Heart, as a work o f  art, to be 

an example o f  verism  (or what the turn-of-the-century American writer 

Hamlin Garland called veritism), “ the theory that strict representation o f  

truth and reality is essential to art and literature” (Random House  1461), 

that a “tru th fu l” novel like his can open the eyes o f  the peasants, 

enabling them to take control o f  their own lives. Here, Bulosan shares 

his view o f  literature’s societal function with Mao Tsetung, who 

declared in his talk at Yenan on May 2, 1942:

The problem facing the workers, peasants and soldiers is 

this: they are now engaged in a bitter and bloody struggle 

with the enemy but are illiterate and uneducated as a result 

o f  long years o f  rule by the feudal and bourgeois classes, 

and therefore they are eagerly demanding a widespread 

campaign o f  enlightenment, education and works o f 

literature and art which meet their urgent needs. . . (266- 

67; emphasis added)

Both Bulosan and Mao recognize the debilitating symptom common to 

the peasantry— illiteracy and ignorance due to lack o f education.

After the end o f  the Spanish-American War, the United States 

established schools throughout the Philippines and made education 

accessible to thousands o f  Filipinos, including, for the first time, the
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peasants. Bulosan, however, is wary o f  this trend, convinced that the 

Am ericans do not really have the best interest o f  the Filipino people in 

mind in providing them with education. Why else w ould  the Americans 

teach in English and not in one of many Filipino languages like Tagalog? 

And why else would they teach Filipino children  the history o f  the 

United States and not the Philippines? And why else would they require 

the students to ‘‘pledge allegiance,” not to the F ilip ino flag, but the 

American? Bulosan sees in the American education  a cam paign by the 

new  rulers to further darken the mind o f  the peasan ts  by influencing 

them with “ false Am erican ideals and modes o f  l iv ing” (5). Instead o f  

relying on the Am ericans, Bulosan realizes early in his life that if  he is 

to enlighten h im se lf  and his people, he must rely on h im se lf  and other 

like-m inded Filipinos. But what exactly is it to be “ en ligh tened” and 

how does this state o f  mind come about? This is the question that 

Bulosan endeavors to answer during the course o f  A m erica  Is in the 

H eart , and nowhere is this mission more aptly il lustra ted  than in his 

b r ie f  but vital discussion o f  Daniel D efoe’s Robinson Crusoe.

Am erica  Is in the Heart  at times reads like an extended reading 

list. During the course o f  his narrative, Bulosan makes nearly  a hundred 

literary references, marking his spiritual growth and in tellectual progress 

with the books and authors he comes across or is to ld  about. Am erica Is 

in the H eart , therefore, is very much a literary autobiography, and is not
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unlike works o f  sim ilar mind and purpose in m odern American 

literature— Younghill K ang’s East Goes West, R ichard W right’s Black  

Boy, Agnes Sm edley’s Daughter o f  Earth, and M alcolm  X ’s 

Autobiography.  The very first book that Bulosan remembers coming 

across, thus, is no doubt o f  some importance.

One day, while he is still a very young child , his brother Macario

comes home from school with a book. Bulosan recalls:

He went to the kitchen and came back with the oil lamp.

He sat on the floor beside me. He started reading the story 

o f  a man named Robinson Crusoe who had been 

shipw recked in some unknown sea and drifted to a little 

island far away. My brother patiently  explained the 

struggle o f  this ingenious man who had lived alone for 

years in inclement weathers and had survived loneliness 

and returned safely to his native land. (32)

This is the m om ent that Bulosan identifies as the “beginning” o f his

intellectual life. A lthough barely pubescent, he has by this time already 

lived what is a lifetime for many. He has already had a long physical  

life, toiling in the fields and patties since he could  walk. He has also 

already had a long em otional  life, undergoing a m ultitude o f family 

tragedies and m isfortunes. In identifying this m om ent as the start o f  his 

in tellectual life, he draws a parallel between his life and the state o f  his
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country during the decades o f  American rule in the 1920s and 30s. The 

child Bulosan is thus symbolic o f  the Philippines: As the child  Bulosan 

comes into self-consciousness, so does the Philippines. However, in 

using Robinson Crusoe  to mark the awakening o f  the Filipinos, Bulosan 

refers directly to an important moment in the history, not o f  the 

Philippines, but Europe: The Enlightenment and the Age o f  Reason.

Published in 1719 in England, Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe is 

the foremost novel o f  the European Enlightenment, which was 

characterized by the notion that truth about the nature o f man and the 

world could be discovered using reason. To be enlightened meant to 

combat errors o f  antiquity and move against superstition, ignorance, and 

traditional knowledge and accepted wisdom. Science became the means 

o f  studying a universe that was governed by observable and discoverable 

laws. If reason and science were to be embraced, then superstition and 

magic could no longer become pretext for persecution by priest, kings, 

and the aristocracy. The Age o f  Reason was thus the era o f  

encyclopedias, where knowledge translated to power through the 

processes o f  discovery, scrutiny, and classification. Since Robinson  

Crusoe captures the ideal spirit o f  the European Enlightenment, it is not 

surprising to see Bulosan borrow it to symbolize both his own personal 

and the collective Filipino Enlightenment.
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There is, however, a less heartening way to consider D efoe’s 

novel, one which ostensibly goes against B ulosan’s intentions. For 

Edward Said, it is no accident that Robinson Crusoe  occupies such a 

lofty position in the English canon. True to the spirit o f  global British 

imperialism, the novel is “about a European who creates a fiefdom for 

h im se lf  on a distant, non-European island” (Culture  xii). Said sees it as 

“a work whose protagonist is the founder o f  a new world, which he rules 

and reclaims for Christianity  and England” (Culture  70). To Said, 

“Crusoe is explicitly enabled by an ideology o f  overseas expansion—  

directly connected in style and form to the narratives o f  sixteenth- and 

seventeenth-century exploration voyages that laid the foundations o f  the 

great colonial em pires” (Culture  70). This creates an intriguing 

paradox: In choosing a symbol for the Filipino Enlightenm ent, Bulosan 

selects a work that symbolizes the ideology o f  European colonialism , the 

same ideology that has been at the heart o f  Spain’s and the United 

S ta tes’ control and dom ination o f  the Philippines for three centuries.

Bulosan nonetheless is “ fascinated by the bearded man, and a 

strong desire grew in (him) to see his island” (32). And his brother 

gives him this advice:

You must rem em ber the good example o f  Robinson Crusoe.

. . . Someday you may be left alone somewhere in the world 

and you will have to depend on your own ingenuity. . . .
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Maybe you will be throw n upon some unknown island 

someday with nothing to protect you except your hands and 

your mind. Now read th is  line after me, Alios. . . . (32)

On the surface, Bulosan’s identification with Crusoe makes predictable 

sense. Both he and the character learn that they must depend on their 

own hands and mind, not G od’s or fa te ’s, in order to survive alone in a 

perilous environment. What is conspicuously  absent, however, in 

B u losan’s discussion o f  Robinson Crusoe  are the “other” characters in 

the novel, namely the savage Friday and the hordes of wretched 

cannibals.

We must remember that it is only a couple o f  years after reading 

Robinson Crusoe  with his brother tha t Bulosan takes o ff his clothes in 

m aking h im self  “conspicuously ug ly” for the “American lady touris t.” 

Pretending to be an Igorot before th is  camera-wielding woman, he surely 

realizes his prescribed place in the scheme o f  the modern-primitive  

encounter. In a similar encounter betw een Crusoe and Friday, the nature 

o f  the relationship between the two are explicitly prescribed by Defoe. 

W hen he meets Friday, Crusoe has already been alone for twenty-five 

years. His original destination was Brazil, where he was to operate a 

colonial plantation. Finding h im se lf  unexpectedly marooned, he decides 

to estab lish  a plantation anyway, and in the process “colonizes” the 

island for his own use. He builds a house and a barn, tailors his own
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clothing, sows and harvests different crops according to the seasons, 

cooks stew and bakes bread, domesticates and breeds livestock, churns 

butter and ferments cheese, builds canoes, sets traps and snares, and 

even manages to teach a parrot to speak. And soon after saving the life 

o f  “his” savage from a group o f  demonic cannibals, the European 

realizes why he did so:

It came now very warmly upon my thoughts, and indeed 

irresistibly, that now was my time to get me a servant, and 

perhaps a companion or assistant; and that I was called 

plainly by Providence to save this poor creature’s life.

(152)

As instructed by no less than Providence herself, Crusoe immediately 

instructs his savage to bury the cannibals slain by Crusoe’s bullets. But 

he does not help. After allowing his new servant a brief half-hour rest, 

Crusoe comes to fully grasp his awesome responsibility:

In a while I began to speak to him, and teach him to speak 

to me. And first, I made him know his name should be 

Friday, which was the day I saved his life. I likewise 

taught him to say Master, and then let him know that was to 

by my name. I likewise taught him to say Yes and No, and 

to know the meaning o f  them. (156)
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As Master, Crusoe is obliged to also feed and clothe his man Friday, “at 

which he seemed very glad, for he was stark naked” (156). True to the 

role o f  the Master, Crusoe’s first and only instinct is to set Friday to 

work. And work he does, taking no time at all in realizing the 

“m eaning” o f  work, and eventually doing “all the work” for Crusoe. 

Seeing that Friday “worked very willingly and very hard” and also “very 

cheerfully ,” Crusoe comes to another im portant self-realization:

His simple unfeigned honesty appeared to me more and 

more ever day, and I began to love the creature; and, on his 

side, I believe he love me more than it was possible for him 

ever to love anything before. (161)

The cycle o f  “the white m an’s burden” is complete: The White Master, 

in loving the Dark Slave, gets loved in return. By the same token, the 

Colonizer, in loving the Colonized, gets loved in return. Two years 

later, on his twenty-seventh year on the island, as another savage comes 

to live with them, Crusoe surveys his astonishing accomplishments:

My island was now peopled, and I thought m yself  very rich 

in subjects. And it was a merry reflection which I 

frequently made, how like a king I looked. First o f  all the 

whole country was my own mere property; so that I had an 

undoubted right o f  dominion. Secondly, my people were 

perfectly subjected; I was absolute lord and lawgiver; they

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



105

all owed their lives to me, and were ready to lay down their 

lives, if  there had been occasion o f  it, for me. (176)

It would be some two hundred years after Defoe writes these fateful 

words that Bulosan is to pose naked in front o f  a tourist who has com e to 

the Philippines to perhaps merrily reflect upon a place that was now her  

own property, one which she had an “undoubted right of dom inion.”

She, after all, is a citizen o f  the United States, the new “absolute lord 

and law giver” o f  the Philippines. Did not, then, all the Filipinos owe 

their lives to her as Friday did to Crusoe?

Earlier in our discussion, we identified several major 

characteristics o f  the tourist gaze as observed by John Urry. One o f  

them was that certain touristic places were “chosen to be gazed upon 

because there is an anticipation, especially through daydreaming and 

fantasy, o f  intense pleasures,” and such “anticipation is constructed and 

sustained through a variety o f  non-tourist practices, such as film, TV, 

literature, magazines, records and v ideos” (3). We speculated that the 

American tourist knew to come to the Philippines because she may have 

read about it, seen images o f  it, or heard rumors o f  it in deciding how  to 

best spend her valuable “ free” time. Thus, having consulted some “n on­

touris t” sources, she must have come to Baguio knowing and 

anticipating what to look for. In all likelihood, a major source o f  her 

fascination with the Philippines sprang forth from the state o f  M issouri
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some twenty years prior to her encounter w ith  the boy Bulosan. In 1904. 

the city o f  Saint Louis was the cite o f  the Louisiana Purchase 

Exposition, an event whose founding principles virtually mirrored the 

sentim ents o f  Robinson Crusoe as he merrily reflected upon his new 

beloved kingdom.

In A ll the W orld ’s a Fair , Robert Rydell notes that between “ 1876 

and 1916, nearly  one hundred million people visited the international 

expositions held at Philadelphia, New Orleans, Chicago, Atlanta, 

N ashville , Omaha, Buffalo, Saint Louis, Portland, Seattle, San 

Francisco, and San Diego” (2). All these expositions shared many 

com m on goals: to boost the local economy o f  the cities that held the 

expositions; to market new merchandises o f  large companies; to flaunt 

Am erican successes in commerce, the arts, and entertainment; to give the 

A m erican public  “opportunities for vicarious travel in other lands” ; and 

to dem onstra te  the incredible racial and cultural diversity o f the globe 

( 2 ).

The wonder o f  human diversity, however, was intimately 

connected to the dominant American ideology o f  “progress” and the 

prevailing notions o f  scientific determinism and eugenics embraced by 

the general American populace. At the start o f  the 20th century, it was 

no accident that these American ideas o f  racial and cultural hierarchy, 

supported by the so-called scientific authorities, coincided with the
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victory o f  the American military over the Spanish Empire in Cuba and 

the Philippines in 1898. The international expositions provided both the 

United States government and Darwinian scientists  with opportunities to 

popularize evolutionary ideas about race and progress. More than any 

other, the Saint Louis World’s Fair in 1904, backed by tremendous 

government funding, gave scientists unlim ited reign. And among all the 

classes o f  scientists, the ones given m ost power and authority were 

anthropologists and ethnobiologists. W riting about their general role in 

the expositions between 1876 and 1916, Rydell writes:

The scientific approach, w ith  its emphasis on classification, 

s tressed the diversity o f  racial “types” and an evolutionary 

hierarchy that tended to b lur class distinction among whites 

while it invited them to appraise  the relative capabilities o f  

d ifferent groups o f  nonwhites for emulating the American 

m odel o f  progress. . . .  By 1916, eugenicists had joined 

anthropologists in applying hierarchical ideas about race 

and culture to selected white populations, thereby laying 

the intellectual foundation for mass support o f  immigration 

restriction. (5)

Among the Am erican immigrant groups directly  affected by restrictions 

o f  this sort were Filipinos, whose racial categorization was a matter o f  

confusion for decades. Bulosan gives a ra ther compelling example o f
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how biological theories and random judicial decis ions influenced the 

lives o f  Filipino immigrants:

Prior to the Roldan vs. The United S ta tes  case, Filipinos 

were considered Mongolians. Since there is a law which 

forbids the marriage between members o f  the Mongolian 

and Caucasian races, those who hated Filipinos wanted 

them to be included in this discrim inatory legislation. 

Anthropologists and other experts m aintained that the 

Filipinos are not Mongolians, but members o f  the Malayan 

race. It was a simple thing for the state legislature to pass a 

law forbidding marriage between members o f  the Malayan 

and Caucasian races. (143)

Roldan vs. The United S ta tes , however, is not until 1931, just 

three years prior to the Tydings-McDuffie Act o f  1934, which gave the 

Philippines a commonwealth status after thirty-five years o f  bloody 

nationalist struggle for independence from the United States. The major 

governmental support for the 1904 Saint Louis W orld ’s Fair had a great 

deal to do with the U.S. m ilitary’s attempts to squelch the Filipino 

independence movement. According to Rydell, this particular exposition 

‘•featured the most extensive Anthropology Department o f  any w orld’s 

fair” (Rydell 160), and its crowning achievement was the Philippines 

Reservation, which “according to William P. W ilson, chairman o f  the
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United States governm ent’s Philippine Exposition Board, constitu ted  ‘an 

exposition within an exposition; the greatest exhibition o f  the m ost 

marvelous Exposition in the history o f  the w orld ’ ” (Rydell 167). In this 

reservation, on a forty-seven-acre plot o f  land in the American M iddle 

West, lived nearly tw elve hundred Filipinos in m akeshift villages for the 

entire duration of the Saint Louis W orld’s Fair that lasted the better part 

o f  1904. William H oward Taft, president o f  the United States from 1909 

to 1913, was at the tim e the civil governor o f  the Philippines. W ith 

President Theodore R ooseve lt’s support, he endorsed the Philippines 

Reservation enthusiastically , believing that “the proposed exhib ition  

would have a ‘moral e f fec t’ on the people o f  the islands and that 

‘Filipino partic ipation would be a very great influence in com pleting 

pacifica tion  and in bringing Filipinos to improve their cond itions’ ”

(168; emphasis added). The purpose o f  the exhibit, while scientific  in 

displaying the diversity  o f  races and cultures o f  the world, was also 

j ingoistic  in highlighting the moral depravity o f  the Philippines as a 

place that is in dire need o f  Am erican guidance, as Friday needed 

C rusoe’s. Thus, as D efo e’s marooned hero righteously took up the 

burden o f  “enlightening” the savage races, so did the United States, 

especially in places like the Philippines. The exposition, therefore, 

brought p roo f o f  the saliency o f  the white m an’s burden right into 

A m erica’s backyard. It was now up to the fairgoers to accept the reason
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and logic behind A m erica ’s presence in the Philippines. In the process, 

they not only got to travel vicariously to a primitive world, but was 

assured o f  white A m erica ’s biological superiority over the darker races 

both at home and abroad.

The Saint Louis fa ir ’s Anthropology Department put on display 

human representatives from a variety o f  societies and nations: “Groups 

o f  pygmies from A frica, ‘Patagonian giants’ from Argentina, Ainu 

aborigines from Japan, and Kwakiutl Indians from Vancouver Islands, as 

well as groups o f  N ative Americans gathered around prom inent Indian 

chiefs including G eronim o, C h ie f  Joseph, and Quanah Parker, were 

formed into living ethnological exhib its” (Rydell 163). Unlike Gaugauin 

and the American touris t,  who had to “travel” to far-off exotic places for 

their fix o f  mythic consciousness, the fairgoers could stay “hom e,” since 

the exposition brought the far-off  exotic places to the United States. In 

no time at all, the “w ild  tr ibes” o f  the Philippines quickly became the 

most popular a ttrac tion  at the fair. Among the Filipinos on display were 

38 Bogobos, 41 N egritos, and 100 Moros. It was, however, the 114 

Igorots whom the fairgoers unmistakably loved the most (Rydell 172). 

Rydell writes:

The perceived  simplicity o f  Igorot life doubtless accounted 

for their  appeal and made some fairgoers long for a less 

com plicated  way o f  living than that represented by the
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monuments to industrialization contained in the White City 

palaces. But the immediate impetus to see the Igorot 

exhibit stemmed less from preindustrial longings than from 

a powerful mixture o f  white suprem acist sexual stereotypes 

and voyeurism. (172)

Some twenty years later, it is this same “mixture o f  white supremacist 

sexual stereotypes and voyeurism ” that Bulosan panders to in hopes of 

earning ten centavos from an American lady tourist in the town o f  

Baguio in the Philippines.

What is inexplicably on display, whether it be Saint Louis or 

Baguio, is the ideology o f  primitivism, with all its paradoxes, 

inconsistencies, contradictions, and ironies. And attem pting to provide 

this ideology with logic and weight is the indisputable authority of 

science, and, in particular, Darwinian anthropology. The authoritative 

status o f  anthropology is not lost on Bulosan. In his attempt to 

“enlighten” or “w ake-up” the peasants from their ignorance and 

superstition, he does so with ethnography, the primary “too l” o f 

anthropology. Like Hermes, he wants to make his message convincing. 

But he is not without ambivalence, demonstrating suspicion for 

ethnography’s capacity to do so. As we discussed early on, his account 

o f  his bro ther’s wedding, the first real memory Bulosan admits to in his 

autobiography, fictional or otherwise, is a classic exam ple o f
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ethnography. In using the primary rhetorical device o f  anthropology, 

Bulosan not only acknowledges the d isc ip line’s intellectual 

respectability, but also its partial origins in the European Enlightenm ent.

But, unlike M ourning Dove, Bulosan does not have a professional 

anthropologist as a collaborator in writing his novel. What he has 

instead is his own internalized sense o f  anthropology’s u tilitarianism .

As an “enlightened” peasant, he wants to stop understanding the world 

using fear, superstition, and magic as his guide. He wants instead to 

jo in  the m ovement toward progress and modernity by je tt ison ing  the 

ways o f  the old and embracing the ways o f  the new. And the single most 

important symbol o f  the new is none other than science, and, in the 

science o f  anthropology, the method o f  choice is ethnography. This is 

precisely the message both the U.S. government and the ethnological 

scientists wished to convey through the ethnographic attractions at the 

world fairs. In a sense, by using ethnography to write about his Filipino 

identity, Bulosan reenacts the tensions that we observed in the 

collaborative efforts o f  M ourning Dove and Lucullus V. M cW horter in 

Cogewea. On the surface, Bulosan’s logic in using ethnography is 

simple enough: Since he is the ethnographer, he, by the terms o f  

ethnography, is “m odern.” However, since he ethnographizes himself, 

he is sim ultaneously “prim itive .” Can the two terms coexist in the mind 

and body o f  one writer? Like Mourning Dove, Bulosan wishes to be
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" lite rary ,” but he is burdened by his need to write about his Filipinoness. 

He shares w ith her a desire to d iscover the humanity intrinsic to the 

artistic process. He also shares M cW horter’s desire o f  being 

“sc ien tif ic ,” o f  demonstrating that he, too, can possess the authority  and 

credibility  that are accorded to scientists in the modern, enlightened 

world.

Thus far in this chapter, we have focused primarily on B u lo san ’s 

recollection o f  his first seventeen years in the Philippines. This part of 

his life, however, constitutes only a third o f  America Is in the Heart.

The m ajority  o f  his narrative details his life in the United States, and it 

is there that we must follow our author i f  we are to fully make sense of 

his intentions in using ethnography as a fictional device. A lthough 

ethnography has most commonly been associated with the field o f  

anthropology, it has also been an important rhetorical device in the 

developm ent o f  the field o f  American sociology during the 1920s and 

30s. As Bulosan crosses the “border” o f  the Philippines and enters the 

United States, he shifts his narrative strategy accordingly, 

m etam orphosing from an anthropological novelist to a sociological one, 

and, in the process, altering once again the referents to the tropes o f  

prim itivism . The nature and ram ification o f  this shift are o f  the utmost 

importance in continuing our exam ination o f  Bulosan’s divided role as 

both ethnographer and subject.
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In Writing Chicago, Carla Cappetti argues that many Chicago 

writers o f  the 1920s, 30s, and 40s appropriated the rhetorical device o f  

Chicago urban sociologists in crafting their  novels. She sees James T. 

Farrell, Nelson Algren, and Richard W right as “the most emblematic 

products and best known representatives” o f  writers who brought “ into 

sharp focus the sociological imagination o f  Chicago literature, o f  the 

American urban novel, and, more broadly, o f  American literature (1). 

Cappetti sees “the theories and methodologies developed by the Chicago 

Urban sociologists” playing a “central ro le in the overall shape and 

specific content” in works such as Farre ll’s Studs Lonigan, A lgren’s 

Never Come Morning, and Wright’s Black Boy-American Hunger  (13). 

She writes:

At the crossroad where Chicago literature and Chicago 

sociology meet are two groups o f  texts written between 

1915 and 1945— texts that exemplify the connections 

between these two schools o f  urban writing. James T. 

Farrell’s Irish street youths, Nelson Algren’s Polish thieves 

and prostitutes, Richard W righ t’s Black boys, and the 

neighborhoods in which these characters live find their 

sociological counterparts in W.I. Thomas and Florian 

Znaniecki’s Polish peasants and unadjusted girls, in Robert 

Park’s marginal men, in Robert Redfield’s urban “folks,” in
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Frederic Thrasher’s youth gangs, and in Louis W irth’s 

m etropolitan types. (2)

Had Carlos Bulosan written an account o f  himself, not as an itinerant 

worker in the West Coast during the Great Depression, but as a worker 

in one of Chicago’s infamous slaughter houses, Cappetti might have 

easily included Am erica Is in the Hearts among the novels and 

autobiographical narratives that exhibit a “sociological imagination," 

something she sees as an “overarching source and inspiration o f  

American realism” (13). But along with realism, she includes in this 

sociological tradition “worn out labels such as naturalism , proletarian  

literature, ethnic li tera ture ,” as well as the “ limiting definitions such as 

Chicago literature  and midwestern literature” (2). However, it is 

naturalism  that “has become a catch-all term” whose “critical fortunes 

typify those o f  the o thers” (2).

In style and substance, America Is in the Heart is certainly a work 

o f  American naturalism, a mode o f  writing that depends on the scientific 

principles o f  the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Central to naturalism 

is Social Darwinism, the idea that “a human being belongs entirely in the 

order o f  nature and does not have a soul or any other mode of 

participation in a religious or spiritual world beyond nature” (Abrams 

153). The French novelist Emile Zola, who, in the 1870s developed 

what he called le roman experimental, is most often cited as the
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prototypical naturalist. In the United States, an impressive cadre o f  

writers developed and sustained naturalist fiction well into the 20th 

century— Stephen Crane, Theodore Dreiser, Frank Norris, Jack London, 

and Richard Wright, to name just a few. By most conventional accounts, 

the world o f  the naturalists is bleak, harsh, and Godless, and human 

beings are not governed by divine or spiritual forces, but by nature’s 

indifference and animalistic instincts, especially  hunger and libido. It is 

therefore up to science, not theology or magic, to make sense of the 

universe. If  realism differs from rom anticism  in attem pting to depict life 

as it is and not as we would have it, then naturalism  differs from realism 

in claming to depict life in its utmost accuracy. Thus, there is “an 

objective scientific attitude. . .with elaborate docum entation” in 

naturalism , “ sometimes including an alm ost medical frankness about 

activ ities and bodily functions” (Abrams 154). Donald Pizer observes 

American naturalism  this way:

The influence o f  Darwinism and French fiction, the notion 

that man is a brute and life a struggle, the be lie f  that we are 

but ciphers in either a cosmic storm or a chemical 

process— this kind o f  awareness about what the naturalists 

absorbed and believed can help clarify our understanding o f  

the themes which preoccupied individual naturalists in the
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muddy pool which is the coming together o f  a particular 

tem peram ent and a historical moment. (548)

The two worlds described by Bulosan— the Philippines after the Spanish- 

American War and the United States during the Great Depression— and 

the theme and structure  o f  America Is in the Heart are very much a 

product o f  his naturalistic  beliefs mixed with his socialist vision and 

activism, a product o f  evolution  united with revolution , Darwin married 

to Marx.

Because the naturalist novel calls for a “ scientific” mode of 

representation, ethnography has been central in both the development 

and understanding o f  its poetics. But, as defined thus far in this study, 

is not ethnography the textual production o f  anthropology? Was it not 

early-20th-century anthropologists who established ethnography as 

central to what they do in their discipline? And, as discussed in the 

previous chapter, did not the “crisis” in representation occur in the field 

o f  anthropology due to the epistemological challenge that confronted 

ethnography?

While anthropology busied itse lf  conducting ethnographic 

research on “exo tic” and “prim itive” peoples in “ far-away places,” 

sociology was hard at work theorizing about and documenting the nature 

o f some other people “at hom e.” In The Ethnographic Imagination, Paul 

Atkinson reminds us: “ Whereas in the early decades o f  this century

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



118

anthropological fieldworkers were turning outwards to the study of 

‘exo tic’ peoples, including Native Americans for anthropologists in the 

United States, the Chicago ethnographers found equally remarkable 

forms o f  social organization and culture in their own backyard— or at 

least in the ethnically and economically variegated setting o f  a rapidly 

growing and changing environment” (28-29). The so-called “underlife,” 

“underdog,” and “deviant” in the city, argues Atkinson, have “remained 

a characteristic preoccupation o f  ethnographic enquiry .” This, however, 

did not originate with the Chicago School, from “the head o f  a Park or a 

Thom as” ; the “sociologists were influenced by the work o f  social 

anthropologists, such as Malinowski, Boas, and Redfield” :

The early ethnographies o f  the American school were based 

explicitly on the combination o f  “anthropological” 

inspirations and the preoccupation with the first-hand 

exploration o f  urban types and settings. Park encouraged 

his students and colleagues to adopt the same methods and 

approaches to their research in the “natural areas” o f 

Chicago as were being used by anthropologists in their 

studies o f  Native American cultures” (29)

Remarkably, it appears that Carlos Bulosan, o f  all writers, heeded Park’s 

advice in shifting his mode o f  narrative from an “anthropological
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ethnography” to a “sociological ethnography” in depicting his migration 

from the Philippines to the United States.

As discussed earlier in this chapter, there is a specific image o f  

the “primitive” that is ethnographically imagined in anthropology: the 

paradoxical world o f  the South Seas paradise, lush palm trees, gentle 

trade winds, and flocks o f  innocent brown boys and girls juxtaposed with 

Dark Africa, ferocious jungles, animalistic totems, bloodthirsty 

headhunters and cannibals, mutilated bodies, and pagan sacrifices. This 

is the world envisioned in Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe , Joseph 

Conrad’s Heart o f  Darkness,  D.H. Lawrence’s The P lum ed Serpent,

Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Tarzan o f  the Apes, Ruydard K ipling’s Kim, and 

Part One o f  Carlos B ulosan’s Am erica Is in the Heart.

In the naturalist worlds o f  Emile Zola’s Germinal, Thomas 

Hardy’s Tess o f  the D 'Urbervilles, Theodore D reiser’s An American  

Tragedy, Meridel Le Sueur’s The Girl, Richard W right’s Native Son, 

Agnes Smedley’s D aughter o f  Earth, and Parts Two, Three, and Four o f 

Bulosan’s America Is in the Heart, an alternative image o f  the primitive 

is provided by the ethnographic imagination o f  sociology. The 

primitive, we are told by sociology, is “among us ,” deep in the heart o f  

Western civilization. It is alive and well in the modern city, in 

industrial urban centers o f  London, Paris, Chicago, New York, and Los 

Angeles. The primitive also resides in the rapidly vanishing rural

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



120

wilderness, in the farmlands, badlands, and coal mines o f  Europe and the 

United States. In the sociological im agination, the prim itive is the 

ruthless gangster, diseased prostitute, desperate  crim inal, itinerant 

laborer, unskilled  and unemployable worker, su llied  vagabond, and 

wretched im m igrant o f  the destitute jung les  o f  m ajor cities and rural 

outbacks.

Recall tha t  Bulosan left the Philippines after  the realization o f  his 

primitive existence due to his life as a peasant. W anting to enlighten 

and liberate h im se lf  and other Filipinos from the tyranny o f  ignorance 

and superstition, Bulosan sailed for the United States. Perhaps it is in 

America, he thought, the home o f  m issionaries and Abraham Lincoln, 

that a passage out o f  peasantry— out o f  barbarism , poverty, senseless 

violence, and m onstrosity— can be found. A fter all, that was what the 

American schoolteachers and m issionaries in the Philippines preached to 

the Filipinos. W hat Bulosan finds in America, however, is shocking and 

frightening beyond belief. Instead o f  the paradise o f  c iv ilization that 

Bulosan anticipated, he finds something a ltogether unim aginable and 

unexpected in A m erica— a brutality and cruelty  o f  the kind he has never 

encountered, not even in his worst nightmares. According to E. San 

Juan, Jr., perhaps the foremost scholar o f  Bulosan and the Philippines in 

the United S tates, by 1931, “more than 100,000 Filipino workers had 

been recruited from the hinterlands o f  the United S ta tes ’ only Asian
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colony, the Philippines, to work in the plantations o f  Hawaii, the 

Alaskan canneries, and the farmlands o f  the W est Coast.” Moreover:

The Depression inflicted on Filipinos severe 

unemployment, intense labor exploitation, and racist 

vigilante violence. In 1928 and 1930, Filipinos were 

attacked by racist vigilantes in Yakim a Valley, Washington; 

W atsonville, California, and other towns. . . . Since the 

1898 annexation o f  the islands up to 1946, Filipinos in the 

United States (called “Pinoys”) inhabited a limbo of 

indeterminacy: neither citizens, aliens, nor wards, they 

were “nationals” without a sovereign country. (San Juan, 

Jr.)

The reality Bulosan confronts is that Filipinos in America are treated 

with as much— if  not more— savagery than his brother and bride 

experienced immediately after their wedding, when they were raided and 

beaten by the frightened villagers. Contrary to what he has been taught 

by the Americans in the Philippines, Bulosan now realizes that the 

disease o f  peasantry is not endemic to the Philippines, but epidemic on a 

global scale. This malignant disease corrodes the lives o f  people 

wherever anti-democratic forces rule supreme. Even in America— most 

o f  all in America— the prim itive, the tragic suffering o f  the peasantry, is 

alive and well.
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When the teenage Bulosan, excited and apprehensive, arrives in 

Seattle in the summer o f  1930, he is immediately sold for five dollars by 

sleazy labor contractors to “work in the fish canneries in A laska” along 

with other Filipinos (101). When he comes back to Seattle for the 

second time a few months later, he is practically broke, having given up 

most o f  his earnings from the cannery to pay for the “neatly itemized 

expenditures” that he “supposedly. . . incurred during the season” (104). 

Having nowhere to go and nothing to do, he wanders the ghetto-streets 

o f  the destitute, seeking the comforting company o f  fellow Filipinos:

It was already twilight and the cannery workers were in the 

crowded Chinese gambling  houses, losing their season’s 

earnings and drinking  bootleg whisky. They become 

quarrelsome  and abusive  to their own people when they 

lost, and subservient  to the Chinese gambling lords and 

marijuana  peddlers. They pawed at the semi-nude whores 

with their dirty  hands and made suggestive gestures, 

running out into the night when they were rebuffed  for lack 

o f  money. (104; emphasis added)

Gambling, drinking, petty quarreling, drug abuse, subservience, 

whoremongering— something terrible was happening to the Filipinos in 

America, something utterly dreadful and monstrous. As a witness to and 

subsequently a partic ipant in such debased behavior o f  his countrymen,
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Bulosan writes o f  alm ost dying within h im self  “ in these surroundings, 

where man was indistinguishable from beast” (135). Much to his 

chagrin, he eventually acquires “a certain degree o f  im m unity to 

sickening scenes such as took place” all around him in America. In his 

desperate attempt to escape the primitive beast in the Philippines, 

Bulosan has unwittingly walked into the mouth o f  a greater beast in 

America. He writes:

It took a me long time, then, to erase the outward scars o f  

these years, but the deep, invisible scars inside me are not 

wholly healed and forgotten. They ja rred  my equilibrium 

now and then, and always, when I came face to face with 

brutality, I was afraid o f  what I would do to m yself  and 

others. I was terribly afraid o f  myself, for it was the beast, 

the monster, the murderer o f  love and kindness that raise its 

dark head to defy all that was good and beautiful in life. It 

was then that I would cry out for the resurrection o f  my 

childhood. (135-36)

Hence the power o f  nostalgia. If  he were to successfully  resurrect his 

childhood, what would Bulosan find? We already know the answer, o f  

course: More o f  the same. Better to cling to an idealized past than to 

face the bitter truth o f  reality. But i f  he were to docum ent the harsh 

reality o f  his life in America, how would he do it? This is the question
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that he confronts one night after enduring several years o f  beatings by 

the police and other w hite men, being chased out o f  tow n after town by 

angry mobs, and w itnessing the horrible transform ation o f  humane 

Filipinos into ruthless beasts. One night, after arriving in San Luis 

Obispo, he rents a room and writes a letter to his brother Macario.

“Then it came to me,” recalls  Bulosan, “like a revelation , that I could 

actually  write understandable English” (180). He, “ seized with 

happiness,” writes “slowly and boldly .” When he com pletes the long 

letter to Macario, Bulosan “jum ped to (his) feet and shouted  through 

(his) tears” : “They can’t silence me any more! I ’ll tell the world what 

they have done to me!” (180).

And tell he does. To San Juan, Jr., B ulosan’s “e thnobiography” is 

“a testimony to those years o f  struggle and resistance to imperial racism 

and violence” that “gestures toward a popular front against global 

fascism .” But Am erica Is in the Heart more than ju s t  docum ents the 

savage treatment that Bulosan endured. It also makes a po in t— posits a 

hypothesis, if  you will— about the affect an environm ent defined in 

terms of naturalism has on an indiv idual’s personality. The literary 

intent o f  his autobiography, therefore, appears identical to Richard 

W righ t’s in Black Boy-American Hunger. As Cappetti argues:

W right’s tw o-volum e autobiography is an em blem atic 

product o f  a sociological grafting onto literature that is the
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acknowledged mark o f  the literature o f  the 1930s. More 

specifically, it is a remarkable expression o f  the tendencies 

that made the confluence o f  sociology and literature 

possible at that particular time of modern Am erican history: 

on the one hand the tendency toward a more subjective 

sociology, a sociology that rediscovered the subjectivity of 

the individual as a social and cultural being; on the other 

the tendency toward a more objective literature, a literature 

that rediscovered the individual’s unbreachable ties with 

the larger cultural and social spheres. (198-99)

Just as he “grafted” anthropology  to literature in his narrative o f  his 

childhood in the Philippines, Bulosan, like Wright, grafts  sociology  to 

literature in narrating his experiences in the United States. In the 

process, he posits a theorem: Existence in America is ju s t  as harsh and 

cruel as it is in the Philippines. In documenting his flight from the 

South to the North Wright establishes an almost identical theorem: “The 

racial and intellectual tolerance o f  the South. . . are oppressive presences 

in the North as well, even though they come dressed in d ifferent clothes” 

(Cappetti 199). Cappetti sees passages in W right’s autobiography that 

“exemplify the methodology o f  participant observation in the Chicago 

school o f  sociology.” She sees the depiction o f  Frederic Thrasher and 

Louis W irth’s notions o f  the street gang “cultural m ilieu” and its “moral
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and social codes.” And it is Richard Wright, “through his special gift 

for words,” who “captures the fluid quality” of these sociological 

notions.” Simultaneously, “ it is Wright the sociologist who in terprets” 

and “represents” them (200). It is Wright the ethnographer who, like 

Hermes, translates, in terprets , and attempts to give meaning to the 

objects o f  his inquiry. Positing that Wright “became the sociologist o f  

his own life” through the use o f  the categories o f  “personality” and 

"environm ent,” Cappetti calls  Black Boy-American Hunger  an 

“exemplary product o f  the sociological imagination o f  the 1930s” (209): 

Whether consciously  or unconsciously, Richard Wright 

wrote h im se lf  into a case study and thus became the 

informant o f  h im se lf  as a Black youth who grows up in the 

South and m igrates to Chicago. In so doing he was able to 

make that story representative both o f  the specific 

experiences o f  Black migrants and o f the more general facts 

o f  “social l ife” and “human nature” in modern sociology. 

(2 1 0 )

Likewise, America Is in the Heart  is Bulosan’s le roman experimental, 

the sociological ethnography o f  both his own life and the fate o f  

Filipinos in the harsh environm ent o f  the United States, “a country o f  

survival o f  the Fittest” (170) during the Depression. His desire  as a 

writer, as Hermes, as a conductor o f  participant observation, is
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unequivocal: “to interpret the soul o f  the Filipinos in th is  country, to 

find a place in it not only for m yse lf  but my people” (qtd. in San Juan, 

Jr.)- As the “ s e l f ’ to W right was the soul o f  the co llective Black 

consciousness, the “s e l f ’ to Bulosan is not only his fe llow  Filipinos, but 

“the collective agency o f  all colonized  subjects” (San Juan , Jr.). In his 

reliance on the rhetorical conventions o f  both anthropology and 

sociology to document his findings and arguments, Bulosan reveals his 

faith in the utilitarian value o f  ethnography, in not only its  em pirical and 

objective capacities, but also its literary and poetic potentia ls.

So far in this study, we have looked at the ethnographic 

imagination o f anthropology, its adaptation by sociology, and its 

application in Mourning D ove’s and Carlos Bulosan’s literary 

productions. We have thus seen that in the ethnographic im agination, 

the primitive first existed “out there ,” in the primeval forest, in the souls 

o f  feral savages, noble or otherwise. We soon discovered that the 

prim itive lives also “among us,” in the belly o f  criminals and immigrants 

o f  the concrete jungles and rural wastelands o f  rapidly industr ia liz ing  

societies. A more frightening discovery, however, as 2 0 th-century 

scientists and avant-garde artist alike ascertained, is that the prim itive is 

not necessarily the alien or the undesirable “other.” It is, in fact, “us,” 

and it resides deep in the heart o f  modern humans, in the very pith o f  our 

souls. The savage yelps and transgressive desires are not the monopolies
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o f  Okanogan Indians, Igorots, Filipinos, migrant workers, and 

vagabonds. Rather, it is the s tu ff  o f  our very fiber o f  being, the bones 

and sinews o f  our humanity, the origin o f  our civilized personae. In 

Torgovnick’s words, it is “our untam ed selves, our id forces.” Just as 

the Chicago sociologists urged that sociology turn to the m ethodological 

foundation o f  anthropology, another group o f  “scientists” eventually  

urged the same for their discipline: Psychologists—or, more 

specifically, psychoanalysts— also urged the borrowing o f  the 

ethnographic imagination in making sense o f  another mystery; this time 

the challenge was to translate into something more familiar the 

foreignness o f  the dark abyss o f  our minds. And so we must now turn  to 

The Woman Warrior, the autobiographical novel o f Maxine Hong 

Kingston, the third and final author who defines the scope o f  our study, 

in order to continue our inquiry into the multiformity of the ethnographic 

imagination.
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Chapter 3: Maxine Hong Kingston 's Great Escape fro m  the "Watchful 

V illagers": Ethnography, the Freak Show, and  the Aesthetic o f  

Psychoanalysis

In the “Sham an” chapter o f The Woman Warrior , Maxine Hong 

Kingston makes a rather surprising, i f  not shocking, confession:

My mother has cooked for us: raccoons, skunks, hawks, city 

pigeons, wild ducks, wild geese, black-skinned bantams, 

snakes, garden snails, turtles that crawled about the pantry 

floor and sometimes escaped under refrigerator or stove, 

catfish that swam in the bathtub. . . . She boiled the weeds 

we pulled up in the yard. . . . We children used to hide 

under the beds with our fingers in our ears to shut out the 

bird screams and the thud, thud o f  the turtles swimming in 

the boiling water, their shells hitting the sides o f the pot. 

Once the third aunt who worked at the laundry ran out and 

bought us bags o f  candy to hold over our noses; my mother 

was dismembering skunk on the chopping block. I could 

smell the rubbery odor through the candy. (90-91)

But perhaps this revelation is not so newsworthy. After all, are not the 

bizarre eating habits o f  the Chinese common knowledge to all? Is it not 

possible to walk into any “authentic” Chinese restaurant in Chinatown
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and see “raccoons, skunks, hawks, city pigeons, wild ducks, wild geese, 

black-skinned bantams, snakes, garden snails ,” and a whole host o f  other 

similarly curious and grotesque items on display, i f  not on the menu?

This passage, therefore, can easily be taken as a validation o f  “our” 

preexisting suspicions o f  the Chinese as a wondrously queer group o f 

people, not ju s t  in the matter o f  diet, but in every other cultural arena, 

can it not? Would Kingston otherwise have subtitled her book “Memoirs 

o f  a Girlhood Among Ghosts” unless she intended to divulge something 

noteworthy about the mysterious Chinese, to let us in on some secret, 

ancient or otherwise? After all, she is no mere anthropologist offering 

up academic tidbits and hypothesis about random Chinese cultural 

phenomena. Kingston is the genuine article; she is an insider , an 

authentic  Chinese, is she not? Why else would the word “nonfiction” 

grace the back cover o f  the recent Vintage International edition o f  The 

Woman W arrior? It appears that the surprise in this passage is not that 

the Chinese are shockingly odd— we knew this already; the surprise is 

that an actual Chinese person is admitting to it.

The Chinese, o f  course, have been an object o f  American curiosity 

for centuries, and, as early as the m id-18th century, “Chineseness” 

appeared in America as novelty items on display. In M arginal S igh ts , 

James S. Moy tells us that the “notion o f  Chineseness under the sign of 

the exotic became familiar to the Am erican spectator long before
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sightings o f  the actual C hinese” (9; emphasis added). He adds: “From 

the onset, then, the Chinese in America resided solely in the province o f  

the im aginary” (10). One o f  the earliest “actual” sightings was Afong 

Moy, a “Chinese Lady” placed on display in N ew  York City in 1834.

For three years, she “perform ed her Chineseness at several locations, 

including the Am erican Museum, Peals Museum (which would later be 

purchased by P.T. Barnum), and unnamed venue located at 8 Park Place, 

the Brooklyn Institute, and the Saloon” (Moy 12). By the late-19th 

century, the human display o f  Chinese— along with representatives from 

other “a lien” nations— in museums was quite com m onplace. For James 

Moy, th is  sort o f  “ institu tionalization o f  Chinese racial representation as 

appropriate for m useum s” (13) did not come about by accident or 

chance. Rather, sustaining this curatorial practice was a m arriage o f two 

seemingly disparate en terprises— the science o f  anthropology and the 

spectacle o f  the freak show. Moy writes:

As museums assumed a more pseudoscientific  

anthropological stance, audiences came not merely to look 

as one m ight survey a circus sideshow, but to study, to 

learn, to partic ipate in a exchange which promised an 

authentic , scientifically grounded explication  o f  the 

freakish assem bled objects, despite the awkward truncation 

o f  time and geography. (14)
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It is this curiosity for the mixture o f the freakish and ethnographic that 

Kingston appears to be eliciting in her description o f  the foods forced on 

her by her Chinese mother. “ Believe it or not,” she seems to say with 

her grotesque menu, “my family ate skunks.” That is, her Chinese 

family ate skunks. And she will not only prove this to us scientifically, 

she will also entertain us in the process with spectacular theatrics.

In The Year o f  the Dragon , Frank Chin’s 1974 play set in San 

Francisco’s Chinatown, a similar curiosity for the freakish and 

ethnographic takes center stage. The central character is Fred Eng, an 

aspiring novelist who works as a tour guide in Chinatown. Except for 

three short scenes that take place on the street, the play is set entirely in 

the E ng’s apartment. But it is in the rare moments outside that we are 

given b r ie f  but significant glimpses of Fred at work, as he performs a 

“ sh tick” before his audience o f  tourists who have wandered to 

Chinatow n to enjoy the spectacle o f  the Chinese New Year festivities. 

F red’s shtick is composed o f  layers o f  impersonations, beginning with a 

rendition o f  the stereotypical Chinaman, a “yellow ” Amos and Andy, if 

you will:

W e’come a Chinatong, Folks! Ha. Ha. Ha . . . Hoppy New 

Year! Fred Eng, “Freddie” o f  E n g ’s Chinatown tour’ n ’ 

travoo.
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“We tell Chinatown where to go.” Ha ha ha. I’m top guide 

here. A llaw  week Chinee New Year. Ssssshhh Boom! 

Muchee muchie firey crackee! Ha. Ha. Ha . . . (71)

Then a transition takes place: Fred drops his fake pidgin and lets his 

audience in on the joke. He lets them know that they are “special,” that 

he will not take advantage o f  them with a gimmick:

But you’re my last tour o f  the day, folks. And on my last 

tour o f  the day, no hooey. I like to let my hair down. 

Drop the phony accent. And be me. Just me.

I figure once a day, I have got to be me. (71)

So he promises this lucky group o f  tourists the things all tourists 

desire—direct interaction with the “natives” and assurance of 

authenticity. As Dean MacCannell observes in The Tourist: “The 

touristic way o f  getting in with the natives is to enter into a quest for 

authentic experiences, perceptions and insights” (105). Tourists are thus 

trapped in what amounts to be a manifold o f  “stage sets,” where they, 

wittingly or unwittingly, essentially  agree not to question the 

authenticity o f  the sights before their gaze. John Urry, in The Tourist 

Gaze, adds:

The tourist is a kind o f  contemporary pilgrim, seeking 

authenticity in other ‘t im es’ and other ‘p laces’ away from 

that person’s everyday life, particular fascination is shown
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by tourists in the ‘real l ives’ o f  others which somehow 

possess a reality w hich is hard to discover in peop le ’s own 

experiences. (8)

Knowing that more than anything else the tourists “w anna know where to 

eat in Chinatow n” (77), Fred makes a special offer. He will take them to 

the places where he, an authentic  Chinese, eats:

Other guides leave you to wander around counting for 

yourselves. But yo u ’re my last tour o f  the day. So no 

hooey. No more boo sheet. I’m telling you right now. 

Only ninety-nine restaurants and suey chops in 

Chinatown. I ea ting  in every one and can telling you, 

i t’s TRUE!

Fred assures his audience that as an insider, as a real Chinam an, as 

someone in the know , he can take them to the source o f  authentic  

Chinese cuisine. Do not fall for those other tour guides who take 

advantage o f  your naivete by taking you to fake, “touris ty” places, he 

says. Trust me. Fred has already proven his qualifications as a reliable 

guide by dropping his fake accent. He, for one, will not insult the 

intelligence o f  his customers. More significantly, he will let them in on 

a great secret about the mysterious Chinese, especially as it concerns 

food. In doing so, however, Fred also lets his audience know that he 

risks danger to himself. This was the reason for the initial masquerade,
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and he could get into real trouble i f  the o ther Chinese knew that he was 

giving away secrets. The Chinese are ever watchful. Nonetheless, being 

Chinese and having eaten in every Chinese restaurant in Chinatown, Fred 

assures his audience that he can vouch for the truth  about Chinese food. 

So what is the truth? Surprisingly enough, Fred reveals that they, the 

tourists, already know it. Yes, your preexisting notions about the 

Chinese, especially our food, are true, Fred says. Yes, Chinese food, 

like everything else Chinese, is wondrously  odd, fantastic, and 

grotesque:

. . . Cantonese sw ee t’ n ’ sour goes straight to your scrotum. 

Pekingese goo makes you dream in 3-D.

Shanghai hash cures blind drunkenness and raises your I.Q.

six points!

And the universal peanut grease 

o f  the Chinatown deepfry lights up 

every nerve o f  your body. . . (77)

With these words o f validation, Fred leads the excited and awed tourists 

to dinner. But this is where another transition  in performance takes 

place, where Fred strips away another layer o f  impersonation. This time, 

however, he does not let his audience in on the joke. He keeps this 

particular part o f  the shtick to himself. During his exit, as the curtain 

falls on the scene, he mutters private ly  under his breath: “Goddamn
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m otherfucking cocksucking sonofabitch. . (77). Hidden beneath the

layers o f  performance and impersonation are Fred’s abject bitterness and 

resentm ent for both his profession and his shameful participation in it. 

More than anything else, Fred aspires to write the great American novel; 

instead, he is stuck writing and performing clever Chinaman shticks and 

gags for a bunch o f  idiotic tourists day after day. Although his true 

desire is to write novels, to become an artist, he is in fact no more than a 

buffoon, a clown, a pathetic native inform ant— a cultural prostitute, if  

you will.

But Fred knows his status well, or so he believes. He knows that 

his goofy Chinaman performance is ju s t  that— a performance. He knows 

that the China he offers the tourist is not real. In this, he is not unlike 

Carlos Bulosan, who, as a child, posed naked for an American tourist 

hoping to earn ten centavos. The object o f  the tourist gaze in that case 

was the Igorot, something Bulosan knew he was not. But, sensing that 

the tourist did not know the difference between an Igorot and a 

"C hristian  F ilipino,” he manipulated the “signs” o f  Igorotness and made 

a sim ple living through performance and masquerade. The same appears 

to be true for Fred, who also makes a living by manipulating the signs o f 

the “native-o ther,” the Chinese in his case, and giving his customers 

what they want through his own brand o f  theatrics. There is, however, 

an im portant difference between Bulosan and Fred; While the former
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describes his predicament as something rather benign, the latter is 

clearly full o f  hostility and rancor because o f  it. And Fred must hide his 

contempt, knowing that it is financial suicide i f  his customers knew his 

true feelings. In essence, Fred has to hide the real in order to sell the 

semblance o f  the real. But why not ju s t  stop, s imply quit his job?  If  he 

is so m iserable, so contemptuous with making a living by staging his 

own authenticity , why continue?

He is, in a word, an artist. He cannot stop because he needs to 

create art and believes it is either this  or nothing. In this, he epitomizes 

the dilemma o f  hundreds o f Asian American actors and performers who, 

given no alternatives, resort to auditioning time and time again for the 

same one or two Broadway shows— Miss Saigon  and The King and I.

To these talen ted  artists, many with degrees from prestigious acting 

schools and programs, as Asian Americans, it is either the “T& A ” show 

o f Miss Saigon or nothing. Resentments, predictably, galore. Thus,

Fred devotes as much energy suppressing his resentment as he does 

coming up w ith  cagey and imaginative routines. But all bets are off 

when his s is ter  Matty and her white husband Ross come to visit, 

imploring Fred to collaborate on a Chinese cookbook. When Fred is 

ambivalent about it, Ross touches a nerve by insisting: “It’s easy Fred .

. . Just a m atter o f  writing Mama Fu Fu’s syndicated column . . . .  A new
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even more ‘far o u t’ cookbook. The way you write about Chinatown . . 

(82-83). Fred, irate at the whole situation, remarks sarcastically:

I ’m going to write the great Chinese Am erican Cookbook, 

is what. MAMA FU FU’S RICE DEEM SUM right up their 

ass, cuz no one’s gonna read the great Chinese American 

novel. . . . I’ll write a Mama Fu Fu Chinese cookbook 

th a t’ll drive people crazy! T hey’ll drink soy sauce straight 

from the bottle. It’s gonna be the first Chinese cookbook to 

win the Pulitzer Prize and make Mama Fu Fu’s bigger than 

Kentucky Fried Chicken. (83)

Fred then calls Ross, a white scholar and aficionado o f  Chinese language 

and culture, a “park ranger” and Chinatown his “private reserve,” which 

makes the Chinese his “endangered species” (85).

As a professional tour guide, Fred sees his own complicity in this 

unfortunate scenario. If Chinatown is indeed a private reserve, some 

sort o f  human zoo; and the Chinese are endangered species, some sort o f  

biological rarity, the Missing Link, if  you will; and i f  Ross is the park 

ranger, the overseer and game warden, then Fred is the pitchman, the 

confidence man, who, with the art o f  elaborate and cunning pitch, lures 

unsuspecting customers into buying Chineseness, its oddity, its 

freak ishness .  O f course, in the world o f  the freak show, the pitchmen 

who sell the freaks— the tallest, the shortest, the Bearded Lady, the
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Siamese Twins— are not themselves freaks. When P.T. Barnum sells 

General Tom Thumb, the customer pays to see the w orld ’s smallest man, 

the tiniest celebrity, not Barnum the impresario. Fred, however, knows 

that in selling Chineseness, he sells him self, because he, too, is a 

Chinaman. He knows he is both the com m odity and the salesman, the 

prostitute and the pimp. Moreover, he is also the m anufacturer. The 

Chinese he offers the tourists is an act, a shtick, a product o f  his 

imagination mixed with his knowledge o f  occidental fantasies o f  the 

exotic Orient. Thus, what he essentially m anufactures and sells is 

snake-oil. To those who come to him for the authentic, he supplies the 

“‘fake,” fearful that the “real” is not good enough, therefore not in 

demand at the marketplace. In order to offer the real, he feels he must 

write a novel, an artform  he can take pride in. But as a Chinese 

American, to write a novel is to risk failure— and rejection. To offer the 

fake, however, under the guise o f the real, is to make a sure profit. It is, 

in all likelihood, to be accepted, to make a decent living. So Fred goes 

on selling the fake, pitching snake-oils, pretending to be the exotic and 

freakish Chinese that the tourists fantasize about and is w illing to pay 

for.

Embarrassed at having offended his brother-in-law , Ross attempts 

a pathetic defense, to w hich Fred responds:

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



140

Y ou’re right, Ross, I don’t think o f  m yself  as a tourist 

guide all my life. But my own parents w on’t read a story I 

write. Then it hit me, “Food’s our only common language. . 

.” Cookbooks! . . . Chinese Cookbooks! Your recipes and 

my smut knocked me out. Sis. You invented a new literary 

form. Food pornography. (86)

In referring to “recipes” and “smut” in the creation o f  “ food 

pornography,” Frank Chin alludes to the two elem ents— the science of 

anthropology and the spectacle o f  the freak show— that sustained the 

“ institutionalization o f  Chinese racial representation as appropriate for 

museums” that we identified earlier in our discussion o f  Afong Moy, the 

“Chinese Lady” on display at New York C ity’s Am erican Museum in 

1834. The fascination that Americans— tourists or otherwise— typically 

show for Chinese food is located somewhere in this intersection of 

recipes and smut, o f  science and entertainment, o f  the ethnographic and 

the freakish.

Sau-Iing Cynthia Wong, in Reading Asian Am erican Literature , 

defines Frank C hin ’s notion o f  “food pornography” as:

making a living by exploiting the “exotic” aspects o f  one’s 

ethnic foodways. In cultural terms it translates to reifying 

cultural differences and exaggerating o n e’s otherness in 

order to gain foothold in a w hite-dominated social system.
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Like exchanging sexual services for food, food pornography 

is also a k ind o f  prostitution, but with an important 

difference: superficially, food pornography appears to be a 

promotion, rather than a vitiation or devaluation, o f  o n e ’s 

ethnic identity. . . .food pornographers seem to take pride in 

their apartness from the mainstream. They seem to be 

acknowledging and proclaiming, not ju s t  playing down, 

their differences. Nevertheless, what they in fact do is to 

wrench cultural practices out o f  their context and display 

them for gain to the curious gaze o f  “ou tsiders .” (55-56) 

While I find W ong’s defin ition  quite astute and insightful on the whole,

I want to add to her rem ark that food pornographers “ seem to take pride  

in their apartness from the m ainsteam .” As we have witnessed in the 

case o f  Fred Eng, the “o rig inator” o f  the term, pride is the last thing in 

his heart. Fred is ashamed o f  and embarrassed by his profession as a 

food pornographer. If he shows pride in the apartness o f  the Chinese 

from the mainstream, it is an act, a performance. It is pretend. The 

danger of this kind o f  all-encom passing performative existence, o f  

course, is obvious. As the saying goes: We eventually become what we 

pretend to be. This is the message, it seems, o f  C h in ’s The Year o f  the 

Dragon , if  there is to be a message: Let us— Chinese Am erican 

writers— not “prostitu te” our ethnic or racial difference in o rder to make
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a living. Let us create art, no t smut. Write about yourse lf  with dignity, 

not with pornographic shame and embarrassment. This is the 

predicam ent faced by m illions o f  people around the world whose 

economic survival is intim ately tied to the tourist industry, to the 

com m odification o f  their “native-o therness” and perform ance o f  

“manufactored authentic” identity. To Frank Chin, the so lution may be 

hard-line but is also self-evident: Find an alternative; resist by any 

means necessary. Do the w ork o f  the mythological Monkey in Journey  

to the West, an exem plar o f  classic Chinese heroic tradition:

Life is war. Every human is born a soldier. All behavior is 

tactics and strategy. Deception is the basis o f  all warfare, 

the strategist Sun Tzu, “the G randson,” says. For the 

soldier, the essentia l skill in winning the war to maintain 

personal integrity  is in the telling o f  the difference between 

the real and the fake. We (the editors o f  The Big  

Aiiieeeee!, w hich includes Chin) tell it. (Chan, et al. xv)

As Wong puts it: “ While C h in ’s impassioned, alm ost savage view on 

this subject leaves little room for a nuanced view o f  cultural presentation 

and transform ation, it thought-provokingly  identifies a persistent strain 

in Asian American cultural po li t ics” (56).

And this strain seems to persist also in The Woman Warrior. If 

there is little or no nuance to C h in ’s response to food pornography, what
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can we say about Maxine Hong K ingston’s? In her confession o f  the 

foods she endured as a child, does she do food pornography or does she 

pretendP. Or perhaps she condem ns or subverts it? Is K ingston more 

s im ilar to Chin or to Fred Eng in this regard? If we are to take C h in ’s 

word for it, Kingston is Fred Eng with a crucial difference: While Fred 

resents and is ambivalent about his food pornography, not only is 

Kingston utterly devoid o f  resentm ent or ambivalence, she marvels and 

bathes in its glory. Chin and the other three editors o f  The Big  

Aiiieeeee!  have vociferously and aggressively— some would say mean- 

spiritedly or even savagely— taken Kingston to task for what they 

perceive as her “cultural p rostitu tion ,” claiming that the “ China and 

Chinese America portrayed in (her) works are the products o f  white 

racist imagination, not fact, not Chinese culture, and not Chinese or 

Chinese American literature” (xiii). In his “Come All Ye Asian 

American Writers o f  the Real and the Fake,” Chin does not lim it his 

criticism just to Kingston:

Kingston, (David Henry) Hwang, and (Amy) Tan are the 

first writers o f  any race, and certainly the first writers of 

Asian ancestry, to so boldly fake the best-known works 

from the most universally known body o f  Asian literature 

and lore in history. And, to legitimize their faking, they 

have to fake all o f  Asian American history and literature,
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and argue that the immigrants who settled and established 

Chinese Am erican lost touch with Chinese culture, and that 

a faulty memory combined with new experiences produced 

new versions o f  these traditional stories. This version o f  

history is their contribution to the stereotype. (3)

The stereotype that Chin refers to is particular in character: “The social 

Darwinists o f  the turn o f  the century,” Chin writes, “regowned this 

stereotype in social scientific jargon, and white writers— from Jack 

London to Robert H einlein— made art o f  the stereotype” (8). Chin sees 

three specific reasons for the “consistency” o f the social Darwinist 

depiction o f  the Chinese among “mainstreamed” Chinese American 

works— in particular, those o f  Kingston, Hwang, and Tan— and among 

“other Chinese American publishing sensations o f  the pas t,” including 

Yung W ing’s 1909 My Life in China and America  and Jade Snow 

W ong’s 1945 Fifth Chinese Daughter:

(1) all the authors are Christian, (2) the only form of 

literature written by Chinese Americans that major 

publishers will publish (other than cookbook) is 

autobiography, an exclusively Christian form; and (3) they 

all write to the specifications o f the Christian stereotype o f  

Asian being as opposite morally from the West as it is 

geographically. (“Com e” 8)
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As Wong indicates, there is no nuance to Chin’s v ilification  o f  

K ingston’s role as a cultural pornographer. But despite  his callous and 

mean-spirited posturing, C h in ’s observations appear to have some merit. 

It would be hard to deny that on the surface, K ingston’s The Woman 

Warrior, for one, reflects the three characteristics outlined by Chin. The 

question, o f  course, is whether or not these qualities translate to what 

Chin claims:

With K ingston’s autobiographical Woman Warrior, we have 

given up even the pretense o f reporting from the real world. 

Chinese culture is so cruel and she is so helpless against its 

overwhelming cruelty that she lives entirely in her 

imagination. It is an imagination inform ed only by the 

stereotype com m unicated to her through the Christian 

Chinese autobiography. . . . Helping her along, giving her a 

strong scientific, and entertaining foundation are Chinese 

and Japanese sociology and Hollywood. (“ Com e” 26)

It is this kind o f  extreme hyperbolic and intemperate rhetoric that has 

allow ed bitter controversy to become permanently affixed to C h in ’s life 

and work. And predictably, most critics o f Chin have appropriately 

focused on his seemingly unabashed sexist and hom ophobic outbursts, 

especially in his condem nation o f  Kingston and Hwang.
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To King Kok Cheung, C h in ’s rhetoric leads to an inevitable  false 

choice for someone like herself , a Chinese American wom an and a 

scholar o f  Asian American literature: either embrace K ingston and 

choose feminism or embrace him and choose heroism. Cheung writes in 

“The Woman Warrior versus The Chinaman Pacific” that in their attem pt 

to “correct the distorted im ages o f  Asian males projected by the 

dom inant culture ,” Chin and many other Chinese Am erican male writers 

are “blind to the biases resulting from their own acceptance o f  the 

patriarchal constructs o f  m ascu lin ity” (236). She detects in C h in ’s 

writing and criticism, “not only hom ophobia but perhaps also a sexist 

preference for stereotypes that imply predatory violence against women 

to ‘effem inate’ ” stereotypes, such as the popular Charlie Chan variety 

that has dominated the A m erican fantasy o f  Chinese men (237). In 

surveying the fusillade o f  c ritic ism  levied upon The Woman Warrior  by 

Asian American male critics, Cheung identifies the most persis ten t and 

vociferous accusation: K ingston falsifies Chinese culture and reinforces 

Chinese stereotypes “ in the name o f  feminism” (239). “ W omen o f  

color,” Cheung implores, “ should not have to undergo a se lf-d iv is ion  

resulting from having to choose between female and ethnic iden tit ies” 

(246).

Although very perceptive and persuasive in critiquing the obvious 

misogynistic and hom ophobic core o f  C h in ’s rhetoric, Cheung does not
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address the question o f  whether or not K ingston “self-Orientalizes” her 

Chinese identity for touristic or pornographic ends as Chin charges. But 

what i f  we take Kingston at her word? W hat i f  we turn directly to her 

m emoir for answers to some of the questions that confronted not just 

Fred Eng, but also Carlos Bulosan? Does The Woman Warrior make it 

possible to glean anything conclusive about whether or not Kingston 

allows herse lf  to become a modern-day Afong Moy, displaying her 

Chineseness as i f  for a freak show for the benefit o f  the tourist gaze? In 

o ther words, what results does K ingston’s ethnographic imagination lead 

to?

According to a popular “m ulticu lturalist” mythology, the source o f  

which, like all worthwhile mythologies, are uncertain, The Woman 

Warrior  is the most often assigned literary text in the American 

academy, more than Herman M elville’s M oby D ick , more than Ernest 

H em ingw ay’s The Sun Also Rises, and more than William Shakespeare’s 

Hamlet. The reason for this is surprisingly simple: While the works o f  

most writers who write “ literature”— M elville, Hemingway,

Shakespeare— are customarily confined to courses offered through a 

university’s English department, K ingston’s The Woman Warrior is 

regularly found in the syllabi of courses offered through a myriad o f  

disparate departments— English and com position, W om en’s Studies, 

Ethnic Studies, Asian American Studies, history, sociology, psychology,
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and anthropology. Since its publication in 1976, The Woman Warrior 

has undoubtedly been among the most widely discussed and disputed 

American— let alone Asian American— literary productions, and its 

m ultidisciplinary use has been unparalleled in American literary history, 

at least during the 1980s and 90s, when, as numerous conservative 

critics have lamented, the army o f  multiculturalism ruled the academy. 

Works like Alice W alker’s The Color Purple  and Toni M orrison’s 

Beloved, regularly assigned not only in English but in W om en’s Studies 

and African American Studies courses, come close, but still lack the 

wide disciplinary appeal o f  The Woman Warrior, which often pops up in 

a variety o f  social science courses.

This sort o f  intense pedagogical application and academic 

examination o f  her work has placed Kingston on a hotseat o f 

controversy, a position that is either to be envied or pitied, depending on 

who does the considering. Curtiss J. Rooks, Jr. and Jon Panish, in “The 

Dilemma o f  the Ethnic Writer: A Case Study o f  Maxine Hong Kingston,” 

offer this summary o f  the Kingston debate:

Maxine Hong Kingston’s work has earned both popular and 

critical acclaim. This acceptance has led to numerous 

debates w ithin the Asian American scholarly community 

about its “representativeness” o f  the Asian American 

experience. These debates have mostly centered around the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



149

question of whether Maxine Hong K ingston’s works 

insightfully depict the com ing-into-being o f  a Chinese 

American or if  they reinforce the dom inant American views 

o f  the exotic Eastern Other and the duality o f  a Chinese in 

the United States. (130)

Rooks and Panish find it troubling that “despite  the au tho r’s explicit 

s tatem ent that this was a book o f  suppositions,” K ingston’s publishers 

categorized The Woman Warrior— and the sequel, China M en— as 

“nonfic tion ,” when her “manner o f  com bining legend, myth, and 

childhood remembrance defied categorization” (130).

But it appears that Rooks, Panish, and K ings ton’s publishers are 

not alone in contemplating the categorical nature o f  The Woman 

Warrior. All indications are that the author herse lf  is either very much 

confused or intentionally— if  not playfully— am biguous. Early in the 

first chapter, Kingston ponders:

Chinese-Americans, when you try to understand what things 

in you are Chinese, how do you separate what is peculiar to 

childhood, to poverty, to insanities, one family, your 

mother who marked your growing with stories, from what is 

Chinese? What is Chinese trad ition  and what is the 

movies? (6)
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By using these questions to open her “m em oir,” K ingston admits to an 

insecure ethnic identity. What about who I am is ju s t  me, she asks, and 

what is Chinese? What events o f  my childhood are particular to my own 

peculiar family and what are typical to the peculiarity  o f  Chinese 

families in general? Kingston asks these w eighty  questions at a critical 

moment. She had ju s t  begun to tell us a tragic story o f  her aunt, the “No 

Name W oman.” But her story is not a first-hand account. It is her 

m other’s story w hich  Kingston remembers, transla tes , edits, interprets, 

ponders, and extrapolates. In this and many o ther  regards, her “No 

Name W oman” story is much like Bulosan’s suspic ious account o f  his 

brother’s wedding: Both stories involve wom en who have committed a 

sexual act that transgressed their respective “v i l lag e” code of behavior 

and both women suffer the communal “w rath” o f  the entire village. 

Bulosan and Kingston thus appear to validate an observation Sigmund 

Freud makes in Totem and Taboo about the behavior o f  “primitive” 

societies when it comes to a transgression o f  a tribal law regarding 

inappropriate sexual behavior:

The violation o f  the prohibition is not left to what is, so to 

speak, an automatic punishment, as is the case with other 

violations. . . but is most energetica lly  avenged by the 

whole tribe as i f  it were a question o f  warding o f f  a danger
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that threatens the community as a whole or a guilt that 

weighs upon all. (7-8; emphasis added)

More significantly , both stories employ the rhetorical conventions o f  

modern ethnography and are told in a manner that makes the narrators 

appear very insecure, if  not outright unreliable. As Vincent Crapanzano 

might say, both exhibit the narrative dilemma o f  Hermes, who makes 

“use o f  all the persuasive devices at his disposal to convince his readers 

o f  the truth  o f  his message, but, treating these rhetorical strategies as 

though they were cunning tricks, he gives them scant recognition” (45). 

Just as Bulosan used phrases like “I do not rem em ber exactly ,” “ I do not 

th ink ,” and “ something must have happened” to raise doubts about the 

accuracy o f  the event as it factua lly  occurred  ( i f  it occurred ever at all), 

Kingston uses phrases like “perhaps,” “it could well have been,” and 

"she may have” to raise doubts about the event she tells us about.

There is, however, little doubt as to the serious nature of a 

“w arning” given by Kingston’s mother in the very first lines of The 

Woman W arrior :

“You must not tell anyone. . .what I am about to tell you.

In China your father had a sister who killed herself. She 

jum ped  into the family well. We say that your father has 

all brothers because it is as i f  she had never been born.”

(3)

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



152

Of course, K ingston’s first act is to disobey her m other’s wishes; she 

goes on to tell us “exactly” what her m other tells her. I f  we were to pay 

attention to and respect K ingston’s use o f  punctuation, it is clear that we 

are to believe that she repeats her m other’s story verbatim. The first two 

and a ha lf  pages— the first nine paragraphs— are encased in quotation 

marks. With the use o f  punctuation, Kingston establishes her mother, 

Brave Orchid, as a first-hand witness to the events that befell her 

husband’s sister. Brave Orchid tells K ingston o f  her au n t’s pregnancy 

“long after the tim e when it could have been possib le .” Her husband, 

you see, had sailed for the United States in 1924, ju s t  days after the 

“village celebrated seventeen hurry-up w eddings— to make sure that 

every young man who went ‘out on the ro ad ’ would responsibly come 

home” (4). Brave Orchid, present at the village at the time, noticed the 

ill-timed pregnancy, but did not say anything. She then tells her 

daughter, our narrator:

“The village had also been counting. On the night the baby 

was to be born the villagers raided our house. Some were 

crying. . . .  As the villagers closed in, we could see that 

some o f  them, probably men and women we knew well, 

wore white masks. . . .  At first they threw mud and rocks at 

the house. Then they threw eggs and began slaughtering 

our stock. . . . Their knives dripped with the blood o f  our
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animals. They smeared blood on the doors and w alls.” (3- 

4)

Then a woman swung a  headless chicken, “splattering blood in red arcs 

about her.” As if  in tending to give Freud’s observation a m easure of 

merit, the villagers, en masse, rushed into the family house and ripped 

up the aunt’s “clothes and shoes and broke her com bs.” They broke 

bowls and pots, overturned  jugs, stole sugar and oranges, and “cut pieces 

from the dead anim als” (4-5). The aunt, after giving birth  that evening, 

drowned herself  with her  baby in the family well. Brave Orchid then 

gives Kingston a final warning:

“ D on’t let your father know that I told you. He denies her. 

Now that you have started to m enstruate, what happened to 

her could happen to you. Don’t hum ilia te  us. You 

w ouldn’t like to be forgotten as i f  you had never been born. 

The villagers  are w atchful.” (5)

With these final words o f  caution, Brave Orchid reveals her hand. This 

story has not been told for its own sake; there is a “m ora l” to this story. 

However, in telling her daughter this story, Brave O rchid  risked danger 

to herse lf  by violating the village rule—or taboo, ra ther— o f  “not 

te lling .” (Recall this is something Fred Eng pre ten d ed  to fear.) It does 

not matter that the events  occurred decades ago in a far away place;

Brave Orchid knows tha t  the “villagers are w atchfu l” still (5). But the
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risk is not without rewards, for Brave Orchid needs to keep her daughter 

safe from harm. The reason for her telling, therefore, was not to merely 

gossip about their family history, but to impart an im portan t object 

lesson. In sum, in learning about the “other,” you learn valuable lessons 

about your “self.” As Kingston articulates it:

Whenever she had to warn us about life, my mother told 

stories that ran like this one, a story to grow up on. She 

tested our s trength to establish realities. Those in the 

emigrant generations who could not reassert brute survival 

died young and far from home.

While it is difficult enough to discern Brave O rch id’s motivations for 

recalling the No Name aunt, it is even more so identify ing Kingston’s 

motivations for telling us what her mother told her not to. It is Brave 

Orchid, o f  course, who sets the precedence of transgressing the taboo:

She told her daughter and risked the retribution o f  an ever-watchful and 

mercilessly vengeful village. As Kingston comes o f  age into 

womanhood, Brave Orchid needs to prepare her, teach her methods of 

survival, so that she might avoid the tragic fate o f  her No Name aunt. At 

least this is what Kingston would have us believe.

But why does K ingston tell us this family secret?  Why not, like 

her mother, wait until her own daughter comes o f  age and tell only her in 

strict confidence? Why take us, an audience o f  unknow n readers, into
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her confidence? W hat can she gain by so willfully v iolating her 

mother’s adm onition in this manner? I am not, o f  course, the first to ask 

these questions. Since its publication, The Woman Warrior  has inspired 

more critical a ttention than any other Asian American work, and the 

most widely shared perspective has been a feminist one. This is 

understandable since, as Elaine Kim notes in Asian Am erican L iterature , 

even Kingston herse lf  “has said that sexism has been the ‘primary 

question in her own consciousness’ ” (199). Kim adds:

The a u n t’s tragedy forces the Chinese American woman to 

exam ine the culture that produced and attem pted to destroy 

her. Is China really a place where daughters are sold into 

slavery, promised to cretinous husbands for money, driven 

to suicide, stoned to death? Even Brave Orchid implies her 

com plicity  with such practices, telling her daughter that in 

China girls are given away free instead o f  costing money as 

they do in America. (202)

Ostensibly, K ingston’s reason for telling us the forbidden story is 

woman-centered and anti-patriarchal. “When we Chinese girls listened 

to the adults ta lk -s to ry ,” she writes, “we learned that we failed if  we 

grew up to be but wives or s laves” (19). “There is a Chinese word for 

the female I— which is ‘s lave ,’ ” she writes, “Break the women with 

their own tongues!” (47). The title of her memoir, therefore, has great
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significance. By telling, K ingston  avenges her aunt and punishes 

C hina’s barbaric misogyny, not with a sword, but w ith  a pen, the weapon 

o f  choice for a woman warrior. Predictably, this apparent battle-of-the- 

sexes theme o f  The Woman Warrior  has inspired Frank Chin to mount a 

counterattack, resulting in his parody, “Unmanly W arrio r ,” where he 

accuses Kingston o f  w illfu lly  falsifying Chinese h isto ry  and culture in 

order to “cash in” on a “fem inist fad” (Kim 198). C hin  lambastes 

Kingston for writing a book based on lies, d istortions, and perversions, 

“with the hope that it will be adopted as an aid in teaching  American 

fourth and Fifth graders” about C h ina’s supposed barbarism  and sexism 

(Afterword i).

As we have seen, the reason Chin provides in The Year o f  the 

Dragon  for Fred Eng taking his audience into his confidence was 

essentially to “scam ” them, to manipulate their fantasies  o f  and hunger 

for the exotic by giving them  what they want under the guise o f  the 

authentic. Having to “p rosti tu te” h im self in this m atte r  tore Fred’s 

psyche apart, but he continued nonetheless, sensing that he had no other 

alternative as a writer w ishing to survive as an artis t.  Are we then 

Kingston’s tourists, her target o f  manipulation? Is she, either due to or 

despite her feminist overtures, performing a “sh tick” o f  her own for our 

naive amusement? Are we, the readers, just another group o f  gullible 

tourists on a fruitless quest for the authentic? Are we being “ had”? Are
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we the American tourist who paid Bulosan ten centavos th inking  he was 

an Igorot? Does Kingston also m utter profanities under her breath like 

Fred Eng at having to package her Chineseness in exotic clo th ing  for the 

sake o f  her identity as an artist. Is it this or nothing  for K ingston as 

well?

As we have already seen, Kingston does not limit the public 

revelation o f  family m atters  to ju s t  exposing the secret o f  her aunt. She 

appears to have a greater m ission in mind: All indications are that 

Kingston, more than anything else, wishes to punish  her mother.  And 

she does so through a ra ther cruel method: She exposes and embarrasses 

Brave Orchid by making her out to be a freak.  Kingston asks us in utter 

exasperation, as i f  she h e rse lf  is shocked at her memory: “Can you 

believe what my m other fed us? Have you ever heard o f  anyone forcing 

their children to eat skunks, snakes, and turtles? What a f r e a k V  But her 

m other’s cruelty does not end there. At the start o f  the chapter, “A Song 

for a Barbarian Reed P ipe ,” K ingston reveals something even more 

outrageous: Her mother cut her tongue. “She pushed my tongue up and 

sliced the frenum ,” she writes. Then, i f  uncertain, adds: “Or maybe she 

snipped it with a pair o f  nail sc issors” (163-64).

What is undeniably clear from her “memoir” is that K ings ton ’s 

childhood was fraught w ith  pain, humiliation, torture, loneliness, and 

abject misery. Every mem ory she unearths points to some kind o f
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psychic trauma o f  the sort often  associated with child abuse. Thus, the 

question she poses early in her memoir is critical: “Chinese-Americans, 

when you try to understand what things in you are Chinese, how do you 

separate what is peculiar to childhood, to poverty, to insanities, one 

family, your mother who m arked your growing with stories, from what is 

Chinese?” (6). How do you indeed?

As we observed in our discussion of America Is in the Heart, 

Bulosan makes a critical discovery when he follows his cousin to a 

party. As he becomes sexually  aroused while dancing with a girl, he 

realizes his rightful place in a savage environment. The lust in his body, 

awakened by the “savage boom -boom  o f  the drums,” clearly signaled to 

him that he was a savage also. He finally saw that when the villagers 

raided his brother’s smokeless house, they were responding to an 

inexpressible fear caused by ignorance and superstitious beliefs. His 

enlightenment occurred only when he realized that he was “one among 

them and one o f  them ,” no different from the villagers. The savagery o f  

the villagers was the result o f  their prim itiv ism , which Bulosan defined 

as a life o f  darkness, superstition, and degradation. To be primitive, 

thus, was to be a peasant.  To Kingston, however, the primitive is 

something quite different. To her, to be primitive is to be a f r e a k , a 

freak in the sense o f  “freak o f  nature ,” an aberration o f  normalcy as 

defined by the clinical d iscoveries o f  the psychological— or
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psychoanalytical, rather— sciences during the latter ha lf  o f  the 19th and 

first half o f  the 20th centuries.

The “No Name W om an” chapter, while it begins with the nine 

paragraphs o f  her m o ther’s quoted words, is comprised mostly o f  

K ingston’s own speculations as to the details and meanings behind the 

death o f her aunt. This is because her mother refused to give details. As 

Kingston says:

If  I want to learn what clothes my aunt wore, whether 

flashy or ordinary, I would have to begin, “Remember 

Father’s drow ned-in-the-w ell sister?” I cannot do that. My 

mother has told me once and for all the useful parts. She 

will add noth ing  unless powered by Necessity, a riverbank 

that guides her life. (6)

Kingston has no choice, therefore, but to fill in the gaps and fissures o f  

the story using the only m aterials she has on hand— the “s tu f f ’ o f  her 

miserable childhood, her m emories, traumas, pains, humiliations, 

loneliness, and imagination. But the s tu ff  she uses as fillers and 

patchwork is composed o f  o ther materials as well, most significantly  the 

same discursive materials that the late-19th-century American museums 

used for the “institu tionalization o f  Chinese racial representation” that 

we discussed earlier— the science o f  anthropology and the spectacle o f  

the freak show. In writing her memoir, Kingston plays a dual role using
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the rhetorical strategies each d isc ip line  provides. On the one hand, she 

is a scientist, combining psychological and anthropological term s and 

theories to present and interpret the mysteries o f  her Chinese life. This 

gives her account a semblance o f  respectability , authority, and 

authentic ity  that is customarily given  to scientific discourse. On the 

other hand, she is an entertainer, shocking and unnerving her readers 

w ith outrageous details about her Chinese  childhood. This g ives her 

m arketability  in a comm odity-driven, capita list American society . She 

thus becomes a latter-day im presario  in the tradition o f  no less than the 

greatest one o f  them all, P.T. Barnum, who, better than anyone, 

popularized the “science” o f  e thnic ity  by marrying the zoological to the 

theatrical and the museum to the stage. The Aborigine, the Pygmy, the 

Apache, the Siamese, the Bornean, and the Chinese, to show m en like 

Barnum, shared the stage and cage with the Dog-faced Boy, the Bearded 

Lady, the Elephant Man, the Tallest, the Thinnest, the Sm allest, and the 

Fattest. As materials for “The G reatest Show on Earth ,” they made up 

the family o f  human oddities and freaks. Likewise, in The Woman  

W arrior , Kingston presents the Chinese as no less than freaks, rem arking 

at one point:

To make my waking life American-normal, I tu rn  on the

lights before anything untow ard makes an appearance. I
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push the deformed into my dreams, which are Chinese, the 

language o f  im possible stories. (87)

To Kingston, all things Chinese, exem plified  by her mother, are 

senseless. They are impossible and deformed. They are bad dreams, or, 

rather, awful nightmares. They are untoward. But how can she think 

otherwise given her personal experience growing up in a Chinese 

environment? But i f  she is an insider  with first-hand knowledge, why is 

China such a mystery to her? Why is it so foreign, so impossible, not 

ju s t  in the past when she was a girl, but now still, when she is an adult 

recording her memories o f  her childhood? (This is implied by 

K ingston’s use o f  the present verb-tense: I “turn  on the light,” she 

writes, not “turned  on” or “used to turn on” ; I “push  the deform ities,” 

she writes, not “pushed .”) There are at least two possible answers: One, 

Kingston is an unreliable informant, foreign to China, and not really an 

“authentic” Chinese, presuming that there is such a thing to begin with. 

Two, that is the nature o f  the Chinese; the Chinese, by nature, are 

freakish and impossible to understand, unless they become an object o f  

study for an anthropologist or psychologist— unless their mysteries are 

tackled by the ethnographer arm ed with the powerful methods o f  science 

and reason.

At the end of “No Name W om an,” Kingston tells us why she has 

raised her aunt from the dead despite  her m other’s warning:
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In the twenty years since I heard this story I have not asked 

for details nor said my aunt’s name; I do not know it.

People who can comfort the dead can also chase after them 

to hurt them further— a reverse ancestor worship. The real 

punishm ent was not the raid swiftly inflicted by the 

villagers, but the family’s deliberately forgetting her. (16) 

In keeping s ilent for twenty years, Kingston feels she is no different 

from her mother, father, or any of the villagers that savagely raided her 

aunt’s home. In keeping silent for so long, some twenty years, she 

realizes that she has also “participated” in her aun t’s punishment. Like 

them, and like the villagers in Bulosan’s childhood, she has led a 

primitive existence. As we have seen, once Bulosan makes this 

discovery, his l i fe ’s mission becomes one o f  a social revolutionary. He 

commits h im se lf  to the cause o f helping to raise the peasantry from the 

depths o f  savagery through the process o f  reason, enlightenment, and 

modernity. “They can’t silence me any m ore!” he cried, “ I’ll tell the 

world what they have done to me.” His autobiographical intent, 

therefore, how ever earnest or naive, was consistent with Mao T se tung’s 

definition o f  literature: Write the “truth” for the sake o f  the masses; 

write to uplift and awaken the peasantry.

To atone for her own sin, her own internalized misogyny, in 

participating in her aun t’s punishment, Kingston also decides to tell the
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world w hat “they” have done to her. For Bulosan, “they” were the anti­

democratic forces that kept the peasantry in a state o f  subhuman 

depravity— large corporations, absentee landlords, corrupt church 

officials, racist cops, and their ilk. For Kingston, “they” are either the 

unspeakable forces o f  China or the vague and potent traumas o f  her 

childhood. And like Bulosan, she will tell the world even if  it means 

making up details— even if  it means, like Fred Eng, staging authenticity. 

And what glorious details she stages and makes up. Kingston, after all, 

is a cham pion storyteller who freely boasts o f  her ability to “twist into 

designs” any bare story she comes across:

Long ago in China, knot-m akers tied string into buttons and 

frogs, and rope into bell pulls. There was one knot so 

complicated that it blinded the knot-makers. Finally, an 

emperor outlawed this cruel knot, and the nobles could not 

order it anymore. If  I had lived in China, I would have 

been an outlaw knot-maker. (163)

But then there is the rub: She has not  lived in China. She was born in 

Stockton, California, not the village in China where her aunt died. But, 

being the outlaw  knot-maker that she is, K ingston nevertheless weaves a 

fabulously complicated knot using the bare m aterials given to her by 

Brave Orchid. But not all is lost: She may not have lived in China, but

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



164

she has lived her childhood. (Only if  she could tell the two apart with 

some measure o f  confidence or surety.)

Kingston states explicitly that she breaks her m other’s secret to 

avenge her au n t’s memory and end her punishment. But, despite her 

expressed reasons, the notion o f  saving her aunt is a ruse. Kingston is a 

trickster, after all; and, as a masterful storyteller, as Hermes, i f  you will, 

she is not to be trusted . The Woman Warrior is a public document and 

now the entire world knows that her mother v iolated the taboo against 

speaking about the No Name Woman. If  the world knows, then the 

v illagers know. Brave O rchid’s daughter thus exposes the sin o f  her 

m other, who is now a potential target o f  the v illage’s wrath. Had her 

m other not broken the prohibition, Kingston could never have known 

about the dead aunt and would not— could not— have written about her. 

This is the punishm ent Kingston bestows upon her mother, a believer in 

ghosts and dem onic spirits. This is the punishment for making her 

childhood a living hell, for cutting her tongue and forcing skunks and 

snakes down her belly. The Woman Warrior, thus, not so much avenges 

the No Name aunt but K ingston’s own damaged psyche, her battered 

“ se lf .” This injury is interpreted as her m other’s doing but she is not big 

enough to absorb the enormity o f  K ingston’s anger and vengeance. And 

neither is the village  big enough. The object that is perhaps big enough 

is giant China itself. In order to punish her mother, Kingston displaces
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her vengeance upon China and all things she deem s Chinese. There is, 

o f  course, a problem: Kingston is not sure what exactly  is Chinese and 

what is not. Having never been to China, she is like the 19th-century 

American spectator, for whom the “notion of Chineseness under the sign 

o f  the exotic becam e familiar. . . long before s ightings o f  the actual 

Chinese” (Moy 9). As a native informant o f  China, Kingston is a poor 

candidate, unqualified  and untrustworthy. But as one o f  the most read 

and discussed American writers at the end o f  the 20 th century, her 

authority o f  Chineseness rivals P.T. Barnum’s assum ed authority over 

his assembly o f  human oddities and freaks.

In Freaks: Myths and Images o f  the Secret Self,  Leslie Fiedler 

argues that p eo p le ’s odd fascination with freaks and the circus 

atmosphere o f  freak-shows is not so much anthropological or 

teratological but psychological:

W hat monsters men have needed to believe in they have 

created for themselves in words and pictures when they 

could not discover them in nature. And it is with that 

psychic need, then, that we should begin; seeking 

prototypes neither in history or anthropology, nor in 

embryology or teratology, but in depth  psychology, which 

deals with our basic uncertainty about the limits o f  our 

bodies and our egos. More precisely, it is with the
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psychology o f  childhood that we must start, for in 

childhood such uncertainty is strongest and the distinction 

between the dreams it begets and the reality  to which we 

wake hardest to maintain. (27)

In looking for “essential clues” as to why the freakish excites and 

fascinates so many, Fiedler suggests that we look not at psychology 

textbooks but ch ildren’s literature. He writes: “Reading any o f  L. Frank 

Baum ’s Oz books, for instance, or James Barrie’s Peter Pan,  or Alice in 

Wonderland, or G u llive r ’s Travels, we cross in our im aginations a 

borderline which in childhood we could never be sure was there, 

entering a realm where precisely what qualifies us as normal on the one 

side identifies as Freaks on the other” (27-28). Fielder, i f  given the 

chance, might add The Woman Warrior to the list, for the world offered 

to us by Kingston, the Chinese  world that is, is a realm o f  the uncertain 

where the line between dreams and realities is as dubious as it is in 

Peter Pan and G ulliver's  Travels. Did Kingston’s No-Nam e aunt really 

exist or did Brave Orchid make her up? Is it possible that Brave Orchid 

never talked o f  her and Kingston fabricated the whole thing? Did Brave 

Orchid really feed skunks and snakes to her children or did Kingston just 

imagine it? Or did Kingston make this up also? Did her m other really 

cut her tongue or is this, like every other weird detail o f  her memoir, 

merely a metaphor, a literary device? Although these questions are
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impossible to answer with certainty, at least one thing is clear: To 

Kingston, the world she identifies  as “American” is normal, real, 

civilized, and mature. The Chinese world, on the other hand, is the 

opposite: abnormal, unreal, uncivilized, and infantile. She constructs 

China by negation: W hatever it is not, America is; w hatever America is 

not, China is. America belongs to her adulthood, China to her 

childhood.

To Fiedler, ch ild ren ’s book tells us that “maturity involves the 

ability to believe the se lf  normal, only the other a m onster or Freak”

(31). The Woman Warrior  te lls  us the same. The only figure o f  reason 

and logic in a world populated  by the Chinese is Kingston herself, the 

autobiographer; she is the only normal. All others— her mother, aunt, 

neighbors—are m onstrous and freakish. She, therefore, puts them on 

display; on display is the C hina  o f  her imagination and fright. “Step 

right up folks,” she says to us, “step right up and see the wondrous 

Chinese, the grotesque Chinese, the frighteningly bizarre freaks o f  

nature, your worst n igh tm are .” She asks us to see for ourselves the dark 

terror o f  her childhood, her battered psyche.

This is among the apparent messages o f “At the W estern Palace,” 

K ingston’s heartbreaking recollection  o f  Moon Orchid, her m other’s 

unfortunate sister who com es to America seeking her lost husband.

When she is rejected by her husband, who has remarried a “modern,
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heartless g irl,” Moon Orchid undergoes what can only be described as a 

severe case o f  neurosis— a mental breakdown. In a le tter  to Brave 

Orchid, she writes that “ she had overheard Mexican ghosts  plotting on 

her life” (155). When her daughter comes to visit, she tells  her: “D on’t 

come to see me because the M exican ghost will follow you to my new 

hiding p lace” (155). In order to “cure” her younger s is te r  o f  this 

“ illness,” Brave Orchid brings her home. Fearful o f  her a u n t’s madness. 

Kingston recalls the children— including herself— locking “themselves 

up in their bedrooms” and hanging “blankets over the cracks in the 

doorjam bs” (158). They tell one another that “Chinese people are very 

weird” (158). Seeing no other alternative, Brave O rchid  finally commits 

her sister to a state mental asylum. And it is there that Moon Orchid, 

although “shrunken to the bone,” finds happiness and prances “ like a 

ch ild ,” telling Brave Orchid:

“Oh, Sister, I am so happy here. No one ever leaves. Isn’t 

that wonderful? We are all women here. Come. I want 

you to meet my daughters.” (160)

Her “daughters” are the other inmates, many o f  whom are pregnant 

women, the ghosts o f  the No Name W oman, perhaps. She tells Brave 

Orchid, “we understand one another here. We speak the same language, 

the very same. They understand me, and I understand them ” (160). Like 

every other unpleasant memory o f  her childhood, K ingston describes her
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aun t’s mental breakdown as something typical o f  China, like the metal 

tube that held her m other’s medical diploma:

When I open it, the smell o f  China flies out, a thousand- 

year-old bat flying heavy-headed out o f  the Chinese caverns 

where bats are as white as dust, a smell that com es from 

long ago, far back in the brain. Crates from Canton, Hong 

Kong, Singapore, and Taiwan have that smell too, only 

stronger because they are more recently come from the 

Chinese. (58)

What exactly is the source o f  the “smell that comes from long ago, far 

back in the b ra in”? In consigning China and recent immigrants to this 

peculiar time and place in her attempt to understand the Chinese part o f  

her own psyche, Kingston demonstrates what Johannes Fabian in Time 

and the Other  calls denial o f  coevalness , “a persistent and systematic 

tendency to place the referent(s) o f  anthropology in a Time o ther  than 

the present o f  the producer o f  anthropological discourse” (31). Fabian 

argues that an thropology’s roots in the evolutionary sciences o f  the mid- 

19th century underscores the “raison d 'e tre  for the com parative m ethod” 

that “establish taxonomies and developmental sequences” for the field 

(27). “To put it more concretely: What makes the savage s ignificant to 

the evolu tionist’s Time is that he lives in another Time” (27). The 

primitive, say an Igorot, may occupy the same spatiality and tem porality
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as the modern, an anthropologist, for example, but in terms o f  

evolutionary Time, the two belong to a different time and space— a 

different epoch. The two are separated by thousands— or even 

m illions— o f  years o f  history, evolutionary history. Even as the 

anthropologist interviews an Igorot or jo ts  down field notes o f  an Igorot 

ritual, the evo lu tion is t’s Time commands that the reality o f  their 

contem poraneity  be suspended. Fabian uses the metaphor o f  the “time- 

m achine” to demonstrate the “time distancing discourse o f  evo lu tion ism ” 

(39). When anthropologists travel to far-off d istant places to conduct 

research and prepare notes for ethnography, they may literally  travel by 

ships, planes, or automobiles; in matter o f  perceptions, however, they 

travel by time-machine, where the “denial o f  coevalness becomes 

intensified as time-distancing turns from an explicit concern to an 

im plicit theoretical assumption” (39):

In sum, the sort o f  cultural relativism  which guided 

American anthropologists involved in the study o f  culture 

at a distance seems to put to a test our global thesis that 

anthropology has been constructing its object— the Other— 

by employing various devices o f  temporal distancing, 

negating the coeval existence o f  the object and subject o f  

its discourse. (50)
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Kingston, o f  course, is not an anthropologist, per se. She is, however, 

very much anthropological  in her approach to writing, and, as Frank 

Chin asserts, she depends on scientific principles and social Darwinist 

assumptions o f  la te-19th and early-20th centuries in her a ttem pt to make 

sense o f  China. In w riting The Woman Warrior, K ingston  appears to 

have employed her ow n devices o f  “temporal d is tanc ing ,” in the process 

negating the “coeval ex istence o f  the object and sub jec t o f  her 

discourse”—the Chinese. Her relationship to anthropology, therefore, is 

analogous to that o f  Sigm und Freud, the father o f  psychoanalysis : They 

both rely on Darwinian anthropology to make their cases, and The 

Woman Warrior unm istakably  refers to the language and theoretical 

suppositions o f  psychoanalysis that Freud developed in Totem and  

Taboo, his remarkable 1913 essay that links the psychology o f  so-called 

primitive people to that o f  children, neurotics, and artis ts.

The “rem nants” o f  prim itive m an’s “ways o f  th in k in g ,” Freud tells 

us in Totem and Taboo, survives in our manners and custom s. He sees a 

value in considering the  condition o f  the primitive man, who is, in a 

sense, still our contemporary:

(T)here are people whom we still consider more closely 

related to prim itive man than to ourselves, in whom we 

therefore recognize the direct descendants and 

representatives o f  earlier man. We can thus ju d g e  the so-
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called savage and semi-savage races; their psychic life 

assumes a peculiar interest for us, for we can recognize in 

their psychic life a w ell-preserved, early stage o f  our own 

developm ent. (4)

Who exactly are “these  people”? Who are these “savage” and “sem i­

savage” races? Who does Freud mean by “w e” and “us”? Are they the 

same as those alluded to in The Origins a n d  Development o f  the English  

Language by Thomas Pyles and John Algeo? “If  speaking makes us 

human,” they write, “writing makes us c iv ilized” (9; emphasis added). 

They explain how the Indo-European language family, dating back as far 

as 1000BC, is believed to be the “ancestor o f  most o f  the languages 

Europe and many o f  those o f  south A sia” (61). They also explain how 

the Indo-European culture  used wheeled vehicles, utilized plows to work 

the fields, expressed religious feelings, and consumed mead. Thus, 

according to the authors, “the Indo-Europeans’ culture was considerably 

more advanced than that o f  some groups o f  people living today” (83).

Who do Pyles and Algeo mean? Who are these “groups o f  people living 

today” that are less “advanced” than a culture that ceased  existing a 

millennium ago? Who are these prim itive  people who appear to justify  

the denial o f  coevalness?

But say we, by either travelling through time or space, “d iscover” 

some o f these people. Say we locate these people and conduct a
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rigorous, scientifically-sound study o f  their habits, customs, rituals, 

traditions, and rites. Would Freud be correct in assuming that we will 

"‘recognize in their psychic life a well-preserved, early stage o f  our own 

developm ent”? Would Kingston also be correct? Would we be able to 

understand our own development by studying the “thousand-year-old 

b a t” that “comes from long ago, far back in the bra in”? In other words, 

can we better understand ourselves by studying the primitive-other? If 

we were to address this question to Margaret Mead, the author o f  the 

landm ark Coming o f  Age in Samoa  published in 1928, she would most 

likely answer with an emphatic “yes— but with a caveat.” To Mead, it is 

im perative that anthropologists choose to study not ju s t  any “other” 

people but “quite simple peoples, primitive peoples, whose society has 

never attained the complexity o f  our own” (4). She sees a parallel 

between the study o f  adult humans in primitive civ ilizations and study o f  

human babies who as yet have no civilization. She thus draws a 

relationship between anthropology and infant psychology. She believes 

that the anthropologist must make a “choice o f  prim itive peoples like the 

Eskimo, the Australian, the South Sea islander, or the Pueblo Indian,” 

since he is “guided by the knowledge that the analysis o f  a simpler 

c iv ilisation is more possible o f  attainment” (4). But the choice does not 

end there:
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Furthermore, we (anthropologists) do not choose a simple 

peasant com m unity in Europe or an isolated group o f  

mountain whites in the American South. . . . Instead, we 

choose prim itive groups who have had thousands o f  years 

o f  historical developm ent along com pletely  different lines 

from our own, whose language does not possess our Indo- 

European categories, whose religious ideas are o f  a 

different nature, whose social organisation is not only 

simpler but very different from our own. (5)

But, as Freud reminds us in Totem and Taboo, no m atter how “different” 

the lines o f developm ent, the “rem nants” o f prim itive m an’s “ways of 

th inking” survives in our manners and customs. That, o f  course, is 

M ead’s point as well. And, as Kingston reminds us, thousand year old 

smells linger “far back in the brain .” The eminent anthropologist Franz 

Boas, who, in 1896, served as curator o f  ethnology at New York City’s 

American Museum o f  N atural History and frequently solicited and 

accepted human and o ther ethnological display items from P.T. Barnum, 

acknowledges as much in the preface to Mead’s Com ing o f  Age in 

Samoa, postulating that the “whole psycho-analytic approach is largely 

based” on this atavistic supposition (iv).

To Freud, the orig inator and great proselytizer o f  the notion of the 

Oedipus complex, no specific remnant o f  primitive people survives more
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vigorously far  back in the brain o f  modern people than the universal law 

that '‘the m em bers o f  the same totem are not allowed to enter into sexual 

relations w ith  each other; that is, that they cannot marry each other” (7). 

This taboo against incest, Freud believes, is what “attracts the interest 

o f  the psychoanalyst” to studying the prim itive races. In making his 

case, he rem inds us o f  the “great care expended by the Australians as 

well as o ther savage people to prevent incest,” concluding that “these 

savages are even more sensitive to incest than we, perhaps because they 

are more subject to tem ptations than we are, and hence require more 

extensive p ro tection  against i t” (14). To illustrate the magnitude o f  the 

“great care expended” in the prevention o f  incest by savage people,

Freud provides us with a “fragmentary excerpt from the abundant 

m ateria l” availab le  to him. For example:

In New Mecklenburg some cousins are subject to such 

restrictions, which also apply to brothers and sisters. They 

may neither approach each other, shake hands, nor give 

each other presents, though they may talk to each other at a 

distance o f  several paces. The penalty for incest with a 

sis ter  is death through hanging. (16)

He also cites exam ples that occur on the Lepers Islands in the New 

Hebrides, in the Gazelle Peninsula, in New M ecklenburg, on the Fiji 

Islands, am ong the Battas o f  Sumatra, among the Barongos in Delagoa
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describing each o f  these cases, Freud does so with obvious glee, as if  

expecting his readers to be surprised, shocked, and outraged by the queer 

goings on among the different variety o f  primitive peoples around the 

globe. He is thus as much an entertainer, an impresario, as he is a 

scientist. By passing before the curious gaze of his audience a steady 

procession o f  wondrous and grotesque savages, he titillates as much as 

he educates. (Recall that this was also the curatorial structure and intent 

o f  the 1904 W orld’s Fair in Saint Louis, as discussed in the previous 

chapter.) That, o f  course, is the “beauty” o f  psychoanalysis; as 

Marianna Torgovnick puts it, “Totem and Taboo remains an important 

work, important most o f  all for its ideas about the primitive— ideas 

vividly imagined, but utterly w ithout p r o o f  (201-02; emphasis added). 

But what could Torgovnick mean? Is she suggesting that Freud “made 

up” his examples, that his theory o f  psychoanalysis is more poetics than 

science? Kingston, o f  course, has had sim ilar charges levied against her; 

many have questioned the effect o f  her vivid imagination upon the 

“truthfulness” o f  her accounts o f  the Chinese. And, as i f  wishing to 

validate Freud’s supposition, thereby indirectly validating her own, 

Kingston offers her own exam ple o f  the absurd extent to which a 

primitive people will go in circum venting incest; and her example is as
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surprising, shocking, outrageous, and titillating as any provided by 

Freud.

In speculating possible details to the tragic fate o f  her No Name 

aunt, Kingston wonders whether or not her aun t’s beautiful hair “ lured 

her imminent lover” (10). Soon after the marriage, her aun t’s husband, 

along with most other men, had sailed for the Gold Mountain. Had this 

not been the case, would her aunt have lured other men with her hair? 

Applying her knowledge o f the Chinese, Kingston comes up with a 

probable answer: Yes.

Uncles, cousins, nephews, brothers would have looked, too, 

had they been home between journeys. Perhaps they had 

already been restraining their curiosity, and they left, 

fearful that their glances, like a field o f  nesting birds, 

m ight be startled if caught. Poverty hurt, and that was their 

first reason for leaving. But another, final reason for 

leaving the crowded house was the never-said. (10)

The “never-said,” o f  course, is incest. Kingston wonders whether or not 

her aun t’s lover was “somebody in her own household ,” but then posits 

that “intercourse with a man outside the family would have been no less 

abhorrent” (11). In no uncertain way, Kingston defines incest in 

Freudian terms: Incest is not something that occurs ju s t  within the 

“fam ily,” but w ithin the “clan.” In other words, or in psychoanalytic
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terms, incest occurs when there is sex between mem bers sharing the 

same “totem .” Kingston writes:

All the village were kinsmen, and the titles shouted in loud 

country voices never let kinship be forgotten. Any man 

within visiting distance would have been neutralized as a 

lover— “brother,” “younger brother,” “older brother”— one 

hundred and fifteen relationship titles. Parents researched 

birth charts probably not so much to assure good fortune as 

to circumvent incest in a population that has but one 

hundred surnames. Everybody has eight million relatives. 

( 1 1 - 12 )

Remember that Kingston has already confessed to partic ipating in the 

punishment o f  her aunt by not u ttering  her name for twenty years. This 

behavior is something Freud has also identified as a primitive practice: 

One o f  the most surprising, but at the same time one o f  the 

most instructive taboo customs o f  m ourning among 

primitive races is the prohibition against pronouncing the 

name o f  the deceased. This is very widespread, and has not 

been subjected to many modifications with important 

consequences. (73)

Now, Kingston confesses to taking part in another elaborate primitive 

scheme in attempting to protect he rse lf  against incest. She admits to
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adding “brother” silently to Chinese boy’s names: “It hexed the boys, 

who would or would not asked me to dance, and made them  less scary 

and as fam iliar and deserving o f  benevolence as girls” (12). But how, 

one may ask, is this relevant to K ingston’s “memoir”? How is this sort 

o f  anthropological and psychoanalytical theorizing relevant to the 

recollection o f  her childhood? Is she writing a mem oir or is she 

conducting psychoanalysis upon herself, playing the roles o f  both the 

patient and doctor? Is The Woman Warrior an autobiography, a 

psychoanalytic session, or a defense for Totem and Taboo? Can it be all 

three?

Psychoanalysis is o f  crucial importance to K ingston because, 

based on all the evidence found in The Woman Warrior, she herself  

suffers from severe neurosis. She knows what it is to live at the cusp o f  

insanity and has seen for herself  the horror that lives deep in her soul.

She has endured repeated bouts o f  mental anguish, glim psed her own 

savagery, and is horrified o f the “atavism deeper than fear” (12). 

Throughout her memoir, Kingston demonstrates how she is haunted and 

hunted by “ghosts”— the ghosts o f  the “village.” As long as she remains 

in the village, and is controlled by the “villagers” and the “village 

s tructure ,” she will never be “A m erican-norm al.” China will always 

follow her as the “mentally retarded boy” at the Chinese school she 

attended as a child followed her around, “believing that (they) were two
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o f  a kind” (194). But why would he? He, after all, was a retard, a freak 

o f  nature. He was no different from one o f  those newly arrived Chinese, 

the “funny-looking FOB’S, Fresh-off-the-Boat’s, as the Chinese- 

American kids at school called the young im migrants,” with their eyes 

that “do not focus correctly” and mouths that slack (194). To insure no 

one mistakes him for her, Kingston invites the readers to “step right up 

and behold this f r e a k ”:

He had an enormous face, and he growled. He laughed 

from so far within his thick body that his face got confused 

about what the sounds coming up into his mouth might be, 

laughs or cries. He barked unhappily. . . . But sometimes 

he chased us— his fat arms out to the side; his fat fingers 

opening and closing; his legs s t i f f  like F rankenste in ’s 

monster , like the mummy dragging its foot; growling; 

laughing-crying. (195; emphasis added)

Kingston wants to verify that she is not him and abhors the idea that this 

retard, “this birth defect” (195), thinks he has something in common 

with her. She, therefore, compares her anguish to V ictor’s in Mary 

Shelley’s Frankenstein. Recall that he was also horrified at the idea that 

the monster shared something in common with him, a normal human, 

who, like Kingston, no doubt “ studied hard” and “got straight A ’s” 

(Kingston 195). When Victor “ saw the dull yellow eye o f  the creature
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open” for the first time, nothing but “breathless horror and d isgust” 

filled his heart (35). After fleeing from what in essence was his own 

child, a member o f  his family, his “clan” or “village,” he attem pts to 

sleep but is disturbed only by wild dreams. And when he opens his eyes, 

every limb o f  his body becomes “convulsed” and he is not sure whether 

he is still in a dream or is awake. To the abject dismay o f  Victor, the 

“ m iserable m onster” had chased after and found him:

He held up the curtain o f  the bed; and his eyes, i f  eyes they 

may be called, were fixed on me. His jaw s opened, and he 

muttered some inarticulate sounds, while a grin wrinkled 

his cheeks. He might have spoken, but I did not hear; one 

hand was stretched out, seemingly to detain me, but I 

escaped, and rushed downstairs. (36)

Like Victor, Kingston has only one thing in mind when the Chinese 

retard, with his pathetic grin, chases after her: Escape. She does the 

only thing that has a chance of working— “follow the old ru le” and run 

away fro m  her own house  (195). Kingston is afraid that the Chinese 

village, personified in this freak of nature, will follow her forever, as her 

aunt. Moon Orchid, believed the Mexicans ghosts followed her, “plotting 

on her life” (155). And, like her aunt, Kingston wants to hide, never to 

be found by them. She wants never again to suffer the pain and 

hum iliation o f  her childhood— never again to be associated with those
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who allegedly eat skunks and snakes and drive women to suicide. She 

wants no more mysteries and no more exotics. She wants to be normal, 

not a freak:

I enjoy the simplicity. Concrete pours out o f  my mouth to 

cover the forests with freeways and sidewalks. Give me 

plastics, periodical tables, t.v. d inners with vegetables no 

more complex than peas mixed with diced carrots. Shine 

floodlights into dark corner: no ghosts. (204)

And, as Fiedler observed in the ch i ld ’s fascination  for and fear o f  the 

freak, the only way Kingston knows to estab lish  the normalcy o f  her 

“s e l f ’ is by distorting and “ freakifying” the part o f  herse lf  that is most 

easily “otherable.” By both spatia lly  (by running away from her village) 

and tem porally  (by denial o f  coevalness) d istancing herse lf  from her 

Chinese village, she can de-freakify and de-other herself. By je ttisoning  

the exotic, she can embrace simplicity. As Victor had to run from the 

monster in order to escape insanity, K ingston is convinced she has to 

‘‘leave home in order to see the world logically, logic the new way o f  

seeing” (204). She has found her final solution: Leave the village 

behind.

The woman who writes The Woman Warrior  is now an adult, free 

to make her own choices: “ I live now ,” she writes, “where there are 

Chinese and Japanese, but no em igrants from my own village looking at
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me as if  I had failed them ” (52). But if  she were to ask Victor 

Frankenstein, he would remind her that things are never that easy. Run 

away all you want, he would say, but it is no use. The monster, you see, 

is indelibly a part o f  you. It lives not ju s t  in your nightmares but in your 

reality, because it, in effect, is you. It is the monstrosity that lives in us 

all. As Freud would say, the monster, the beast, the horror, is the id 

forces. Deep inside, far back in our brains, we are no different from 

savages:

He who approaches the problem o f  taboo from the field o f  

psychoanalysis, which is concerned with the study o f  the 

unconscious part o f  the indiv idual’s psychic life, needs but 

a m om ent’s reflection to realize that these phenom ena are 

by no means foreign to him. He knows people who have 

individually created such taboo prohibitions for themselves, 

which they follow as strictly as savages observe the taboos 

common to their tribe or society. (Totem 36)

As Leslie Fiedler would say, the monster, the freak, is the imaginary 

m anifestations o f  our “projected infantile or adolescent traum as,” the 

psychologically concocted response “to our basic insecurities” (34). As 

M argaret Mead would say, the primitive is the simplified image o f  

ourselves. In the words o f  Debra Gordon:
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M ead’s ethnography uses the heuristic contrast o f  the 

“prim itive” and the “m odern” to create Samoa as a mirror 

for American self-criticism. The very subtitle o f the book, 

“A psychological Study o f  Primitive Youth for Western 

Civilization,” suggests the W estern reference point from 

which the “primitive” is derived. The ideology o f  the 

primitive implies a relationship between the West and what 

it defines as outside o f  itself; it functions as a place from 

which to simultaneously affirm and critique its practices. 

(151)

While playing a vital role in maintaining a distinct line between the 

binary notions o f  “primitive” and “m odern,” anthropology has helped to 

blur the line between “fiction” and “tru th” in the application o f  the 

binary. Given the ubiquitous presence o f  anthropological knowledge and 

assumptions throughout the world, it is not surprising that the spores o f  

prim itivist discourse have also germinated in the pages o f  The Woman 

Warrior, a book that is, as Adam Kuper might say, “paraded” before the 

“wondering eyes o f  undergraduates” (13-14) more often than almost any 

other in the American academy. In other words, it is not surprising— and 

it must be o f  some consequence— that Kingston, like Bulosan, has 

assimilated the language o f  anthropology and the myth o f  primitivism in 

her fictional and autobiographical invention o f  her Chinese self. Even
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now, as an adult, she writes, “I continue to sort out w hat’s ju s t  my 

childhood, ju s t  my imagination, ju s t  my family, ju s t  the village, ju s t  

movies, ju s t  liv ing” (205).

The novelistic  structure o f  The Woman Warrior consists o f  layers 

after layers o f  narra tive  voices, like an onion or a “Russian nes t.” In her 

recollection o f  one particular incident, she admits:

In fact, it w asn’t me my bro ther told about going to Los 

A ngeles; one o f  my sisters told me what he’d told her. His 

version  o f  the story may be better than mine because o f  its 

bareness, not twisted into design. (164)

As with the story o f  the No Name aunt which did not come with any 

details, Kingston interprets  and extrapolates on the barest o f  stories  with 

a mountain o f  details. Toward the end o f  The Woman Warrior , she even 

wonders about the existence o f the “ retarded” Chinese boy who follow ed 

her around: “Perhaps I made him up,” she acknowledges, “and w hat I 

once had was not Chinese-sight at all but child-sight that would have 

disappeared eventually  without such struggle” (205). We o f  course 

know that it did not disappear. Even as she ends her memoir, she does 

not end her struggle to figure out what is peculiar about the typical 

Chinese and what is particular about her peculiar childhood and family. 

Her use o f  her m o th e r’s stories is thus analogous to Freud’s use o f  

Frazer’s. As F raze r’s account o f the aborigines is at best “partial
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tru ths ,” so is Brave O rchid’s stories o f  the Chinese. Kingston thus ends 

her “M emoir Among Ghosts” like she began it— with her m other’s base 

story extravagantly dressed up:

Here is a story my mother told  me, not when I was young,

but recently, when I told her I also talk story. The

beginning is hers, the ending, mine. (206)

W hat we are left is K ingston’s partia l-truth. She leaves it up to us, her 

readers, to ponder what is real and what is imagined, as her mother did

to her. She leaves us to wonder whether or not there is a difference

between the real and the imagined. Like the masterful impresario that 

she is, Kingston leaves us begging for more without leaving us any 

answers.
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