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Several years ago I learned that I had passed a new literary milestone. I had 
made it to the Halls of Education under the rubric of "Multicultural Literature," also 
known in many schools as "Required Reading." 
 
Thanks to this development, I now meet students who proudly tell me they're 
doing their essays, term papers, or master's theses on me. By that they mean 
that they are analyzing not just my books but me--my grade-school 
achievements, youthful indiscretions, marital status, as well as the movies I 
watched as a child, the slings and arrows I suffered as a minority, and so forth--
all of which, with the hindsight of classroom literary investigation, prove to contain 
many Chinese omens that made it inevitable that I would become a writer. 
 
Once I read a master's thesis on feminist writings, which included examples from 
The Joy Luck Club. The student noted that I had often used the number four, 
something on the order of thirty-two or thirty-six times--in any case, a number 
divisible by four. She pointed out that there were four mothers, four daughters, 
four sections of the book, four stories per section. Furthermore, there were four 
sides to a mahjong table, four directions of the wind, four players. More 
important, she postulated, my use of the number four was a symbol for the four 
stages of psychological development, which corresponded in uncanny ways to 
the four stages of some type of Buddhist philosophy I had never heard of before. 
The student recalled that the story contained a character called Fourth Wife, 
symbolizing death, and a four-year-old girl with a feisty spirit, symbolizing 
regeneration. 
 
In short, her literary sleuthing went on to reveal a mystical and rather Byzantine 
puzzle, which, once explained, proved to be completely brilliant and precisely 
logical. She wrote me a letter and asked if her analysis had been correct. How I 
longed to say "absolutely." 
 
The truth is, if there are symbols in my work they exist largely by accident or 
through someone else's interpretive design. If I wrote of "an orange moon rising 
on a dark night," I would more likely ask myself later if the image was a cliche, 
not whether it was a symbol for the feminine force rising in anger, as one 



master's thesis postulated. To plant symbols like that, you need a plan, good 
organizational skills, and a prescient understanding of the story you are about to 
write. Sadly, I lack those traits. 
 
All this is by way of saying that I don't claim my use of the number four to be a 
brilliant symbolic device. In fact, now that it's been pointed out to me in rather 
astonishing ways, I consider my overuse of the number 4 to be a flaw. 
 
Reviewers and students have enlightened me about not only how I write but why 
I write. Apparently, I am driven to capture the immigrant experience, to demystify 
Chinese culture, to point out the differences between Chinese and American 
culture, even to pave the way for other Asian American writers. 
 
If only I were that noble. Contrary to what is assumed by some students, 
reporters, and community organizations wishing to bestow honors on me, I am 
not an expert on China, Chinese culture, mah jong, the psychology of mothers 
and daughters, generation gaps, immigration, illegal aliens, assimilation, 
acculturation, racial tension, Tiananmen Square, the Most Favored Nation trade 
agreements, human rights, Pacific Rim economics, the purported one million 
missing baby girls of China, the future of Hong Kong after 1997, or, I am sorry to 
say, Chinese cooking. Certainly I have personal opinions on many of these 
topics, but by no means do my sentiments and my world of make-believe make 
me an expert. 
 
So I am alarmed when reviewers and educators assume that my very personal, 
specific, and fictional stories are meant to be representative down to the nth 
detail not just of Chinese Americans but, sometimes, of all Asian culture. Is Jane 
Smiley's A Thousand Acres supposed to be taken as representative of all of 
American culture? If so, in what ways? Are all American fathers tyrannical? Do all 
American sisters betray one another? Are all American conscientious objectors 
flaky in love relationships? 
 
Over the years my editor has received hundreds of permissions requests from 
publishers of college textbooks and multicultural anthologies, all of them wishing 
to reprint my work for "educational purposes." One publisher wanted to include 
an excerpt from The Joy Luck Club, a scene in which a Chinese woman invites 
her non-Chinese boyfriend to her parents' house for dinner. The boyfriend brings 
a bottle of wine as a gift and commits a number of social gaffes at the dinner 
table. Students were supposed to read this excerpt, then answer the following 
question: "If you are invited to a Chinese family's house for dinner, should you 
bring a bottle of wine?" 
 
In many respects, I am proud to be on the reading lists for courses such as 
Ethnic Studies, Asian American Studies, Asian American Literature, Asian 



American History, Women's Literature, Feminist Studies, Feminist Writers of 
Color, and so forth. What writer wouldn't want her work to be read? I also take a 
certain perverse glee in imagining countless students, sleepless at three in the 
morning, trying to read The Joy Luck Club for the next day's midterm. Yet I'm 
also not altogether comfortable about my book's status as required reading. 
 
Let me relate a conversation I had with a professor at a school in southern 
California. He told me he uses my books in his literature class but he makes it a 
point to lambast those passages that depict China as backward or unattractive. 
He objects to any descriptions that have to do with spitting, filth, poverty, or 
superstitions. I asked him if China in the 1930s and 1940s was free of these 
elements. He said, No, such descriptions are true; but he still believes it is "the 
obligation of the writer of ethnic literature to create positive, progressive images." 
I secretly shuddered and thought, Oh well, that's southern California for you. But 
then, a short time later, I met a student from UC Berkeley, a school that I myself 
attended. The student was standing in line at a book signing. When his turn 
came, he swaggered up to me, then took two steps back and said in a loud voice, 
"Don't you think you have a responsibility to write about Chinese men as positive 
role models?" 
 
In the past, I've tried to ignore the potshots. A Washington Post reporter once 
asked me what I thought of another Asian American writer calling me something 
on the order of "a running dog whore sucking on the tit of the imperialist white 
pigs." 
 
"Well," I said, "you can't please everyone, can you?" I pointed out that readers 
are free to interpret a book as they please, and that they are free to appreciate or 
not appreciate the result. Besides, reacting to your critics makes a writer look 
defensive, petulant, and like an all-around bad sport. 
 
But lately I've started thinking it's wrong to take such a laissez-faire attitude. 
Lately I've come to think that I must say something, not so much to defend myself 
and my work but to express my hopes for American literature, for what it has the 
potential to become in the twenty-first century--that is, a truly American literature, 
democratic in the way it includes many colorful voices. 
 
Until recently, I didn't think it was important for writers to express their private 
intentions in order for their work to be appreciated; I believed that any analysis of 
my intentions belonged behind the closed doors of literature classes. But I've 
come to realize that the study of literature does have its effect on how books are 
being read, and thus on what might be read, published, and written in the future. 
For that reason, I do believe writers today must talk about their intentions--if for 
no other reason than to serve as an antidote to what others say our intentions 
should be. 



 
For the record, I don't write to dig a hole and fill it with symbols. I don't write 
stories as ethnic themes. I don't write to represent life in general. And I certainly 
don't write because I have answers. If I knew everything there is to know about 
mothers and daughters, Chinese and Americans, I wouldn't have any stories left 
to imagine. If I had to write about only positive role models, I wouldn't have 
enough imagination left to finish the first story. If I knew what to do about 
immigration, I would be a sociologist or a politician and not a long`' winded 
storyteller. 
 
So why do I write? 
 
Because my childhood disturbed me, pained me, made me ask foolish questions. 
And the questions still echo. Why does my mother always talk about killing 
herself? Why did my father and brother have to die? If I die, can I be reborn into a 
happy family? Those early obsessions led to a belief that writing could be my 
salvation, providing me with the sort of freedom and danger, satisfaction and 
discomfort, truth and contradiction I can't find in anything else in life. 
 
I write to discover the past for myself. I don't write to change the future for others. 
And if others are moved by my work--if they love their mothers more, scold their 
daughters less, or divorce their husbands who were not positive role models--I'm 
often surprised, usually grateful to hear from kind readers. But I don't take either 
credit or blame for changing their lives for better or for worse. 
 
Writing, for me, is an act of faith, a hope that I will discover what I mean by 
"truth." I also think of reading as an act of faith, a hope that I will discover 
something remarkable about ordinary life, about myself. And if the writer and the 
reader discover the same thing, if they have that connection, the act of faith has 
resulted in an act of magic. To me, that's the mystery and the wonder of both life 
and fiction--the connection between two individuals who discover in the end that 
they are more the same than they are different. 
 
And if that doesn't happen, it's nobody's fault. There are still plenty of other books 
on the shelf. Choose what you like.	  


