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Cliff also explore the ways some victimized women resist their oppressors, and the role
ancestral memories play in empowering women of the younger generation to fight for
their liberation.

Indeed, given that an act of resistance is encoded in a practice of writing, the
texts of these three authors can be described as not only postcolonial but also as what
Barbara Harlow calls “resistance literature.” As a critical discourse, resistance literature
emerges in the twentieth century, the period Harlow considers as categorizing the global
struggle for national liberation and independence on the part of colonized peoples (xvi).
In terming this contemporary genre “resistance literature,” Harlow calls attention to the

relationship between political struggle and writing:

This literature, like the resistance-and national liberation movements which it
reflects and in which it can be said to participate, not only demands
recognition of its independent status and existence as literary production, but
as such also presents a serious challenge to the codes and canons of both the
theory and the practice of literature and its criticism as these have been

developed in the West. (xvi)

In this sense, Harlow’s conception of resistance literature parallels postcolonial and
feminist theories, for each suggests the possible drawbacks of Western forms of literary
criticism. Harlow’s representations of the works of political detainees, liberation fighters,
and novelists reflect not only political struggles of disempowered people but also the
writers’ resistance to Western standard dictates of literary writing. For instance, these
writers “experiment with structures of chronology and temporal continuity” that
characterize the master narrative (86). The writers of resistance, like postcolonial
scholars, demand “an access to history which necessitates a radical rewriting of the
historiographical version of the past which gives prominence of place to a western
calendar of events” (Harlow 86). Their texts are, according to Harlow, “immediate
interventions into the historical record, attempting to produce and impart new historical
facts and analyses . . .” (116). Like feminist theorists, writers of resistance texts
interrogate the intersection of “the issues of gender, race, and class.” As Harlow
observes, “For many Third World women, feminism means women’s liberation and
women’s liberation is seen as part of a popular struggle against forces of oppression”

(193).
IL. The Quesfions of Nationalism and Nationalist Representations

Postcolonial scholars interrogate whether nationalism and nationalist
representations in former colonies truly represent the national population since the notion
of nationalism is Western in origin. The spread of nationalism, which started in the late
eighteenth century, had a great influence upon anti-colonial nationalist movements in
newly independent nations. Partha Chatterjee indicates that former colonies were drawn
to European nationalism because of the belief that it promised independence (2).
However, the fact that nationalism is a derivation of Western discourses suggests
potential dangers. As Simon Gikandi observes, “[A]fter several decades of independence
in the former colonies, it has become evident that the nationalist desire for a radical
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rupture from the colonial past has failed, that nationalism cannot seriously be considered
to be the alternative to imperialism that it was once thought to be . . .” (7). The
conception of nationalism emerged as a result of Western capitalism and
industrialization, and it was also an essential component of imperialist expansion.
Colonizing missions were considered part of Western nationalism, which involved
violence against the indigenous peoples in colonized countries.

In attempting to appropriate the liberal aspects of Western nationalism, many anti-
colonial nationalist movements inadvertently internalize the colonial ideology encoded in
nationalism, and it can be difficult to detect because anti-colonial nationalisms in many
newly independent nations operate under the rubric of national projects of modernization
and the leaders’ nationalist rhetoric. According to Chatterjee, nationalism in an Indian
context, for instance, manifests how the.glites incited the people to get involved in
nationalist struggles and simultaneously attempted to keep the masses distant from their
possession of power (51). In this sense, nationalist movements might not benefit the
masses. As Etienne Balibar puts it, “nationalism of liberation” could easily be
transformed into “nationalism of domination” (46).

A government-authorized nationalist movement may represent and benefit only
certain groups of powerful people while the rest of the population may never experience
liberation at all. In The Wretched of the Earth, Fanon warns that nationalism often
causes a conflict between the middie ciass elites and the masses. In Fanon’s view, when
the educated national bourgeoisie occupies the positions of ruling power, it tends to abuse
its privileged authority to make its own profit at the expense of the masses (122-23). In
this sense, the middle-class elite imitates the colonial administration of the nation, and
thereby perpetuates the nation’s subjugation to the West.

The fact that the nationalist activities of the elites do not necessarily correspond to
the needs and concerns of the less privileged individuals or groups has been one of the
primary concerns for the scholars known as the Subaltern Studies group. Borrowing the
term “subaltern” from Antonio Gramsci to refer to a group of people who do not have
access to power, these scholars express their concern about the fact that “subaltern
consciousness” is not represented at all in hegemonic discourses. These scholars then
have to find ways to recover these voices of subaltern people, particularly women.
Spivak, for example, addresses her particular concern over women in her provocative
essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in which she claims that subaltern women suffer the
most since they cannot represent themselves in hegemonic discourses. Their speech is
voiced by others; hence the tendency to be misrepresented.

Spivak’§ concern over the issue of discursive misrepresentation of subaltern
women brings to mind the fact that nationalism, like its counterpart imperialism, is a
gendered discourse, which requires further interrogation for its ideological content.
Feminist critiques have recently questioned the way nation is often represented in
gendered and sexual terms—as a passive woman whose survival and honor have to be
defended by active men. Postcolonial feminists also argue that nationalism is
predominantly male-dominated. As Davies remarks, “[N]ationalism thus far seems to
exist primarily as a male activity with women distinctly left out or peripheralized in the
various national constructs” (12). In the male-dominated discourses of nationalism,
women and men are represented in a way that reinforces patriarchal inequalities between

-
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them. While men are depicted as active agents, women are oftentimes portrayed as
having a passive role in nationalist struggles.

Several postcolonial feminists criticize postcolomal scholars such as Fanon for
not paying much attention to the role women play in nationalist struggles. In her
criticism of Fanon’s “Algeria Unveiled,” Ann McClintock indicates that Fanon does not
consider Algerian women as “self-motivated agents” because, in Fanon’s view, they
“learn their militancy only at men’s invitation” (Imperial 366). Despite the fact that
historically women have contributed in nationalist movements, they are often
unrecognized and consigned to oblivion. Besides, nationalism as a derivation of men’s
endeavor runs the risk of ignoring women’s concerns and needs. Postcolonial feminists
thus propose that feminist awareness must be considered part and parcel of nationalism.

-.,‘
II1. The Question of Historical Representation

The fact that colonized peoples cannot represent themselves in hegemonic
discourses obscures not only their sense of identity but also their histories. Thus, the
Western mode of historical representation is another product of the colonial encounter.
As Fanon remarks, “Colonialism . . . turns to the past of the oppressed people, and
distorts, disfigures, and destroys it. This work of devaluing pre-colonial history takes on
a dialectical signmficance today” (Wretched 210). Postcolonial writers problematize
history written under the imperial formulation that, according to Stephen Slemon, “serves
either to arrogate ‘history’ wholesale to the imperial center or to erase it from the colonial
archive and produce, especially in the New World cuiture, a condition of
‘historylessness,” or ‘no visible history’” (158). The failure of the imperialist discourse
of history to accurately and adequately represent colonized peoples also prompts many
postcolonial writers to revise, reappropriate, or reinterpret history as a concept.

For postcolonial feminists, an act of revising recorded history is crucial, for it is a
means to construct new paradigms of women of color outside hegemonic discourses of
women. To defy the formality and the colonial and patriarchal ideclogies embedded in
“official” historical narrative, postcolonial feminists search for alternative modes of
narrating the history of women. Many of them choose to resuscitate oral history, instead
of written history, and to resuscitate collective memorv to restore the realities
undocumented in the hegemonic discourse of imperialist historiography. Toni Morrison,
for example, considers memory as a site where writers of color get in touch with their
ancestral past_Through the process of restoring the ancestral memory called “rememory,”
women of color are able to retell and reconstruct the history of their ancestors and
thereby uncover the untold realities of their lives (Singh et al. 7). My study argues that
memory is not only a vehicle for transnational writers such as Cha, Hagedorn, and Cliff
to reconstruct their ethnic selves but also a dominant strategy employed by them in
response to the repression of their communal history. By incorporating both personal and
collective memories to recuperate the repressed history of women of color, these writers
resist the erasure of women in “official” historiography.

IV. Feminine Postcoloniality and Resistance as Reflected in the Four Texts
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The writings of Cha, Hagedorn, and CIiff illustrate that colonialism and slavery
have long lasting effects upon colonized peoples and their descendants. Independence
has not brought much improvement to the former colonies in Asia and the Caribbean.
Colonial oppression is thus not a matter of the past. Even after the departure of the
colonizers, imperial hegemony lingers around the world in various forms of a veiled
colonial regime: military, political, economic, and cultural. Since the 1940s, the United
States’ interference in world politics, for example, may be seen as a form of colonization,
for it has had an impact as enormous as any colonial rule. The immediate postwar era in
South Korea and the Philippines was marked by internal colonization and U.S. covert
military operations. The power of U.S. finance capital also helped define the
administrations and foreign policies of the Philippines and Jamaica during the 1980s. At
present, the U.S. still continues to fos¥er its cultural imperialism through various
apparatuses such as Hollywood films, popular music, and American commodification of
beauty exported to countries around the world. In an age of increasing globalization and
transnationalism, neocolonial powers, often operating under the guise of a nation’s
modernization and development, continue to persecute the peoples in former colonies
worldwide.

However, as established by these four texts. under such neocolonial rule, women
and men do not share the same postcoloniality. As Anne McClintock cogently remarks,
“No ‘post-colonial’ state anywhere has granted women and men equal access to the rights
and resources of the nation-state” (“The Angel” 92). Women of color in postcolonial,
patriarchal societies have experienced dual oppression, which precedes and continues
after colonialism. For one thing, women have to endure the adverse legacies of
- colonialism. In many ex-colonized nations, a capitalist economic system and the
hierarchical power structures introduced by the colonizers perpetuate the marginalization
of women of color. Colonialism and slavery also produce the stereotypes that have
traditionally provided ideological justifications for women’s subordination.

Despite the absence of the colonizers, Western stereotypical representations of women of
color persist and become commonplace in the media, popular culture, and white
supremacist discourses. (Neo) colonial history in and military domination in Asia create
racialized stereotypes that set Asian women up as desirable sexual objects in Western
male fantasy.

Similarly, the long history of slavery produces the sexual objectification and debasement
of Black women. Such monolithic representations not only demolish the integrity of third
world women but also perpetuate violence against them.

The prgdominant images of violated female bodies depicted in the four texts are
enough evidence of violence inflicted upon women’s bodies, Asian and Black alike. The
female body is a site where both colonial and patriarchal powers are asserted. Due to their
race and gender, women are bodily colonized and exploited not only by white
men/colonizers but also by men of their own race. Even in the absence of the colonizers,
women still have to endure various forms of patriarchal domination. Both colonial and
patriarchal ideologies inscribe fixed concepts of womanhood, motherhood, and traditions
that control women’s autonomy over their lives and their bodies. Since women’s
assigned roles are primarily those of wives and mothers, which confine them to the
domestic sphere, women have often been deprived of the right to fuily participate in
political activities in the public sphere. As McClintoci-indicates, “[ A] woman’s political
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relation to the nation is submerged in, and subordinated to, her social relation to a man
through marriage” (“The Angel” 4). As represented in all of the texts under my analysis,
institutions of marriage and motherhood under patriarchal rule are implicated in women’s
oppression. The oppressive married lives of the Korean wife in Dictée, Baby Alacran,
Leonor Ledesma, and Kitty Savage are manifested through their husbands’ overt and
covert demands of servitude, silence, and sacrifice from the wives.

While double oppression describes women’s postcoloniality, men’s postcolomal
experiences are defined in part through the nationalist attempt to revitalize national
masculinity, an attempt that often involves recuperating their personal masculinity. In
many ex-colonized nations, anti-colonial nationalist projects, themselves a manifestation
of an internalization of colonial ideology, are implicated in gendered power that promotes
men’s self-interest at the expense of women. Under patriarchal rule, the female body is
often considered as a valuable natural resource, which, according to the feminist scholar
Maria Mies, can never be produced by capital and thus becomes “the last colony” of the
patriarchy for unlimited capitalist exploitation (5). Just as the Black female slaves in
Jamaica were bodily exploited to reproduce slaves to profit the colonizers’ plantocratic
system, the bodies of postcolonial Filipinas, particularly subalterns, are extensively
exploited both in and outside the Philippines as national and international sex
commodities for men. Since male-dominated nationalism often subordinates women’s
needs and concerns, subaltern women are often left without much choice in dealing with
their problems. Their miseries have often received insufficient attention from or been
ignored by the State authorities.

Having realized that the voices of subalterns, women in particular, have been
repressed in the discourses of colonial and patriarchal domination, Cha, Hagedorn, and
CIfY bring together concerns about subaltern (post) coloniality and strive to bring these
marginalized women and men into speech so as to uncover their miseries. Through a
variety of unconventional discursive strategies, these women writers retell stories of
subalterns such as Korean revolutionaries, Filipino sex-workers, and Jamaican slaves and
country people to break silences about the perilous effects of the legacies of colonialism
and slavery upon the colonized peoples. As the writings of Cha, Hagedorn, and Cliff have
shown, despite their different racial and cultural backgrounds, the voices of these
subaltern women convey their collective agonies. Their violated bodies figuratively
become historical texts, which “speak out” the miseries they all have endured due to their
race and gender.

For transnational women of color living abroad, their postcoloniality is not much
different fronf that experienced by their sister counterparts in their native countries.
These four texts expose the invisibility and discriminations commonly encountered by
many women of the Asian and the African diasporas, living in their adoptive countries,
such as the U.S. and England. The racial and gendered stereotypes that feed upon the
history of colonialism and slavery have persistently harassed women of color globally. In
addition to racism and sexism, female “migratory subjects,” to use Carole Boyce Davies’
term, experience common alienation and fragmentation caused by being estranged from
cultural and historical connections with their motherlands. Cha, Rio, and Clare migrate
to the U.S. only to learn that their adoptive country can never replace their native homes,
which are forever lost, and that their nostalgic desire to return to the motherlands will
never subside. Even returning to their homelands does not always help settle the feelings
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of nostalgia and alienation. Cha returns to South Korea merely to discover that the loss
of her mother tongue creates excruciatingly painful barriers, Cha is no longer Korean in
the eyes of the Korean natives and thus is alienated by them. Like Cha, Clare and Rio
can never be completely reconciled with their transnationality. “[R]estless and anxious,”
Rio feels “at home only in airports” (Dogeaters 247). Nothing but memory can bring
back the Philippines of her childhood. Clare’s experience of alienation in the U.S. makes
her feel that she “belongs nowhere” (NTTH 91). Clare’s final return to Jamaica still
cannot truly recruit her into the Jamaican Black community. Her light skin color still
denies her the identity she has striven so hard to reclaim. Only through her death can she
be inseparably identified with her motherland.

It is true that for a migratory subject, the experience of return to homeland may
never completely subdue her feelings of néstalgia and alienation, for it cannot bring back
the “home” she once had. However, returning in both imaginary and literal senses is still
proven to be especially crucial and necessary for a transnational female in search of her
ethnic identity, since it enables her to reclaim her ethnic roots and to reestablish a
connection to her motherland. For a maternally deprived individual in particular, a desire
to journey back to her native land is often intertwined with a longing for a reunion with
her lost mother. As Elaine Savory Fido puts it, “[T]here is no homecoming unless mother
is at the end of it” (330). As validated by the four texts, the mother figure is at the center
of the daughter’s quest for identity. Mothers play a pivotal role in the process of identity
construction at both personal and national levels. As cultural transmitters, women
inculcate ancestral memory in their daughters, which links the daughters to their cultural
and historical heritage. As Trinh T. Minh-ha points out, “The world’s earliest archives of
libraries were the memories of women. Patiently transmitted from mouth to ear, body to
body, hand to hand. . . . Every woman partakes in the chain of guardianship and of
transmission” (121). It is thus crucial that women, mothers in particular, acknowledge
their capability and strive to maintain their power by turning their domestic households,
the site of patriarchal domination, into sites of resistance. As shown most explicitly in
CIiff’s texts, mothers of African origin must also be role models for their daughters and
instill in them skills that would enable them to survive in a hostile social milieu. I would
argue that Cha’s and Hagedorn’s texts propose implicitly that mothers of Asian origins,
too, have to be conscious of the significance of the relationship with their daughters. In
the face of the harsh reality of racist and sexist domination, female bonding is proven to
be an essential source of empowerment and healing for postcolonial women.

Howeygr, long experiences under colonial and patriarchal rules and the
compelling enforcement of neocolonialism have perpetually sustained the colonial
mentality of colonized peoples, making it extremely difficult for many postcolomal
women to maintain their healthy relationships with their daughters and become strong
models for them. In fact, none of the main fictional mothers in the four texts is portrayed
as an exemplary mother. The ambivalent role of the First Lady as the mother of the
nation in Dogeaters suggests that mothers can constitute both positive and negative
influences upon children as well as the nation. Mothers like Dolores Gonzaga, Isabel
Alacran, Miss Mattie, and Kitty Savage are all locked in the colonial past and thus
incapable of instilling in their daughters positive attitudes toward their cultural and
historical heritage. Lost in the alluring world of Hollywood, Dolores and Isabel in
Dogeaters are colonized mothers, who are not aware of the need to reclaim their cultural
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and national identity. Their attempt to implant into their daughters the love of American
popular culture and the American standard of feminine beauty encourages the daughters
not only to denounce their native culture but also to assume the identity of their
oppressors, Miss Mattie’s decision to keep her unspeakable past experience as a slave
within herself instead of sharing it with her daughter and granddaughter helps perpetuate
the suppression of the Jamaican slave history. Similarly, Kitty’s pessimistic attitude
toward her people, which derives in part from her ignorance about the Jamaican history
of resistance, causes her to alienate her daughter from her African roots and thereby calls
attention to a danger of historical amnesia and the need to pass on the ancestral memory.

Cha, Hagedorn, and CIiff clearly highlight maternal influences upon the lives of
the transnational women in their texts. Among them, Cha is perhaps the most fortunate
one. Despite her mother’s death and hep experience of alienation upon her arrival in
South Korea, Cha is able to rebuild her refationship with her motherland through the
journals of her mother, which link Cha to her ethnic roots and the Korean collective
memory. The stories of her mother’s diasporic experiences enable Cha not only to cope
with her altenation as an immigrant in the U.S. and as a visitor in her homeland but also
to uncover the suppressed historical realities of the Japanese colonization of Korea.

For the daughters who are emotionally and/or physically alienated by their
mothers like Rio and Clare, surrogate mothers can help reconstitute the lost ancestral
links to, to borrow Susheila Nasta’s phrases, “motherlands, mothercultures, [and]
mothertongues” (214). Rio’s close relationship with her grandmother, Lola Narcisa, who
functions as a guardian of Philippine local culture, makes it possible for Rio to develop a
positive perception about her cultural legacy early in her childhood. Even when Rio
becomes an immigrant in the U.S., Lola Narcisa is still Rio’s strongest link to her
motherland: “She is the main reason for my frequent visits to Manila; I dread not being
there when she dies” (Dogeaters 246).

Clare, in contrast, is most fragmented and rootless due to her traumatic experience
of betng abandoned by both her mother and grandmother, and thus has to gather bits and
pieces of her family history by herself. True, Clare obtains some spiritual guidance from
her memories of Miss Mattie, linking Clare back to her African roots, but that does not
happen until Miss Mattie is dead and Clare becomes an adult and returns permanently to
Jamaica. It is also true that Zoe and Harry/Harriet help make it possible for Clare to be
reconciled with her racial hybridity. However, it is still undeniable that the motherland
itself is the ultimate “surrogate mother” for Clare and other transnational women in
search of their ethnic identity. Cha, Hagedorn, Cliff, and their characters, all compelled
by the nostalfic desire to recover their pasts, find their ways to remember their
motherlands and reclaim their roots.

Apart from the aforementioned experiences of shared oppression and extlusion
under neocolonial hegemonies, postcolonial women are also connected by their history of
resistance. As revealed in the four texts, women of color are not merely passive victims
of (neo) colonialism; they have had a long path of resistance. Just as the legacies of
colonialism and slavery have continually persecuted women of color, female resistance
has persistently been sustained through time and space by women’s shared desire for
radical social change that will end domination. Cha, Hagedorn, and Cliff explore this
collective yearning through their documentation of the genealogies of female resisters,
who share a common context of struggle. To illustrate, colonized women have been
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involved in the on-going struggles against dominant cultural forces for territory, be it a
geographical place or a subject position, so as to define their subjectivity and sustain their
cuitural and national integrity. For many women, to claim their territory involves
breaking the confines of home and challenging the hegemonic systems that condone
exploitations of women’s bodies. Nanny, Mma Alli, Inez, Yu Guan Soon, Rio, Daisy,
and Clare are all driven by their love of freedom and their strong determination to have
complete control over their lives and their bodies. In their attempt to define their own
subjectivity and sexuality outside the patriarchal and (neo) colonial frameworks, many of
these rebellious women resist “compulsory heterosexuality,institutions of marriage and
motherhood, and colonization and slavery, by remaining single and childless. The
legendary Maroon Nanny was never married nor enslaved. Through their practices of
abortion and contraception, Mma Alli and Inez denounced the exploitation of women’s
bodies as vessels for reproducing the labor force. Having witnessed many failed,
dysfunctional marriages, Rio expresses a final resolution in her vision of a future self.
“My belief in God remains tentative. I have long ago stopped going to church. I never
marry” (Dogeaters 247). Daisy and Clare are eventually unmarried and childless. Their
miscarriages symbolically suggest that a woman’s role is not necessarily bound to that of
a biological mother. She can become a revolutionary mother, whose desire for freedom
is extended to her nation and her children—the people of the nation.

Nationalism has offered colonized peoples an avenue not only for national
independence but also for women’s liberation. Colonized women have long been striving
to partake in anti-colonial nationalist movements, in the hope that their political struggles
will eventually free them from all kinds of domination and exploitation. Though living in
difterent timeframes, Nanny, Mma Alli, Inez, and Yu Guan Soon were all engaged in
nationalist struggles against colonialism. For postcolonial women of the younger
generation such as Daisy and Clare, nationalism remains a potential means for their
liberation. As shown in Dogeaters and No Telephone to Heaven, a woman’s pursuit of
self-determined identity can be intertwined not only with a search for her ethnic roots but
also with a struggle to reconstruct her native country. Personal and national liberation
can be brought through nationalist struggles, which entail the process of decolonization at
both personal and collective levels. Achieving this dual quest also requires a feminist
awareness. Both Daisy and Clare come into nationalism through feminist awakening,
proving that national liberation must have a feminist dimension formed in consideration
of women’s needs and concerns. An awareness of women’s oppression, which can be
drawn from personal experience and/or the collective memory, prompts Daisy and Clare
to become efigaged in guerilla warfare against neocolonial hegemonies in their
homelands.

In addition, writing is another mode of women’s resistance crucial to nationalist
struggles. Cha, Hagedorn, and Cliff can be considered revolutionaries, who employ their
writings as an arena for colonized women’s political struggles. These postcolonial
writers are of the same alliance, which can be described, in Benedict Anderson’s terms,
as an “rmagined community,” for they are bound not just by gender but more importantly
by a shared history of colonial oppression and a long process of struggle against all
systematic forms of domination. Working against an ideological attempt to repress
women’s voices, these women writers establish a new literary tradition that constructs
new paradigms of women outside the Eurocentric, patriarchal context of historical and
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cultural representations. In their attempt to subvert the “master narrative” of history and
to uncover the hitherto suppressed history of (neo) colomial violence against women,
these writers validate oral histories, such as gossip and stories drawn from the collective
memory, as an alternative mode of historical narrative. Memory and storytelling are
demonstrated as essentially creative sources of resistance, for they fill in the blank spaces
left in the hegemonic discourse of imperialist history. As Trinh cogently puts it, “Story,
history, literature . . . all in one . . . [are] the simplest vehicie of truth. When history
separated itself from story, it started indulging in accumulation and facts™ (119).

As literature of resistance, the writings of these authors offer an island of hope in
the void left by the colonial legacy. Their accounts of women’s oppression and
resistance are aimed not only at unveiling the perils of colonialism and slavery but also at
debunking the monolithic cultural represegtations of women of color that have threatened
the integrity of Asian and Black women alike. By demonstrating that women of color
have lived resistance and that many of them have overcome their obstacles, these books
constitute not only a literature of resistance but also a discourse of healing and
empowerment. For present-day female contenders struggling against oppression and
discrimination, these texts remind them to remember their foremothers and to draw
strength from them. Ancestral insights and endeavors help heal their psychic wounds
caused by the repercussions of colonial legacy. For Western readers, this collection of
resistance literature invites them to reevaluate U.S. and British imperial histories and
reconsider monolithic representations of women of color in the hegemonic discourse of
imperialist historiography as well as Western mass media and popular culture.

Just as the authors of these four magnificent books envision a future when racial,
gender, and class differences are no longer mechanisms of women’s oppression, I hope
that my research contributes to our understanding of women of color in a way that
transcends the boundaries of differences. Moreover, rather than imposing my textual
interpretation as complete and final, 1 would like to encourage the readers of these texts
to explore other possibilities besides those covered in this volume, for more cross-cultural
research. It 1s my hope that this work will thus inspire readers with an interest in ethnic
studies to pursue their own scholarly endeavors and further women of color’s liberation.
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NOTES

'T understand that the term “diaspora” originates with the dispersion of the Jewish
people after the Babylonian exile. The term is also commonly used to refer to the
African diaspora. In this context, diaspora associates with dislocations of a large number
of people under duress. While the Jewish diaspora was a result of the expulsion and
persecution of a number of Jewish groups, colonialism and slavery resulted in the capture
and removal of African people. However, as Avtar Brah indicates, there have been
attempts made by some scholars to theorize this term by using the ancient diasporas as “a
point of departure rather than necessarily as ‘models’ to refer to the displacements and
migrations of groups other than the Jewish and the African people (181). According to
Brah, although each diaspora is formed indts distinctive historical context, each suggests
a shared sense of displacement/elsewhereness and invokes images of multiple journeys.
From this perspective, the term “diaspora” can be used in a modern context to refer to
movements of many groups. For example, system of indentured labor constituted the
Asian diaspora in the Caribbean. Political strife is another cause of new diasporas
experienced by the Sri Lankans, Somalis, and Bosnian Muslims. Conflicts, wars, and the
creation of new nations may result in the dispersion of population such as that of
Palestinians after the formation of Israel. Finally, a population movement can be induced
in part from “global flows of labour” as in the movements of Asians and Irish people in
Britain (Brah 182). My usage of “diaspora” in this research is generally based on this
perspective. “Diasporic people” thus do not exclusively refer to African of Jewish people.
Nonetheless, it is noteworthy that not every group uses the term “diaspora.” For
example, Jamaicans do not refer to a diaspora of Jamaicans, yet they consider themselves
part of the African diaspora. While Haitian Americans refer to the Haitian diaspora,

Haitians in Haiti do not.

? Throughout this research, I use the term “postcolonial” to indicate, in Ella
Shohat’s words, “a movement beyond and ‘after’ the demise of colonialism™ (“Notes”
102). In referring to this particular meaning, I am well aware that the obscure definition
and broad usage of the term “postcolonial” has attracted much debate among scholars. I
also realize that in reality colonial oppression persists even after the official end of
colonialism in various forms of covert colonial rule. Although it seems appropriate to
use the hyphenated term “post-colonial” to denote a historical epoch, I would rather
choose to write “postcolonial” without a hyphen. My preference for “postcolonial” stems
from the fact that the term is used here to refer to not only a particular period but also
reading and writing practice and representation as in “postcolonial theory,” “postcolonial

condition,” and “postcolonial women.”

? Like migrants in Bhabha’s view, “migratory subject” in Davies’ terms do not
belong to a fixed location. Davies considers the migratory position of a Black woman
writer

advantageous: “In the same way as diaspora assumes expansiveness and
elsewhereness, migrations of the Black female subject pursue the path of movement
outside the terms of dominant discourses” (Black Women 37). 1 would argue that
Davies’ perspective on “migratory subjectivity” is applicable not only to Black women
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but also to women writers of color such as Cha, Hagedorn, and CLff whose texts
deconstruct dominant discourses.

* The term “postcoloniality” is used in this volume to mark, in Shohat’s words, “a
contemporary state, situation, condition or epoch” (“Notes” 101). In this sense,
“feminine postcoloniality” means a state or condition of women with a history of
colonization. Carole Boyce Davies, in contrast, uses the term “post-coloniality” to refer
to postcolonial practices of reading and writing.

> Throughout the research the terms “women of color” and “third world women”
are used interchangeably and not to imply a monolithic world opposite to European and
American societies. My usage of both terss 1s based on Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s
perspective on third world women in her essay “Cartographies of Struggle: Third World
Women and the Politics of Feminism.” According to Mohanty, the term “women of
color” 1s “a sociopolitical designation for people of African, Caribbean, Asian, and Latin
American descent, and native peoples of the U.S. It also refers to ‘new immigrants’ to
the U.S. in the last decade—Arab, Korean, Thai, Laotian, etc.” (7). From Mohanty’s
perspective, the political alliances of “women of color” or “third world women” are not
determined by their “color or racial identification” but by their “common context of
struggles against specific exploitative structures and systems” such as those of sexism,
racism, and imperialism (7). Although Mohanty uses the term “third world women,” she
argues against Western feminism’s appropriation of the production of the “third world”
woman as a singular monolithic subject, “for a discursive” colonization (“Under” 51).

® Many critics and scholars criticize The Empire Writes Back for its
homogenizing effect in its presentation of the way in which literatures produced from
different settler colonies since the seventeenth century function in the same process of
“writing back.” See, for example, Davies’ Black Women, Writing, and Identity:
Migrations of the Subject (82), Shohat’s “Notes on the Post-Colonial” (102), and
McClintock’s “The Angel of Progress™ (86-87).

” Throughout this research, “the West” and “First world” are synonymous. Both
terms refer to predominantly Western nations in Europe and North America. As opposed
to “third world,” the term “Western™ in this volume refers particularly to European and
North Americag hegemonic leadership.

1 am well aware that the term “black” is socially and culturally constructed, and
therefore it does not simply refer to a color or skin complexion. It can be used to Signify
a cultural and ethnic background. In the U.S., for example, people of African descent,
regardless of skin color, have been identified and often have identified themselves as
“black.” I also realize that under the cultural hegemony of the English language, the
word “black,” as Gay Wilentz remarks, is often encoded with a negative connotation
(266), derogating people of African descent. To avoid reinscribing such pejorative
meaning that the word “black™ helps convey, I use “Black™ throughout this research to
refer to, in Catherine MacKinnon’s words, “a heritage, an experience, a cultural and
personal identity” (qtd. in Needham 147n). I believe that scholars iike Michelle CIliff,
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who insists on capitalizing “Black” in her novels, would agree with this interpretation.
Like Cuff, I use “Black”™ interchangeably with “Blackness,” “African,” “dark,” and
“darkness.” Lowercased “black” appears as such in quotations from others. The term
“Black” in this volume is used in an American context and thus does not include other
people of color such as Asians, Arabs, and Latino/as.

® Adrienne Rich’s term in “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Experience
(1980).”

as
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Race, as a meanimgful criterion within the biological sciences, has long been
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Jewish race' or ‘the Aryan race,” we speak in biological misnomers and, more
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Post-Colenial Seciety and Culture:
Retlections in Myanmar Novels of the Last 50 vears

U Than Htut and U Thaw Kaung™*

This paper is an attempt to depict soime facets of posi-colonial society and
culture in Myanmar during the second half of this century as it is portrayed by
selective Myanmar novelists in fiction.

We would like to point out that this paper is not a survey of Myanmar
fiction in the post-colonial period, as such, though we did go through quite a large
number of novels written during the last fifty years. We selected novels, to
include in this paper, only those which mirrored the social, cultural, economic and
political conditions and problems of Myanmar.

Our paper is presented chronologically, roughly following the political
history of the country in the Post-Independence period.

In the introductory part, pre-colonial and colonial society as depicted in
Myanmar novels is briefly touched upon, and the rise of the novel in Myanthar is
given,

Some of the themes depicted in the novels of the post-colonial period
were: - '

(1) Social problems faced by Myanmar people because of the violent

civil war waged with the communists and some ethnic minorities
-soon after Independence.

(2) Lives of the defence forces trying to bring peace ana stability to the

country.

(3) The preservation of Myanmar traditional culture against the onslaught

of Western and other foreign influences.

(4) Nation-building activities and the creation of a national identity.

(5) Social change as a result of modernization.

A]though the word "novel" appeared in England in the mid-17th century
and the' novel had become a popular literary form by the 18th century, it was
introduced to the Myanmar reading public only in 1904 by James Hla Gyaw

* Member, Myanmar Historical Commission. Retired Director-General, Culture Institute and
former Director of the Myanmar National Library,
* Member, Myanmar Historical Commission. Retired Chief Librarian, Universities Central

Library.



{1866-1926) and other early Myanmar novelists like U Kyee (1848-1908)] It
quickly became the most widely read literary genre with Myanmar readers and by
the 1920's both the novel and the short story were firmly established in
Myanmar2 .

One of the main reasons for its popularity is because of its “inherent
concept of being truthful to life and feelings" and because a novel must "mirror
life as we know it"’ . -

From its earliest years the novel iﬁfdyanmar had a political message. U
Lat in Shwe Pyi-soe (1914) gave the political theme that "it was essential to
maiiitain the dignity and integrity of Burmese Buddhist culture against the
advance of Western education and technology™

It is a truism that the novel contains characters and events in social
context, as part of a culture. Tradition and history have extensively and deeply
permeated the nature of Myanmar novels of the post-Independence period as will
be seen in this paper.

For centuries Myanmar had been a multi-racial country ruled by Buddhist
kings who were the patrons of learning and the arts. People of the plains like
Bamars (Myanmars) and Moas had lived together with their brethren of the hills
like the Shans, Kachins and Chins through weal and woe.

Myanmar is predominantly a rural society. In Myanmar Pyi Tha
([e§eofopSaoo:) (Son of the Myanmar Soil, 1966) Yangon Ba Swe paints an
idealized picture of old Myanmar where, in peace time, the ruial folk (peasants)
led simple, contented lives under a subsistence economy, did seasonal work to the
accompaniment of paddy-planting and harvest songs, enjoyed a round of festivals
and feasts, secular and religious and where, in war-time, they girt up their loins
and fought bravely for the country.

With the passing of time the country stagnated. The absolute monarchy of
King Thibaw (1878-1885) could no longer keep pace with the times and lagged
behind Western powers in material progress. The court of Mandalay was inept.
Dagon Khin Kk Lay's Sarsodaw (ooz$cm§) (The Great Poet, 1950) is partly
illustrative of the palace intrigues prevailing at the time of King Mindon's death
(1878) and the deplorable state of affairs that prevailed during this period.

- ‘Myanmar succumbed to British'colonialism. Under British rule high posts

' Thein Han, U. "A Study of the Rise of the Myanmar Novel,* JBRS, vol. 51, Pt. 1 (June 1968}. p.1
? Allon, Anna. *Introduction,” Not Qut of Hate, by Ma Ma Lay ... 1991. p.xxiv.

* Thein Han, U. Ibid. Collected Works of Saya Zaw Gyi. vol.2, p.27 and 35.
* Allott, Anna, Tbid. p. xxiv.
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were mostly held by them, and lower ones by the Myanmars. The peasants had
lost the majority of their lands to a handful of absentee landlords, mostly British
and Indians. In Tet Toe's Min Hmudan (e&:¢o0é:) (The Civil Servant, 1950) will
be seen how haughtily the British officials behaved towards the native
subordinates, called themselves Thakins (masters) when dealing with the
Myanmars and how they were in some way responsible for the brbery and
corruption that was widespread in.the services. Min Aung's Moe Auk Mye Pyin
(§:e39005¢[0[0€ ) ( The Earth Under the Sky, 1948) goes deep into the misery of
poor peasants living in the idyllic rural scene, and envisages a time when there
will be a redistribution of lands for the cultivators.

Being under alien rule Myanmar language, literature and the arts received
but scant attention by the authorities. In the beginning years of the 20th century
some energetic young men of Rangoon College founded the Young Men's
Buddhist Association with the object of promoting race, language, religion and
knowledge. In fact they were among the educated class which had not only
cherished the Myanmar Buddhist values, but also imbibed some concepts of the
rule of law and democracy through foreign literature. The YMBA had started the
era of political consciousness among the people. Agitation for reforms or the right
of self-determination for the country began.

The trauma of a proud nation being conquered and ruled by an imperialist
ruler for 63 to 122 years in various parts of Myanmar, the fight for Independence
led by the Dobama Asiayone and later by the Anti-Fascist People's Freedom
League, left indelible marks on Myanmar society and culture which is depicted in
the fiction of the post-colonial period.

The Anti-Fascist People's Freedom League—a united front of nationalist,
socialist, communist, armed forces and ethnic minorities rose up in arms against
the Japanese militarist. Their goal was directed towards independence first,
democracy second and socialism third. The Union of Myanmar became a -
sovereign state on 4th January 1948 and then looked forward to a better future, of
peace ardl prosperity.

On the eve of Myanmar's Independence an institution named the Burma
Translation Society or Sarpay Beikman was created by the government to promote
the writing, translation and publishing of good books and intellectual
development. Among its activities was included the awarding of literary prizes
such as the best original novel, the best translated novel and the best original
belles-lettres amongst a number of various genres.



l'o quote from the speech delivered by the President of the Governing
Council of the B. T. S (Prime Minister U Nu) at a prize-giving ceremony:

Our Union is building a new pattern of culture. In this glorious
work of rebuilding, cultivators, workers, government servants,
police personnel, armed forces, technicians, teachers and traders--
all play their part. The lives of these men and women are filled
with ups and downs, rain and suh'éhine, tears and laughter. Here
you have an inexhaustible field from which you can draw endless
material. If only our writers can utilize these materials adroitly,
our literature will certainly undergo a change for the better...]
therefore appeal to you all--novelists as well as exponents of other
forms of art to bear these facts in mind for the sake of the Union.’

Since 1948 Sarpay Beikman literary prizes have been awarded to worthy novels
such as Min Aung's Moe Auk Mye Pyin (§:emociefefoc) (The Earth Under the
Sky, 1948), Thadu's Tat-hei ga Myat Ko Ko (o>6a3m{godala}) (The Magnificent
Man from the Army, 1951) and Thein Pe Myint's A Shei ga Ne-wun Htwet Thi
Pa-mar (meqa0cg04:09050p3060) (As Sure as the Sun Rising in the East, 1958). -

It may, howéver, be said that along with the prize-winning novels, other
novels of literary merit also appeared though they did not win any prizes. Moe
Auk Mye Pyin (§:e5056[glo€) is the first novel io win the Sarpay Beikman prize.
Among the novels that have won the prize is A Shei ga Ne-wun Htwet Thi Pa-mar
®eq 00c404:030500p5000. It is a long novel dealing with the anti-British struggle
of the period 1936 to 1942. The whole work is full of characters, real and
imaginary, with Tin Tun, the narrator playing a minor role in the nationalist
movement. However, the story moves smoothly in a happy blend of fact and
fiction. .

In Maung Htin's Nga Ba (co») (Nga Ba [name of a peasant cultivator)
1947) the evil$ of the Japanese rule in Myanma and the plight of the peasants at
the cancellation of the Japanese military currency are revealed ironically through
the life-story of a peasant Nga Ba by name,and his family.

Htay Maung in Taik Pwe Khaw Than (odgeslas) (Call of the
Battle,1965) vividly shows the notorious detention camps of the Japanese

* Nu, U. “Intellectual Development”, speech delivered on 20" Dec., 1953 at the 4™ Ceremenial
Award of Sarpay Beikman Prize, p.106.



military and the courage of men and women during the Resistance Movement in
an Upper Myanmar town and exposes the machinations of the opportunists in the
post-war AFPFL councils and the unenviable position of the war-veterans who
had previously fought the Japanese.

In Linyon Thit Lwin's Dhammawilatha (eg8cooo) (Dhammawilatha [title
of a Buddhist monk], 1971) the scene is laid in a fishing village of Lower
Myanmar where a young unmarried guother and the head monk of the village
monastery are suspected of having an affair amidst the clandestine activities of
anti-Japanese fighters.

Thein Pe Myint's Lan-Sa PawPyi (coéroeol[5) (The Way Out is Seen,
1949), gives a picture of the socialists and communists trying to dominate the
AFPFL, with the war-veterans, especially the Pyin-thu Yebaw, in a dilemma, just
after the War, and busy setting up nival organizations for peasants and workers
throughout the country.

On the day of Independence, 4 January 1948, the government declared
itself socialist in orientation, but the character and extent of the Myanmar
socialism was a matter for debate among the left-wing politicians and other
nationalists. The appropriate form of state organization was also at issue. The
Communists accused the AFPFL government of being a stooge for Anglo-
American capitalism and former landlords. Dissident Kayin groups wanted more
autonomy. Three months after Independence the Communists revolted and went
underground. Next Kayin battalions and some army personnel sympathetic to the
Communists, mutinied. , o

The government was not in a position to carry out the social and economic
programmes which it had charted out. The country must be saved from chaos first.
Then some remnants of Chiang-Kai-Shek's Chinese Nationalist Army fleeing
from the Peoples Liberation Army (Communists) entered Myanmar's north-
eastern frontier and joined forces with the Kayin rebels. '

Internal security was seriously threatened. The army was then called upon
to defend thie country and restore law and order. Thus, Tatmadaw (o»Secors) the
Myanmar army, born of the anti-imperialist struggle, came to the fore-front of
national politics. Tatmadaw takes a major share as the theme of many novels.
Among them two are outstanding.

Thadu's Tat-hte-ga Myat Ko Ko (o>6c3m(gosa$a? ) (The Magnificent Man
from the Army, 1951) is a paean to the capability of the Myanmar army. The
heroine, as a winner of a Miss Myanmar Beauty Contest, has attracted the
attention of many a young man, but she vows to marry only a man from the army.
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She makes her intention known publicly and enters into a correspondence with an
army man whom she had never met. She finally marries a soldier, irrespective of
his rank, as he is held in high regard for his self-sacrificing spirit. From the
literary point of view the hero and the heroine are stereotype characters,
specimens of exemplary conduct, with mentality contrived by the author and the
whole work is interspersed with passages of preaching on the code of conduct to
be observed between the army personnel and the civilians. However, with lively
dialogue and appropriate scenes wel¥¥ spread out in the pages, it became a best
seller. It was also awarded the Sarpay Beikman Prize in 1951 and later prescribed
as a high school text-book for some time.

Khin Swe Oo's Do Taing Hiar-ni (§c3¢:g08) (Our Country Our Land,
1961) chronicles the role of the army as it participated in the anti-British
campaigns in the early part of the Second World War, took part in the Resistance
Movement against the fascist Japanese militarists, quelled the insurgents
(Communists, Kayins, etc.) after Independence and finally drove out the remnants
of the Kuomintang troops intruding upon the frontier areas. A love story is woven
into the frame-work to add flavour and interest. As the fiancee of the heroine fell
in a battle somnewhere in the Shan State, she marries the deceased's elder brother,
another battle-hardened soldier. As a popular novel, it was well received by the
reading public.

The Union of Myanmar is founded and built upon the unanimous
agreerment of all the racial groups who decided to live together through thick and
thin.. Internal security is at stake, and the government is all set to prevent the
country from disintegration. It may be said that the Myanmar novelists also are
well aware of the importance of unity and harmony between the various ethnic
groups in the building of a viable state. '

The Bamars, the major ethnic group, had co-operated with other racial
groups, especially the Kayins in the Anti-Japanese. uprising during the last war.
This is borne out in such novels as Maung Htin's Nga Ba(c>), Saw Oo's Ta Moe
Thauk Thaw (028:c200056¢205) (When Another Day Breaks,1963) and Yaung-ni's
Hsaung (esoo¢: (Winter,1963)

Naga Taundan Maung Kyi Zin's Taung-baw Mye hnin Mye-Pyant Pan
(coméeulelgséelsfosof:) (Mountain Land and Flower of the Plains, 1964)
describes the Myanmar volunteers running health clinics and rural schools in the
Naga hills. Another is Yangon Ba Swe's Nan Havee (34:0028:) (Nan Havee)
which depicts the heroine-a Naga nurse-fighting against the racial prejudices
prevalent among the Myanmars and the hero, a medical researcher, carrying out



health and ethnological surveys in the area.

In Sein Sein's Yoe-ma Taung-gvi Tha Hpyo Like Chin Tawr
(§:ec0mE{3rnfi30dqéeony) (If Only the Rakhine Yomah Hills Can Be
Levelled,1966) can be seen Buddhist missionaries spreading the Doctrine up and
down the Chin hills and making efforts to remove certain outdated taboos or
ideas. Although these books are fiction, they overflow with facts on local customs
and beliefs of some of the Myanmar gthnic races and they can be used to get a
better understanding of racial groups far away from the central plains.

In regaining Independence Myanmar came into its own among the
sovereign nations of the world. All services from top to bottom were filled with
Myanmars. Official missions went abroad to attend meetings and to study various
modern institutions. There were direct business contacts between Myanmar
citizens and foreign manufacturers, because unlike colonial times commercial
privileges, especially import licenses, were granted to Myanmar nationals.
Students were sent to British and American universities to specialize in the arts
and sciences. Thus Myanmars were exposed in many ways to the outside world.

At the same time the government made all out efforts in the pacification
campaign against the rebels. It also used detention laws against those who
allegedly did subversive activities against it. In the 1950's the government was
able to hold in check all kinds of insurgents, KMT intruders and began to turn to
development projects in social and economic fields. Measures for moral uplift of
the people were also taken. The government did what it could with the limited
financial resources and technical know-how at its disposal, but where major
projects were concerned it had to seek technical skills and financial aid from
abroad. For instance it formed joint ventures with British firms in petroleum and
mining sectors. It entered into an aid programme with the United States of
America. '

Since Myanmar was a small country and a beginner in world affairs it tried
to pursue a foreign policy of neutrality, without belonging to any of the two power
blocks, leaded by Anglo-Americans and Soviet Russia respectively. With regard
to the Korean War which broke out in 1950, Myanmar supported the United
Nations Resolution to fight the aggressor, i.e. North Korea. Both power blocks
were interested in Myanmar and tried to use their influence by subsidizing some
Myanmar writers to translate their books and periodicals and publishing them.

All these political events have had some impact upon Myanmar novels.

Dagon Taya's Kya Pan Yei Sin (fgo§:eqoé) (Lotus of the Pure Water,
1963) epitomises the events of the day and probably the author's viewpoint.



Dagon Taya. a leftist writer, takes a dim view of the govemment's co-opération
with the American aid programme, its support for the UN Resclution on the
Korean War and the behaviour of the Myanmar writers recruited by the U S
Embassy in Myanmar. He also describes the issue of socialist realism among the
writers, deplores the government's action in using section (5) of the Public Order
Preservation Act against certain journalists and finally he writes about undesirable
effects of ball-room dancing on Myanmar women.

Myanmar novelists during the pefiod in review have criticized values
which they pomt out are contrary to Myanmar culture. Ball-room dancmg

Although some features of westem culture such as the westerners' sense of tlme or
the soccer game have been appreciated and adopted in Myanmar society, ball-
room dancing has never enjoyed popularity among the majority of the people.

An instance of the clash of traditional and western cultures as depicted in
Gyamai Gyaw Ma Ma Lay's Mone ywe Ma hu (g4:qeuy) (Not Out of Hate,1953)
is relevant. The story goes back to the colomial period. The hero, a senior
employee of a British paddy purchasing firm gets married to a country town girl.
Althouth he cares much for his young wife she has to conform to his westernized
manners and eating habits. In spite of her loneliness she rarely visits her aging
father and relatives who follow the traditional way of life. Even when she is ill,
her husband does not allow her to use indigenous medicines. During the Japanese
occupation she falls a victim to tuberculosis and is treated with such western
medicines as are available at the time, and finally she dies for lack of proper
medicine, though she could have been saved with traditional medicines.

Not Out of Hate is one of the few Myanmar novels that have been
translated completely into English. Anna Allott in the Introduction to the English
translation points out that Daw Ma Ma Lay although writing this nove! in the mid-
1950's chose the colonial setting of 1939-42, probably to heighten the underlying
ideological issue, “the threat which the Western way of life poses to Burmese
culture and traditional family relationships."

With the exposure of Myanmar society to the outside world contact
between the Myanmars and foreigners get closer. Myanmars have more occasions
for attending reception parties held by foreigners residing in Myanmar . There are
also return parties hosted by the Myanmars. On these occasions the wives also
participate., The Myanmars have become accustomed to western cuisine served
with alcoholic drinks. Sometimes ball-room dancing is part of these partles, and

¢ Allott, Anna. "Introduction,” Not Out of Hate, by Ma Malay...199]. p. xxiv.



